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​Chapter 1: The Armor
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The thing about armor is that it has to look good, or what's the point?

Elijah Hart stood in front of his dorm room mirror, holding up two nearly identical vintage band tees—one Fleetwood Mac, one The Cure—and trying to decide which said "I'm interesting and well-adjusted" versus "I stayed up until 3 AM spiraling about my existence."

The Cure it was, then. Honesty in advertising.

He tucked the black tee into high-waisted jeans that he'd thrifted last month and cuffed at the ankles, then slipped on his favorite cherry-red Converse. A thin silver chain. Three rings. The small hoop earrings his mom had given him for his twenty-first birthday, back when she was still trying to "understand his lifestyle choices." He touched his hair—the fade was growing out a little, the curls on top getting unruly—and decided it looked intentional enough.

"You're doing it again," Kieran said from his desk without looking up from his laptop.

"Doing what?"

"The thing where you pretend you don't care what you look like while spending twenty minutes choosing an outfit."

Elijah grabbed his messenger bag and slung it across his chest. "It's called having a sense of style, Kieran. You should try it sometime."

Kieran glanced down at his rumpled button-down and shrugged. "I'm an engineering major. This is my aesthetic."

"Academic disaster chic. Groundbreaking."

"Better than—what did Bianca call it last week? 'Sad art student realness'?"

"She said 'sad GAY art student realness,' thank you very much. The distinction matters." Elijah checked his phone—8:47 AM. "I gotta go. Don't forget we have that club thing tonight."

"The LGBTQ+ meeting? Yeah, I'll be there."

"Bring snacks. Tyler never remembers snacks."

"Tyler never remembers anything that isn't about Tyler."

Elijah snorted. "Facts."



The October morning was perfect—cool enough for layers, warm enough that he didn't need a jacket. Campus was already buzzing with that mid-semester energy, students hurrying between classes with oversized coffee cups and the vaguely panicked expressions of people who'd just remembered a paper was due.

Elijah loved it here. Loved the brick buildings and ancient oak trees, loved the constant hum of conversations in six different languages, loved how he could walk across the quad and see theater kids running lines on the steps, environmental activists with clipboards, someone's golden retriever wearing a bandana.

He'd grown up in a small Georgia town where he'd been the only out kid in his entire high school. Here, he was just one of thousands, and the anonymity felt like freedom.

He was cutting through the main quad toward the humanities building when he saw him.

Stellan Volkov, standing near the fountain with what looked like his entire soccer team, all of them in matching warm-up gear because apparently being tall and attractive wasn't enough—they also had to coordinate. Stell stood at the center of the group, listening to something Milo was saying, his expression neutral in that way he had. Reserved. Controlled. Completely untouchable.

Elijah's stomach did a stupid little flip.

He'd been nursing this crush since sophomore year, back when they'd ended up in the same Friday afternoon sociology class. Elijah had noticed him immediately—kind of hard not to notice a six-foot-two, gray-green-eyed, devastatingly handsome guy who looked like he'd stepped out of a European menswear ad. But it wasn't until Stell had given a presentation on sports medicine and community health that Elijah had been truly doomed.

Smart. Passionate. Quietly intense about helping people.

And completely, utterly, laughably out of Elijah's league.

Elijah had done the mental math a hundred times. Stell was masculine-presenting, athletic, the kind of guy who could walk into any gay bar and have his pick of the room. Guys like that didn't go for guys like Elijah. They went for other guys who matched their aesthetic—clean-cut, gym-built, no visible queerness unless you knew where to look.

Not for art history majors who wore eyeliner to class and had "Hayley Kiyoko" embroidered on their backpack.

Stell laughed at something Milo said—a small sound, barely there, but Elijah caught it from across the quad and felt it like a physical thing. Then Stell's eyes swept across the quad, and for one mortifying second, Elijah thought they made eye contact.

He immediately looked away, pretending to be fascinated by his phone.

Smooth, Elijah. Very subtle.

