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Chapter 1: Move-in day

⚜

Seven AM on a Saturday and the studio was already someone else's.

The walls were bare. The shelves were empty. The plant I'd killed two months ago was in the trash with the last of the packing tape. My kitchen chair still had one grey hoodie on the back of it - the only thing I hadn't loaded - and when I looked at that chair I realized I'd lived here for four years and the place barely noticed me leaving.

I carried the hoodie out. Closed the door. Dropped the key in the landlord's mailbox on the way past. Didn't look back.

The rental van was parked three blocks away because the only spot I'd found last night was next to a fire hydrant and I wasn't gambling my deposit. My building didn't have an elevator. Four flights, four trips. PC in its foam-lined box, then the two monitors, then the duffel of clothes, then a pillowcase stuffed full of cables because I'd run out of boxes. By ten-thirty my shoulders were a single muscle and I was sweating through my t-shirt.

I sat in the driver's seat with the AC blasting and looked at my phone. Group chat: Bri, three separate messages about coffee orders. Tessa: drive safe big guy. Nadia: a single pink heart. Kira: nothing, but then Kira never used the group chat for things that weren't scheduling.

I pulled into traffic and drove across town to the only address I'd actually been looking forward to all week. The van had a return sticker on the dash. Drop-off by six tomorrow, the lot twenty minutes from the gaming house.

The gaming house sat on a quiet street that didn't look like it had any right to be producing half a million followers a month. Two stories, grey siding, a porch with a swing, a front yard that was mostly gravel and a single stubborn bush. You'd drive past it a thousand times and never guess what happened inside.

They were on the porch when I pulled up. All four of them.

Tessa was leaning against the railing in a crop top and shorts, holding out a to-go coffee like she'd been waiting tables my whole life. Nadia was next to her in a yellow sundress, natural hair pinned up in a loose puff, one tiny gold stud in her nose I hadn't seen before. Bri was bouncing - actually bouncing - on the balls of her feet in one of my old team-issued hoodies, the pink tips of her curls bouncing with her. And Kira was in the doorframe behind them in leggings and a sharp black tee, hair past her shoulder blades, a laminated clipboard tucked under her arm like she ran the DMV.

The dashboard clock read five to eleven. I killed the engine. Sat for one second. Then got out of the van.

Bri made it to me first. She launched off the porch and crashed into my chest and wrapped both arms around my ribs and squeezed hard enough to make me cough.

"You're late," she said into my shirt.

"I'm on time."

"You're late by my emotional clock." She pulled back, grinning, pink curls everywhere. "That's a real clock, Drew, google it."

Nadia was next. She came down the porch steps at her own pace, unhurried the way she was about anything that mattered, and she put her arms around my neck and held on for a full five seconds. Not a greeting hug. A real one. Her cheek was warm against mine and she smelled like cocoa butter and vanilla.

"Welcome home," she said, quiet, right at my ear.

Then she stepped back, smiled, and let me breathe.

Tessa handed me the coffee. "Black, two sugars, because you're a child."

"Thanks."

She leaned in and kissed my cheek - casual, fast, there and gone - and then she was already moving, tossing her blonde hair over her shoulder, heading for the van. "Okay. Move crew. Let's go."

Kira stayed in the doorframe. I walked up the porch steps with the coffee in one hand and the duffel bag in the other and stopped in front of her. She straightened off the doorway. Brought the clipboard around. The intense dark eyes I'd been thinking about for a month met mine, and they were - polite. Formal. Captain Kira.

"Drew," she said.

"Kira."

She held out a set of keys on a small black ring. "Front door, back door, garage. The back one sticks in summer. Use the front."

I took them. They were warm from her hand.

She flipped a page on the clipboard and handed me a laminated index card. "WiFi password. Printed because the app updates are unreliable. Don't write it on a sticky note, we had a guest last year who did that and it ended up in a YouTube background."

"Got it."

Another page. Another laminated card. This one was a full-color schedule in small, neat print. "Chores. Trash is Tuesdays. Recycling Fridays. Dishwasher runs after ten PM on a timer; if you're gaming late just load and leave it, it'll go. Bathroom cleaning rotates weekly. Your name is on next Thursday."

Behind her shoulder, Bri was silently mouthing along to the words bathroom cleaning rotates weekly while making a vigorous face of business-serious concentration. Nadia elbowed her.

Kira turned her head half an inch. Bri froze mid-mime, eyes wide, smile fixed. Kira's mouth did - something. It wasn't a smile. It was the muscle that becomes a smile, right before the smile. She turned back to me, professional again.

"Last thing." She handed me one more sheet, a printed rent breakdown with my share highlighted in yellow. The number was exactly my tournament cut from the qualifier, which I hadn't been paid yet and wouldn't be until the regional bracket closed.

"Kira, I don't have this."

"You'll earn it." Short. Flat. Final. Her eyes held mine for a beat longer than the rest of the sentence required. Then she stepped aside and held the door open. "Welcome to the house."

I walked past her. I could smell green tea.

Behind me Bri whispered, "God, you were so stiff," and Kira said, "I was professional, Bri," and Bri said, "You were an HOA meeting," and Kira said, "I was efficient," and Nadia was laughing already.

Tessa came up the porch with a box on one hip, saw my face, and snorted. "She's been practicing that for three days. She measured your room with a tape measure."

"She did not," Kira said.

"She absolutely did," Bri said. "I have it on camera."

The fifth bedroom was at the end of the upstairs hall.

It used to be a storage room - I remembered Tessa showing it to me once, full of extra monitors and a broken treadmill and an inflatable pool nobody could explain. Now it was cleared out. Clean. Repainted a soft off-white. A queen bed against one wall under the window, a small IKEA dresser from the flat-pack aisle, and an empty nightstand that I recognized as the one that used to hold the bowl of keys by the kitchen fridge.

Across the hall was Bri's door - fully colonized, stickers of her streaming logo and several anime girls and one laminated sign that said CONTENT QUEEN on a pink dry-erase board with a dying heart drawn at the corner. Two doors down, Kira's door was shut. No decoration. A small green plant on the floor beside it in a white pot, and a neatly folded yoga mat leaning against the wall. Further down, the master - Tessa's - with fairy lights trailing around the frame like she'd never moved past college. Across from that, Nadia's door, a beaded curtain layered over it in place of a knocker.

I set the duffel down on the queen bed and turned around.

And only then did I see it.

Mounted on the wall above the headboard, in electric blue neon, was a sign that read PLAYER 5.

