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Gabby had spent enough Saturday afternoons alone to know exactly how they felt, which was fine. Mostly. There was just the low, persistent itch under her skin that she'd been half-aware of since noon. The kind that made her pick things up and put them down, rearrange herself on the couch, run her fingertips up the length of her calves. She desired something. Stimulation of some kind. Something outside her own four walls that would hold still long enough to scratch it.

Something with a pulse.

It was soft, mostly. Quiet in the good way. Her apartment smelled like the candle she'd lit an hour ago, something that claimed to be "coastal driftwood" but mostly just smelled like nice, and her Switch was open on the coffee table next to a mug of tea that had given up on being hot around the time she'd gotten distracted trying to redesign her island's eastern peninsula. Again. Blathers was explaining the migratory patterns of something. She had stopped listening but found his voice vaguely soothing, like a documentary she'd already seen.

Her Commander deck was on the table too. She'd taken it out that morning with vague intentions and then put it back, and then taken it out again, because sometimes it helped just to have it nearby. Like a comfort object. For a nerd. Which she was, and had made her peace with, mostly, on days that weren't Saturdays.

She reached for her tea, remembered it was cold, and put it back.

The stack of novels on her nightstand was visible through the open bedroom door: four of them, spines cracked, pages flagged at parts she'd found particularly instructive. She was between books right now, which felt symbolic in a way she didn't want to examine. Between things generally. Between anything, if she was honest, which she was trying not to be on account of it being only 2pm and the day still technically having potential.

It had been long enough that she'd stopped converting it to weeks and started just thinking of it as a while. She did the math she always told herself she wasn't doing. A while since anyone had touched her. A while since she'd wanted anyone to. The last date had been Daniel, who had explained to her what a mana curve was over two rounds of drinks she'd paid for because he'd "forgotten his card," and she had smiled and nodded and later gone home and taken out her Commander deck and held it like evidence.

She was fine. She was genuinely fine. She had her hobbies and her candle and Blathers and approximately six hundred hours logged on her island, and there was a new book coming out next week from an author whose last one had made her feel things in a productive way, and everything was fine and comfortable and accounted for.

Her phone buzzed.

She ignored it.

It buzzed again.

She looked at the ceiling. Really.

The name on the screen was not a surprise exactly. Mike texted her every couple of months, casual and warm and entirely without agenda, which was somehow the most annoying thing about him. If he'd been bitter she could have blocked him. If he'd been pathetic she could have felt superior. Instead he sent her memes about Magic and asked how she was doing and seemed to genuinely want to know, which meant she genuinely answered, which meant they were apparently friends now. It wasn’t something she'd ever consciously agreed to, but had also never figured out how to undo.

hey stranger. random question

She typed back: the last random question you asked me was whether I thought Braids was too mean for my meta and I spent forty minutes explaining my local pod to you

this is a different kind of random

riveting

we need a fourth tonight. commander. our guy cancelled last minute

She looked at this for a moment. Looked at her cold tea. Looked at her deck.

you're asking me to sub in for a stranger

i'm asking you to come play magic with people who will actually appreciate your deck

who's "we"

A longer pause this time. She imagined him choosing words, which was unlike him. Mike was usually a fast texter, reflexively, the way some people reflexively filled silence.

me, chuck, and zane

I don't know those names

chuck's ex-army. kind of serious. doesn't talk much. will remind everyone to take their turn every single time without fail. you'll respect it

and zane

brilliant. tall. handsome. he'll tell you himself, probably in that order. talks enough for everyone at the table including chuck. you'll either think he's hilarious or want to flip something

A beat. Then:

possibly both

Gabby read this twice. Ex-military who kept the turn order. A tall handsome man with strong opinions about himself. And Mike, her ex, who had cheated on her three years ago and somehow rehabilitated himself into a person she texted about mana curves.

She was describing a fanfiction premise.

She closed that thought firmly and with both hands.

why me specifically

because you're good and you own a deck and i knew you'd be home

i could be anywhere

gabby

i could be out. doing things. with people

are you

She looked at Blathers. Blathers looked at nothing, being a fictional owl. Her tea was cold. Her island's eastern peninsula was still wrong.

what time, she typed.

She felt him trying not to sound relieved through the screen.

seven. i'll send the address

ground rules, she typed. everyone has showered. everyone has deodorant. nobody explains my own cards to me or so help me I will combo off on turn four and leave

done, done, and I will personally brief them

you better

it'll be good to see you

She put the phone face-down on the cushion next to her. Looked at her deck. Picked it up and turned it over in her hands. She studied the worn card sleeves, the slightly bent corner on the box from when she'd dropped it at her last tournament, the little galaxy sticker on the lid that she'd put there when she was first building the deck and had felt, briefly, like a person who did cool things.

She was going to play Magic with three men she didn't know on a Saturday night.

She was going because she missed playing. That was the whole reason. She was putting her deck in her bag and she was going to go play Magic, and it was going to be fine, and she was going to come home and maybe start a new book, and that was the entire story.

She picked up her phone and texted her friend Priya: I'm going to a game night. Mike's. Don't let me stay past midnight.

Priya responded in four seconds: MIKE?? which friends?? are they cute??

Gabby typed: I'll text you when I get there and put her phone away.

She went to change her shirt. Just because.

* * *

The first shirt was too much cleavage. The second shirt was too matronly. The third shirt was the one she'd been thinking about the whole time, which meant she'd wasted seven minutes on a foregone conclusion, which was very on-brand and she wasn't going to apologize for it.

It was black, fitted, and high-collared. The kind of top that covered everything and somehow still gossiped about her figure. She'd bought it at a little boutique that also sold tarot cards and crystals and incense she'd never burn, which meant it had arrived with the faint spiritual energy of you already know you look good in this. The collar sat neat against her throat. The fabric didn't pull or gap or do anything embarrassing. It was a shirt for a person who had her life together, or at least for a person who wanted to create that impression for approximately four hours on a Saturday evening.

She was not dressing up. She was just not dressing down. There was a distinction and it was important and she didn't need to defend it to anyone including herself.

She pulled on the skirt, midi length, black, a little swishy, and then the knee socks, which went up to just below where the skirt fell, leaving a small gap of nothing that she had not thought about when selecting this outfit. Stompy boots over the socks, laced to the ankle, because she was still herself and her feet deserved to feel powerful even when the rest of her was performing casual.

The bra had been selected first, before the shirts, before any of this. Obviously. The bra was a support decision, not a vanity one. It was black, matched the underwear she'd already pulled on: cheeky cut, comfortable elastic, soft enough that she'd worn them on lazy weekend days and also on days when she needed something that felt a little sexy, and the bra itself was the good one. Not the good one she saved for special occasions, because this was not a special occasion, but the good one she wore when she wanted to feel like her body was doing what she'd asked it to do. It lifted everything into a neat, considered arrangement. It made the high-collared shirt look like a deliberate choice instead of a concealment strategy. She looked, objectively, about ten percent more put-together than her baseline, which was the entire goal.

She was not doing this for anyone at that table.

She was doing it for herself.

The necklace was a long dark chain with a small black pendant: slightly gothic, slightly retro, the kind of jewelry that read as I have taste rather than I tried. She'd had it for years. The earrings matched in energy if not in design: small silver drops with a subtle edge to them, the kind a person might wear every day or might wear when they wanted to feel like the most interesting person in a room that didn't know what it was dealing with yet. She clipped them on without checking the mirror first because she knew how they sat and she was not the kind of woman who second-guessed earrings.

She was, however, the kind of woman who second-guessed eyeliner for four minutes.

The makeup took longer than she'd allocated, which was her own fault for allocating based on optimism rather than history. The goal was I woke up like this, if I woke up like someone who slept eight hours and has good skin and has retired all her pores. Tinted moisturizer first, tapped in until her olive skin looked like itself but better, the under-eye shadow smoothed down. A little concealer. Mascara, two coats, nothing dramatic. A lip tint that was close enough to her natural color that Mike — and why was she thinking about Mike specifically — that nobody at the table would necessarily be able to say whether she was wearing anything on her lips or just had naturally nice lips. Which she did. The tint was supplementary.

She stepped back and looked at herself in the full-length mirror on the back of her bathroom door.

Curvy. Short dark hair tucked behind one ear, the other side falling forward the way it always did because her hair had opinions she'd long since stopped fighting. Glasses of course. She'd cleaned them, because she was going to see things tonight, including other people's board states, and clarity was a tactical advantage. High cheekbones catching the warm light. The necklace sitting right. The shirt doing its job with quiet competence. Her boobs looked great under it.

She looked like herself, but the version of herself that had slept well and made good choices. She looked like a woman going somewhere, without looking like a woman who needed anyone to notice she'd arrived.

Not a date, she told her reflection.

Her reflection looked back with the polite neutrality of someone who had heard this before.

She grabbed her deck box off the coffee table, her dice bag, the little card sleeve with her extra counters in it. Slung her bag over her shoulder. Checked her phone, where her best friend had sent three more messages, escalating from curious to invested to a single string of emojis that constituted a complete emotional arc. Gabby sent back a thumbs up and a skull, which was accurate.

She locked her apartment.

In the elevator she thought about Mike's description: ex-army, doesn't talk much. brilliant, tall, handsome, talks too much.

She thought about the counterspell she'd absolutely be ready to respond to.

She thought about how she was only doing this because she missed playing, and how that was true, and how truth could coexist with other things without either of them having to yield.

The elevator opened. She walked out into the evening.

Her boots were satisfying on the pavement. She'd always felt, privately, that good boots were most of what stood between a person and the kind of night that turned into a story. Something about the sound of your own footsteps moving forward like you meant it.

She meant it.

Probably.

* * *

Mike's building was the kind of mid-rise that had been built sometime in the late nineties with sincere intentions and had since settled into comfortable, unpretentious functionality. No doorman. A lobby with a plant that was doing its best. She texted him from the elevator and he was already opening the door when she got to his floor, which meant he'd been watching his phone, which she noted and filed without comment.

"You came," he said.

"You're surprised?"

"No." He stepped back to let her in. "Maybe a little."

He looked good, which she'd been prepared for and still found mildly inconvenient. Not dramatically good. Mike had never been the kind of handsome that announced itself. He was warm-handsome, approachable-handsome, the kind of face that looked like it laughed a lot and meant it. He'd filled out a little since she'd last seen him in person, his hair shorter than she remembered. He was wearing a flannel over a t-shirt and he looked like someone's favorite person and she was not going to think about that.

"Deodorant?" she said.

"Confirmed, for all parties."

"Good." She handed him her jacket. "Anyone explain any cards to me yet?"

"You literally just walked in."

"I want to establish the baseline."

His laugh came half a second after, like he'd been waiting for it. She adjusted the strap of her bag and walked into the apartment before her face could do anything.

It was comfortable in there. That was the thing about Mike's spaces, they always had been cozy. Books on actual shelves instead of in a pile on the floor, though there was also a pile on the floor. A couch that looked like it had been broken in over years of good use. The kitchen visible through an open doorway, a six-pack on the counter already missing two. The dining table had been cleared and set up for play: playmats laid out, a central pile of dice in a bowl like a very nerdy fruit arrangement, sleeves and a few scattered tokens suggesting at least one person had been here a while.