When he risked another glance, Stell was looking back at his friends, and Elijah exhaled. Crisis averted. His hopeless crush remained exactly that—hopeless and silent and entirely manageable as long as they never actually spoke to each other.

He shoved his phone in his pocket and kept walking.



Art History 301 was Elijah's favorite class, partially because Professor Chen was brilliant and hilarious, and partially because it was one of the few places on campus where he felt genuinely smart instead of just functional. They were deep into Italian Renaissance, and today's lecture on Caravaggio's use of chiaroscuro had Elijah scribbling notes so fast his hand cramped.

"The contrast isn't just technical," Professor Chen was saying, pulling up another slide. "It's psychological. Light and shadow as moral binaries, yes, but also as invitation—what we reveal, what we conceal, what we allow others to see."

Elijah underlined that three times.

What we reveal. What we conceal. What we allow others to see.

His whole life was chiaroscuro, wasn't it? The bright, colorful presentation on the outside—the carefully curated outfits, the quick wit, the ease in social situations. And underneath, in the shadows: the fear that none of it was enough, that he'd always be too much or not enough, never just right.

He shook off the thought and focused on the painting on the screen.

After class, he grabbed lunch at the student union and scrolled through Instagram while eating a mediocre turkey wrap. Bianca had posted a selfie from her morning voice lesson, looking annoyingly perfect in full glam at 9 AM. He left a string of fire emojis and kept scrolling.

Tyler from the LGBTQ+ club had posted a gym selfie with the caption "Leg day ✔️ #fitness #masc4masc #nodrama." Elijah rolled his eyes and kept scrolling.

He had two hours before his Gender Studies seminar, so he headed to the library and found his usual spot in the third-floor corner. He pulled out his reading for next week—a Judith Butler essay that was kicking his ass—and tried to focus.

His phone buzzed.

Bianca: babe are you coming to club tonight

Elijah: yeah why

Bianca: just checking. tyler's been weird lately

Elijah: when is tyler NOT weird

Bianca: fair. see you at 7?

Elijah: 💖

He put his phone on Do Not Disturb and tried to focus on Butler, but his brain kept drifting. To Stell's laugh. To the way light had caught in his gray-green eyes across the quad. To the absolute impossibility of ever being someone that Stell Volkov would look at twice.



The LGBTQ+ club met every Tuesday night in one of the student center's smaller conference rooms. It was technically called "Rainbow Coalition," but everyone just called it "club." Attendance varied wildly—sometimes five people, sometimes thirty, depending on whether there was free pizza.

Tonight was a medium turnout. Fifteen, maybe twenty people scattered around the room in various states of attention. Tyler stood at the front, running through announcements with his usual self-important air.

"—and we're still looking for volunteers for the drag show fundraiser," Tyler was saying. "So if anyone wants to perform or help with setup, see me after."

Elijah sat between Kieran and a sophomore named Cleo who was always wearing at least seven different patterns at once. Tonight: checkered pants, floral shirt, striped cardigan, and a geometric print beanie. It shouldn't have worked, but somehow it did.

"Alright," Tyler said, clapping his hands. "Tonight's discussion topic—dating in the queer community. Specifically, how we navigate preferences and attraction."

Elijah felt Kieran tense beside him.

Oh no.

"So I'll start," Tyler said, leaning against the desk at the front. "I think there's nothing wrong with having a type. Like, I'm attracted to masculine guys. That's just how I'm wired. I'm not going to apologize for that."

"No one's asking you to apologize," Cleo said.

"I'm just saying—there's a lot of pressure to be open to everyone, right? But like, masc4masc makes sense to me. Like attracts like. It's biology."

Kieran's jaw tightened.

"Is it, though?" someone else asked. "Or is that internalized—"

"I'm just saying," Tyler interrupted, "that there's a difference between preference and discrimination. I can prefer masculine-presenting guys without it being femmephobic."