The four of them were jammed in my doorway watching me see it.

"Oh my god," I said.

"We voted," Bri said, beaming.

"Kira abstained," Tessa said.

"I abstained because it's tacky," Kira said.

"And because you wanted to win," Bri said, "but two-to-one doesn't beat three-to-one, coward."

"Tessa has two votes on decor," Nadia explained, deadpan, like she was reading the house bylaws. "It's in the founding charter."

"I bought the sign," Tessa said, grinning. "I plugged it in at three AM last night to check the glow level, and it's perfect. Don't take it down."

"I'm not taking it down," I said.

"Good boy."

I could hear it humming faintly. The blue was actually electric - the kind that bruised the air around it. Through the window I could see the backyard: a small square of grass, a stone patio with two folding chairs, a neighbor's oak tree leaning over the fence. The light in the room was warm and the bed was made and someone had put a single folded towel at the foot of it and I hadn't thought about what it would feel like to walk into a space and have it already belong to me.

It did though. It already did.

Tessa clapped her hands. "Okay. Heavy stuff. Let's go."

Bri produced the move-in stream, because of course she did.

"Just the last hour," she'd said, opening her laptop on the kitchen island. "Just the fun part. Drew carrying his PC on camera. We'll make it a thing."

"We'll make it a bit," Tessa corrected.

"Same word."

By the time we went live there were twenty-two thousand concurrent viewers and chat was a waterfall. Triple our usual early-afternoon pull. The tab ran along the bottom of Bri's monitor like a slot machine - subs, bits, names, hearts, a thousand variations of is he moving in?? IS HE MOVING IN??

I hauled the PC into the streaming room on camera. The streaming room was the biggest room on the first floor - the whole back of the house opened up, four workstations in a line along the window, and a fifth empty spot between Kira's and Nadia's stations that had been measured to the inch for me.

"Oh my god," Bri said to chat, "oh my god he's really doing it, he's really carrying his own PC, chat look at his arms-"

"He has arms," Tessa said, flat, into her mic. "Groundbreaking."

Nadia leaned into her own mic with the calm cadence of a documentarian. "Observe the male in his natural habitat. See the deliberate steps, the focused jaw, the lower back already suing for workers' compensation."

I snorted into my shirt.

Tessa sat on the next box I needed to open. Crossed her legs. Looked at me.

"Can I have the box, please."

"Are we hostage-negotiating?"

"We're not hostage-negotiating."

"I'll trade it for a hundred subs."

Chat exploded. The sub count went up a hundred in about twelve seconds. Tessa slid off the box and patted it. "Pleasure doing business."

Kira stayed mostly off-camera. When she did drift into frame she didn't perform - she just passed through on her way to adjust something, hooked cables, tested my peripherals, nodded once at the camera and kept moving. But her little smile at the edge of the frame, when Bri made a face or Tessa wrestled for a box, was caught three times and clipped within the hour.

By the time I slotted the PC into its new home between Kira's station and Nadia's, the cable holes were already drilled, the desk had the exact height markings scratched into the underside for my preferred monitor level, and someone had taped a note to the back of the chair that read welcome, player 5 in pink marker.

I turned the PC on. The fans spun up. The little blue LED on the case caught the dusk coming through the window.

Chat lost its collective mind. Bri clipped the moment. Somewhere in the first hour she'd already put together a thirty-second montage that was going up on her TikTok before the stream even ended. The number at the top of the stream said twenty-two thousand and kept ticking. It hadn't dipped below twenty since we'd gone on.

We closed out after a couple of hours - Tessa kissed her mic, Nadia thanked chat for the moving company donations, Bri hit the cut and the room went quiet in a way I hadn't felt in a while.

"How much?" Kira said.

Bri tapped at her keyboard. "Subs, tips, redirected donations - about forty-two hundred just in the stream."

Kira nodded once. Turned to me. "Your first check."

"I was joking about earning rent."

"I wasn't." She was already walking out of the streaming room. "Pizza."

Pizza was on the living room floor, which was apparently the only appropriate way this house ate on a Saturday. Four large boxes, paper plates, a shared tub of ranch that was somehow Nadia's personal hill to die on. We sat in a rough circle - Tessa sprawled across the coffee table, Nadia cross-legged by the couch, Bri with her laptop open next to her plate and her phone balanced on her thigh, Kira on the corner of the rug with her back straight and her slice held flat like a level tool.

"Numbers," Bri said, mouth full.

"Swallow first," Nadia said.

Bri swallowed. "Numbers. Nadia's main channel is at four-nine-three. She clears five hundred K by Monday, easy. My channel is up triple from where it was a month ago. Tessa's is up about one-eighty percent. And the team channel - the team channel - is up two-eighty percent since qualifier week." She made a small, delighted, feral sound. "We are winning."

"We haven't won anything yet," Kira said.

"We are winning the internet, Kira, which is adjacent to winning."

"No it isn't."

"It is, a little."

Nadia reached over and squeezed Bri's knee. "She's proud of you. It's stuck inside her ribs. Give her a minute."

Kira didn't look up from her plate. But one corner of her mouth lifted half a millimeter and flattened again.

"There's also the sponsor email," Bri said, sing-song.

"I'm evaluating it thoroughly," Kira said.

"You've had it for four days."

"I'm evaluating it thoroughly, Bri."

"Mm-hmm." Bri chewed. Then, because she couldn't not: "And the tweet."

The room went a temperature cooler by half a degree.

I watched Kira stop chewing for exactly one beat and then continue. Nadia set her slice down. Tessa, on the coffee table, rolled her head to look at Bri.

"Don't," Tessa said, but she said it soft, because she wanted to see it too.

Bri had her phone in her hand already. "I'm not ignoring it. I'm not letting us ignore it. Kira's right, we're not winning anything yet. But everyone out there already thinks we are, and this dude has been setting the table for a month while we sat here enjoying our pizza."

"Who?" I said, even though I knew who.

Bri handed me the phone.

It was already on the thread.

Caleb "Reaper" Voss - blue checkmark, black-and-crimson Nexus Prime kit in his profile picture, 180K followers. He'd quote-tweeted the kiss. The kiss. Our kiss, Kira's and mine, clipped and reshared a million times. His quote above it was seven words:

in what universe does this win regionals?

Thirty-four thousand likes. Eleven thousand retweets. The reply chain was a sewer.

I scrolled. There was a second post. A thread. Four screens of it.

