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Chapter 9

The moment he said it, I knew the main event had finally arrived.

The three rabid dogs were about to be in the same room.

And that gave me the perfect chance to turn them against each other.

There wasn’t much time left. As for the last one, I’d have to make the first move myself.

The best hunters always know how to look like prey.

“Sure,” I said with a sweet smile. “You’ve been so good to me. How could I say no?”

Jace and I smiled at each other, both of us hiding knives behind our backs.

You want to use that dinner to catch my “official boyfriend”?

Sorry.

To me, every last one of you is the side piece.

By the end of the day, the post had spread to every corner of campus.

No matter where you went, you could feel people watching you. Even the teachers had turned strangely warm.

Blackwood Academy was basically a miniature society—everything ran on family money and last names. Now that you had the Sterling glow hanging over you, your carefully crafted stubborn scholarship-kid persona was useless. No one dared mess with you anymore.

Overnight, every bad person had become nice.

The same students who used to avoid you for fear your poverty might rub off on them now trailed after you everywhere, calling you “girl” and “bestie” like you'd been close forever.

The dorm transfer request you'd been submitting for three years without a single reply got approved in one night.

Really, there was nothing money talks power couldn't do.

Your new room in the girls' dorm was a double, but only one girl was living there now. You were the poorest student in school, and she was probably the second poorest. Her old roommate had moved out because she couldn't stand what she called her “cheap vibe.”

“Uh... hi. I'm Nina Shaw.”

She wasn't good with words. After introducing herself, she sat off to the side, watching your expression like she was afraid to breathe too loudly.

By that afternoon, though, the two of you were huddled in the dorm eating hot pot together and acting like old friends. After two bottles of alcohol, you were one step away from swearing some fake lifelong sisterhood pact on the spot.

A little drunk, Nina clung to you and mumbled, “If I'd met you sooner, I wouldn't have had to be lonely by myself for two whole years.”

You patted her on the head, feeling oddly conflicted.

You should have been assigned to this room ages ago. Your application had just been buried and blocked the whole time. The only reason you'd finally gotten in was because of the “Sterling family” label hanging over your head.

“No, no more.” Nina suddenly seemed a little soberer. “I have to help with basketball practice tonight. I can't show up tipsy.”
Chapter 11

Blake set the bottle on the floor and, with a dark expression, fastened the buttons of the jacket around you himself. “Didn't you want to come watch the team practice? You could've just asked me. I'm the captain. Blake Kensington. Even if you don't know me, you've at least heard my name from your friends, right?”

You shook your head. “I don't have any friends.”

His hands paused.

He pressed his lips together, then helped you to your feet and led you into the lounge area to sit down. “Here. Hot water. Drink some and warm up. It'll help.”

He sat across from you, his expression unreadable.

“Everyone has friends,” he said after a moment. “Why don't you?”

You cradled the cup in both hands. Steam rose between you, softening your face.

“My parents sent me to this school because they wanted to challenge me,” you said quietly. “They didn't expect me to fit in this badly. No one here wants to be around me. I know I have a lot more than other people do... but I still feel alone. Really alone.”

You gave a bitter little smile and wrapped your arms around yourself, folding inward until you were a small, closed-off bundle.

Blake stayed silent for a long time.

Right. The Sterling heiress had everything—money, status, resources. But some things couldn't be bought.

Love. Friendship. Family.

Maybe Vivian Sterling had never really had any of them. If her parents truly loved her, they never would have let her live in disguise and struggle like this. In the end, to people like that, family interests came first.

Blake had a wildly successful older brother waiting at home. He understood that kind of loneliness too well—the kind where you're surrounded by people, yet not one of them truly loves you.

Finally, he looked at you and said, “What if I told you I'd be willing to be your friend?”

You stared up at Blake, meeting the earnestness in his eyes.

“I’ll make up for every bit of love you were denied,” he said softly. “And if what you want isn’t friendship but something more… I’d be even more honored.”

The more sincere he looked, the more absurd it felt.

This was what happened when two skilled players faced off—every move was lethal. The highest form of lying was lying so well you fooled yourself too.

A few carefully chosen confessions, and now he sympathized with you. He pitied you. At this rate, he’d probably forgotten why he got close to you in the first place.

Did he really think he was some noble, gentle savior now? Some angel sent down to heal the lonely Sterling heiress?

Please.

If Blake were actually kind, he never would’ve agreed to that bet about who could get you into bed.
Chapter 12

At the end of the day, he was still rotten. Just rotten in the dumbest possible way—selfish, self-important, and the type to get emotional over his own performance.

Out of the three of them, he was definitely the dumbest.

You forced down your disgust, discreetly pinched your thigh, and tears rushed into your eyes on command.

The flash of pain in Blake’s expression almost made you roll your eyes.

A woman’s tears were basically catnip to men like him. To them, crying meant softness. Weakness. Something they could protect, and therefore control.

Did they really not realize you were acting?

No. That wasn’t it.

They just looked down on you too much. In their bones, they believed you were simple. Harmless. Even if you had schemes, what could they amount to? You were just a girl.

What they didn’t know was that tears could come back like a blade.

“You’re so good to me,” you said shakily. “But I already have a boyfriend.”

Blake froze, wearing the exact same stunned expression Julian had the first time. After a brief pause, he straightened and put on a look of unwavering devotion.