Elijah felt the familiar tightness in his chest. He kept his expression neutral, almost bored.

"I mean, no offense," Tyler continued, and Elijah knew what was coming before he said it. "But I'm just not into guys who are too... obvious, you know? Too fem. It's not my thing. And that's okay."

The room went very quiet.

Elijah forced a laugh—light, unbothered. "Wow, Tyler. Tell us how you really feel."

A few people laughed, tension breaking slightly.

Tyler had the grace to look uncomfortable. "I didn't mean—"

"No, no, I get it," Elijah said, still smiling. "You like what you like. We all have preferences." He made air quotes around the word, and Kieran shot him a concerned look.

Cleo raised their hand. "Can we maybe examine where those preferences come from, though? Because—"

And the conversation spiraled from there, people debating whether attraction was innate or socially constructed, whether it was okay to rule out entire presentations of queerness, whether anyone was obligated to interrogate their desires.

Elijah stopped listening.

He'd heard it all before. At this club, at other clubs, on dating apps, in bars when he was old enough to get into them. The careful language people used to say they didn't want someone like him. Not masc enough. Too femme. Too obvious. Too much.

After the meeting, Kieran walked back to their dorm with him in silence.

"You okay?" Kieran finally asked.

"Yeah, why wouldn't I be?"

"Because Tyler's an asshole."

"Tyler's Tyler." Elijah shrugged. "He's not wrong, you know. People are allowed to have preferences."

"That's not—" Kieran stopped walking, and Elijah stopped too. "Elijah, you know he's full of shit, right? That whole 'masc4masc' thing is just internalized homophobia dressed up as preference."

"Maybe. Or maybe some people just aren't into me, and that's fine."

"That's not what I—"

"I'm good, Kieran. Really." Elijah gave him his brightest smile, the one that usually ended conversations. "I'm gonna grab a shower and crash. See you tomorrow?"

Kieran looked like he wanted to argue but finally nodded. "Yeah. Tomorrow."



Later, alone in his room, Elijah lay in bed scrolling through his phone. Instagram showed him a world of happy couples, confident queers, people who looked like they'd figured it all out. He lingered on a photo of two guys at a pride parade, both of them masculine-presenting, both of them smiling like they'd won the lottery just by finding each other.

Like attracts like, Tyler had said.

Elijah locked his phone and stared at the ceiling.

He'd known since high school that he'd never be the kind of gay guy that other gay guys wanted. Too fem, too obvious, too much. He'd made peace with that, or at least he'd made a functional truce. He had friends, he had his studies, he had his carefully constructed armor of vintage tees and quick comebacks.

He had everything except the one thing he actually wanted—someone to look at him the way those guys in the photo looked at each other. Like he was the prize, not the consolation.

The image of Stell's eyes sweeping across the quad flashed through his mind, and he shoved it away.

Some things were just never going to happen, and that was fine. He'd survive. He'd been surviving his whole life.

His phone buzzed. A text from Bianca.

Bianca: you ok? you left fast

Elijah: yeah just tired. tyler was being tyler

Bianca: that man is a walking red flag 🚩

Bianca: you know he's wrong right?? you're a literal catch

Elijah: lol sure

Bianca: ELIJAH HART I WILL FIGHT YOU

Elijah: go to bed B

Bianca: not until you admit you're gorgeous and perfect

Elijah: im gorgeous and perfect now go to sleep

Bianca: ❤️❤️❤️

Elijah: ❤️

He plugged in his phone, turned off the lights, and closed his eyes.

Tomorrow would be the same as today. Classes, friends, carefully managed distance from people like Stell who existed in a different stratosphere. The armor would go back on, bright and colorful and impenetrable.

And he'd be fine.

He was always fine.
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​Chapter 2: You're A Catch
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Elijah woke up to seventeen texts from Bianca, which was actually lower than her average.

