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	First Edition

	
I fell hard for a varsity athlete. Tried to ask him out. Got iced. Repeatedly. He was so far above my level he might as well have been in orbit.

	Until I discovered a Discord group called "Athletic Department Side Hustles."

	His name was right there on the member list.
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	The group was strictly athletic-scholarship students. Every kind of side gig — personal trainers, gym staff, intramural refs, recurring tutoring. Every one of them was six feet tall with a face. Why was *I* in this group? Because my best friend Reagan Reyes — sick of watching me die slowly on one specific tree branch — had decided to set me up.

	I froze. She'd already snatched my phone.

	"Reagan Reyes. I'm going to murder you."

	I tried to wrestle it back.

	Notifications kept pinging. I glanced down. She had me added to one of these groups.

	Rumor had it some of these groups had a secondary use — basically a social app. Two people DM'd, decided if they vibed, decided whether to take it further. No pressure, no obligation. Reagan had apparently described me in glowing terms because the new-message tab was already 99+.

	What was the likelihood of a quality guy in *here*?

	While I was thinking it, Reagan suddenly shrieked.

	"Wait. *Hads.* Isn't that — your Caspian?"

	I stopped. Took the phone back. Scrolled. Found it.

	Caspian Drake.

	The same Caspian Drake I'd tried to add as a friend on every platform known to humanity, who had ghosted me on every platform known to humanity. The string of contact info next to his name — I had it memorized backward.

	So. Apparently Caspian Drake had been turning me down because I wasn't being *flashy* enough about my situation.

	"That's what I get for keeping a low profile."

	A swirl of feelings — humiliation, anger, bitterness, hurt — all jumbled together like a spice rack someone had knocked over. Couldn't tell what was on top.

	I grabbed a key from the family rack and went into the garage and picked the loudest car in there. A canary-yellow Lamborghini.

	"Hads — you really *cannot* let this go, can you?"

	I didn't have an answer for that. By the time I came back to myself I was idling in front of his school in a screaming-yellow supercar, every head in a thirty-foot radius locked onto me.

	A few minutes in, Caspian still hadn't appeared, but a steady stream of beautiful young men was suddenly very interested in introducing themselves.

	A parade of faces. And I had the strangest thought: *Caspian's just one of these. A face, an aura. Why have I been obsessing over him?*

	Then I saw him.

	Walking toward the gate. White button-down. Long-limbed.

	And my brain reset to one channel.

	*Not them. Has to be him.*

	"Could I get your social?"

	A guy's voice in my ear. I was already pulling away, lunging through the crowd to Caspian, grabbing his hand.

	"How much for a month? I'll cover all of it."

	The bravado landed flat. His expression darkened. He stared at me. Glanced at the car. Then — a smile. The kind of smile that made my scalp prickle.

	"Are you out of your mind?"

	Under that stare I lost my nerve.

	"I — what?"

	"You're in the group, right?"

	I pulled out my phone and shoved it at him.

	He gave it one glance.

	"…And?"

	I went small.

	"I have. A lot. Of money."

	"…*And?*"

	He was grinding his teeth. I backed up half a step.

	"What exactly do you think this group is *for*?"

	…Wait.

	This group wasn't… what I thought it was?

	I retreated.

	"Never mind. Sorry. Forget it."

	Caspian blocked me.

	"You want to be with me that badly."

	I nodded.

	He lowered his lashes, watching me.

	"Then don't regret this."

	Regret?

	If I regretted this, you could call me a fool for the rest of my life.
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	Caspian got into my car and it still didn't feel real. Sun through the window caught his face, lashes throwing shadows. He looked like someone who shouldn't be sitting in the passenger seat of a yellow Lamborghini. He looked like someone in a museum.

	"My place?"

	I'd talked the boy into my car. I had to commit.

	He'd been looking out the window. He turned to me.

	"You're really in a rush to move in together?"

	My face went hot. I stared at his collarbone.

	"I'm going to make you lunch."

