
Chapter 2

	Heaven as my witness, I chased Soren for ten years, and as for actual feelings—honestly, there weren't that many.

	I lasted this long purely because of his face.

	I chased Soren a full ten years, from age ten to twenty.

	This kid was outrageously handsome from the start.

	The year I turned ten, my family moved in next door, and my mom dragged me over to say hello.

	The first time I saw Soren, I knew: this kid, posing for a group photo with the rest of us grubby children, wouldn't even look like he belonged in the same layer.

	…

	To put it bluntly: I'm shallow.

	I drooled over that face for ten years. But lately I'd been running low on drool.

	Mostly because a friend showed me, a few days ago, the male models at the new club that opened in our area.

	That face. That body. I had a thirty-minute nosebleed that very night.

	Still a notch below Soren, sure—but they win on variety.

	Soren, the guy, ices his face up all day, the whole keep-your-distance vibe, a complete flower-on-an-untouchable-peak.

	Male models, though—heh heh heh.

	Tanned athlete types, sweet younger-guy puppy types. Per my friend, as long as the money's right, they'll charm you till you're giggling like an idiot.

	A whole new world cracked open, and I made a snap decision: Soren, I'm done chasing. A boss woman should hustle for cash and order male models. Spending all day circling one single man—what does that even look like?

	Come to think of it, I'd been circling Soren for years and he never fell for me. He was probably sick of it too.

	Once I made peace with it, I unpinned Soren from my chats, swapped my lock screen and wallpaper to a stack of green Benjamins, and a few days later started my shift at McDonald's.

	Why not Burger King?

	Because they didn't want me.

	No phone on shift, and after work I'm tired as a dog, so I literally hadn't said one word to Soren in days.

	Day one, he didn't say a thing to me.

	Day three, he rarely-ever texted me first, asking what I was doing.

	But I was so wiped I passed out before typing a single letter back.

	Day seven—today.

	He stood in front of me, smirking coldly, saying my nerve was getting bigger and bigger.

	I looked at that face, wanting to say something cutting and inform him I no longer liked him.

	But I just couldn't bring myself to do it to that gorgeous face.

	Whether I still liked the person—unclear.

	Whether I still liked the face—absolutely.

	Thank god Caleb walked over and bailed me out.

	"Lottie, your shift's up—time to switch."

	I snapped to. "Right, okay."

	I glanced back at Soren. His face seemed a few degrees colder than a moment ago.

	…Weird.

	"This way, handsome—you can scan to order here." Caleb tilted up the corner of his mouth, eyes narrowed at Soren.

	Right before I stepped into the break room, I thought I faintly heard:

	"Sorry. Wrong place. Could you tell me where the Burger King is?"

	?

	Nice one, buddy.

	


Chapter 3

	Okay, I lied earlier.

	Burger King did want me.

	But Burger King didn't have a crew member as hot as Caleb, so I politely declined their offer.

	Sigh. My whole life, ruled by a pretty face.

	I hadn't been in the break room long when Caleb came in and told me Soren had left.

	"Boyfriend?" he grinned.

	I waved my hands fast. "As if. Chased him half my life, never landed him—he's not even my ex."

	Caleb made a knowing face, came over, and patted my shoulder.

	"It's fine, kiddo. Your good days are ahead of you."

	…

	Caleb is hot, I'll give him that.

	His level of being unhinged, also roughly equal to mine.

	When I interviewed, the manager happened to be busy, so Caleb interviewed me.

	Faced with such a hottie, I'd been so nervous I couldn't squeeze out a single word.

	He looked at me, studied me a good while, and finally produced five whole syllables.

	"McDonald's burgers~"

	"Yeah~ yeah~" I answered on reflex.

	"McDonald's fries~"

	"Fries~ fries~ fries~"

	And then—

	we became coworkers.

	…

	Caleb withdrew the hand patting my shoulder and declared, very gravely:

	"My read on people is simple. People who like McDonald's are good. People who don't are bad. That friend of yours doesn't look like a good person. Praise the arches!"

	Then he pressed his palms together.

	…Maybe just don't talk.

	"By the way," Caleb looked at me, "did I just hear you say you want to order male models?"

	…Great. Now that it's sunk in, it's a little embarrassing.

	I forced a couple of laughs, trying to mask my own sleaziness. "Yeah, ha ha ha, just want some eye candy…"

	Before I finished, Caleb suddenly bent down, leveling his eyes with mine.

	"So do you think…" He dropped his voice low, so I had to lean in to catch it.

	"If I became a male model, would you order me?"

	Caleb smiled, those fox eyes locked dead on mine.

	He was a completely different type from Soren.

	Like a sly old fox, the kind who fits in anywhere.

	I held my breath, thought about it a good while, then said:

	"As long as you keep your mouth shut—probably."

	…

	"…I curse you to bite your own tongue every time you eat spicy wings. Praise the arches."

	Don't be absurd, dude.

	


Chapter 4

	Eight o'clock, I got off work.

	At the foot of my building, I ran smack into Soren, who was coming out to take the trash down.

	It was summer—he wore a plain white tee, a black plastic bag in one hand.