That person was Chuck.

He was seated across the table with his cards laid out in front of him in a way that suggested he'd been organizing them by type and then probably by color within type and possibly by casting cost within that, because he had the focused stillness of a man who did not do anything halfway. He was wearing a dark gray t-shirt that fit him the way t-shirts fit men who had at some point been professionally required to do pull-ups, which was to say it fit him extremely. His forearms were on the table. She clocked this once, and moved her eyes away with the practiced efficiency of a woman who had developed a system.

He looked up when she came in. Then, without apparent fanfare or self-consciousness, he set his cards down and stood.

"Chuck," Mike said, "this is Gabby."

"Gabby." He extended a hand. His grip was brief and firm and entirely respectful. "Good to meet you."

"You too," she said, and meant it.

He sat back down and picked up his cards in the same motion, returning to his assessment of his mana base with the focused serenity of a man who had completed a task and moved on. He said nothing further, which would have been dismissive coming from anyone else. But she got the impression, somehow, that he'd filed her arrival and found it acceptable.

Her type, historically, ran toward the lean and bookish. Sloped shoulders and ink-stained fingers and the kind of guy who got excited about niche authors and music. She had a whole category. She'd been selecting from that category for years with mixed results, and standing here in Mike's apartment she was doing an involuntary taxonomical comparison that was not helping anyone.

Chuck was not that. Chuck was the opposite of that in almost every measurable dimension. Chuck had the build of a man who had, at various points in his life, been asked to carry things, and had carried them, and had not made a particular story out of it. Those arms were doing something uncomplicated and unreasonable to her attention span and she was going to need to sit across the table from them for two to four hours and make good decisions.

Fine. She was fine.

"Beer?" Mike asked from the kitchen.

"Please." She set her bag down and started pulling out her deck box. "Where's…"

The door opened.

Not a knock. The door simply opened, with the confidence of a man who had texted omw nine minutes ago and considered that sufficient notice, and Zane walked in like the room had been waiting for its main event.

He was tall. Mike hadn't undersold that part. Broad-shouldered in a way that was different from Chuck's particular architecture, more rangy than dense, with the easy physical confidence of someone who had grown into his height and made certain decisions about it. Dark hair pushed back from his face. Jaw that could have been designed by committee. He was, she assessed in approximately two seconds, attractive in the way that occasionally happened when someone's face had simply gotten everything right.

He saw her immediately.

Not the way Chuck had looked up, measured and considered. Zane looked at her the way a person looked at something unexpected that they'd decided to find interesting, a smile already adjusting the corners of his mouth before he'd said a word, like the situation had rearranged itself into something more worth attending.

"Mike," he said, not looking at Mike, "you didn't say the fourth was…"

Mike, coming out of the kitchen with her beer: "Gabby. Zane."

"...so well-armed." He nodded at her deck box.

She took her beer. "Was that the best you had?"

"Opening salvo," he said. "It gets better."

"That's what everyone says."

Chuck looked up briefly from his cards. Something almost happened in his expression. He looked back down.

Zane pulled out the chair diagonal to her and sat in it with the boneless ease of someone who had never experienced an uncomfortable piece of furniture in their life, immediately reaching for one of the communal dice and spinning it between his fingers. "So," he said. "What are you playing?"

"Guess."

He looked at her across the table, the way she suspected he looked at things he was trying to figure out rather than things he already thought he knew. "Control," he said. "Value engine. Something that doesn't look dangerous until it is."

She said nothing.

"I'm right," he said.

"We'll see."

Mike settled into the seat between them, cracked his own beer, and looked at the three of them with the expression of a man surveying something he'd assembled and was quietly pleased with. She caught it and he didn't look away, just smiled, easy and familiar.

"Alright," Chuck said, without looking up from his now-perfectly-organized deck. "Decide who goes first. We're burning daylight."

Gabby reached for the dice.

She was only here to play Magic.

She rolled a fourteen.

* * *

The thing Gabby had been bracing for, if she was honest, since the elevator was the pre-game social gauntlet. The part where she'd have to field questions about how she got into Magic, whether she'd been playing long, whether she had a boyfriend who'd taught her, whether she was sure she understood how the stack worked. She'd fielded these questions at every local game store she'd ever wandered into and had her answers sharpened to a tolerant minimum.

None of that happened.

Mike shuffled. Chuck had been shuffling since before she arrived. Zane was already doing something with his phone that turned out to be pulling up a rules clarification he'd apparently been arguing with himself about since last week, which he read aloud to no one in particular and then answered himself and put his phone away. Gabby looked around the table and understood, with a warm rush of something she hadn't expected, that these men had not gathered to discuss their feelings or their weeks or whether anyone had seen anything good on television lately.

They were here to play cards.

She thought briefly of the book club she'd tried eighteen months ago. It had been a one-time experiment in broadening her social portfolio that she'd approached with genuine good faith, having read the entire novel, flagged her pages, prepared two observations about the thematic significance of chapter twelve specifically. She'd arrived to find that one woman had read half, one had watched the movie adaptation, one had strong feelings about the author's previous book which was a different book, and the fourth had brought a charcuterie board of such culinary ambition that the book had been quietly tabled in its favor. Which was fine. The charcuterie had been excellent. But she'd driven home with her flagged pages and her chapter twelve observations and had not gone back.

This was not that.

This was four people sitting down to do a specific thing with focused intent, and the specific thing was something she actually knew how to do, and she hadn't realized until this exact moment how much she'd missed being in a room where that was the whole point.

She was sorting her deck for pre-game shuffle when she noticed Mike had not, in fact, offered her a drink. Had handed her a beer on arrival, which covered the letter of the law, but she'd set it down while unpacking and it had gotten warm and was now sitting slightly out of reach while he was deep in the focused blankness of a man riffle-shuffling on autopilot.

"Mike." Zane said it without looking up from his own cards.

"Mm."

"Your guest's beer has gone warm and she doesn't have another one."

Mike surfaced from his shuffle with the mild guilt of a man who had genuinely forgotten he had responsibilities. "Gabby, sorry… do you want…"

"I'll get it," Zane said, already pushing back his chair with the smooth preemptiveness of someone who'd learned that if you wanted a thing done at this table you either did it yourself or narrated it until someone else did. He came back from the kitchen with two beers, set one in front of her, kept one for himself, and settled back into his seat with the satisfied air of a man who had performed a small social function and expected it to be noted.

She noted it. "Thank you."

"Mike's a good person but he loses all executive function the moment a playmat appears."

"That's fair," Mike said, not denying it.

"I once watched him forget to eat for six hours during a draft."

"Every round went to extra turns."

"You were gray."

Chuck said: "It's true. I made him eat a granola bar." He paused. "He didn't say thank you."

"I said thank you."

"You said 'yeah' and kept playing." Chuck said it without inflection, without a smile, without any indication that he expected it to be funny. It was, objectively, funny.

Gabby looked at the three of them and felt something loosen in her chest that she hadn't known was tight. The specific ease of people who had logged enough hours together to have granola bar anecdotes. She'd had that once, years ago, with a pod that had slowly dispersed into different cities and different schedules, and she'd told herself she didn't miss it and had been mostly managing to believe it.

She picked up her new beer. It was cold. Excellent.

"Alright," she said. "How are we deciding turn order?"

"High roll," Chuck said.

"Called it when I rolled a fourteen on arrival."

A small pause. Zane looked at her. Then at Mike. Then back at her.

"She called it when she rolled a fourteen on arrival," he confirmed, to the table.

Chuck nodded once, with the approving economy of a man who respected a person who read a room correctly. He gestured: go ahead.

Turn order was settled fast. Chuck called it before anyone asked: "Gabby, Zane, Chuck, Mike, track your turns, we're not doing the thing," with a look at Zane that had the quality of a standing policy.

"One time," Zane said.

"Four times."

"The fourth time was a group failure."

Chuck said nothing. Zane spun a die and let it go.

Gabby laughed before she could stop herself. Zane noticed immediately.

She looked back down at her cards.

Seven cards. She looked at them for a long moment. The cool familiar pleasure of a new game's potential sitting in her palm, paths she hadn't taken yet, decisions nobody had made wrong yet. This was the part she'd missed. This exact part. The moment before anything was committed.

She kept all seven.

"No mulligans?" Zane asked.

"No mulligans."

He looked at his own hand with slightly less confidence than he'd had thirty seconds ago.

"Land," Chuck said, placing his first land with the flat certainty of a man calling a meeting to order.

They were playing.

* * *

The first few turns were quiet in the way early games always were with everyone developing, everyone polite, nobody showing anything they didn't have to show yet. Lands entered play. Creatures arrived modest and unassuming. Chuck played a land, played a mana rock, passed with the brisk efficiency of a man laying foundation. Mike curved out smoothly, the practiced ease of someone who'd run his deck enough times to do it without thinking. Zane telegraphed aggression in the red zone immediately, which surprised nobody.

Gabby played a land and passed.

"That's it?" Zane said.

"That's it."

He looked at her side of the board with the faint suspicion of someone who knew that nothing was usually something in a trench coat. She met his eyes with perfect serenity and picked up her beer.

By turn three she had a land, another land, and a commander that had entered play quietly during the second main phase while Zane was busy arguing with Mike about whether a triggered ability had missed its window. Chuck had noticed. Chuck had looked at her commander, then at the two cards in her hand, and then returned to his own board with the silent acknowledgment of a man who had identified a long-term problem and was choosing to let it develop.

She appreciated that about him. He didn't narrate.

Zane narrated.

"Okay, so I'm going wide here." He laid three tokens onto his playmat with the enthusiasm of an announcement. "Which means you're looking at a problem." He pointed at Mike, then swung to Chuck. "You're looking at a smaller problem." Then to Gabby. "And you're probably fine because I actually like you so far."

"How generous," she said.

"I'm a generous person." He tapped his mana. "Ask anyone."

"I'm choosing not to."

Chuck said, without inflection: "Attack Mike."

"I was going to."

"You were talking instead."

Zane attacked Mike. Mike lost four life and an expression of mild betrayal. The tokens moved back. Zane untapped with the satisfied air of a man who had accomplished something and also enjoyed the process.

It was on Mike's turn, third rotation, that it happened.

He had a creature. Gabby had a creature. His was bigger. He looked across the table at her with the specific expression of a commander player doing combat math and announced, with complete tactical sincerity: "I want to smash you."

Zane opened his mouth.

"Don't," Mike said.

"I wasn't going to say anything."

"You absolutely were."

"I was going to say it's a valid line and she should consider blocking."

Gabby looked at her creature, looked at Mike's creature, looked at the four damage she was about to take versus the trade she could make if she threw her blocker in front of it, and said: "You can try to smash me but you're not going to like what I have waiting."

There was a pause.

Zane looked at her with an expression that was rapidly revising several assumptions.

"Flash?" he said.

"Flash," she confirmed, and put her instant on the table.

Mike's creature died. Mike sat back. Zane pointed at her with the slow deliberate energy of a man marking a discovery on a map. "Okay," he said. "Okay, I see what's happening here."