	Out of the corner of my eye I caught the faint flush on his face. He bought it.

	I drove him to the biggest of my houses. To prove I had money.

	In the entryway I peeked at him to gauge whether the property was intimidating him. It was not. He looked entirely at ease — like he was the homeowner and I was the guest.

	I went barefoot. Pulled open the fridge. Maria, the housekeeper, had stocked it as always. I turned to him.

	"I'll boil noodles. Want some?"

	I could not cook.

	The next moment.

	He was bracing one arm against the fridge door, caging me.

	"Are you sure you can?"

	His eyes had that wet-light look. I fell straight in. Stars, summer noise, blank.

	Not kissing him here would be a *waste.*

	I was a capitalist's daughter. A small capitalist in my own right.

	I do not leave value on the table.

	I leaned up. He froze, then kissed me back.

	A warm press of lips. The air felt unaccountably clean.

	It had started to rain outside. Drops on the patio washing the world clean. Things growing somewhere.
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	When I woke up groggy it was nearly dark, and there were smells coming from the kitchen. Inappropriately, I found myself moved.

	I walked in. Caspian was wearing Maria's pink apron. Incongruous. Adorable.

	He had a wooden spoon. He looked relaxed and lazy. When he caught me looking, he glanced at me.

	His expression was unchanged. Cool. Impenetrable.

	"Eat first."

	I handed him my bowl, shameless.

	"Plate me up."

	His hand stilled. He took the bowl and plated me food.

	It was — unexpectedly — good. I'd assumed a face that pretty couldn't also cook. Apparently it could.

	"QR code."

	I held out my phone. Felt a small surge of vindication.

	When I'd first tried to add him, he'd shut me down. Voice frozen.

	*"Sorry. Not interested."*

	The line had echoed in my head for weeks, a thing I couldn't quite swallow.

	I was not a *terrible* catch. Why had he kicked me to the curb back then?

	I said it ugly.

	"Take this card. You won't get shortchanged."

	His body went tight. His mouth pressed into a controlled line.

	He took the card.

	I had no idea why I was being like this. I liked him. I wanted to please him. I wanted to lay every nice thing I had at his feet. But every time I encountered his actual face I said something cruel instead.

	I think — I was pissed that he'd looked through me before.
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	A few minutes later the warmth had evaporated, and we were strangers again. The food tasted like nothing.

	We ate without speaking.

	I started regretting it. Wanted to say something. Couldn't find the opening.

	Reagan called. I picked up. Loud bar in the background. Bass shaking the phone.

	"Hads — get over here. Just need you."

	Even without context I knew where she was.

	I glanced at Caspian. He'd heard her. He didn't react, except for the faintest edge of mockery.

	What? Hadn't seen rich-girl behavior before?

	Normally I avoided this kind of place — too loud, you have to lean into the next person's ear, and I don't lean into people I don't like. But the silence at this table was making my skin itch. I considered it. I said yes.

	"Stay here tonight. I'll drop you at school tomorrow."

	I psyched myself up, trying not to fold under his gaze.

	"Fine."

	I waited for him to ask me not to go. Of course he didn't.

	I grabbed my bag and left without looking back.

	At the bar Reagan waved me over. Strobes. Pulsing crowd. Bodies in motion like they were all on something.

	"You came? Hard to leave Caspian behind?"

	She had to put her mouth right at my ear. I heard her over the noise.

	The image of his cool face flickered back. I shook my head.

	"I thought you quit drinking?"

	She snorted.

	"Can't let a man think he's getting what he wants on day one."

	The reason I'd been in that group chat at all was Reagan. She had found her own *little brother* in it — a guy named Jay Cohen, clingy as anything, who had been crawling all over her for about a week.

	"That group isn't, like, going to get reported? Doesn't seem totally above board."

	Reagan started laughing.

	"Wait, Hads — you actually thought —"

	"He didn't explain?"

	I thought about it. If *what are you imagining* counted as an explanation, then sort of. But if it wasn't what I'd thought, then why had he agreed to come home with me?