Pixelvixen is a cute story, it started. Content creators playing dress-up as an esports team. Regionals isn't about who has the funniest clips. Emotions on stage lose you games. Your captain's mouth on your fifth loses you more. There's going to be a very loud lesson for a very audible team, and I hope their camera operator gets it on film because I want the reaction shot.

I looked up.

Bri was watching my face.

"Yeah," she said.

The phone made the round. Tessa read it, jaw tightening, eyes narrowing - I'd seen that look across a scrim lobby and I knew what came next was usually a pentakill. Nadia took the phone with her ranch-free hand and read it twice. She looked up at the ceiling for a second, then back at the screen.

"Okay," she said. "This guy fucks, right? Like, he's handsome?"

"Nadia," Bri said, delighted.

"I'm just asking." Nadia tilted the phone at me. The profile picture. Tall guy, short dark hair, smug jawline, pierced ear. "Objectively."

"Objectively yes," Tessa said, grudging.

"Good," Nadia said. "That makes it worse. Uglies can't write like that. If he were a troll it'd be easier to ignore." She handed the phone to Kira. Didn't watch Kira's face while she did it. That was a kindness.

Kira read it. She read it twice. I watched her - not the phone, her. Her jaw worked once when she wasn't talking. Her knuckles went white on the case. She didn't move the rest of her face. When she was done she held the phone out to Bri, stood up without a word, walked past us all, and went to the whiteboard in the corner of the streaming room, the big one on wheels that she'd rolled in last winter.

She uncapped a marker.

She started writing.

The marker squeaked. No one spoke. I realized I was watching the line of her back - the set of her shoulders, the tension in the neck where her hair fell heavy and straight down her spine - and I realized she wasn't reacting to the tweet. She was already past it. The marker was working. Whatever the cost of holding it in was, she'd already paid it, stood up, and walked into her version of a response, which was strategy.

She wrote: GROUP STAGE - NEXUS PRIME. Day 2. Four teams. We play them third match.

Underneath: ward timings. early rotations. they over-invade bot. Tessa - bait their jungler. Bri - counterflank. Drew - late-game shape. hold for thirty.

Then: Saturday opener. Seven days. VOD review tonight.

She recapped the marker. Turned.

"Eat," she said. "Then we work."

And she sat down, picked up her slice, and took another flat, level bite.

I looked at the whiteboard. The writing was neat and angry. The Nexus Prime line was pressed deep enough into the board that I could see the trough of it from across the room. I thought about what Kira's jaw had looked like when she'd held the phone. I thought about how she hadn't said a word. And I thought, for the first time, that what was going to hurt her about Reaper's thread wasn't the tweet itself.

It was holding it in.

I chewed. I met her eyes once across the room. She held it for a second and went back to her food. I swallowed.

"Then we get better," I said.

It wasn't anything. A month ago I wouldn't have said it out loud. A month ago I would have looked at Kira and nodded and gone back to silence. But I said it, and I felt them all hear it - four small shifts in the room, the way the couch creaks when someone leans forward a millimeter.

Kira looked up again. Not long. A half-beat. Almost-smile, filed away.

"Yes," she said. "We do."

Practice ran late.

Kira took us through VOD after VOD of Nexus Prime games - their last three tournaments, their champion pool, their rotations. Reaper played a mechanically elite carry and he wasn't faking it. He popped off on three separate teamfights in the first VOD alone, and Kira paused on each one and made us talk through exactly what we'd do in the position of the team he was shredding. She was harder than she usually was. Her calls were crisper. When Tessa cracked a joke about Reaper's face, Kira said, "Focus," without lifting her eyes from the screen, and Tessa went quiet.

By eleven PM my eyes were burning. We'd scrimmed one custom that Kira ran twice to make us redo our bot-side warding. Tessa yawned three times and Bri yawned once and Nadia finally said, "Captain, we're going to be useless if we don't sleep," and Kira looked at her for a second, nodded, and closed the session.

"Tomorrow. Eight AM," she said. "I'll make coffee."

She disappeared up the stairs.

Bri stretched until her back popped. Hooked her pinky finger in the sleeve of the grey zip-up hoodie I'd hung on my chair.

"This is mine now."

"That's my hoodie."

"Was. It's mine. I'm breaking it in." She pulled it off the chair and slid her arms into it, sleeves hanging past her fingertips. "It smells like you. Don't make it weird."

"I said nothing."

"Your face said things." She zipped it up, patted the chest. "Mine. Night, gamer."

She padded away up the stairs.

Tessa was already gone. Down the hall her door thumped shut. Nadia was still at her station, tidying cables - slow, precise work, with that same careful patience she brought to everything she cared about. She glanced at me once, smiled, mouthed in a minute.

I went back to the last thing I needed to unpack. The pillowcase of cables from the van. Sat on the floor in the streaming room next to my new desk and started pulling them out - HDMI, DisplayPort, USB-Cs, the chaos of a decade of gaming stuff that had accumulated at the bottom of every drawer I'd owned.

The lights were low. The streaming room hummed quietly - five PCs idling, the faint whine of a monitor that wasn't quite asleep yet.

Nadia came in barefoot.

The beaded curtain clicked faintly down the hall first, then a soft shuffle across the floor. She stopped in the doorway of the streaming room. I looked up.

She was in a long sleep shirt and shorts, hair down now, face scrubbed clean. She didn't say anything. She walked over and sat down next to me on the floor - close, shoulder against mine, her bare feet tucked under her. She leaned her head against my shoulder.

She didn't speak. Didn't move.

Two minutes, maybe. I could feel her breathing. The warmth of her through my t-shirt. The faint citrus thing from earlier, underneath the cocoa butter. I didn't say anything either. It didn't feel like a thing that wanted conversation.

When she straightened up she kissed the top of my head. Light. Lingering. Her lips stayed against my hair a second past what a goodnight needed.

"I've been wanting to do that since you walked in today," she said, quiet. "Sleep well, Drew."

She stood up. Padded to the door. Paused in it once to look back at me - that patient, private smile - and then the beaded curtain swayed and settled down the hall behind her.

I sat on the floor with a DisplayPort cable in my lap for a while.

It hit harder than it should have. She'd waited all day just to lean on me for two minutes.

I didn't move for a minute.

Then I put the cables away.

The hallway light was off. I went up the stairs in the dark, one hand on the railing, still running that two minutes with Nadia at the back of my head, and I wasn't expecting to run into anybody, so when Tessa stepped out of her doorway in front of me I flinched.