"She told you she had interaction," Chuck said. He hadn't looked up.

"She implied she had interaction. There's a…" Zane gestured. "There's a difference in delivery."

"There really isn't," Gabby said.

The laugh that came out of Zane was genuine and a little surprised, and Mike was grinning across the table in the way she'd forgotten he did when something delighted him, and even Chuck had done the thing again where something almost happened in his expression, a fraction of a degree of movement at the corner of his mouth, there and gone before you could confirm it.

She felt the room settle.

Not relax exactly. The game was still in progress, she was still the only woman at the table, and Chuck's forearms were still doing something to her peripheral vision she was managing through sheer discipline. But something had been established. She'd laughed first, and then they'd laughed, and the laugh had drawn a line: we are all adults here, we know what words can do, nobody has to be careful.

Nobody was careful after that.

The double meanings arrived naturally, the way they always did when four people were spending focused time together over a game that had been generating innuendo since 1993 and knew it. Zane was the primary delivery mechanism. He had the quickest instincts and the least apparent shame. However, Mike had his moments, and even Chuck, who said perhaps a total of forty words per game, deployed them with a precision that suggested he was simply choosing not to waste them on anything less.

"I've been holding this up all turn."

"You have to commit eventually."

"I didn't realize you were that big," Zane said, to Mike, about a creature that had received several pump spells, and he'd held eye contact with Gabby for the entire sentence.

"Size isn't everything," she'd said, and moved her commander sideways to indicate it was tapped — exhausted, spent, lying down — and Zane had pressed his lips together and looked at the ceiling briefly, and Mike had laughed, and Chuck had said "she's right, it's about the math" in the tone of a man completing an argument he considered closed.

She was good at this game. She'd always been good at this game. But she'd never played it quite like this, in a room where the language was doing two things at once and everyone had agreed to let it, where the cards were the text and something else entirely was the subtext and neither one had to win.

She held up two mana at the end of Zane's turn.

He looked at it. Looked at her. "Are you going to do something with that?"

"Maybe," she said. "Maybe I just like having options."

He leaned back in his chair with the expression of a man encountering a specific kind of problem he was finding he enjoyed. "That," he said, to Mike, "is the most dangerous thing anyone has ever said at this table."

Mike, looking at his cards: "She's had that mana open for three turns."

"I know." Zane hadn't looked away from her. "I know she has."

Chuck said: "Take your turn."

Zane took his turn. But he moved his chair approximately three inches closer to the table, and Gabby noted this with the careful neutrality of a woman who noticed things and was choosing, for now, to do nothing about it.

She untapped. She drew.

The card she drew made her want to smile, and she didn't, because she'd been in this game long enough to know that the most important things you held were the ones nobody knew you had.

* * *

Somewhere around turn six, Gabby stopped tracking her own happiness and just had some.

It arrived the way it sometimes did in the middle of doing something you were genuinely good at: not as a thought but as a physical fact, a warmth that settled into her shoulders and loosened something within her. She was leaning forward with her elbows on the table and her chin in one hand, fanning her cards with the other, and she was comfortable.

She made a play. It was a good play. She knew it was a good play before she made it, felt the particular quiet satisfaction of a decision that would reveal its cleverness three turns from now when nobody could do anything about it. She set her card down and picked up her beer and Mike looked at her board with the expression of a man who suspected he was already behind and hadn't found the evidence yet.

"What did you just do," Zane said.

"Played a card."

"That's not an answer."

"It's the answer I have."

He narrowed his eyes at her board and then at her with genuine analytical attention, and it was nice to be looked at like that.

Her brain, which had been doing its job all evening, took this information and quietly set it next to some other information it had been accumulating, and began doing math she hadn't authorized.

She focused on her cards.

Chuck was doing something on his side of the board that had been developing so gradually she'd almost missed the shape of it: an engine, low to the ground, nothing flashy, the kind of build that didn't announce its intentions until it was too late to address them. She'd been watching it with professional respect for two turns. He played another piece now, settled it onto his mat with the same level energy he brought to everything, and then looked up and found her already looking.

He held it for a moment.

She was looking at him. He was looking at her. The game continued around them.

"Nice sequencing," she said.

"Thanks." He glanced at her board. Back to his. "You're further along than you look."

"That's the idea."

The ghost of the almost-smile. He picked up his cards.

She picked up hers. Set them down. Picked up her beer. The problem — and it was a minor problem, a background problem, a problem she was managing — was that Chuck was sitting across and slightly to her left, which meant her natural sightline while thinking drifted in his direction, which meant she had now spent a significant portion of this game in proximity to his forearms and had developed opinions about them that she was not examining. They were just arms. They were arms that belonged to someone she'd met ninety minutes ago who was good at Magic and had stood up when they were introduced and said exactly as many words as were needed for any given situation.

She moved her sightline to the right.

Zane was grinning at something Mike had said, a full unguarded grin that was different from the performance version he'd been running most of the evening. It was quicker, less composed, like something real had come through the gap before he could make it presentable. She'd been cataloguing the difference without meaning to. The grin he deployed when he was being clever was a known quantity by now; this one was different, and the difference was more interesting than she wanted to admit.

He caught her looking. His grin shifted back to the deliberate version, aimed at her, but she'd already seen the other one and they both knew it.

"See something you like?" he said.

"I was looking at your board."

"My board is right here." He gestured at his playmat, which was notably to his left rather than directly in front of her eyeline.

"I have a wide field of vision."

"Glasses'll do that."

She pushed them up her nose with one finger, unhurried. "Take your turn, Zane."

He took his turn smiling.

The thing was, and she was not being self-aware about this, she felt good. She felt seen and entertained and gently, persistently attended to in a way that her nervous system was apparently very ready to receive after its long absence of same. Her body had thoughts about this that she was not currently accepting because she was in the middle of a game, but they were being submitted. Formally. With documentation. The warmth in her shoulders had migrated slightly and she was not going to track where it had gone because she was playing Magic.

She needed to stay focused.

She looked at her hand. Seven turns in, she had the first two pieces of what she was building, a third coming if she drew what she thought she'd draw, and nobody at this table had correctly identified the threat yet because they were looking at the obvious parts of her board and not the interaction between the unassuming parts. This was the thing she loved about her deck and about this game in its best moments, that the most powerful thing was often the thing that didn't look like anything until suddenly it was everything.

Mike said something across the table and she laughed. His timing perfect, the punchline landing exactly where he'd meant it to, and his face did the thing, pleased and warm, and she remembered with a complicated sudden clarity why she had liked him before she'd had reason not to. He was easy in a way that was genuinely rare. Not uncomplicated, Mike was plenty complicated, she had the receipts, but easy to be near. Easy to laugh with. The comfort of him sat differently than Zane's bright attention and Chuck's solid quiet, familiar in a way that was its own problem.

Safe, something in her said, and she told it to stay in its lane.

She had three men at this table and none of them were right and all of them were something and she was not building a composite in her head, she refused, except that she'd been doing it since approximately turn two and the composite was extremely attractive.

She drew her card for the turn.

It was the piece she'd been waiting for.

She kept her face completely still, which was easy because she'd been keeping her face still at card tables since she was seventeen and her tells had been trained out of her by a patient college roommate with a poker background. She set the card into her hand with the others. She played a land. She passed.

"You're doing something," Zane said.

"I'm always doing something."

"No, you're doing something specific."

"Prove it."

He looked at her board with the forensic attention he'd been bringing to everything she did for the last three turns. She watched him look. He was smart. She'd registered that early and kept registering it, and smart people were the most entertaining opponents because they came close enough to see and not quite close enough to stop it.

"I can't prove it," he admitted.

"Then take your turn."

He pointed at her. "I'm watching you."

"You've been watching me since I sat down."

The words landed a half-second before she'd assessed them, and she felt the table absorb them. Mike's eyes came up from his cards, Chuck remained stoic, and Zane's expression moved through something quick and recalibrating and settling on something warmer than before.

She had not meant to say that. Or she had meant to say it, because she'd said it, but she hadn't meant to say it here and now and in a voice that hadn't bothered to be entirely casual.

She picked up her beer. Took a sip. Set it down with the measured composure of a woman who said exactly what she meant and was at peace with the consequences.

"Yeah," Zane said, quietly, without the grin this time. "I have been."

Chuck placed a land.

"Your turn, Mike," he said.

Mike took his turn. But the air in the room had shifted in the incremental way air shifted when something had been said that everyone had registered and nobody was going to address yet, because there was a game in progress, because the turn order continued, because they were all four adults who knew how to hold something in abeyance.

Gabby untapped her lands.

Her composite-man thought was still there when she got back to it. Zane's attention, Chuck's arms, Mike's laugh. None of them right. All of them something.

She drew her card.

She really needed to win this game and go home.

Except, and this was the part she noticed sharply, she didn't actually want to go home. She was aware of this the way you were aware of a temperature shift, the moment when cool enough became warm and you registered it had happened without being able to say when.

She was having fun.

She was, if she was being honest, having more fun than she'd had on a Saturday in a long time, and the fact that three reasonably attractive men were looking at her with varying degrees of intention while she played cards was not not a factor, and her body had been patiently submitting its opinions for the last forty-five minutes and was beginning to escalate to a formal complaint.

She told it to wait.

It was used to waiting. It had been waiting a while.

It waited.

* * *

Turn nine, and the board had become the kind of complicated that required everyone to occasionally stand up and look at it from a slight distance.

Chuck had the most imposing creature presence. Zane had an impotent combo piece on board that he hadn't found the second half of yet and was visibly aware that everyone at the table knew it. Mike had stabilized from an earlier assault and was slowly growing bigger.

Gabby had eight cards in her hand, a commander who had died twice and come back both times, three artifacts that individually did nothing in particular, and a look on her face that she had been maintaining with some effort for the last two turns.

She was ready.

She had been ready since turn eight. She had spent turn eight doing nothing, playing a land, passing with a full grip, because the line required one more piece and she'd needed one more draw step, and she'd gotten it, and now she was sitting here watching the turn order complete its final rotation before coming back to her and doing the thing she did at card tables, which was wait.

Mike's turn.

She'd glimpsed his hand twice over the course of the game. Enough to know he was holding a blue instant. The specific blue instant that answered what she was about to do.

She was not thinking about this. She was thinking about her line.

Mike surveyed his board. Tapped two lands for a sorcery, resolved it, drew a card with the placid satisfaction of a man whose engine was running smoothly. He had four lands untapped. Then he played a fifth land and Gabby watched him look at his hand, look at the board, look at his life total, make the brief internal calculation that presented itself as a completely ordinary decision.

He tapped all five lands for a creature.

A good creature. A reasonable play. The kind of thing you did when you were developing your board and consolidating your position and the game had several more turns in it and there was nothing on the table that warranted leaving interaction up.

He passed the turn with an empty pool.

Gabby looked at the space where his open mana had been.

She looked at his hand, settled comfortably against his playmat, a fan of cards that included one blue instant she was nearly certain she knew the name of.

She looked at Mike.

He was reaching for a snack with the unbothered energy of a man whose turn was over and who was now just watching the game. He wasn't looking at her. He wasn't not-looking at her in the pointed way of someone managing their expression. He was just done with his turn, eating a chip, watching Chuck do the quick math on his own position.