	"He didn't…"

	"It's a normal gig board, Hads. I was kidding."

	So why had Caspian agreed to be with me? I was about to ask when her phone lit up. As expected — Jay.

	"Look. The jealous boy."

	She slid her drink toward me.

	"Drink mine. If I actually go home drunk, he'll be impossible to soothe."

	So she'd called me here to perform a relationship in front of me. Lovely.

	I thought about Caspian's cool face. I lifted the glass and drained it.

	After a few rounds the room was tilting.

	I kept seeing Caspian taking the credit card from me.

	All my questions were answered.

	I rambled at Reagan as the room blurred.

	"What's so great about him. He's a gold-digger and I'm dumb. I used to be such a wreck over him. He could spit on me and I'd ask if he wanted a napkin. He never even looked.

	"He says he doesn't like *my type.* What's his type?"

	The bitterness rose with the booze.

	"He's just leveraging the fact that I like him. One day, I'm going to *stop* liking him, and whoever wants him can take him."

	The next thing I knew I was sinking into something soft. A bed.

	I passed out.
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	I woke up in a familiar room. Alone.

	Hangover headache.

	I couldn't remember how I'd gotten home.

	I called Reagan.

	"Reagan. How did I get home last night?"

	She sounded guilty.

	"That guy of yours brought you back."

	That guy of mine?

	So Caspian.

	"You were screaming his name. I called him in."

	The rest of the night came flooding back. The things I'd said about him.

	He'd heard *every* word, hadn't he?

	I snorted.

	"You couldn't stay with your precious Jay?"

	Reagan had been getting nonstop calls from him before I'd even started drinking.

	Silence. Then a sheepish giggle.

	"…I'll make it up to you. Promise."

	Sold-out-for-a-boy.

	I heard footsteps. I looked up. Caspian was in long black pajamas, walking in with a bowl of rice porridge.

	Same cool, distant face.

	"Go wash up. Eat this."

	His hand was elegant. Long fingers. Faint blue veins along the inner forearm.

	Apparently no matter what I said to him, it didn't touch him.

	Something turned hot and tight in my chest.

	I pointed.

	"Carry me there."

	He paused. Then, with a kind of resigned ease, he scooped an arm around my waist.

	In one motion I was against him. Mint. The same shampoo I had in my own shower, but somehow it smelled different on his skin.

	His shoulders were broad. Athletes' arms. I felt safe in a way that was infuriating.

	It hit me — he shouldn't be home at this hour.

	"You don't have practice?"

	Caspian: "Skipped. Something came up."

	I wanted to ask what. I didn't have the right to ask. I swallowed it.

	After my shower I obediently ate the porridge. He was on the couch, not next to me, not far — exactly one whole-body's distance away.

	He was staring at the screen. Some old romance was playing. His eyes were down. I had no idea if he was watching.
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	"Sit closer."

	I waved him over.

	He looked up. Slid over a foot.

	I closed the rest of the distance, put my head on his chest.

	"Watch with me."

	He didn't refuse. He didn't put his arm around me either.

	A barely audible "mm."

	The film was old, but it was good — the kind that hit you in the gut.

	I tilted my head up to read his face. I caught the line of his throat from below.

	I went a little dry-mouthed.

	"Caspian."

	He looked down.

	I went shameless.

	"Kiss —"

	Before I got to the rest, his breath was on my face.

	What was happening on the screen — none of it landed.
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	After work I'd asked him to come pick me up. I could see him from a block away. I was about to sneak up on him when a girl beat me to it. Walked straight up and grabbed his arm.

	*Am I being cheated on?*

	The fire in me was about to spill out — and I saw Caspian shake her off.

	There we go. *My* man knows how to behave.

	Her voice was sharp.

	"Caspian. Be with *me.*

	"I have way more money than she does."

	A competitor?

	She was very pretty. Heart-shaped face, brows like willow leaves, a careful makeup look.

	"Are you serious."

	His voice had dropped below freezing. Compared to
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