"Jesus," I said.

"Relax, big guy."

She was in a white tank top and a pair of black cotton underwear and nothing else. Her blonde waves were a mess. She looked sleep-soft, edges sanded down, without the stage version of herself loaded in. She'd been about to go to the bathroom and she'd caught me on the landing instead.

She smiled slow. Hooked one finger in the drawstring of my hoodie and pulled me down to her. Not far. Just enough.

Her mouth was warm.

It was soft. Not a Tessa kiss in the old sense - not the nipping, loud, showboat mouth she used when chat was watching. This was different. Slow. Her lips parted once against mine, not with intent, just because she wanted to, and then she settled the kiss and held there for two breaths and pulled back.

Her finger was still in my shirt.

"Welcome home, big guy."

She patted my chest twice. Flat of the palm, friendly, the way she would tap the top of her monitor after a clean play. Then she let go, padded past me to the bathroom, and shut the door.

I stood in the hallway in the dark.

I didn't follow her anywhere. She hadn't offered. That wasn't what that was.

I went down to my room. PLAYER 5 glowed cool and blue over the bed. I brushed my teeth in the upstairs bathroom once Tessa was out of it, caught myself in the mirror looking kind of flattened, kind of stunned, and went back to the room.

I was about to get under the covers when I realized I was thirsty.

The kitchen was lit by the under-counter strips Tessa had installed last year for aesthetics. A low warm white across the backsplash. The rest of the room was dark.

I got a glass out of the cabinet, ran the tap, filled it, drank the whole thing standing at the sink. Refilled it. Stood there a second with my palms flat on the counter, processing the day the way my body was making me process it - slowly, an organ at a time, starting with the back of my neck and working down.

Bare feet on the kitchen tile behind me. I turned.

Kira stopped in the doorway.

She was in grey sweatpants and a loose dark t-shirt I didn't recognize. Her hair was down - longer than I'd seen it since the qualifier, well past her shoulder blades, straight and shining in the low light. No ponytail. No clipboard. The purple streaks caught the counter glow.

She hadn't expected to find me.

I watched it happen on her face - the tiny stutter of it, the almost-withdrawal before she stopped herself. Her hand rose half an inch toward the doorframe and dropped. She stepped into the kitchen.

Four seconds of silence. I could hear the fridge.

"Kira."

She didn't look at me. She walked to the cabinet. Got a glass. Stood at the sink next to me - close enough that her arm was almost touching mine, close enough that the green tea from earlier had softened into something herbal, some shampoo or soap she used at night - and turned the tap on. Let it run cold.

She filled the glass she hadn't come down for.

She stared at the water running.

"I'm glad you're here," she said.

It came out tight. Low. Like it cost her something to say it and she was budgeting the syllables.

I didn't know what to say back.

She didn't let me say anything. She turned off the tap. Set the glass in the sink she hadn't taken it out of for a reason. Walked past me toward the doorway. Didn't look at me going either.

Her bare feet padded up the stairs.

A door clicked shut down the hall.

I stood in the kitchen for a long time with the tap still running. After a while I turned it off.

PLAYER 5 hummed softly over the bed. The sheets were cold and new-smelling. I lay back and looked at the ceiling and tried to make my body slow down enough to sleep.

There was still a van parked three blocks over that I had to return in the morning. There was a group stage opening a week from today. There was a man in a black-and-crimson kit, somewhere in the city, typing. There was a sponsor email that no one was allowed to talk about yet. There was a captain who had stood in a kitchen and told me she was glad I was here and then walked away because she couldn't say it any other way.

There was Nadia's head on my shoulder on the floor and the soft press of Tessa's mouth in the hall and Bri stealing my hoodie and a house full of small noises I hadn't learned yet - the click of the hot water pipe, the distant settle of the fridge, someone's fan kicking on in a room down the hall.

And there was me, in a queen bed in a room that used to be storage, with a neon sign glowing PLAYER 5 over my head like the house had labeled me on arrival and filed me into its system.

I put my hands behind my head.

I grinned at the ceiling like an idiot.

It was the best Saturday I'd had in four years.
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Chapter 2: The preview

⚜

Thursday. Five days in the house. Two days until the group stage opened.

My mornings had a shape now. Gym with Tessa twice a week - cheap place a mile from the house, she did legs, I did whatever she told me. Practice from two until seven. Stream at night. I'd quit the IT helpdesk on Monday; Tessa had nodded once when I got back and said, now you're one of us, big guy, and that had been the whole ceremony.

Thursday morning at the gym, she was loading plates and talking at me over the bar.

"You've got a jawline starting."

"I don't."

"You don't see it. I see it." She clipped a collar on. "Two more weeks and chat's going to notice, and when chat notices, we have to pretend we didn't."

"Thanks for doing me a favor."

"Better."

Practice was good. We scrimmed a mid-tier squad out of Texas and won two out of three. Kira ran the post-mortem in two words - "Reset." "Yep." - and then she spent the next three hours at the whiteboard with Nexus Prime up on screen.

The strategy wasn't on the board. The strategy was in her head, and she refused to let it leave her head and get into a Discord screenshot that could travel. What was on the board was noise. Ward timings. Rotation arrows. A column in blue marker titled READ, a column in red marker titled BAIT. She drew lines on glass and recapped markers and drew more lines, and I watched the same closed set of shoulders I'd watched in the kitchen Saturday night, right after Bri had handed her Reaper's thread.

That was what it was. The tweet had set her jaw five days ago and her jaw hadn't unset. When she called my name on comms it was short. Drew, ward river. Drew, hold. Drew, fifth-item Zhonya's. The professionalism was doing some kind of load-bearing work and I wasn't going to mess with it.

Bri was the opposite.

I noticed it around four PM. A hand on my shoulder on her way past. Not long - she did that sometimes. But the fingers lingered. Around five she leaned over to look at my minimap and her hair brushed my cheek and she didn't apologize. At seven, when we broke for the stream, she sat on the arm of my chair while I was reviewing a replay, one leg crossed over the other, and her knee pressed against my thigh through my sweats the whole time.

I looked up at her once.

She wasn't looking at me. She was looking at the replay, chin on her hand, as if she wasn't perched on my armrest with her knee basically in my lap on a live stream.

Chat was losing its mind.

Tessa, off to the left, clocked it. Her eyes flicked to Bri's knee, then to my face, and she pressed her mouth into a small flat line and said absolutely nothing. Which, for Tessa, was loud.