“I don’t care that he exists,” he said. “My feelings for you don’t come with conditions. I don’t need anything back. As long as you spend time with me when you can, that’s enough. Please… don’t reject me.”

Honestly, why would you turn down a six-foot-two, sun-browned, lone-wolf basketball captain for your collection?

You were, after all, committed to giving every attractive man a home.

Within reason, of course.

Your principles remained the same: never take the initiative, never take responsibility.

You lowered your head shyly, all hesitation and half-hearted resistance. Taking advantage of the charged silence, Blake leaned in closer. He dipped his head, clearly aiming for your cheek.

“Lena! There you are! Practice is over—let’s head back!”

At the crucial moment, the lounge door flew open, and Nina popped out of nowhere.

Blake shot away from you so fast it was almost impressive, then covered his face with one hand like a man contemplating his life choices.

You secretly flashed Nina a thumbs-up, said goodbye to Blake, and followed her back to the girls’ dorm.

After a long, comfortable shower, you stretched out on your bed and opened the campus gossip forum.

As expected, the latest battle updates were already up.

To make the competition look dramatic and pull in more votes, the posts from the three heirs had grown increasingly shameless.

Julian’s was pure provocation:

I gave the Sterling heiress a sea of roses today and made her cry on the spot. What exactly are the rest of you even competing with?

Jace’s practically screamed off the page:

You call flowers a gift fit for the Sterling heiress? I transferred 5.2 million. Scared yet?

Blake’s dripped with mockery:
Chapter 14

After Jace left, you were practically sweating from being pressed in Blake’s arms. Blake, meanwhile, looked absurdly pleased with himself, convinced he was the one closest to victory and the other two were doomed to lose.

What he didn’t know was that the very next day, while you were flirting with Julian in the library, Blake showed up to return some books.

The moment he saw Julian with a woman in his arms, Blake laughed just like Jace had.

“Well, well. The campus heartthrob really doesn’t waste a single day, does he?”

Every one of them assumed the others were fooling around.

None of them realized they were all holding the same girl.

Blake even called out to you. “Keep an eye on your date. A guy like Julian gets stolen away fast. He’s pretty popular.”

You stayed silent.

Julian lowered his voice and explained, “This is the library. We’re supposed to keep it down. She’s used to being good. She doesn’t like chatting in a place like this.”

Seeing that indulgent expression on Julian’s face, Blake gave a dismissive scoff and turned to leave.

Good?

Please. The best-behaved girl in the entire school was already basically with him. And no matter how obedient some other girl was, could she compare to Lena? Lena was like a little frosted cake—sweet, soft, and irresistible. What girl could possibly compete?

Then Blake stopped short.

Wait.

Julian was chasing Vivian too.

He’d suspected before that the “real boyfriend” had to be one of the three of them.

Could it be...

Blake spun around and headed back at once, but by then you and Julian were already gone.

Upstairs, tucked behind a row of shelves in a hidden corner, Julian pinned you against the wall. One arm circled your slim waist, his body pressed tightly to yours.

He glanced downstairs at Blake, who was still searching around like a headless chicken, and something dangerous flashed in his eyes.

“Why hide?” he murmured. “Don’t tell me Blake is your little boyfriend.”

You smiled and quietly slipped your hand beneath the hem of his shirt. Your fingertips brushed slowly over the lean muscle of his stomach, one stroke at a time. Rising onto your toes, you breathed into his ear, “Why don’t you guess?”

Julian’s throat bobbed.

His eyes went dark. Heat rolled off him.

“I can’t guess,” he said hoarsely. “Doesn’t matter. Right now, you belong to me.”

The next second, he kissed your damp lips and took what he wanted with reckless hunger.

You let him devour you, eyes half-lidded as you watched that beautiful face—the one that made half the girls on campus scream—twisted with obsession, kissing you without a shred of reason left.

It felt amazing.

Who said the one who plays with feelings always has to be the girl who loses?

That only happened when a girl treated herself like an object for other people to use.

But you weren’t anybody’s toy.
Chapter 18

“What? You couldn’t get close to the Sterling heiress, so you slandered her instead? You didn’t have the guts to do anything yourselves, so you sat around hoping somebody else would ruin her for you. You wanted to watch her fall from the top straight into the mud, just so you could feel better about yourselves. That’s disgusting. People like you grow up into garbage. Parasites on your own families.”

Your smile widened.

“Bet you didn’t see this coming. I’m not the Sterling heiress. I’m just Lena Hart. Scholarship kid Lena Hart. Lena Hart who called you idiots. Lena Hart who played every last one of you like fools. I never said I was Vivian Sterling, did I? That was all in your heads.”

You laughed, light and bright and vicious.

“Seriously, though, thank you. Thank you so much, you idiots, for letting me experience what it feels like to live above everyone else for once. Thank you for everything you gave me. The upgraded dorm? Happily accepted. The luxury leather notebook? Happily accepted. The diamond-studded fountain pen? Happily accepted. The top three guys on the campus rankings? Happily accepted. And that five-million-dollar ‘voluntary gift’? Happily accepted too.”

You leaned a little closer to the camera.

“And yes, I’m MonkMode. You had no idea that account was mine.”

You waved lazily.

“That’s all from me. You boys can go back to beating each other up now. I’m heading back to
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