
Chapter 4

	Bald with stress.

	Southgate cracked down hard on student dating, and I'd walked right into the crossfire.

	Compared to last night's secret brawl, the thing with Jasper was straight-up out in the open.

	Frazzled, I hung up on Kane's call without a second thought.

	I could dodge calls, but not messages. By midday I had 99+ unread, enough to make my eyes swim—but one friend request made me pause.

	A friend request!

	A very familiar profile picture. I'd seen a screenshot of it floating around the school group.

	It was Jasper's.

	A while back, one of the bold girls in my friend group had a crush on Jasper and swore she'd land him within a month.

	We all put money on it, and I even played courier—running off to deliver her love letter to him.

	That day, I cornered him and shoved the letter into his arms, bold as brass.

	The look he gave me—he was scared stiff.

	That girl ended up crashing and burning, and afterward she howled to the heavens.

	"He's a walking freezer. Completely un-flirt-able."

	The Jasper that no one could flirt with had added *me*?

	I was actually a little… excited? What was going on?

	Mia Sutton, get a grip—it's just that his face happens to be exactly your type.

	But before I could even accept the request, my phone rang.

	"Mia Sutton, it's me, Jasper."

	He announced himself, succinct as ever.

	Hearing how crystal-clear his voice was, I figured the guy had sobered up.

	Good. Sober's good. We split, no harm done, see you never.

	"Last night was my fault," Jasper added, taking the initiative again.

	Oh? He even knows to apologize first. Not bad.

	But why did I feel a little… off about it?

	Getting no reply from me, Jasper went on.

	"I should have told you sooner. Mia Sutton, seven years from now, you'll marry me, and we'll have two adorable children…"

	"Pfft… hold on…" I finally couldn't take it. Probing, I said, "Jasper, did you hit your head last night?"

	Jasper paused. There was a rustling on his end, like he was checking something. "No. Thank you for your concern, wife."

	Oh my—

	Do I have to spit out my drink a second time?

	This is obviously brain damage!

	"Wife…"

	"You shut your mouth," I snapped, at the end of my rope.

	Jasper actually shut his mouth. After a while, in a small voice: "Okay. Wife, don't be mad."

	Listen to that—he even sounds *wronged*!

	


Chapter 5

	What did *he* have to feel wronged about?

	I'm pretty sure I'm the one who got taken advantage of last night.

	Jasper said he'd had a dream, and when he woke up he was certain I was his wife, so in the dead of night he downed half a bottle of liquor for courage, ran out to find me, and grabbed onto me in that alley refusing to let go.

	You expect me to believe that?

	This was a nightmare!

	I decisively deleted his messaging contact and blacklisted his phone number, pretending none of it had ever happened.

	I was a jittery wreck all day, feeling ambushed on all sides, danger everywhere.

	At noon I left campus for a bit, and on my way back I got cornered at the gate by Kane and his crew.

	"Why didn't you pick up when I called?" Kane looked thoroughly menacing, scaring the surrounding students into giving us a wide berth.

	The "school tough guy" of Second High—everyone feared him, except me. Kane and I were old friends.

	Last night's brawl had been an accident; some people got into a little scuffle at a friend's birthday party, and I'd only stepped in because Kane was there.

	I looked him up and down. "Did your dad not give you a beating last night?"

	Kane's lip twitched. "I'm talking about you—that pretty boy last night…"

	"Mia Sutton!"

	A low, husky voice rang out, and Jasper appeared in front of me, materializing out of

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


Chapter 6

	Help, he's flirting with me!

	The entire afternoon, my fingers tingled like they'd been electrocuted, my brain on an endless loop of Jasper's "I'll let you touch it again next time."

	Right up until dinner, when Kane snuck in through the cafeteria's back door, wearing a sour face, and shoved the tray in front of me.

	"Mia Sutton, what are you grinning about?"

	My chopsticks paused mid-poke at my rice. I looked up at him, exasperated. "What are you doing here again?"

	I'd been treating Kane like air for over half an hour, and his nostrils were practically smoking with rage. He used his most resentful tone to say the meekest thing.

	"What, I can't have a meal with you?"

	Right. Kane was always finding excuses to come mooch off my meal card at our school.

	Not because our cafeteria food was good, but because the rebellious teen had gotten his card cut off by his own father and was eating dust.

	A meal with me? You mean mooching off me. Ugh!

	"Why, thank you so much. Hurry up and eat." Eat and leave.

	I was still mulling over how to handle the school situation, on edge all day.

	Strange, though—why was the school so dead calm today?

	Was this the calm before the storm?

	Shouldn't a bad-apple troublemaker like me, who'd corrupted a good student, get summoned to the office and ganged up on the second I showed my face?

	Bald with stress!

	The tray in front of me got pulled away, and Kane dumped all the poached beef and spicy stew from his own plate onto mine.

	A big red, appetizing heap—my mouth watered just looking at it.

	"Know you like this stuff." Today's Kane was odd no matter how I looked at him.

	I laughed. "Tsk, finally learned to treat me right, huh?"

	But before my chopsticks could happily make their way to the beef, the tray shifted again.

	Accompanied by a sudden hush all around, what came into view was a pair of fair, slender fingers.

	Jasper had sat down beside me and pushed my tray away.

	"She doesn't eat anything this spicy."

	Kane's dog of a temper couldn't take it; he nearly leapt up. "Reid, you got a problem?"

	Jasper ignored Kane, his expression placid, and under my dumbstruck stare set down the tray he'd brought in front of me.