Nadia, at the far end, said mildly into her mic: "Chat, please try to pace yourselves. We have four hours of content left."

Bri slid off my chair, fluffed my hair, and went back to her station.

My hands shook a little on the mouse for about a minute. I shook it off.

Stream ended at eleven. Bri had edited a dunk reel of the scrims we won and a shorter one that was just Tessa cackling at her own plays, and she posted both before we were off-air. Kira closed the whiteboard session, turned to us, and said:

"Bed. Tomorrow's the last day before we load in. Ward drills at ten."

I nodded. Tessa saluted. Nadia squeezed Kira's shoulder on her way out. Bri didn't say anything - just gathered her laptop and headed up the stairs, and I watched her go, and I knew in my stomach she wasn't going to sleep yet.

I took a long shower. Stood under the water until my shoulders loosened. Brushed my teeth. Pulled on boxers and a t-shirt. PLAYER 5 hummed cool above the bed. I got under the covers, picked up my phone, and tried to read something on Reddit that would slow my brain down.

The knock came at eleven-forty.

Soft. Deliberate. Three raps, on beat, the way Bri knocked on anybody's door.

I put my phone down. "Yeah."

The door opened.

Bri was in a towel.

Just a towel. Wrapped under her arms, ending halfway down her thigh. Hair wet. Pink tips damp and a little darker than usual, plastered to her collarbone. Freckles showing down her chest where the water had dripped. Eyeliner still on from stream - a little smudged at the corners now, softer than she usually wore it. Bare feet on the carpet.

She stepped in. Closed the door behind her with her heel.

"You made me wait long enough," she said.

She was holding herself different. Quieter tonight. Jaw set. Eyes steady. The brat was still there. Just leashed.

I sat up against the headboard. "Bri."

"Don't Bri me. Unless you're telling me to leave."

"I'm not."

"Good."

She reached up and pulled the tuck loose. The towel dropped.

I forgot how to breathe for a second.

She was small all the way down - compact, pale, freckled across her chest and her shoulders and both of her thighs. A-cup breasts, pink nipples already tight. A round little ass that somehow didn't fit the rest of her. Dark curls between her legs, trimmed neat. She stood there with the towel at her feet and let me look, and she didn't cover up or shift her weight. She wanted me to look. She was timing it.

"Breathe, gamer."

I breathed.

She climbed onto the end of my bed on her hands and knees. Crawled forward. The PLAYER 5 sign threw blue across her wet pink hair, and the sight of it hit me right in the gut.

"I've been thinking about what I want," she said. She stopped with her face a foot from mine. "Do you want to hear it?"

"Yes."

"Hold me down. Like, actually hold me down." Her eyes were on mine. Dead steady. "I've been teasing you for a month. I've been teasing myself for a month. I don't want soft. I don't want polite. I want you to pin me and I want you to not stop when I whine."

I said, dry-mouthed: "Okay."

"And I don't want your cock yet." Her mouth curved. "I'm not there. I want your fingers. Two of them. Hard. Thumb on my clit. I want to come on your hand, twice, and then we'll talk."

"Okay."

"Say it back to me."

"Fingers. Hard. Pin you. Don't stop."

"Good boy."

She closed the last foot between us and kissed me.

Her mouth was hot. Wet still from the shower. She bit my lip once, lightly, and her tongue was in my mouth before I'd made a decision about it, and her hand had already found the hem of my shirt and was pulling it up. I helped. Got the shirt off. Her hands went to my chest, my shoulders, the sides of my neck. She made a small needy sound into my mouth that I felt in my spine.

I broke the kiss. Took her by the shoulders. Pushed her onto her back.

She let me.

She relaxed under me on purpose and let me put her where I wanted. I followed her down, one knee between her thighs, and I did what she'd told me to. I took both her wrists in one hand and pinned them above her head against the mattress. She tested it. Pulled once. I held.

Her eyes went huge.

"Oh," she said.

"Good?"

"Very good."

I used the other hand to push her thighs apart. I didn't ask. She'd said don't be polite. I got my knee between her knees and spread her open with my free hand, and she gasped and arched her back and her wrists twisted under my grip and I held.

I slid two fingers down over her stomach, between her legs, and she was soaked. Already. Running down the insides of her thighs soaked.

"Jesus, Bri."

"Told you."

I pushed two fingers in.

She took them with a raw gasp that wasn't for me and wasn't for show. I set my thumb on her clit. Started moving. Not teasing - she hadn't asked for teasing. Firm, steady, hard.

"Fuck - "

Her wrists bucked under my hand. I held them. Her hips bucked up and I used my other knee to pin her thigh and push her back down. She was wild under me already. She'd said brat and I'd assumed it was a bit, and it wasn't a bit. She was actually fighting it, actually losing, actually losing on purpose.

"Don't stop - don't slow down - don't - "

I wasn't slowing. My thumb rolled her clit. Inside, my fingers curled and found the spot that made her breath catch, and I stayed on it. Her whole body was shaking under me before I was two minutes in.

She came before she was ready.

I felt it go through her - the snap of it, the way her thighs locked around my hand, the way her wrists stopped fighting and went rigid above her head. She bit down on her own arm to keep the sound in. Didn't work. A high, broken oh came out of her anyway and her back arched up off the mattress.

I didn't stop.

"Fuck, fuck, fuck - "

She tried to close her thighs. I shouldered one of them back open. She opened her eyes to look at me - pupils blown, mouth open, little pink flushes all down her chest - and she made a sound that was half a laugh and half a whine, and she said, ragged:

"Brat me."

"You're a brat."

"Good brat or bad brat?"

"Greedy brat."

"Yes."

The second one built fast because I hadn't let the first one finish settling. My thumb worked. My fingers worked. Her wrists gave up entirely under my hand and her hips came up off the bed again, and this time she couldn't even get a syllable out. Just breath. Just a long thin ah that cut off and came back and cut off again, and her whole abdomen went tight, and she came a second time squeezing so hard around my fingers I could feel her pulse.

She was loud. Not screaming - she was smarter than that - but her mouth was open and the sound was escaping sideways, long and wet and unmistakable, and somewhere at the back of my head I registered that Kira's room was two doors down the hall. Thin walls. A house that carried every footstep. There was no universe in which she was not hearing this.

I kept going.

Bri finally shoved at my wrist with both hands and panted, "off - off - I said two, I meant two, let me catch up - "

I let her go.

She was a wreck.