Bianca: BABE

Bianca: BABE WAKE UP

Bianca: I HAVE NEWS

Bianca: IMPORTANT NEWS

Bianca: LIFE CHANGING NEWS

Bianca: ok maybe not LIFE changing but definitely SEMESTER changing

Bianca: are you AWAKE yet

Bianca: elijah hart i know you sleep with your phone on your nightstand

Bianca: literally just respond with an emoji so i know you're alive

Bianca: im coming over

Bianca: im COMING OVER RN

Bianca: be there in 10

Bianca: wear something cute

Bianca: actually nvm you always look cute

Bianca: ok im walking over now

Bianca: ETA 7 minutes

Bianca: why are you not RESPONDING

The last message was from three minutes ago.

Elijah groaned and checked the time—10:23 AM. Wednesday. No classes until one. He'd planned to sleep until at least eleven, maybe do some reading, definitely avoid thinking about last night's club meeting.

His phone buzzed again.

Bianca: im outside your building buzz me in

He stumbled out of bed, still in his sleep shirt and boxer briefs, and hit the buzzer without bothering to check the camera. Thirty seconds later, someone pounded on his door.

"It's open!" he called, and Bianca burst in like a human hurricane.

She was wearing a yellow sundress that somehow worked in October, her box braids pulled up in an elaborate topknot, full makeup at ten-thirty in the morning because of course she was. She took one look at Elijah's bedhead and bare legs and grinned.

"Good morning, sunshine."

"It's not," Elijah said, shuffling toward the closet. "Why are you awake? Why are YOU awake and HERE?"

"Because I have news, babe. Big news. Are you ready?"

"Can I at least put on pants first?"

"I'll allow it."

Elijah grabbed a pair of sweatpants and pulled them on, then flopped onto his bed. Kieran's side of the room was empty—he had an early engineering lab on Wednesdays and wouldn't be back until noon.

Bianca perched on Kieran's desk chair, practically vibrating with energy.

"Okay," she said. "You know how I've been talking about maybe, possibly, potentially doing another pageant?"

"You've done like fifteen pageants."

"Seven, thank you very much. And they're good for my resume. Plus I actually enjoy them, despite what your internalized respectability politics might say about—"

"B. I literally do not care that you do pageants. You're gorgeous and you're going to win all of them. What's the news?"

"The UNIVERSITY is doing one."

Elijah sat up a little. "Wait, what?"

"A campus pageant. Co-ed. It's a whole new thing they're piloting this year. I just found out this morning." She pulled out her phone and showed him an email. "Look—'The First Annual Campus Crown Pageant: A celebration of talent, partnership, and community.' They're doing it in November."

"Partnership?"

"That's the twist. It's not solo contestants—you get paired up randomly with someone from a different major. The whole thing is about 'diverse collaboration' or whatever. Partnership interviews, joint talent portions, the works."

"Huh." Elijah tried to summon interest. "That's... different?"

"Different and PERFECT for my brand. Plus, the winner gets a cash prize, a feature in the alumni magazine, and—this is the important part—major networking opportunities with donors and sponsors." Her eyes gleamed. "Do you know how many pageant directors are going to be at this thing? This could literally launch my post-grad career."

"So you're doing it."

"Obviously I'm doing it." She paused. "But I need your help."

"My help? B, I know nothing about pageants."

"I don't need pageant help. I need moral support. Friend support. My-best-friend-will-be-there-cheering-me-on support." She leaned forward. "Please? It's going to be like eight weeks of rehearsals and prep, and I need you to keep me sane."

Elijah felt his resistance crumbling. "What about your theater friends? Or literally anyone else who actually knows about this stuff?"

"They're all competing too. And you're my person, Elijah. I need you."

The sincerity in her voice got him. Bianca could be dramatic and extra and overwhelming, but when she was real, she was really real.

"Fine," he sighed. "I'll be your emotional support gay."

"I prefer 'pageant consultant' but I'll take it." She squealed and bounced in her chair. "Thank you thank you thank you. Oh my god, this is going to be amazing. I'm going to start planning my wardrobe tonight—"

"Do you even know who your partner is yet?"