It was possible he'd miscounted his mana.

It was possible he'd genuinely just wanted the creature.

It was possible that he had looked at her board on his turn, understood what she was about to do, and decided that the counterspell in his hand was going to stay there.

It was also possible that she was projecting a romantic narrative onto a card game because she had not slept with anyone in a while and the man across the table had a very familiar laugh and she needed to stay focused.

Chuck passed quickly, adding a land, playing around what he'd correctly identified as a threat he couldn't stop and was repositioning for the aftermath.

Zane took his turn, made a play she noted peripherally and would have addressed if she weren't about to do something more important, and passed with one mana up, which was not enough for what she needed to worry about.

Her turn.

She drew.

She didn't need the card. She already had everything. But she looked at it anyway, slid it into her hand with the others, and took one slow breath while she looked at her board and confirmed the sequence she'd been rehearsing for three turns.

"Okay," she said.

Nobody moved.

"Main phase." She tapped two lands. Put a card on the table. "This triggers this" — she touched an artifact — "which lets me do this." She moved to the second piece, the third, the line assembling itself with the quiet precision of something that had been designed to look like nothing until now. It wasn't fast and it wasn't loud and there was no single moment where it became obviously lethal. It accumulated, piece by connecting piece, like a sentence that didn't make its point until the final word.

Zane leaned forward about halfway through.

Chuck had gone still.

Mike had stopped eating his chip.

She placed the final piece. "That's lethal for everyone," she said. "I can walk through it if…"

"No," Zane said slowly, in the tone of a man doing math he already knew the answer to. "No, I see it." He looked at his board. Looked at his hand. Looked at Gabby's board. "I have nothing."

Chuck reviewed his options with the thoroughness she'd have expected from him. He went through his hand card by card, checking his board for anything that might help, looking at his mana. He shook his head once, a minimal motion. Concise even in defeat.

Everyone looked at Mike.

Mike looked at his hand. He looked at it for longer than he needed to, she thought, or maybe exactly as long as he needed to. He looked at his board, at the empty stretch of land where his mana had been, at the space where a counterspell would have required five mana to cast and he had zero.

He set his hand face-down on the table.

"I've got nothing," he said.

She held his gaze for one second.

He met it with an expression that was entirely neutral and entirely readable and impossible to prove either way, and she thought: you absolute menace, and also something warmer than that, something that sat in her chest in the warm complicated way that Mike-related things tended to sit.

"Game," Chuck said.

She had won.

The table took a moment, with the specific post-game exhale of people who had been holding sustained attention for two hours and were releasing it simultaneously. Zane tipped his king sideways with one finger, the formal concession, shaking his head with something that looked more like appreciation than frustration. Chuck stacked his cards in a single neat motion, already resetting with the efficiency of a man who processed outcomes and moved forward.

"I didn't see that coming," Zane said. "I want to be clear that I was watching and I did not see that."

"You saw the first piece," she said.

"I saw a piece. I didn't see what it was connected to."

"That's the idea."

He pointed at her the way he'd been pointing at her all night, but this time there was nothing performative in it. "You've run this line before."

"A few times."

"How many times has it worked?"

"Every time."

He sat back. "Okay." He said it like a conclusion. Like he'd asked a question at the beginning of the evening and had just received the answer and was updating his files accordingly.

Mike was collecting his cards with a small smile that he wasn't directing at anything in particular: at the table, at his hands, at some internal thing she wasn't going to ask about.

She thought about what she'd seen in his hand. She thought about five tapped lands and a creature that had been a fine play and was also maybe not the only play he could have made. She thought about the way he hadn't looked at her when he passed the turn.

She didn't say anything about it.

She gathered her own cards, sliding them back into their sleeve with the careful habit of someone who'd had expensive cardboard long enough to be religious about it, and looked at the table. Chuck was reorganizing. Zane was shuffling with the reflexive energy of someone who wasn't done playing, already resetting for the next thing. Mike was leaning back in his chair with a comfortable looseness.

"Another game?" Mike said, to the table.

Gabby set her deck box down.

She looked at it for a moment.

Then she looked at the three of them — Zane's hands moving through his shuffle, Chuck's focused stillness, Mike with that expression she'd been not-examining all evening — and she thought about the warm weight in the room, the thing that had been building across nine turns and two hours and a series of banter that had been building tension all night, and she thought about her cold apartment and her Animal Crossing island and the flagged pages on her nightstand.

She thought about Mike's tapped lands.

"Or," she said.

She let it sit there for a second, long enough to be deliberate, short enough to leave something on their side of the table.

"We could play something else."

The shuffle stopped.

* * *

She excused herself to use the bathroom first, because she needed thirty seconds alone with her own face.

The bathroom was small and clean and had a candle on the back of the toilet that she appreciated as a detail. She ran cold water over her wrists, which was something her mother had taught her, for nerves, for heat, for the moments when your body was running slightly ahead of where you'd told it to be. She looked at herself in the mirror above the sink.

Her mascara had survived. Her lip tint had not, entirely, but her lips looked fine without it. Her glasses were slightly smudged and she cleaned them on the hem of her shirt and put them back and looked at herself again.

You don't have to do anything, she told her reflection.

Her reflection looked back with the same polite neutrality as before, neither agreeing nor disagreeing, just presenting the evidence.

She dried her hands and went back out.

* * *

The table was in the mild pleasant disorder of a finished game with cards loosely stacked, dice scattered where they'd rolled and been left, empty bottles migrated to one end. Zane had his feet up on the edge of his chair, elbows on his knees, in conversation with Mike about something she didn't catch the beginning of. Chuck was doing the thing he did, organizing, his hands methodical.

She went to the kitchen.

"Help yourself," Mike called, which she already was.

She found what she was looking for on the second shelf, a bottle of something amber that had been opened and was about three inches down. Good whiskey, not extraordinary whiskey, the kind you kept for evenings that warranted it without requiring ceremony. She found a glass that felt right in her hand, poured two fingers, and stood in the kitchen doorway for a moment looking at the room.

Then she crossed to the small Bluetooth speaker on the bookshelf near the window and picked up her phone.

"What are we doing?" Zane asked.

"Ambiance," she said.

She put on something with a bassline and a tempo that didn't announce itself as mood music but functioned as mood music. She set her phone face-down next to the speaker.

Then she crossed to the lamp in the corner, a floor lamp with a shade that cast warm light, and clicked off the overhead.

The room changed, just enough. The overhead fluorescence that had kept everything brisk and tactical gave way to something softer and more honest, the kind of light that helped without being asked. The three men at the table looked different in it. Not unrecognizably different. Just more like the versions of themselves she'd been noticing all night.

She was aware, in a distant way, that her heart was doing something loud.

She came back to the table and picked up her glass. Remained standing.

Nobody said anything. Zane had taken his feet down from the chair and was sitting normally now, both elbows on the table, watching her with the expression he'd been wearing since she'd said we could play something else — the performance version of him set aside, something more genuine in its place, following the shape of this wherever it was going. Chuck had gone still in the way he went still when something had his full attention. Mike was looking at her with an expression she'd been not-reading all evening and was now, in this light, allowing herself to read.

She turned the glass in her hands.

This was the part where she could change her mind. Go back to the couch, suggest another game, let the evening be what it had been — which had been good, which had been genuinely good, better than she'd expected and better than her Saturdays had been in a long time. She could do that. It was an available option.

She thought about her apartment. The cold tea and the island and the flagged pages and the while that had become a while that had kept becoming a while.

She thought, involuntarily and with the clarity of a memory that hadn't visited in some time, about a different conversation. Older. Two years into her relationship with Mike, a night that had started similarly — something low on the speakers, a different apartment — when he had said, careful and slightly nervous in a way she'd found charming even as she'd shut it down: I've been thinking about something. And I want to say it the right way. He'd said he'd always been curious. About sharing. About her, specifically, being — and he'd fumbled the word and she'd almost let him off the hook and then hadn't. She'd said she didn't think so. He'd said okay, and meant it, and that had been that.

She'd thought about it more than she'd told him. She'd told herself she was glad she'd said no and mostly she had been.

Mostly.

She looked at Mike across the table, in this light, with this music, and thought about tapped lands.

She took a sip of her whiskey. It was good.

She set the glass down on the table, still standing, and looked at Zane first.

He was already watching her. Of course he was. He'd been watching her since the first hand of the game with the focused attention of someone who had correctly identified the most interesting variable in the room and was tracking it. She met his eyes and what she communicated was not a question. Zane was always going to say yes, Zane had been saying yes since turn one, she was simply confirming that she knew it and he knew she knew it. Something shifted in his expression, a satisfaction that was different from his usual bravado, a man who had been paying attention all night because he'd hoped it would lead here and was now watching it lead here.

She looked at Chuck.

He was watching her with the same steadiness he brought to everything, and she thought about what Mike had said: doesn't talk much, follows the group. She'd read him differently by now. He was not a follower, not exactly, but a man who assessed before he committed and committed fully once he did, who saw no value in performing enthusiasm he didn't feel or concealing it when he did. His eyes were calm and direct and the answer in them was quiet and unambiguous and she thought: yes, you would, wouldn't you. Once you'd decided.

Then she looked at Mike.

Mike, who had been sitting with that expression for the last fifteen minutes, the one she'd finally let herself read. Mike who knew her. Who'd made her a playlist once with a note about the third song. Who'd fumbled a question in a different apartment and said okay when she'd said no and never brought it up again. Who had, possibly, tapped out with a counterspell in his hand and let her win a game of Magic tonight, and whom she could not confront about it and could not thank for it and could not stop thinking about.

She held his gaze.

"I want to play a different kind of game," she said. "One where I'm the only thing on the table."

The music moved through the room under the silence.

Zane said: "Yes." He said it simply, without the performance, without the grin. Just the word.

Chuck said nothing. He pushed his cards an inch toward the center of the table in a small, deliberate gesture, clearing space, a man who had made a decision and was indicating it without requiring commentary.

Mike looked at her for a long moment with the expression of a man choosing his words. Then: "Are you sure?"

"I've been sure since turn six," she said. "I was just finishing the game."

Something complicated and warm and a little bit helpless moved through his face, the expression of a person encountering something they'd given up expecting. He stood.

He was taller than her by enough that she had to tilt her chin when he came around the table and stopped in front of her, close enough to be a question, far enough to still be waiting for an answer. She could smell how he was familiar in a way that ambushed her slightly, the same soap, the same particular Mike-ness that her memory had apparently preserved in better condition than she'd realized.

She reached up and closed the remaining distance.

The kiss was slow and warm and had years in it, not urgency, just the particular weight of two people who had known each other's mouths before and were remembering that they still did. His hand came up to her jaw with a gentleness she hadn't budgeted for. She felt him exhale through his nose, careful and relieved, like he'd been holding something and had just put it down.

She kissed him until the years felt accounted for. Then she pulled back slightly and looked at him.

"The counterspell," she said, quietly. "You had it."

He looked at her for a beat.

"I don't know what you're talking about," he said.