	An outfit that ordinary, on him, looked like he was about to walk a runway.

	No wonder I held out ten years.

	Soren saw me, stopped, and ended up blocking my path to the stairs.

	"What?" I looked up at him.

	The stairwell light had been broken forever, giving off only a dim yellow glow that fell across Soren.

	…Added a little ambience. Even hotter.

	Can I get a grip? Is he the only handsome man on earth?!

	"Is the job tiring?" After a good ten seconds of silence, Soren asked.

	"It's fine."

	…

	He was still blocking the stairs.

	I smiled awkwardly. "Could you, uh… move?"

	Soren looked at me, then shifted a step to the side.

	Just as I went to rush up the stairs, I heard him say, softly:

	"Did I do something to upset you lately?"

	?

	No, actually.

	I'm just planning to ditch you for male models.

	Abandoning a clear spring to run for the open sea.

	"Nope…" I glanced back and smiled. "I've just had male models on the brain nonstop lately."

	Then I bolted up to my apartment, not caring at all how he'd react.

	Though I could guess—probably shocked, with a side of relief.

	I flopped on my couch, happily tallying up my male-model-viewing budget.

	Right as I got absorbed in the math, the doorbell rang.

	I opened the door. Soren stood there, expressionless.

	"What's up?"

	"I went out without my keys."

	"…And?"

	"My parents are away traveling."

	?

	"So what you're saying is…"

	Soren just shut the door and walked in. "Crashing at your place a few days."

	I held out an arm to stop him. "This… isn't really okay."

	A locksmith would've fixed it for, like, twenty bucks.

	"Not okay?" He looked at me.

	"Lottie Lane, back when you stayed at my place for half a year straight, how come you didn't say it wasn't okay?" His tone didn't change, but the volume went up a fair bit.

	I choked.

	My mom's divorced. After we moved here she often left me with Soren's family while she went off doing business.

	The longest stretch, I lived at Soren's place for six months. He and I even slept in bunk beds.

	Put that way, I really was in the wrong—and owed him plenty of favors.

	"I never said you couldn't stay…" My voice got smaller and smaller, and my arm dropped.

	He had no expression whatsoever, yet the pressure radiating off him was something else.

	Mr. Cold and Aloof.

	Hmph.

	I'll just order a cute little puppy-type later.

	


Chapter 5

	After I made up a bed for Soren, I asked:

	"We've got toiletries here, but what about a change of clothes?"

	Soren looked at me, no readable emotion on his face.

	"Tomorrow I'll go—"

	"Find a locksmith?" I jumped in.

	Soren frowned, and I think he even shot me a glare.

	"—buy a few new things."

	?

	Do you not engage your brain when you spend money?

	A locksmith's twenty bucks. Clothes are a few hundred.

	I went quiet, then after a while asked him:

	"Since you're so rich, mind sponsoring me a few bucks?"

	To realize my male-model-viewing dream.

	…

	"Lottie Lane." He ground out my name through his teeth.

	"What?"

	"You want it that badly?"

	I thought about it. For exactly one second. Then nodded hard.

	"Yep."

	Soren looked like he was about to grind his teeth to powder. "Why?"

	"Because you get to chat and feel some abs," I answered candidly. "Never felt any before. Curious."

	…

	Bang! He slammed the door shut.

	I stood there, totally baffled.

	…The heck? Did this guy eat gunpowder for dinner?

	I genuinely couldn't grasp what Soren was so mad about.

	I chased him ten years, worked my butt off to get into the same university as him, and he never once responded to my feelings—he was even off being all lovey-dovey with the campus beauty.

	He didn't like me, so why did he care whether I went to look at male models?

	The thought made me hot under the collar too. I stomped back to my own room, footsteps heavy.

	After washing up, Caleb texted me.

	"Got a good gig. You in?"

	According to Caleb, he was doing odd summer jobs to make money and had done basically every kind of part-time work—I could call him the Side-Hustle Hero.

	He thumped his chest and promised: "Any good gig, I'll loop you in."

	I thought about it and replied: "Lay it on me."

	"Bussing tables."

	?

	"What's good about that?"

	"Bussing tables at a male model club."

	!!!

	I typed at light speed: "In, in, in—for real? Are they real male models? Guaranteed authentic?"

	The second I sent it, Caleb hit me with a video call.

	"Guaranteed authentic, the exact kind of male model you're thinking of."

	Caleb seemed to be walking down a street, yellow streetlamps falling on him—kind of gentle, actually.

	"So are you coming with me?" I asked.

	I wanted to look, but going alone scared me a little.

	"Obviously," Caleb tugged up the corner of his lips. "If I don't come along and someone bullies my adorable little sister Lottie, then what?"

	"…Shut up, that's gross." Goosebumps everywhere.

	"Boo hoo, my sister's so cold-hearted," he mimed wiping tears, then flipped his expression the next instant. "It's fine. Big bro's got you."

	After we hung up, I felt a little dazed.

	That "big bro's got you" was strangely familiar.

	Like he'd said it to me before.

	I was still spacing out when Soren texted me.

	Not a single word. Just a payment.

	$700.
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