"No, they're announcing pairs next week. It's random selection based on major diversity. I'm theater, so I'll probably get paired with like, a STEM person or business major or something." She waved a hand dismissively. "Doesn't matter. I can work with anyone."

"What if you get someone terrible?"

"Then I'll make them less terrible through the sheer force of my personality." She stood up and started pacing, already in planning mode. "I need to figure out my talent. Maybe a monologue? Or a song? Both? Can you do both in a pageant? I should email Juniper—she's coordinating the whole thing."

"Who's Juniper?"

"Juniper Cross. She works in student activities. Former Miss Georgia Teen, actually. She's the one who pitched this whole co-ed pageant concept to the university." Bianca pulled up another email. "She seems cool. Very professional. Probably gay."

"You think everyone's gay."

"I have excellent gaydar and I'm usually right." She looked at him, and her expression softened. "Speaking of which. How are you?"

"I'm fine."

"Elijah."

"What?"

"Tyler's an asshole."

So they were doing this. "It's fine. I'm fine."

"He's wrong, you know."

"He's entitled to his preferences."

"His preferences are rooted in self-hatred and toxic masculinity." Bianca sat on the edge of his bed. "Babe, you know that, right? The whole masc4masc thing is just—it's internalized homophobia. It's not real."

"It's real to the people who feel it."

"Okay, sure, but that doesn't make it RIGHT. And it definitely doesn't mean anything about you." She reached over and poked his shoulder. "You know you're gorgeous, right?"

Elijah looked away. "I'm fine with how I look."

"That's not what I asked."

"Bianca—"

"No, seriously. Do you KNOW?" She waited, and when he didn't answer, she groaned. "Elijah Hart, you are literally one of the most attractive people on this campus. You're smart, you're funny, you have actual style instead of just throwing on whatever's clean—" She gestured at his sweatpants. "Okay, usually you have style. The point is, you're a catch."

"If you say so."

"I DO say so. And I'm right. You act like you're not, like you're just... I don't know, like you're lucky people tolerate you or something. But that's bullshit."

Elijah picked at a thread on his comforter. "Can we not do this?"

"We're doing this. Because someone needs to tell you, and clearly you're not listening to yourself." She softened her voice. "Babe, someone's gonna see you one day. Like really SEE you. And you're gonna have to deal with it."

"What's that supposed to mean?"

"It means you're so convinced that no one could want you that you're not even LOOKING. You've decided you're undateable, and that's just... it's sad. It's sad and it's wrong."

"I'm not—" He stopped. "I'm realistic."

"You're scared."

"I'm not scared. I just know how this works. Guys like Tyler, guys who are masc-presenting or whatever—they want other guys like them. That's fine. That's their right. But I'm not going to waste my time hoping for something that's not going to happen."

"What if you're wrong?"

"I'm not wrong. I've been on dating apps, B. I've seen the profiles. I know what people want."

"Elijah, dating apps are a hellscape that represent the worst of human behavior. They're not real life."

"They're real enough."

Bianca was quiet for a moment, and Elijah could feel her looking at him. Finally, she sighed.

"You know what your problem is?"

"I'm sure you're about to tell me."

"Your problem is that you've built this whole story about who you are and what you deserve, and you're so committed to it that you won't even CONSIDER that it might be wrong." She stood up. "You're worthy of being chosen, Elijah. Exactly as you are. You don't need to be more masculine or less obvious or whatever else you think you need to be. You just need to believe that someone's going to see you and think 'that one. I want that one.'"

Elijah's throat felt tight. "That's a nice thought."

"It's not a thought. It's a fact." She grabbed her bag. "Now get dressed. I'm buying you breakfast, and you're going to help me brainstorm pageant talent ideas."

"I thought you didn't need pageant help."

"I don't need help. I need a sounding board. There's a difference." She headed for the door, then paused. "And Elijah?"

"Yeah?"