He was a terrible liar. He had always been a terrible liar. It was the thing that had made the cheating so strange, that he couldn't lie about this but had managed that. She'd never fully resolved the contradiction.

She looked at him, this person she knew and didn't know and had just kissed in front of two men who were waiting with different varieties of patience across a card table, and she decided that some contradictions were allowed to stay unresolved.

"Okay," she said.

She turned.

Zane was on his feet. He'd stood while her back was turned, of course he had, and the distance between them was approximately two steps and he wasn't pretending it wasn't. His expression had the focused and warm quality it got when something had his genuine attention, entirely without the deflective irony he used when he was performing Zane rather than being him.

She stepped toward him.

* * *

The thing nobody told you about being the center of attention of three men was the logistics.

She was aware of this approximately thirty seconds in, when Zane was kissing her and Mike's hand was warm at the small of her back and Chuck had moved from the table to somewhere behind her left shoulder and she genuinely could not tell whose thumb that was near her hip and realized she needed a system.

She put a hand on Zane's chest and stepped back.

"Okay," she said. "Hi. Hello."

Zane looked at her with the expression of a man who had been interrupted mid-sentence and was prepared to be patient about it. Mike's hand stayed where it was, which she noted as a point in his favor. Chuck, behind her, had gone still in the particular way he went still just waiting, a man who was very good at waiting.

"I need a second," she said. "I just… give me a second."

"Take your time," Mike said.

"There's no rush," Zane said, and then, apparently to himself: "I cannot believe I just said that."

She laughed, which was what she needed. The laugh broke whatever had been calcifying in her chest. Once it broke she felt herself land back in her body, which was warm and interested and considerably less interested in filing paperwork than her brain was.

She pushed her glasses up her nose and looked at the three of them.

They were — and this was not something she'd been prepared for, this specific detail, this particular trick of biology — they were extremely attractive. She'd registered this incrementally throughout the evening but had been managing it, moderating it, keeping it at a level her executive function could work alongside. Now, standing in Mike's living room with the lamp on and the music low and the card game definitively over, the moderation system had apparently clocked out, and she was looking at these three men without the buffer of gameplay between her and the fact of them, and the fact of them was substantial.

Chuck, who had been objectively built this entire time, was somehow more so now that she was looking at him without the table in the way. The gray t-shirt continued to have opinions. His arms, which had been a managed background issue for two hours, were now a foreground issue and she was done pretending otherwise.

Zane, whose face had been a known quantity since he walked in, looked different when the performance layer was down; sharper and more present, his attention undivided and undisguised, all of it pointed directly at her.

And Mike. Mike who she knew the shape of, whose laugh she'd kept in better storage than she'd realized, who was standing with his hands easy at his sides and looking at her the way he used to look at her before everything and she'd forgotten that look existed.

Hormones, she thought, are absolutely feral.

"Right," she said. "Okay. I'm… I want to do this. I very much want to do this. I just also want to not be weird about it."

"You're not being weird," Mike said.

"I'm a little weird about it."

"That's fine."

"I've never…" she gestured at the general situation "...done this."

"None of us have done exactly this," Zane said, which was a specific phrasing she noted.

"Have you done approximately this?"

"I invoke my right to remain attractive and not answer that."

"That's not a right."

"I'm making it one."

Chuck said: "First time for everyone. We go at your pace." He said it without decoration or agenda. It was the least romantic sentence she'd ever heard and also exactly what she needed to hear and she was adding that to the Chuck file.

She nodded. "Okay. My pace. I like that." She looked at Mike. "I want to go to your room."

"Yeah," he said. Soft. "Okay."

They moved, which involved the minor comedy of four people negotiating a living room and a hallway with varying degrees of grace. Zane managed it with the easy confidence of a man comfortable in his body, Chuck with the spatial awareness of someone who'd spent years not bumping into things in confined spaces, Mike at her side, and Gabby bringing up the rear thinking about whether she'd remembered to shave her legs and concluding that yes she had and she wasn't going to do the thing where she worried about it anyway.

She hadn't done the thing where she worried about it anyway in a long time. She was trying something new.

Mike's room was what she'd expected: warm, lived-in, the same comfortable lack of performance she'd always associated with his spaces. A lamp already on low, either by coincidence or because Mike had been quietly optimistic all evening, which honestly tracked. A bed that was made, which she appreciated. She stood in the middle of it and turned around.

Three men. In a room. Looking at her.

She pointed at Zane. "You're enthusiastic."

"Extremely."

At Mike: "You're familiar."

"Guilty."

At Chuck: "You're… what are you?"

He considered this with the brief seriousness he brought to direct questions. "Present," he said.

"Okay." She took a breath. "Present is good. I like present."

She reached down and pulled her shirt off over her head.

There was a moment.

She stood there in her skirt and her good bra, olive skin in the warm lamplight, glasses still on because she'd need those, and the moment stretched slightly longer than she'd anticipated while three men looked at her with expressions that she was filing away to examine in detail at a later date when she had more processing capacity. The bra was doing its job. She was aware, without performing awareness, that she looked good. She felt it confirmed in the quality of the silence.

Then she looked down at herself and looked at them.

"This is unfair," she said.

"What is," Zane said, in a voice that had changed registers slightly.

"I'm standing here in my bra and all three of you are fully dressed. This is not…" she gestured "...an equitable distribution."

Nobody moved for approximately half a second.

Then they all moved at once.

Zane's shirt came off first because Zane had no complicated feelings about this and had possibly been waiting to be given permission. Mike unbuttoned his flannel with the slightly-hurried energy of a man who had been patient all evening and was done being patient. Chuck reached behind his neck and pulled his t-shirt off in the single-motion way of someone who had done this approximately ten thousand times without thinking about it, which left him standing there being exactly the architecture she'd been managing since he'd first sat down across the table from her, and she stopped managing it.

She looked.

"Better," she said.

"The skirt," Zane pointed out.

"I'm getting there." She reached for the zipper.

"Allow me," he said.

"You can ask."

He paused. The half-second it took him to recalibrate — to step out of the automatic and make a choice — she found she liked him for. "Can I?"

"Yes."

His hands found the zipper at her hip, unhurried, and she felt the skirt loosen and then drop and she stepped out of it and kicked it vaguely in the direction of a corner. She straightened up in her black underwear and her good bra and her knee socks, which she had completely forgotten about until this exact moment.

She looked down at the knee socks.

"The socks are staying," she said.

"Obviously," Zane said immediately, and she laughed again, and he looked at her laughing with an expression she wanted to keep.

Chuck's eyes moved over her taking inventory, making assessments, updating his understanding of the situation with new information. She resisted the urge to cover anything and discovered, after approximately three seconds, that she didn't want to.

Mike was looking at her the way he used to look at her and this time she let herself look back.

She reached up and unhooked the bra.

The room upgraded its quality of attention.

"Okay," she said, and her voice had changed a little, lower and less defended, the version of it that came out when she stopped managing and started just being. "I want…"

She looked at Chuck.

"I want your hands on me," she said. "I've been thinking about your hands for about two hours and I'd like to stop thinking about it."

Something like satisfaction moved through Chuck's expression, the look of a man whose patience has been confirmed as the correct strategy. He crossed the room toward her and she tipped her chin up slightly and thought: yes, okay, present is very good, present is exactly right.

She felt his hands and stopped thinking about them, because the reality was considerably better than the hypothesis, and she was a person who valued hands-on data.

She was getting a lot of data.

Mike was there, at her other side, and Zane was somewhere that registered as warm and close and attentive, and she was standing in the middle of all of it in her glasses and her knee socks and the good bra that was now on the floor, and she thought with the last organized corner of her mind:

It's a good thing I changed my shirt.

She'd been walked backward to the bed so gradually she hadn't noticed it happening until her knees met the mattress, which she thought was probably a skill — the ability to move a person across a room without them clocking the intention until the geography had already made the decision. She sat, then let herself be arranged, or arranged herself, some collaboration of both, until she was propped against Mike's pillows in what she could only describe as a position of considerable luxury.

Three men. Looking at her. Waiting.

She could get used to this.

Mike was closest, kneeling on the bed beside her, and his hands were familiar in a way that bypassed her brain entirely; muscle memory from a version of her that had filed him under closed and apparently hadn't finished the job. He knew where her shoulders held tension. He addressed this without being asked, his thumbs finding the place where her neck met her collarbone, and she let her head fall back and made a sound she hadn't planned.

"Still there," he said quietly.

"Shut up," she said, without heat.

He pressed a kiss to her shoulder instead of answering, which was worse and better.

Zane had positioned himself at her other side with the focused energy of a man who had done the pre-work and was ready to demonstrate his findings. His hands were good, certain without being presumptuous, following rather than preceding, and he had the attentiveness of someone who was collecting information about what worked and applying it in real time. She'd suspected this about him. She'd been correct.

Chuck stood at the foot of the bed and looked at her.

She looked back.

"You can…" she started.

"I know," he said, and put one hand around her ankle, above the knee sock, and ran it slowly up her calf to her knee. A simple thing. Deliberate. She felt it everywhere it wasn't.

"Okay," she said, to no one, to the ceiling.

She let herself be attended to, which was something she had historically been bad at; the tendency to redirect, to reciprocate before she'd finished receiving, to manage the other person's experience at the expense of her own. She was trying something different tonight. Tonight she was staying in her own body and letting them work, which required a sustained act of focus that was getting considerably easier the longer it continued.

Mike's mouth was at her throat. Zane had covered significant territory with the kind of methodical thoroughness that suggested he'd given this specific question — what would she respond to — genuine advance thought, which should have been funny and was instead very effective. Chuck's hands had reached her thighs and stopped there, holding, patient, the warm weight of them doing a disproportionate amount of work through sheer presence.

She was making sounds she hadn't pre-approved. She'd stopped caring about pre-approving them.

Zane lifted his head from somewhere near her collarbone and looked at her from a range of about eight inches, his hair slightly disordered, his expression carrying the quality of someone who had a plan and wanted clearance to execute it.

"Can I…" he started.

"Yes," she said.

"I haven't said what…"

"Yes," she said again, and watched him decide that further clarification was unnecessary.

His hands found the waistband of her underwear slowly, giving her body time to understand what was happening and register that it was enthusiastically in favor, and slid them down. She lifted her hips without being asked and he removed them and she watched him look at her and felt the warmth of that look as a physical thing, the feeling of being looked at with pure desire.

He pressed a kiss to the inside of her knee.

"Zane," she said.

"Mm."

"I can tell you're going to do the thing where you take forever."

He pressed another kiss, slightly higher. "I'm being thorough."

"You have something to prove. I can tell."

He looked up at her with an expression of composed, unruffled patience. "I do," he said, "and you're going to appreciate that I do, so let me work."

Mike made a sound that might have been a laugh. Chuck's hands tightened slightly on her thighs, just once, and the resulting sensation made her decision for her.

"Fine," she said. "Work."

He worked.

She reached for the other two with something between intent and instinct, her hands finding the waistbands of their boxers and tugging in a way that communicated the general direction of her request without requiring full sentences, which was the best she could manage at the moment. Mike obliged immediately, standing to remove his boxers completely, and she glanced over and thought: there he is, exactly as I remembered him, warm and solidly average and familiar as a word she'd said a thousand times.

