

  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      FAKE DATING MY RIVAL

    

    
      First edition. July 8, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Cara Leonnox.

    

    
    
      Written by Cara Leonnox.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Copyright Page

Fake Dating My Rival

Sign up for Cara Leonnox's Mailing List


The fluorescent lights of the university library hummed with that particular frequency designed to drive ambitious graduate students slowly insane. Emilia Torres had been sitting in the same corner carrel for the last four hours, surrounded by stacks of research papers, her laptop glowing with half-finished applications, and three empty coffee cups that she was pretty sure had developed their own ecosystem.

She rubbed her tired eyes and stared at the blinking cursor on her screen. The Marcus K. Wellington Memorial Scholarship application stared back at her, demanding perfection in ways that made her stomach twist into complicated knots.

"Just one more paragraph," she muttered to herself, her voice barely above a whisper. "Then you can take a break."

The scholarship was everything. It wasn't just money, though the fifty thousand dollars would certainly help with her tuition and living expenses. It was the prestige, the connections, the undeniable proof that she belonged in the cutthroat world of academic research. It was the door that would swing open to every opportunity she'd ever dreamed of.

Emilia had worked too hard to let this slip away.

She came from a family where college wasn't guaranteed. Her mother had cleaned houses for a living, her father had worked double shifts at the warehouse, and they had both looked at her with such hope when she'd gotten into Northwood University on a partial scholarship. She'd been determined to make every sacrifice worth it.

Now, three years into her graduate program in Comparative Literature, she was one of the top candidates for the most prestigious award her department offered.

She was also, unfortunately, not the only one.

Emilia's fingers hovered over the keyboard as she thought about her competition. Oliver Chen. The name alone made her jaw tighten. He was brilliant, there was no denying that. His publications were impressive, his professors adored him, and he had this annoying habit of showing up to seminars with perfectly articulated arguments that made everyone else in the room feel like they'd just been outclassed.

He was also, Emilia had to admit through gritted teeth, incredibly easy on the eyes. Not that she'd ever tell him that. Or anyone.

The rivalry between them had started during their first semester of graduate school. Emilia had been presenting her paper on postcolonial narrative structures, feeling confident and prepared. Then Oliver had raised his hand, asked a question that completely dismantled her central argument, and smiled at her like he'd just done her a favor.

She'd wanted to throw her notebook at his perfectly symmetrical face.

Since then, it had been an ongoing battle of intellectual one-upmanship. She'd publish a paper, he'd publish two. He'd get invited to speak at a conference, she'd get invited to speak at a bigger one. They circled each other like two planets in the same orbit, always aware of the other's presence, always measuring themselves against each other.

The library door swung open, and Emilia looked up instinctively. Her heart did an annoying little skip when she saw who it was.

Oliver Chen walked in like he owned the place, which was ridiculous because the library belonged to everyone. He was tall, with dark hair that fell across his forehead in a way that looked effortlessly casual, and eyes that seemed to see right through everything. He was wearing a navy blue sweater that probably cost more than Emilia's entire wardrobe, and he carried a leather messenger bag that looked both expensive and well-loved.

He spotted her immediately. Of course he did. Their eyes met across the rows of bookshelves, and something electric crackled in the air between them.

"Emilia," he said, his voice carrying that familiar note of amusement. "I should have known you'd be here."

She straightened in her seat, refusing to let him see that she was tired. "Oliver. I should have known you'd be interrupting my work."

He walked over to her table, his footsteps quiet on the carpeted floor. "I'm not interrupting. I'm just observing. You look like you haven't slept in days."

"Thank you for your concern," she said dryly. "But I'm fine. And I'm busy."

"Working on the scholarship application?" He asked it like it was a casual question, but Emilia knew better. Oliver never did anything casually.

She closed her laptop, the screen protecting her work from his curious eyes. "And if I am?"

"Nothing. I was just wondering if you'd finished the section on research methodology. I found it particularly challenging."

Emilia's eyes narrowed. Was he actually trying to get her to share her work? "I'm sure you did. We can't all be naturally gifted at everything."

Oliver laughed, and the sound was warm enough that Emilia hated herself for noticing. "You know, for someone who's so smart, you really don't know how to take a compliment."

"That wasn't a compliment. It was passive-aggressive posturing."

"Was it?" He tilted his head, studying her with those dark eyes. "I thought I was being friendly."

"You're never friendly, Oliver. You're calculating. Everything you do is calculated."

He didn't deny it. Instead, he pulled out the chair across from her and sat down, making himself comfortable despite her obvious objections. "Can I ask you something?"

"No."

"Too bad. I'm going to ask anyway." He leaned forward, his elbows resting on the table. "What would you do if you got the scholarship?"

Emilia blinked, thrown off by the question. "What do you mean?"

"Exactly what I said. What would you do? Where would you go? What would it mean to you?"

She wanted to give him a flippant answer, to brush off his question as casually as he'd asked it. But something in his expression made her pause. There was genuine curiosity there, maybe even vulnerability. Which was ridiculous because Oliver Chen didn't do vulnerability.