"Tyler's not everyone. He's just loud. Don't let him convince you that his damage is universal truth."

She left before he could respond.



They ended up at the campus coffee shop, a tiny place called The Grind that made mediocre coffee but excellent breakfast sandwiches. Bianca ordered an oat milk latte and a croissant. Elijah got his usual—a chai with way too much cinnamon and a everything bagel.

"Okay," Bianca said, pulling out a notebook that was already half-filled with color-coded lists. "Talent portion. I'm thinking either a musical theater piece—maybe something from Dreamgirls or The Color Purple—or a monologue. Thoughts?"

"Can you do both?"

"I don't know. I need to check the rules." She scribbled something. "Maybe I could do a monologue that BUILDS to singing? Like a theatrical moment?"

"That sounds very you."

"Right?" She grinned. "Oh, and I need to think about interview prep. They're going to ask about partnership and collaboration, so I need good answers about working with whoever I get paired with."

"What if your partner sucks?"

"Then I carry us to victory through sheer force of will." She took a sip of her latte. "But honestly, I'm not worried. I can work with anyone. That's literally one of my skills."

Elijah watched her write, her enthusiasm infectious despite himself. This was what Bianca did—she threw herself into things completely, no hesitation, no fear of looking stupid or failing. She just... went for it.

"I wish I was more like you," he said without thinking.

She looked up. "What?"

"Nothing. Never mind."

"No, what did you mean?"

He shrugged. "You just... you don't doubt yourself. You see something you want and you go for it. You don't worry about whether you're enough or whether people will want you. You just know."

Bianca put down her pen. "Elijah, I absolutely doubt myself. Like, constantly."

"You don't act like it."

"That's called confidence, babe. And confidence isn't the same as certainty. I don't KNOW I'm going to win this pageant. I don't KNOW I'm going to have a successful career or that everything's going to work out. But I decided a long time ago that I wasn't going to let fear stop me from trying."

"That sounds exhausting."

"It is. But it's better than the alternative." She reached across the table and grabbed his hand. "And for what it's worth? You're braver than you think. You came to this school knowing you'd be yourself, knowing people might judge you. You dress how you want, you take up space in queer spaces even when people like Tyler are shitty. That takes courage."

"That's just survival."

"No, survival would be hiding. You're not hiding. You're just... protecting yourself. Which I get. But there's a difference between protection and prison, you know?"

Elijah pulled his hand back gently. "When did you get so wise?"

"I've always been wise. You just don't listen." She smiled. "But seriously. I know Tyler got in your head last night. Don't let him stay there. His issues aren't yours."

"Okay."

"I mean it."

"I know. Okay."

They finished their food and walked back toward their dorms, Bianca talking a mile a minute about pageant strategy and wardrobe ideas and whether she should get her braids redone before the competition. Elijah listened, offering commentary when required, trying not to think about her words.

Someone's gonna see you one day.

You're worthy of being chosen exactly as you are.

Nice thoughts. Pretty thoughts.

But thoughts and reality were different things, and Elijah had learned a long time ago not to confuse the two.



That afternoon, after his Gender Studies seminar (a fascinating discussion on Butler's "Gender Trouble" that he'd actually managed to follow), Elijah headed back to his dorm and found Kieran at his desk, surrounded by calculus textbooks and looking like he wanted to die.

"How's the lab?" Elijah asked, dropping his bag.

"I'm going to fail out of college and become a street musician."

"You don't play any instruments."

"I'll learn the recorder. How hard can it be?"

Elijah laughed and flopped onto his bed. His phone buzzed—a text from Bianca with a link to the pageant application and a string of crown emojis. He opened it and skimmed the details.

First Annual Campus Crown Pageant. Co-ed competition. Random pairing. Eight-week preparation period. Culminating in a formal pageant event in mid-December.

He could picture Bianca on stage, glowing under the lights, completely in her element. She'd probably win. She usually did.

"What's that?" Kieran asked.