Chuck took a moment longer, which she read as deliberateness, the same deliberateness he applied to everything. When he stood straight she looked at his cock and then looked again and added stout and thick to the Chuck file, which was becoming a substantial document, and revised her evening's projections accordingly.

She had both hands occupied stroking their erections slowly.

She was aware of this in a distant and extremely satisfied way, the way you were aware of a problem resolving itself into something simple.

She was not giving the matter her full attention.

This was because Zane had made good on his implication. His thoroughness was a feature, not a delay, and whatever point he was in the process of proving with his tongue, he was proving it with focused and specific intent. The rest of her sensory input was becoming secondary information. Her hand remembered its job with imperfect reliability. Mike bore this with good humor. Chuck, characteristically, did not comment.

She was looking at the ceiling.

The ceiling was doing nothing interesting. She was looking at it because she needed something to orient on that wasn't the accumulating wave of sensation that had been building from the particular combination of Zane's mouth on her clit and three turns of breath she kept forgetting to finish and the warm weight of hands on her that knew what they were doing or were learning fast.

"Oh," she said. A small sound, less composed than she'd have preferred, a sound that escaped without her involvement.

Zane made a sound that wasn't a word but communicated yes, that's the one with unmistakable clarity, and adjusted his approach by a precise and devastating degree.

Mike pressed his mouth to her temple. "Okay?"

"Don't talk to me right now," she said.

"Okay."

"I mean that kindly."

"I know."

Chuck's thumb moved in a slow circle against her hip and she thought, distantly: he's been paying attention this whole time, cataloguing the same way he catalogued everything, noting what produced what, applying the results with the patience of a man who did not waste effort and did not hurry and was not hurrying now.

She was going to come.

This was happening, this was imminent, and she had not come with anyone watching in a significant while and she thought she might have a feeling about that and then Zane did something very talented with his tongue and she stopped having feelings about things and started just having them.

She made a sound that she would not be transcribing.

Her hand tightened on Mike, who made a quiet sound of his own. Her other hand, Chuck's, gripped and she felt his exhale against her skin, controlled and warm.

Zane stayed with her through all of it. Not backing off her clit, not rushing her, following the wave at her pace until she was shaking slightly and had said okay, okay, okay three times in a row and meant something slightly different each time.

He pressed a final kiss to the inside of her thigh and lifted his head.

He looked insufferably pleased with himself.

She looked at him from somewhere slightly outside the usual coordinates of herself, her glasses miraculously still on, slightly askew. She reached up and straightened them.

"Okay," she said. Her voice had a quality she didn't usually let people hear. Low and undone and not bothering to be otherwise.

Zane said nothing, which was so uncharacteristic that it functioned as a more complete statement than anything he could have chosen.

She looked at the three of them — Mike warm and attentive, Chuck steady and present, Zane looking at her like she was the answer to a question he was glad he'd asked — and she felt something that was beyond the physical, or alongside it, the uncomplicated joy of being exactly where you'd decided to be and finding out it was better than the decision deserved.

She reached for Zane's shoulder and pulled.

"Come here," she said. "You've proved your point."

"I know," he said. But he came.

* * *

The thing about receiving was that it required a certain surrender of agency that Gabby could only sustain for so long before the other part of her — the part that liked to be good at things, that liked to do things, that had won a Commander game tonight through patient accumulation and precise execution — started filing requests of its own.

She was ready to be good at something.

She sat up, which required a moment of physical negotiation given that she'd been arranged across Mike's bed in a state of considerable disarray. She pushed her hair back. Straightened her glasses. Looked at the three of them with the evaluating expression she'd been wearing all evening at the card table, except now she was applying it to a different set of variables.

"My turn," she said.

Zane opened his mouth.

"Not a euphemism," she said. "I mean I want to do something instead of just…" she gestured at herself, at the bed, at the general situation, "...receiving."

"You say that like it's a complaint."

"It's not a complaint. It's a rebalancing." She looked at her hands. "I have a mouth and two hands and I'd like to use them."

The room absorbed this information.

Mike sat down on the bed beside her with the comfortable ease of a man who had learned tonight that patience was load-bearing. Zane was watching her with the bright attentiveness he got when she was about to do something he found interesting. Chuck was standing at the foot of the bed, and she looked at him — at the arms, at the patience, at the particular quality of his stillness — and made a decision.

"Chuck," she said. "Come here."

He came forward.

She shifted onto her hands and knees with a practicality that felt right, that felt like her. She wasn’t constructing an aesthetic, rather arranging the geometry sensibly. She looked up at Chuck from this position and found he was looking back at her with an expression she was going to need to process later when she had full cognitive function available.

She reached for him first. Felt him, his thickness. Heard his exhale, brief and controlled, the sound of a man managing his reaction rather than eliminating it.

Then she took his cock into her mouth.

Chuck made a sound.

She noted this. In the entire evening, across two hours of card games and escalating tension and one significant event that had already occurred, Chuck had produced sounds that could be counted on one hand and categorized as functional. He had a controlled relationship with self-expression that she had observed and documented and was now, apparently, in a position to influence.

She noted this and started sucking him.

She felt the bed shift behind her. Mike, reading the situation with the social fluency he'd been demonstrating all evening, was settling into position at her back. She felt his hands at her hips, the familiar shape of them steadying her.

She came off Chuck for a moment and looked back over her shoulder.

"Mike," she said.

"Yeah."

"You first."

A pause. "Yeah?"

She held his eyes. "You know why."

He did know why. She saw him understand it. The comfortable familiarity of him and his average size was the right entry point and they both understood this without having to say all of it.

"Okay," he said softly.

His hands tightened on her hips and she turned back to Chuck and resumed her previous activity with the focused attention of a woman who did not do things by half measures.

Mike entered her slowly and she exhaled through her nose, a long steady breath, adjusting, settling into the new configuration of things. He was as she remembered him: solidly, comfortably typical, the kind of fit that required no renegotiation, a body she'd known and was knowing again, and the familiarity of it was its own specific pleasure, different from the charged unknown of the others.

She made a sound with her throat that Chuck apparently felt because his hand came to rest on the back of her head, a large warm weight that she found she didn't mind.

Mike set a rhythm. Steady. Considered. He'd always been a thoughtful lover, which had coexisted, with some irony, with his less thoughtful choices elsewhere, and she wasn't going to think about that right now, she was not going to think about anything right now except the compound experience of Mike behind her and Chuck in front of her and Zane—

She became aware of Zane.

He was seated to her right, close enough to touch, far enough to be audience, and she could feel his attention the way you felt a lamp's heat without looking at it. He was watching with the focused quality of someone experiencing something he was going to be thinking about for a significant amount of time afterward. She cut her eyes toward him briefly, an acknowledgment, and he exhaled and ran a hand over his jaw and did not say anything, which was so anomalous as to confirm the depth of his investment. She darted her eyes downward, briefly. He was impressively long, and complimentarily erect for her.

She returned her attention to Chuck.

Who was, and this was the development she had not fully budgeted for, talking.

Not much. Not the way Zane talked, not the continuous self-narrating commentary she'd grown accustomed to across the table. But Chuck, who had produced perhaps one hundred and fifty words in the entire preceding evening, was now producing words with a frequency that suggested something had come loose.

"...God," he said first. Just that. An exhale with a word attached.

She kept going.

"That's…" A pause where the sentence should have been. His hand in her hair shifted. "You're…"

She looked up at him from under her lashes.

He looked back down at her and his expression was not the measured, regulated thing she'd been cataloguing all evening. It was undone in a way that was completely at odds with the man who had organized his deck by color and called turn order like he was reading a statute.

"Amazing," he said. "That is… you are…" He stopped. Tried again. "I don't have the…" Another stop. "Gabby."

Just her name. But the way he said it, like it was the sentence, like it contained everything he'd been unable to organize into grammar, she felt it low in her stomach. Mike's hands tightened on her hips in response to whatever sound she made, and she was very glad she had come to this card game tonight.

"She has that effect," Zane said, from his position as audience, his voice slightly rougher than usual. "On the record."

Mike laughed, breathed, steadied himself. "Noted."

Chuck said nothing further. He had apparently exhausted his uncharacteristic verbosity and returned to producing sounds that didn't require words, which were doing plenty on their own. His hand in her hair was careful and enormous and she arched slightly into it and heard him pull a breath through his nose like he was trying to stay regulated and not entirely succeeding.

She was doing that to Chuck, the man who had used exactly as many words as necessary for every situation all evening and was now running out of words entirely, and the knowledge of it moved through her like a secondary current alongside everything else Mike was providing from behind, steady and attentive and doing the thing where he paid attention and applied the results.

She shifted her weight to one hand and used the other to find Zane’s cock without looking.

He made a sound immediately, sharp and involuntary, and she felt him reach for her wrist, just to hold it, just to have something to do with his hands that wasn't whatever he'd been doing alone over there, which she suspected had been a near thing.

"Wow," he said.

She didn't have a free mouth to answer with.

"Yeah," he said, like she had anyway.

The geometry of the four of them, assembled on Mike's bed in the warm lamplight, was the most impractical and complete thing she'd been part of in longer than she could calculate. She had a mouth and two hands and they were all occupied and Mike was behind her finding his rhythm and Chuck was coming unraveled above her with gratifying thoroughness and Zane was holding her wrist like it was the only stable thing available and she was —

She was happy.

Not the word she'd have expected to land on, in this configuration, but there it was. Underneath the heat and the sensation and the considerable logistical achievement of the situation, a warm uncomplicated current of this is good, this is really good, this is the best Saturday you've had in a long time and you changed your shirt for it and it was worth it.

Mike pressed his thumb into the small of her back, a small precise thing that he'd known about and remembered and she made a sound that wasn't quiet.

Chuck said her name again, in the same way, and she felt him shift his weight and understood he was close and brought her full attention back to him with the focused intent of a woman who finished what she started.

He lasted another minute.

When he came she felt his whole body make a decision about stillness, the absolute controlled quiet of a man holding himself together through the last of it, and then his exhale — long and slow and complete, a sound like something being set down after carrying it a great distance.

His hand in her hair went gentle.

"Thank you," he said. The two words with the same direct weight he gave everything important.

She turned her head and pressed her cheek briefly against his hip, an acknowledgment, and then looked back at Mike.

"Your turn to be distracting," she said.

She heard Mike's breath change.

He took the invitation seriously.

She sat up and looked at Zane.

He looked back at her with the expression of a man who had been patient for a genuinely unprecedented amount of time, given his baseline, and was aware that this said something about the quality of his investment.

"You've been waiting," she said.

"I've been watching," he said. "There's a difference."

"Was it a good view?"

"The best view I've had in recent memory." He said it without the performance layer, which she'd come to understand was how she knew he meant something. "You're…" He stopped, and she watched him actually search for a word, which was not something Zane did. "A lot to watch."

"That's not a complete sentence."

"I'm aware. I'm experiencing some interference."

She swung her leg over and pushed him flat with one hand on his chest, which he allowed with the quality of a man choosing to be moved rather than being moved, an important distinction that she noted and appreciated. He settled back against the pillows and looked up at her, and without the height advantage he'd been carrying all evening there was something more available in his face, something she liked better than the confident geometry of him standing.