	"Mimi, eat this. It's healthier."

	Steamed fish, milky-white tofu, crisp tender greens, mixed fruit, a carton of sweet milk, a small handful of nuts.

	High protein, nutritious, very healthy.

	But—not a single thing I liked to eat!

	


Chapter 7

	How did Jasper manage to hit every one of my dietary landmines so precisely?

	I suspected this was all stuff his *future* wife liked.

	Sigh…

	The academic god really had broken his brain—transferring some other girl's favorites onto me.

	I instantly lost my appetite, and my heart felt a little off too, though I couldn't tell whether I pitied the academic god or pitied myself, frazzled all day.

	I just shoved the tray away. "I'm full!"

	I stood, and saw the light in Jasper's eyes vanish in an instant, which left me feeling complicated.

	After a moment's thought, I decided I needed to make the academic god understand the difference between dreams and reality.

	"Jasper, I don't like fish." A fishbone got stuck in my throat when I was little; psychological scars.

	The moment I said it, Jasper's face went white, and he froze stiff as an ice sculpture.

	See? There's no way I'm someone connected to the academic god.

	I didn't have the heart to deal with him anymore, because my own mood had suddenly soured too.

	Kane tugged at me. "Come on, come on, let's go ice skating tonight, this is bad luck, let's blow off some steam."

	A little steam-blowing was in order. Let's just treat last night as a joke and move on!

	Seven p.m., the sports complex. My whole pack of ne'er-do-well friends gathered.

	I laced up my skates and let loose on the rink.

	Skating is a natural talent of mine, inherited from my mom—she used to be a figure skater, and only retired after marrying my dad.

	After a lap, I noticed my friends' eyes looked off, all turned toward one direction.

	In a corner of the rink, Kane was blocking someone, fists up, all swagger.

	Jasper!

	My heart jumped, and I skated over on the wind.

	"Kane, hands off, now." I screeched to a stop in front of Jasper.

	Too fast—my body wobbled.

	Behind me, Jasper reached out to steady my waist, murmuring, "Careful."

	Oh my god—now my waist was electrocuted too!

	Kane's face was dark enough to drip ink. "Mia Sutton, you'd… you'd shield him like that?"

	For heaven's sake—I saw you wind up a punch at the guy; that fist coming down would've caved in Jasper's nose. If I don't stop you, am I supposed to stop Jasper instead?

	I shooed Kane aside, then turned and asked, "Don't you have class tonight?"

	Jasper's starry eyes gazed at me. "I do. I skipped."

	I was stunned. "How can a good student skip class?"

	Jasper: "I wanted to come keep you company!"

	


Chapter 19

	I figured Jasper would contact me.

	After all, a certain someone had called me his wife.

	But for the next whole month, not so much as a ghost of him.

	No calls, no messages.

	Toying with me!

	Maybe the academic god had finally, fully sobered up from the liquor he'd downed that night.

	Sigh—he'd hugged me, snuggled me that night, and how had I never thought to slap him for it?

	Forget it. I'll keep a tally.

	I started packing for going abroad.

	That weekend, my mom said we had a guest coming.

	I wasn't interested.

	At dinnertime, my brother burst into my room like a madman and hauled me off the bed.

	"Mia Sutton, get downstairs, now."

	"Call me 'sis.'" He'd lit my fuse; my mood had been foul for days. I grabbed him and laid into him.

	We were locked in fierce combat, completely ignoring the noise at the door.

	Until I had him pinned to the bed, radiating dominance. "Sing for mercy."

	My brother yelled toward the door, "I told you you were blind! What do you even see in her?"

	I froze.

	Turned my head.

	And locked eyes with Jasper, who had unexpectedly appeared in the doorway.

	Disaster.

	Caught mid-domestic-assault by the academic god. How do I salvage this?

	Jasper, all sincerity: "Mimi, do you need a hand?"

	My brother: "!"

	


Chapter 26

	I dragged my brother and Snowball out for a five-kilometer run at dawn, and on the way back my brother had to carry the collapsed Snowball, cursing the heavens, the earth, and me.

	"Mia Sutton, did you get dumped? Even if you did, don't take it out on us!"

	First thing in the morning, a grown boy hugging a dog and bawling like a baby.

	Annoying. I ignored them, put in my earbuds, and started reviewing English.

	For the next stretch I got my act together. I told my mom I needed more tutoring.

	One Jasper wasn't enough.

	So every time Jasper left, the other tutors came next.

	That "not worthy" line from that night had genuinely lodged in my heart.

	But studying—it's brutal.

	I'd goofed off for two years of high school and wanted to catch up in one. Too hard.

	So I had no choice but to study day and night.

	I had Gwen keep tabs on that girl's grade reports.

	Whenever I wanted to slack, I'd pull one out for a look, to light a fire under me.

	Jasper didn't know any of this. I did it in secret.

	Midway, Jasper went abroad for two weeks.

	I seized the chance to cram, working a hundred times harder than I ever had at school.

	I dropped seven or eight pounds in two weeks—even my mom's heart ached.

	It was after a monthly test that Jasper realized something was off.

	Learning I'd also hired other tutors, he asked why I was working so hard.

	My eyes darted. "Just wanted to give it a shot!"

	A shot at what?

	A shot at whether I was worthy?

	Jasper reached over to rub my hand.

	Not a trace of impropriety in it—his gaze was reverent, and he said softly, "Mimi, do you want to go to the capital with me?"
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