"Bianca's doing a pageant thing. Campus competition."

"Of course she is." Kieran didn't look up from his textbook. "Are you helping?"

"Moral support, apparently."

"That's very you."

"What's that supposed to mean?"

"You're a good friend. You show up for people." Kieran glanced over. "Even when they don't show up for themselves."

"Is this about last night?"

"Tyler's a dick."

"We've established this."

"And you let him get away with it."

Elijah sat up. "What was I supposed to do? Call him out in front of everyone? Start a fight about whether my existence is valid?"

"Maybe yeah."

"That's not how it works, Kieran. You can't logic someone out of bigotry. And Tyler's not even—he's not hateful, he's just ignorant."

"Ignorance that hurts you is still harmful."

"I know that. But I'm not going to waste my energy trying to educate every gay guy who thinks femme guys are less than. I'd never stop." He lay back down, staring at the ceiling. "It's fine. I'm fine."

"You keep saying that."

"Because it's true."

"Elijah." Kieran closed his textbook and turned his chair around. "Dude. You're allowed to be upset when people are shitty to you."

"I'm not upset."

"You're something."

"I'm tired. I'm tired of having the same conversation over and over. I'm tired of defending my existence to my own community. I'm tired of—" He stopped, surprised by the emotion in his voice. "Sorry."

"Don't apologize. Just... I don't know. Don't let Tyler make you think you're less than you are."

"I don't."

"You kind of do."

Elijah didn't have an answer for that.

His phone buzzed again. Another text from Bianca.

Bianca: just submitted my application!!!

Bianca: partner announcements next week

Bianca: im so EXCITED

Elijah: youre gonna kill it

Bianca: WE are gonna kill it. youre my good luck charm

Elijah: pretty sure you make your own luck

Bianca: maybe but youre still coming to every rehearsal

Bianca: non negotiable

Elijah: yes ma'am

Bianca: 👑👑👑

He put his phone down and closed his eyes.

Someone's gonna see you one day, Bianca had said.

The thing was, Elijah didn't want just anyone to see him. He wanted someone specific to see him. Someone with gray-green eyes and a quiet intensity and a smile that made Elijah's stomach flip.

But that was never going to happen. Stellan Volkov existed in a different universe, one where people looked like they belonged on magazine covers and dated other people who looked like they belonged on magazine covers.

Not art history majors who wore too much jewelry and couldn't pass as straight if their life depended on it.

Elijah rolled over and grabbed his Art History textbook, determined to focus on something productive.

But Bianca's words kept echoing in his head.

You're worthy of being chosen exactly as you are.

If only that were true.
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​Chapter 3: Ordinary Life
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Thursday morning, Elijah woke up feeling almost normal.

The Tyler thing had faded to background noise—not gone, but manageable. Just another data point in the ongoing research project of his life. He got dressed in his favorite vintage Bowie tee and black jeans, spent probably too long on his hair, and grabbed his messenger bag.

"You're in a good mood," Kieran observed from his desk, where he was eating cereal and watching what looked like a lecture video.

"It's Art History day."

"Ah. Your one true love."

"Second only to Bianca."

"I thought I was your second true love."

"You're my favorite roommate."

"I'm your only roommate."

"Exactly. You're winning by default." Elijah checked his phone—two texts from Bianca, both memes, one about pageant stress and one about the price of oat milk. He sent back laughing emojis and pocketed his phone. "You coming to lunch later?"

"Can't. Study group."

"On a Thursday?"

"Midterm Monday. Engineering waits for no one."

"Gross. Well, more dining hall pizza for me and B."

"Living the dream."

"Always am."



Art History 301 was held in one of the older lecture halls, the kind with wooden seats that creaked when you sat down and tall windows that let in perfect light. Professor Chen was already setting up her presentation when Elijah arrived, and he slid into his usual seat three rows from the front.

The class was small—maybe twenty students total—and most of them were actually interested in the subject instead of just fulfilling a requirement. Elijah had lucked into a good group.