"I'd use it to finish my research," she said finally. "There's an archive in London that has documents I need access to. I'd go there for a year, maybe two, and really dig into the material. It could change everything about how we understand postcolonial literary theory."

Oliver nodded slowly, and Emilia realized she'd never actually told anyone that before. Not even her advisor.

"And you?" she asked before she could stop herself. "What would you do?"

A shadow passed over his face, so quick that Emilia almost missed it. "I'd pay off my father's medical bills," he said quietly. "And then I'd finish my research on narrative theory and exile. I'd want to spend some time in Hong Kong, probably. Interviewing writers, immersing myself in the culture."

Emilia felt something twist in her chest. She'd never considered that Oliver might have reasons for the scholarship beyond academic glory. She'd never considered that he might have struggles, too.

"That's..." She stopped, unsure what to say. "That's important work."

"It is." He met her eyes again, and for a moment, the rivalry between them seemed to fade. "We both want this, Emilia. We both need it. But only one of us can get it."

The reminder was like cold water in her face. She straightened up, mentally kicking herself for letting her guard down. "I know. And I intend to be that person."

"Of course you do." His smile returned, but it was different now. Softer. "I wouldn't expect anything less."

He stood up, slinging his messenger bag over his shoulder. "I'll see you at the donor event tomorrow night. Don't forget to wear something nice."

"I wasn't planning on going," Emilia said automatically.

"Everyone's going. The Wellington family will be there, and they want to meet the candidates. If you don't show up, it'll look bad. Like you don't care about the scholarship or the people who fund it."

Emilia swore under her breath. He was right, of course. She hated that he was right.

"Fine," she said through gritted teeth. "I'll be there."

"Good." He gave her one last look, something unreadable in his eyes. "Try to get some sleep, Emilia. You'll need your wits about you."

He walked away, leaving her alone with her laptop and her racing thoughts. Emilia stared at the closed screen for a long moment, wondering why her heart was beating so fast. She hated Oliver Chen. She hated his smug face and his perfect arguments and his stupid, beautiful eyes.

So why couldn't she stop thinking about him?
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The next evening, Emilia stood in front of her small closet, trying to figure out what to wear to the donor event. She had exactly three nice outfits: a black dress she'd bought for her grandmother's funeral, a gray pantsuit she'd worn to a conference, and a floral sundress that was probably too casual for a formal event.

She chose the black dress. It was simple, professional, and hopefully wouldn't make her stand out too much. She paired it with her only pair of heels and the pearl earrings her mother had given her for graduation.

Looking at herself in the mirror, Emilia felt a familiar pang of insecurity. Everyone at this event would be wealthy and connected. They'd be wearing designer clothes and talking about things like trust funds and summer homes. She was just Emilia Torres, the daughter of a housekeeper and a warehouse worker, pretending to be something she wasn't.

But she'd gotten good at pretending over the years. She could do this.

The event was being held at the university's alumni center, a beautiful old building with vaulted ceilings and crystal chandeliers. Emilia walked in and immediately felt underdressed. Women in silk gowns floated past her, men in tuxedos laughed over champagne flutes, and everywhere she looked, there was money and privilege on display.

She grabbed a glass of sparkling water and tried to blend in.

"Emilia!"

She turned to see Professor Martinez, her advisor, approaching with a warm smile. He was a kind man in his sixties, with salt-and-pepper hair and a gentle demeanor that had made him beloved by students.

"I'm so glad you could make it," he said. "This is a wonderful opportunity to meet the donors. And of course, you'll want to speak with the Wellingtons."

"Of course," Emilia said, even though the thought terrified her.

"The event is going well so far," Professor Martinez continued. "We have several distinguished guests, and..." He stopped, looking over Emilia's shoulder. "Ah, Oliver Chen! Perfect timing."

Emilia's heart sank as Oliver appeared at her side. He looked devastatingly handsome in a dark suit that fit him perfectly, his hair styled back from his face. He was holding a glass of wine and smiling at Professor Martinez with that charm that made everyone love him.

"Professor," Oliver said, extending his hand. "It's good to see you."

"Likewise." Professor Martinez beamed at them both. "You know, I was just thinking about how wonderful it is to have such talented young scholars in our program. The two of you are going to do great things."

Emilia forced a smile. "Thank you, Professor."

"We're very grateful for your support," Oliver added smoothly. "It means the world to us."

Professor Martinez's eyes sparkled. "You know, I think the Wellingtons would be very impressed if they saw the two of you together. You represent the best of what our program has to offer."

Emilia and Oliver exchanged glances. She could practically feel the tension crackling between them.

"Together?" Emilia asked, her voice carefully neutral.

"At the event," Professor Martinez clarified. "You should circulate together. Show the donors that our program fosters collaboration and community. It would make a wonderful impression."

"I'm sure Oliver has other people he wants to talk to," Emilia said quickly.

"Actually," Oliver said, a strange glint in his eye, "I think Professor Martinez has a point. We should present a united front. Don't you agree, Emilia?"

She wanted to strangle him. But she also knew that Professor Martinez was right. The donors didn't want to see academics fighting over a scholarship. They wanted to see bright, friendly, collaborative students who would make good use of their
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Two rivals, one fake relationship, and a love that refused to stay

pretend.
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