She was splayed on her back on my sheets with her hair everywhere and her chest flushed and her thighs red where my knees had held her down, and her eyes were half-closed and her mouth was open. She was panting and she was grinning.

"Okay," she said, wrecked. "Okay. Your turn."

She pushed at my chest weakly. I backed off. She rolled off the bed onto her feet - wobbled, caught herself on the dresser, laughed at her own legs - and pulled me up by the elbow until I was standing at the edge of the bed with her.

She hooked her thumbs into the waistband of my boxers.

She pulled them down.

And she stopped.

She actually stopped for a second and just looked. Four full seconds of it. Her eyes tracked up. She swallowed. She huffed out a short laugh and shook her head.

"Jesus Christ, Drew."

I didn't say anything. Tessa had warned her. Every girlfriend I'd had since I was twenty had made the same face. It still felt weird to be looked at like I was a magic trick.

"Tessa wasn't exaggerating," she said. "I thought she was exaggerating. She wasn't."

"Bri."

"Shut up." She shook herself. Came back to the room. "Okay. Here's what we're doing. I'm going to lie down. On my back. Head off the bed. You're going to fuck my throat. You're not going to be gentle. And your hand stays right here" - she picked my hand up and put my fingers back between her legs - "because I want to come when you come, and I want it on both ends."

She didn't ask me to repeat it. She just raised her eyebrows. Got it?

"Got it."

"Good."

She crawled up onto the bed on her back, shuffled herself down until her head was hanging off the edge, her hair falling toward the floor, her throat a long clean line. Her arms went over her head, back flat. Her chest came up. Her small breasts pointed at the ceiling. Her legs spread without her asking them to.

It was the most deliberate pose I'd ever seen a person take.

"Waiting, gamer."

I stepped to the edge of the bed. She was upside down in front of me, pink-tipped hair pouring toward the floor. I took myself in my hand. Her mouth opened and her tongue came out, wet and pink, and she was already breathing through her nose, prepping - and I realized she had absolutely done this before and she was good at it.

It took me a second to stop just staring at her.

I fed in slow.

She moaned around me immediately. Low. A happy moan, a yes moan, a moan that said finally. Her throat opened at the angle. Inch by inch she took me and took more of me and her eyes watered up and tears tracked sideways across her temples and into her hair.

I bottomed out.

She hummed.

I held there a second. Looked down at her. My cock stretched her throat visibly from the outside - an obscene little bulge under her skin. Her hands were still back over her head against the sheets like I was still holding her wrists.

She patted my thigh. Three short taps.

My stomach dropped.

Then I grabbed her hips and gave her what she'd asked for.

I pulled out halfway. Pushed back in. Her throat gave. I pulled out more. Pushed back in deeper. She was drooling around my shaft - actual strings of spit sliding down her chin and up into her hair - and her moans were wet and ragged and she was loving it. Her feet came up on the bed. Her thighs fell open.

Between strokes she got a syllable out.

"Fingers."

Right. I brought my free hand down between her spread legs and found her still dripping from before. Two fingers back in. She arched off the bed and moaned around my cock and the vibration of it almost finished me right there.

It took me a second to get a rhythm I could hang on to. Hand, hips, hand, hips. Every stroke her throat opened for me. Every stroke my fingers went where they'd been before. Her tiny breasts shook with each thrust. The flush climbed up her chest. Her eyes rolled up to look at me upside-down, wet and blown wide, and her mouth curved at the corners around my cock like she was smiling.

My thumb found her clit.

She howled. Muffled. The sound came out as a scream compressed around my shaft and I felt her throat convulse and her thighs started shaking and I knew she was close.

I wasn't going to last much longer either.

"I'm close," I got out.

She couldn't talk. She patted my thigh again. Firm. Don't stop. Come with me. Now.

I thrust harder. Deeper. My thumb worked her clit. Two fingers deep and hooked. She was coming - I could feel it, fluttering tight around my hand, her whole body locking up - and that was it for me.

I started to pull out to finish somewhere safe.

Her hand shot up. Grabbed my hip. Her voice was wrecked and wet but she got it out:

"In my throat first - "

I stayed.

The first spurt went deep. I felt it go in and I felt her swallow around me convulsively and her eyes watered harder and she moaned through it like it was the thing she'd been waiting for all night. My hips stuttered. I pulled out - a second spurt caught her across the chin, a third her collarbone, another two painting her throat and her chest and one pink nipple and her other shoulder.

I stood there with my hand braced on the mattress, breathing like I'd run three miles, looking down at her.

She was still coming on my fingers.

She came for another ten seconds after I was done. Little aftershocks, her thighs jerking, her throat working, swallowing what I'd given her. When she was finally still she blinked once, twice, and made a small croaky laugh.

"Holy shit."

I slid my hand out. Slow. She made a small protesting whimper when my fingers left her. I sat down on the bed next to her head. My legs weren't reliable.

Bri rolled her head sideways. Upside down still, hair hanging off the bed, eyeliner smeared into raccoon mess, my come all down her chin and throat and chest.

She grinned.

"Don't think that was the main event."

I wheezed a laugh.

"That was your appetizer," she said. She licked the corner of her mouth. "I've got a whole menu I haven't even shown you yet."

"Bri."

"You have no idea what I'm going to do to you."

She stretched - arms over her head, back arched, every freckled inch of her on full display - and wriggled upright. Wiped the front of her chest with the back of her arm, stood up, still wobbly, kissed me on the cheek, and pulled one of my clean t-shirts off the chair. She dropped it over her head, tugged it down so it covered her to mid-thigh, and padded out into the hallway toward the upstairs bathroom before I could form a sentence.

I heard the bathroom door click. A second later the shower started through the wall.

I sat on the bed and put my face in my hands and laughed without sound for about thirty seconds.

She came back in with her hair towel-dried and the t-shirt damp at the collar. Eyeliner gone. A little pink under the bathroom's fluorescents, but otherwise walking like a normal human.

She pulled back the covers on the other side of my bed and climbed in.

"Scoot."

I scooted.

She wrapped one arm across my chest and swung one leg across mine and put her head on my shoulder like she'd been doing it for a year.

"Bri - "

"Shhh."

"You want me to - "

"I want you to sleep, gamer. That's what I want. Also: good job. You did really good. Ten out of ten. Do not let that go to your head."

She was already half-asleep.

I lay there with her freckled arm across my chest and the blue glow of PLAYER 5 over our heads and her breathing slowing against my neck, and I thought, I am not going to get used to any of this.