She reached between them.

He exhaled through his teeth.

"Long," she observed.

"I've been told."

"I'm telling myself." She adjusted. "I'm going to go at my pace."

"Yes," he said immediately, which was the right answer and they both knew it.

She lowered herself by degrees, slowly, registering the stretch of him inside her pussy. He was different from Mike, less familiar, and she took her time about it and felt his hands come to rest at her thighs, holding without directing, giving her something to press against. He was long enough that at a certain depth she felt it in a way that was almost too much, the particular almost-discomfort of there, the place where pleasure had an edge.

She stopped.

"Okay?" he said.

"Deciding," she said.

She decided. She controlled the depth, rising slightly, finding the range that worked, and felt the adjustment register in Zane's expression as a quick recalibration. This is the pace, this is the depth, this is what she's chosen, work with it. He worked with it. He was good at this, she noted, in the way smart people were often good at things that required them to read a situation in real time and respond rather than execute a predetermined plan.

She braced her hands on his chest and found her rhythm.

Behind her she heard Mike shift on the bed, felt the mattress move, and then he was there at her back, warm and close, and she reached back without looking.

"Come here," she said.

"Yeah?"

She answered by closing her hand around his wrist and drawing him forward until he was kneeling behind her and she turned her head.

He was close. She could smell herself on him: that particular intimacy, that closeness, and she had a half-second where she thought she might feel something about that and found instead that she didn't, that she was already past it, that the heat in the room had simplified everything down to sensation and want and she was operating in that simplified register now and it suited her.

She took his cock into her mouth.

He made a sound that was partly surprise and mostly not, and his hand came to her hair with the careful familiar weight of someone who had been here before and remembered how she liked it.

She was riding Zane and her mouth was full of Mike and Chuck was somewhere behind her and to the left, she could feel the heat of him, could hear his breathing in the settling quiet of a man returning to himself after some time away.

She was multitasking.

She was, she reflected, extremely good at multitasking.

Zane's hands at her thighs tightened incrementally, just holding, and she could feel in the tension of him that he was working, that the patience she'd forced on him all evening had compounded into something substantial. She felt it in the way he breathed, the way his stomach tightened beneath her hands, the way he occasionally lost a fraction of his regulation and then recovered it.

She decided she was done letting him recover it.

She shifted her angle. Rolled her hips deliberately, once, in a way that had nothing to do with finding comfort and everything to do with what she'd learned about his responses in the preceding minutes. His grip tightened. She did it again.

"Gabby," he said, in the same way Chuck had said it, in the way that was a sentence with no remaining words.

She did it a third time and squeezed around him.

He lost it.

Not loudly. Not dramatically. He came the way she'd suspected he might: in a single sustained unraveling, a groan that came from somewhere below his usual register, his hips lifting once involuntarily before he caught himself, his hands on her thighs the only composed thing left. She felt him pulsing and felt him trying to hold himself still for her and failing and then succeeding by degrees until it was over and he was breathing in long careful increments beneath her.

She had done that.

She filed this alongside the Chuck file under a new category that she was labeling considerable achievements.

She lifted off him with the deliberate care of a woman managing the physics, and looked back at Mike, who was looking at her with a bemused expression.

"Control player," she said. Her voice was lower than usual, loose in a way she'd stopped monitoring. "You've been holding back."

"Mm." He pressed his lips briefly to her shoulder.

"This whole time."

"I'm patient."

"You're a control player. You've been managing your resources."

She felt him smile against her shoulder. "Maybe."

"When are you planning to…"

"At the end," he said. Quiet and direct. "I want to be the last thing tonight."

She went still for a moment.

Something about the way he said it, I want to be the last thing tonight.

"Okay," she said.

He kissed her temple. "Okay."

She turned.

Chuck was watching from his position against the headboard, one knee up, his breathing fully restored, and he had the expression of a man who had had some time to sit with the evening and had reached conclusions. He looked at her looking at him.

She'd been thinking about this. Not as an obligation, not as a rounding out of the attendance, but as a specific desire she'd been aware of since she'd watched him pull his t-shirt off and updated her projections. She'd been aware of it as an item on a list she was getting to in order.

She was getting to it now.

She reached for him.

"I want…" she started.

"I know," he said, in the way he said things he'd been patient about.

She lay back.

She'd been on her knees, had been upright, had been in motion, and now she was on her back against Mike's pillows and she looked up at Chuck settling over her with the attention he brought to things and thought: this is what I wanted, this specific thing, this is why I noted the arms on turn two.

He entered her slowly and she arched up into it, not from performance but from the genuine involuntary response of her body encountering something it had been forming opinions about for two hours.

She was stretched in a way that was complete, the solid thickness of him filling her with careful thoroughness, and she exhaled and reached for his arms — those arms, finally, both hands around one forearm — and held on.

"Hi," she said, slightly breathlessly.

"Hi," he said, and began to move.

He was quiet again. Whatever had come loose earlier had been restored to its proper position, and he was Chuck again, deliberate and thorough and entirely present, bringing to this the same focused efficiency he'd brought to his deck organization and his turn order management, which should not have been as appealing as it was and was extremely appealing.

Mike sat beside her, his hand moving through her hair. Zane was somewhere at the edge of the bed, restored to himself, watching with the expression of a man making new memories. She was aware of all of it — the hand in her hair, the audience, the lamp throwing warm light across everything — and underneath it all she was looking up at Chuck and thinking only: yes, this, exactly this, this was what I wanted.

Her hands tightened on his arm.

He noticed. He adjusted.

She stopped thinking in sentences. She stopped managing things.

This was the decision, made somewhere between Chuck's second deliberate stroke and the third, a quiet internal dropping of the clipboard that tracked and noted and filed and assessed, that had been running commentary all evening on arms and smiles and counterspells and the relative merits of each man in her peripheral vision. She set it down. She let the evening be what it was without requiring herself to have opinions about it in real time.

What it was, was a lot.

Chuck moved above her with the focused steadiness she'd catalogued all night, applied now to this, to her, with the same unhurried thoroughness he'd brought to everything. He had her spread wide beneath him with the confident matter-of-factness of a man who knew what he was doing and saw no reason to be shy about the geometry. She felt it in the complete way of being fully occupied, filled and held and pinned in a way that was exactly right and she had no interest in changing.

She reached for the others without looking.

Mike was there. He'd always been there, she thought, in the peripheral way of something that had been consistently present and consistently not-the-focus, and now his mouth was at her throat and she turned her chin to give him more of it and he took it, lips and the occasional suggestion of teeth at her pulse point, and she felt it travel downward and join everything else.

Zane found her other side with the instinct of a man who had been paying attention all evening to exactly which inputs produced which outputs. His mouth found her breast with a directness that suggested he'd identified this as a priority and was executing on it. She made a sound that she felt Chuck register above her with a slight change in the quality of his attention, a recalibration toward whatever had just produced that noise.

She was surrounded.

She was — and this thought arrived with a clarity that cut through everything else, clean and simple and completely true — surrounded by warmth, by the specific heat of bodies that wanted to be here, with her, attending to her, and there was not a single degree of her that was not receiving something, not a part of her that was not held or touched or known.

She closed her eyes.

This was the thing. This was the thing she'd been building toward without knowing she was building toward it, the permission to just be in her body, be in the moment, be the thing at the center of this without observing herself being it. She was good at observing. She was always observing. She'd been observing since she walked in the door: cataloguing the arms, tracking the counterspell, managing her own responses as they arrived.

The folders were full.

The clipboard was on the floor.

She just felt.

Mike's mouth at her throat, warm and specific and known. Zane's at her breast, attentive and thorough, his hand at her other side as a warm counterpoint. Chuck above her, moving with a steady rhythm that had found her rhythm, that had been finding it incrementally since he'd entered her, adjusting by degrees until they had arrived at this pace and depth that fit something in her she hadn't known had a shape.

She kept her eyes closed.

She was aware of her hands — one in Zane's hair, one gripping Mike's wrist where it rested at her side — and she was aware of the sounds she was making, which had long since stopped requiring her approval before they left her, and she was aware of her own breathing, which was getting shallow, and she was aware—

She was becoming very specifically aware.

It was building the way the best ones built, with an accumulation, a slow gathering of pressure that she could feel pooling and concentrating with each of Chuck's strokes, each point of contact from the other two, each breath she didn't quite finish. She could feel it the way she'd felt the win on turn nine: in the shape of it, in the lines converging, in the clarity of this is happening, this is where this goes.

"Chuck," she said.

He heard something in it. His rhythm deepened.

"There," she said. Not a direction. Just a report. There, that, yes.

He did it again.

She stopped being able to speak in words and started being able to speak only in sounds, which Mike and Zane absorbed and responded to from their respective positions without requiring translation, and Chuck above her was watching her face in the way he watched things: directly, completely, without looking away. She didn't close herself off from being watched, she let him see it, she let all of it be visible, which was the last thing she put down, the last little shield, and the release of it went through her like a second wave before the first one had even crested.

It crested.

She cried out. Not loud, just real, the sound that lived at the back of her throat behind everything managed, the one that had been waiting. She felt her whole body arch upward, her hips rolling to meet him, her hands gripping hard, and she was shaking, she was genuinely shaking with the accumulated weight of the whole evening releasing at once.

Chuck made a sound she had not heard from him.

Not a word. Not even the shape of a word. Something from below language, from below the part of him that organized turn order and said present and thanked her with the weight of a complete sentence. Something from the part of him that had been holding itself regulated all evening and had reached the end of the engineering.

A roar. There was no other word for it. Brief and deep and involuntary, and she felt it in his chest above her as much as heard it, and he drove forward once, twice, the steadiness finally gone, his arms bracketing her head as he collapsed into the last of it and shook.

She held him through it.

His weight settled onto her partially, catching himself on his forearms. He was still, giving her his mass without crushing her, and she kept her arms around him because she wanted to, because she could, because there was something in the weight of a man coming down from something like that that she had missed in a way she hadn't known to name.

He lifted himself off her after a moment. Met her eyes. The expression on his face was open in a way she'd never seen there and suspected very few people had, the face underneath the face he wore at card tables.

She reached up and pressed her palm briefly to his jaw.

He turned his face into it, just for a second.

Then he moved aside, and Mike was there.

He'd been there. Of course he had. He'd been waiting with the patience that she now understood was not restraint so much as decision. He'd chosen this, the last, and he'd held to it all evening with the quiet determination of a control player protecting the win condition he'd committed to on turn one.

She looked at him.

She was wrung out and warm and trembling faintly with aftershock and she looked at his familiar face, the one she'd known and lost and found again tonight in a different configuration, and she felt her generous side come forward.

She opened her arms.

He came into them with a sound that was almost a sigh, almost a question, and she wrapped her legs around him and drew him in and felt him settle and felt the difference between this and everything else; not better, not worse, just different, the difference of a body you'd known, of a person you had a history with, of intimacy that carried weight beyond the physical.

She held him close.

"Mike," she said softly.

"Yeah."

"I've got you."