"Alright, everyone," Professor Chen said, pulling up the first slide. "Today we're moving from Caravaggio to Artemisia Gentileschi. And yes, before anyone asks, we will be discussing the gender dynamics of the Baroque period and how Gentileschi's work both reflected and challenged the artistic conventions of her time."

A girl near the front raised her hand. "Are we going to talk about the rape trial?"

"We are. But we're going to talk about it contextually and respectfully, because Artemisia Gentileschi was a brilliant artist who deserves to be discussed for her artistic genius, not just her trauma." Professor Chen clicked to the next slide—"Judith Slaying Holofernes," violent and visceral and absolutely breathtaking. "That said, we can't ignore how her lived experience informed her art. So let's dig in."

For the next hour and fifteen minutes, Elijah was completely absorbed. He loved this—the analysis, the historical context, the way Professor Chen connected artistic technique to cultural moments. He filled four pages of notes, his handwriting getting messier as he tried to keep up with his thoughts.

When class ended, he felt energized in a way that only happened when his brain was firing on all cylinders.

Professor Chen caught his eye as he was packing up. "Elijah, do you have a second?"

"Sure." He slung his bag over his shoulder and walked down to her desk.

"I wanted to talk to you about your midterm paper," she said, pulling out his most recent assignment. "This analysis of Bernini's 'Ecstasy of Saint Teresa'—it's excellent. Your argument about the male gaze and religious ecstasy as coded sexuality? Really sharp thinking."

Elijah felt his face warm. "Thank you."

"Have you thought about graduate school?"

"Um. A little?"

"You should think about it more. You have a natural talent for this kind of critical analysis." She handed him back his paper—an A, with extensive comments in the margins. "Art history programs would be lucky to have you."

"I—thank you. I'll definitely think about it."

"Good. Now go, I'm sure you have somewhere to be."

He left the classroom feeling like he was floating. Graduate school. Professor Chen thought he could do graduate school.

Maybe he wasn't just functional. Maybe he was actually good at this.



The dining hall was packed with the lunch rush, but Elijah spotted Bianca immediately—she was wearing a hot pink blazer that could be seen from space.

"There you are!" she said as he approached. "I got you pizza. It looks disgusting."

"You say that like it's not always disgusting."

"Fair point." She slid a tray across the table. Two slices of questionable pepperoni, a wilted salad, and an apple that looked okay. "How was Art History?"

"Amazing. Professor Chen thinks I should go to grad school."

"Obviously you should go to grad school. You're literally a genius about dead people paintings."

"They're not all dead people."

"Most of them are dead people." She took a bite of her salad and made a face. "Why is the lettuce always wet here?"

"That's just how dining hall lettuce is. It comes pre-wet."

"Disgusting." She pushed the salad aside and focused on her pizza. "Okay, so I need your opinion on something."

"Shoot."

"I'm trying to decide between two talent options for the pageant. Option one: a monologue from 'For Colored Girls,' very powerful, very emotional, guaranteed to make people cry. Option two: 'I'm Here' from The Color Purple, also emotional, but with the added bonus of showing off my vocals."

"Why not both?"

"That's what I said! But I don't know if they'll let me do a hybrid thing. I need to email Juniper and ask." She pulled out her phone and started typing. "Also, I've been stalking the pageant application list, and there are some SERIOUS competitors. Did you know Michaela Chen from the dance department is doing it?"

"Should I know who that is?"

"She's incredible. Like, terrifyingly good. And there's this guy Jordan from the theater department who did drag at the campus show last year—he's going to be fierce." She paused. "I'm not worried, obviously. But like, I'm aware of the competition."

"You're going to win."

"I know. But it's good to be realistic about the field." She grinned. "Anyway, enough about me. How are YOU?"

"I'm good. Feeling good."

"Yeah?"

"Yeah. Like, actually good. Not just functional." He took a bite of pizza—it was, as predicted, disgusting
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