Then she was out.

I followed her a few minutes later.

I woke up at seven-thirty and she was gone.

Not gone like ghosted. Gone like already downstairs loud. I could hear her laughing through the floor. I could hear Tessa laughing with her. I could hear Nadia saying something dry that I couldn't make out.

I put on sweats. Brushed my teeth. Went down.

The kitchen smelled like coffee and cinnamon rolls - the premade kind from a tube that Tessa bought by the dozen. Bri was at the island in my t-shirt and a pair of her own shorts, curls chaotic, pink ends wild, scrolling her phone with her feet on the crossbar of the stool. Tessa was leaning against the counter in a robe that wasn't closed enough. Nadia was at the stove in a sundress with oven mitts on.

Tessa looked up when I walked in.

Her eyes went from my face to Bri's face and her mouth pulled into a slow, delighted grin.

"Finally," she said.

Bri flipped her off without looking up from her phone.

"Finally what," she said.

"Don't play."

"I'm not playing. I'm in his shirt. This is explicit."

Tessa threw a dishcloth at her. Bri caught it on her shoulder.

Nadia turned around from the oven with a tray of rolls. Her eyes met mine for just a second - warm, amused, knowing. No words. Just a small nod, like good, alright, that's done. She set the tray on the island and started prying rolls off with a spatula.

"Come eat, Drew. They're better hot."

I sat on a stool. Bri didn't look up from her phone but she hooked her foot around mine under the counter and left it there.

Nadia slid a roll in front of me.

"Ten hours until stream," she said. "I recommend eating."

I ate.

Then Bri's thumb stopped scrolling.

"Oh, babe," she said, to her phone.

"What," Tessa said.

"Reaper. Overnight post. Three-fifteen AM, which tells you something about his life." She turned the phone around and held it up for us. "Group photo, whole Nexus team at a press event. Caption: counting down."

I leaned across the island and looked. Five guys in black-and-crimson, arms crossed, all smirking in different gradations of the same smirk. Reaper dead center. Tall, lean, pierced ear. Smug. Conventionally handsome in the way that specifically made you want to punch him in the face.

counting down the caption said. No punctuation. No elaboration. No hashtag. Just the phrase, and the photo, and the confidence of a man who'd already decided what the next two weekends looked like.

Nine thousand likes already. It had been up four hours.

Bri screenshotted it. Cropped it. Saved it. I heard her create a new folder on her desktop.

"What's it called," Tessa said.

"COPE," Bri said. "Dot jpg."

Nadia snorted.

"Subfolder incoming," Bri added, and tapped. "Receipts."

Tessa raised her coffee to it.

Practice started at ten. I was in the streaming room by nine-fifty, and so was Kira.

She was already at her station. Headset pulled down around her neck, not yet over her ears. She had a tournament tee on - not one of ours, an old one, dark grey with some old-org logo from years ago I didn't recognize. Her hair was in the high sleek ponytail she wore on match days, although this wasn't a match day. It was a choice.

I sat down at my station. Turned my PC on. Tried to act like this wasn't the first time I'd been in the same room as her since Bri had walked into my bed last night and everyone with ears in a two-door radius had known about it.

She was already facing me.

Not at my screen. Not at the minimap. At me.

I looked up.

Her eyes were steady. Dark. She was reading my face and she wasn't hiding that she was reading my face. It was a full second of her eyes on mine, direct, level, not warm and not cold - just acknowledging.

She nodded once.

Small. Deliberate. Not a greeting, not congratulations, and definitely not jealousy. The captain's nod at a scrim - I see you. Keep moving. I'd find out days later she'd gone to Nadia's room at six-thirty that morning, sat on the edge of the bed like it was a check-in meeting, asked one low question and got one answer. Whatever she'd heard through the wall the night before, she'd needed Nadia to confirm it before she looked at me like that.

Then she pulled the headset up over her ears, turned to her screen, and opened the VOD she wanted us to watch.

My chest tightened anyway.

Bri came in thirty seconds later with a cinnamon roll balanced on a napkin. She saw Kira already locked in. She saw me at my station. She clocked the whole room in one second flat - she was the best at that, she always was - and she went to her own station without a word and opened her editing software.

Nadia drifted in. Tessa drifted in. We started practice.

Kira didn't look at me again for two hours. But she'd done it once, clean, in public, without anyone else in the room, and I understood what it meant. She knew. She wasn't going to pretend not to know. She had her own timeline, and she was keeping it.

I kept my head down and called my shots.

A little after eleven, Bri said, mildly, "He just pinned the counting-down post to his profile."

"Mute," Kira said, without looking over. "Socials until lunch."

We muted socials.

Bri kept the COPE folder pinned to her desktop for the rest of the morning. I glanced over once and saw the receipts subfolder had grown. She was stockpiling.

Group stage opened Saturday. Day one was a bottom-bracket team. Day two was Nexus Prime. Two sleeps. And in between now and then there was a house that had quietly reorganized itself around me sometime in the last five days, and a woman one station over who had just nodded at me across a streaming room and said everything that needed to be said without making a sound.

I put my headset on.

Kira's voice, on comms, low and clean: "Ward timings. From the top. Go."

I went.


⚜




Chapter 3: Group stage

⚜

Day two of the group stage.

The convention-center venue was smaller than the qualifier arena, but the crowd was denser, louder, meaner. Monitors along the walls. The thump of stage sound coming through three sets of doors. You could feel the tournament in the floor.

Pixelvixen came in 1-0. Yesterday we'd two-gamed a lower-seed team and been off stage in time to eat dinner. The group format was a seeding round - four teams, two matches per team across the weekend, with all four advancing to quarters and the day-two matchups deciding who landed in which bracket half. We and Nexus had both won our day-one matches, so today paired the winners: number one seed to whoever took it, number two to whoever didn't, and the soft side of the bracket waiting for the loser. Either way we were through.

The backstage corridor toward the greenroom made a U-turn past a cabling rack and an emergency exit. I was carrying Bri's laptop bag because she was holding her phone with both hands, editing. Tessa was up front. Nadia second. Kira behind her with the clipboard. Bri ahead of me, me bringing up the rear.

Halfway down the corridor, Reaper was waiting.

He had himself against the wall in Nexus black-and-crimson. Arms crossed, shoulder blades flat to the paint, one foot up. Smooth choreography. He'd been there a while. He lifted off the wall when we rounded the corner.

Tessa clocked him first and didn't slow.