He made a sound against her neck. Started to move, and she moved with him, encouraging with her whole body: the arms around his shoulders, the legs around his hips, the small sounds she made that told him yes, there, keep going, her palm flat between his shoulder blades like she was keeping him.

She was keeping him.

He moved like a man spending something he'd been saving, careful and then less careful, and she felt him building with a particular sweetness. That was the word for it, sweet, the intimacy of someone trying to be close as much as trying to come, trying to be inside the moment as much as inside her, and she held him through all of it.

When he finished it was with a whimper.

Not loud. Not heroic. A small broken sound against her throat, and then he was shuddering — genuinely shuddering, his whole body in it, arms giving out by degrees until he had collapsed on top of her completely, his full weight, and she took it, she wanted it, she held him with both arms and let him be heavy.

The shuddering subsided.

He breathed.

She breathed.

The room was very quiet. The music had moved on to something slower.

Mike turned his head and pressed his lips to her collarbone. Not a kiss exactly. Just his mouth there, resting, and his breath warm against her skin.

She stared at the ceiling.

She had won a Commander game tonight, she thought. She had walked into a stranger's apartment in her good bra and her stompy boots and her goth necklace and she had played Magic with three men and she had won, and then she had won in a different way. She was lying under a man she used to love with two other men in her radius and she was completely fine. She took the temperature of herself carefully, thoroughly, the way you'd check the whole board before making a claim.

She was, in fact, very good.

Mike lifted his head and looked at her with the expression she'd spent all evening not reading and was done not reading.

"Hey," he said.

"Hi," she said.

She reached up and pushed his hair off his forehead and felt his eyes close briefly under her hand.

They stayed like that for a minute. Maybe more. The kind of time that didn't need to be tracked.

* * *

Zane was off the bed first.

There was nothing rude about it, nothing that suggested he was fleeing or recategorizing the evening into something he needed distance from. He simply sat up with the easy energy of a man whose internal weather had cleared completely, ran both hands through his hair, looked around the room with satisfied orientation, and announced: "Bathroom," to no one in particular, and went.

She heard him in there briefly running the water, a completely unselfconscious tuneless sound that might have been humming, and felt the accuracy of her read on him confirm itself. Zane had gotten exactly what he'd wanted from the evening, had performed at a standard he was privately pleased with, and was now simply moving forward into whatever came next with the untroubled momentum of a man who did not linger in emotional weather he hadn't chosen. She found she liked this about him. It made him easy to hold without being held by.

She was still on her back.

Chuck materialized at her left side. She'd half-expected him to give her the recovery space that Zane had taken for himself. That seemed like a Chuck move, efficient, non-intrusive. Instead he'd assessed, apparently, that space wasn’t what she needed.

"Okay?" he said.

She looked at him. At the steadiness of him, the lack of performance in his concern, the fact that he'd come to her side specifically rather than giving her space.

"Yeah," she said. "Really yeah."

He nodded once. “Me too.” Something in him settled. He stayed where he was, not touching, not requiring anything, simply present.

On her right, Mike hadn't moved.

He was on his back beside her, looking at the ceiling with a complicated expression she could see in profile, the look of someone running a calculation that kept producing unexpected results. His shoulder was pressed against hers. His hand was near her hand without quite holding it, the way you held something without wanting to presume.

She'd known Mike's face for a long time. She'd known this specific face, the processing face, the face he made when something had happened that he needed to walk backward from the present moment to the past and forward again before he could put it down. She'd seen it after good things and bad things. She knew its shape.

She let him have it.

She stared at the ceiling alongside him, their shoulders touching, and didn't require him to be done before he was done.

Zane reappeared in the doorway, considerably more comfortable in his own skin than most people had any right to be. He leaned in the frame and surveyed the room with the benevolent assessment of a man returning to a satisfying landscape.

"There's a clean washcloth on the counter," he said, to Gabby specifically. "In case you want."

"Thank you."

"Also I may have used Mike's good hand soap."

"That's my hand soap," Mike said to the ceiling.

"It's very good though."

"I know it's very good."

"Where'd you get it?"

"Zane."

"Yeah?"

"Not now."

"Fair."

* * *

She extracted herself gradually, the way you extracted yourself when you'd been a load-bearing element of an arrangement and needed to redistribute the weight thoughtfully. Mike's shoulder registered her absence by tilting slightly toward the space she'd left. Chuck moved back to give her room without being asked.

She sat on the edge of the bed and took inventory.

Knee socks: present, still correctly positioned, making no apologies.

Bra: located, eventually, half under the edge of the duvet in a way that defied the geometry of how it had gotten there. She put it on with the efficient pragmatism of a woman who had worn a bra for many years and did not require full cognitive function to manage the clasp.

Underwear: she checked the floor on both sides of the bed. Checked under the duvet. Looked toward the doorway. Looked back at the room in general.

Gone.

Permanently, apparently, irrevocably gone, absorbed into whatever dimension claimed the missing socks and the lids of Tupperware and the other small objects that simply ceased to exist during human activity.

She stood in her bra and her knee socks and accepted this.

Mike had put on the robe that hung on the back of his bedroom door — navy blue, slightly worn at the cuffs, a robe she recognized from a different version of her life with a small domestic lurch — and was leaning against the doorframe now, more present than he'd been on the ceiling. His expression had resolved from active processing into something quieter and more readable, a man who had walked the backward-and-forward path and arrived somewhere he could stand on.

Chuck had simply stood up.

He was walking around with the complete bodily ease of a man who had spent years in situations where clothing was optional and had long since made his peace with the human body as a neutral object. He located his folded shirt on the chair by the window where he'd apparently placed it with the kind of advance organization she should have expected, and put it on. Found his jeans. Dressed with the same efficiency he did everything.

She found her skirt where Zane had sent it in the direction of the corner, which was exactly where she'd kicked it, and stepped into it.

She looked around for her shirt. Found it folded — actually folded, placed on the dresser — and looked at Mike, who was watching her with his hands in the pockets of the robe.

"You folded my shirt," she said.

"It was on the floor."

"Most things end up on the floor."

"Didn't seem right."

She looked at him for a moment in the warm light, this man in his worn robe, and she crossed the room and put her arms around him.

He made a sound when she did it. Small, involuntary, the sound of something being received that you'd stopped expecting. His arms came around her fully, both of them, pulling her in with a care that was different from passion, the kind of holding that was just holding.

She let him hold her.

She pressed her face briefly into the worn collar of the robe and breathed him in, familiar in the way her memory had apparently filed in better condition than she'd authorized, and then she stepped back.

Grateful. That was it. Complicated and warm and private and grateful.

She straightened his lapel. Because it was there. Because she felt like it.

"Okay," she said.

"Okay," he said.

* * *

They regrouped in the living room with the easy inevitability of people migrating toward familiar furniture after something significant. The card table was still set up. The dice were still in the bowl. The playmats were slightly disordered from when the game had ended and the evening had become something else.

Zane had reclaimed his chair, his earlier position of relaxed authority, one ankle crossed over his knee, beer in hand from the kitchen, having apparently helped himself. He looked like a man who'd had a very good Saturday and was not being subtle about it.

Chuck was on the couch, seated in the upright manner of a man who didn't really do slouching, with the quiet settled air of someone who had processed the evening and reached conclusions he was at peace with.

Mike brought her tea without being asked.

She registered this. Sat down and wrapped both hands around the mug and felt the warmth of it travel up her arms and thought: he remembered.

The four of them existed together in the comfortable aftermath quiet for a moment.

Zane broke it, because Zane always broke it.

"That was," he said, and stopped.

Everyone waited.

"I don't have a word," he said. "And I always have a word."

"I know," Gabby said.

"It's disconcerting."

"You'll recover."

He pointed at her. "There she is." But he was smiling, the real one she'd catalogued, the unguarded version, and she smiled back.

Chuck looked at the card table. Then at Gabby. "You'd win again," he said. "If we played."

"I know."

"Just noting it."

Zane leaned forward. "We could make it interesting. Different stakes."

"The stakes were already interesting," she said.

"Different kind of interesting." He looked around the table. “Same time next week. Proper Commander first, full game. And then…”

"...and then…" Mike said.

Gabby looked at her tea.

She thought about her apartment, which would be there next Saturday, exactly as she'd left it. She thought about her island, her cold tea, her stack of flagged novels. She thought about the long while that had been a while and had kept being a while.

She looked at the three of them. Zane was already assembling the argument for yes, Chuck waiting with his patient baseline certainty, Mike watching her from the kitchen doorway with the robe and the expression and the folded shirt.

She took a sip of her tea.

It was the right temperature.

"Someone bring better snacks," she said.

Zane's hand came down on the table. "Done. I'll bring a charcuterie board."

"You know what a charcuterie board is?" Mike said.

"I contain multitudes."

Chuck said: "I'll bring the beer this time."

"You don't have to…" Mike started.

"I want to." He looked at Gabby briefly. "Better selection."

She stood, because it was late and she had a drive and she was a woman who knew how to leave a room on her terms. She found her bag where she'd left it, her deck box, her dice bag, her card sleeve with the extra counters. She slung her jacket over her arm.

She was almost at the door when she turned around.

Four chairs around the card table. Three men at various points in the living room. The lamp still warm, the music still low, the evening sitting in the air like something that hadn't finished settling.

"For the record," she said, "I would have won even without the counterspell."

Mike looked at the ceiling.

Chuck said: "Turn five."

"Turn five," she agreed.

Zane pointed at Mike with the expression of a man who had been vindicated in a suspicion. Mike said nothing, which was as good as a confession and they all knew it.

She let herself out.

The elevator arrived immediately, which felt correct. She stepped in, pressed the lobby button, leaned against the back wall.

She was in her knee socks and her skirt and her goth necklace with her Commander deck under her arm and her underwear somewhere in Mike's bedroom operating on its own recognizance, and she was — she checked herself, the whole board, the complete picture —

Good. She was very, very good.

Her phone buzzed before she hit the lobby.

Priya. A single line: it's been three hours. either you're dead or you're having fun. which is it

Gabby looked at the message for a moment.

Then she typed: same time next week.

She pocketed her phone. The elevator opened. She walked out into the night.

Her boots were satisfying on the pavement, same as before, the same solid forward sound of a woman going somewhere she meant to be. The air was cool and the parking lot was quiet and she was smiling before she reached her car and smiling when she got in and smiling when she sat for a moment in the dark before starting the engine.

She checked the back seat on instinct.

Her deck was there. Her dice bag. Her life.

She started the car.

Same time next week, she thought, and meant it, and drove home.







Author’s Note:

Lovely Reader,

Thanks for joining me for Gabby’s journey of discovery. She seems to have skipped having two and gone straight to three, but no one seems to mind!

If you enjoyed this one, I have other wicked little experiments on the shelf:

My First Threesome Experiment: A college party, two hot guys, and a freshman woman about to learn what college is really about.

Exploring Away From Home: A trio of stories about women finding themselves between two men in a bed that is not their own.

Sweating with Her Gym Crushes: A high-intensity study on elevated heart rates, heavy lifting, and the "cardio" benefits of two very buff gym buddies.

Stay curious, drink your tea, and keep reading!

Love, Zoya Lane
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