He let us pass. That was the thing - he didn't block us. He just made eye contact with each woman in turn as she went by. Tessa: flat. Nadia: unbothered.

Then Kira was up to him, and he stepped fractionally forward.

"Captain," he said. He held his hand out. Reasonable hand, palm open, chest height.

Kira looked at the hand for two full seconds. Didn't stop walking. Didn't look up at his face. Went past him.

"Rude," he said, amused.

Bri, coming past him right after Kira, grinned up at him - shortest of us, loudest of us - and blew him a kiss. He laughed, one clipped laugh.

And as I came past him - last in line - he shifted his eyes to me. Didn't step in front of me. Just said it over his shoulder, at the back of my head:

"Good luck up there, mascot."

My teeth went tight. I almost turned around.

Kira's hand landed on my elbow before I could.

"Don't," she said, low. "Keep walking."

I kept walking.

At the greenroom door she let go of my elbow and turned to face me once, serious. "Don't let him in your head. That's the whole play."

"Got it."

"Drew." Her eyes held mine. "He's trying to buy a tell."

"I won't give him one."

She nodded and pushed through the door.

Game one was bad because we actually played well.

We ran the draft Kira had picked. Tessa got the lane matchup she wanted. My lane was clean for fifteen minutes. Nadia peeled for me twice. Bri's flank at twenty-two was textbook. We were in it.

And Reaper was still a mechanical showcase.

He 1v3'd us in the river. Straight 1v3. Kira called the rotation, Bri rotated, I rotated - we had the man advantage, the vision, the objective locked. He flashed over the first of us, cancelled onto the second, ulted the third, walked out with full HP. The crowd lost their minds. I saw Nadia's shoulders drop for a second and then square back up.

We lost a fight we were supposed to win. He got two more kills in the next two minutes. Twenty-eight in, we typed gg.

Nobody said much in the break.

Kira stood in the player room with a dry marker and didn't write anything. Turned around.

"They're better. We knew that. Don't over-correct. Play our shape."

Bri nodded without looking up from her phone. Tessa cracked her neck. Nadia, next to me, put her hand on my wrist for half a second under the table.

"You good."

"I'm good."

Game two.

They banned out Kira's comfort picks. Every one. She didn't blink, pivoted to plan B - and they banned me fifth ban, into a matchup I'd played maybe four times in ranked and zero times onstage. I heard Kira exhale once, small, at my left.

"I can run it."

"I know you can."

It wasn't enough.

Nexus rolled us. Twenty-six minutes, surrender. Reaper got three early kills in my lane - not because I was tilted, I wasn't, but because he was flatly better than me into that matchup. Nadia couldn't peel for a fight that was lost at level four. Tessa tried to spiral and got collapsed on twice. The third fight was a baron at eighteen that we lost to a flash-ult we'd seen four times on VOD. Kira's shot-call was right. The execution couldn't match it.

The crowd didn't boo. They did something worse. They got quiet. You could hear the keyboards clicking from the audience. You could hear Tessa's mouse.

We typed gg. Reaper stood up onstage, made a show of stretching his arms overhead, and waved - small, cool - to the Nexus section. The Nexus section roared back and someone threw a black-and-crimson towel and he caught it one-handed.

I had never wanted to beat a stranger that badly in my life.

Offstage, the greenroom was dead quiet. Tessa kicked over a folding chair on her way to her bag, then walked back and righted it and muttered sorry to the chair. Nadia sat down with her hands flat on her thighs, breathing. Bri was already cutting. Kira stood by the door and stared at nothing with her face set to perfectly neutral.

A bracket-coverage reporter went past the door with a mic, scouting.

Kira's chin came up half an inch.

"If she comes to us," she said quietly to Bri, "I talk. Two sentences."

"Got it."

The reporter didn't come to us. Thirty seconds later I heard her voice down the hall, and Reaper's, easy and bright, fielding a question about how they'd prepped. I couldn't hear his answer. I could hear the laughter in it.

A minute after, one of our socials admins ran in, phone out, face the wrong kind of composed.

"You want to see it before you don't," she said to Kira.

Kira read it. Face didn't move. Handed it to Bri. Bri read it and started typing.

I leaned over. Read it upside down.

Reaper had said on camera: They're a fun story. They'll sell a lot of merch. I don't think they'll win a match that matters. Pause. Half a smirk. The captain has a lot to think about.

My hand tightened on the armrest of the folding chair.

Bri exhaled. "I've got five responses in my head already."

"Don't post any of them," Kira said. "Not tonight. Not one."

"I wasn't gonna."

"Good."

We packed.

Group was done. Nexus 2-0, one seed. Us 1-1, second. Group stage was seeding; we were still in the bracket. Quarters in a week.

Bri drove us home because Tessa's hands were shaking a little and Nadia asked her to shotgun.

The gaming house at ten PM felt a degree colder than it had that morning.

Kira dropped her bag by the front door and went straight up the stairs without taking off her shoes. Her door clicked shut.

Tessa went to the cabinet, poured vodka into a glass way too big for vodka, took a swallow, and said, "If I ever let that guy's jungler farm my side for free again, put me down." Then she slid the bottle to Nadia like she didn't trust herself with it. Nadia took it without a word.

Nadia sat at the kitchen island and put her face in her hands.

Bri was already on her laptop. Premiere open. She didn't close it.

Nobody was going to talk about the loss for a while. Losses had to burn off first. I took my hoodie off. Hung it on the back of a stool. Got a glass of water. Moved slow, on purpose, so the kitchen wasn't just three people crashing around their own adrenaline. Tessa's eyes tracked me once across the island, and something in her shoulders dropped half an inch.

Nadia lifted her face out of her hands. Her eyes found Tessa, then Bri, then me, in that order. Reading the room one person at a time, the way she did.

"Give her fifteen minutes," she said to me. "Then go check."

"The roof?"

"The roof."

Kira had shown me the roof once, the first week I moved in.

Her bedroom window opened onto a flat section above the porch. You sat with your back against the siding and your feet braced on the pitch. She'd said when you need to think, not when I need to think, which was how Kira mentioned her own things.

I went up at a quarter past. Her door was ajar. The bedside lamp was on in her empty room. The window was cracked open four inches.

I pushed it the rest of the way up and swung a leg through.

She was sitting with her knees pulled up and her arms around her shins and her head tipped back against the siding. The high sleek ponytail had come half out. Loose strands at her neck. She was still in the tournament jersey, Pixelvixen's colors, sleeves pushed to her elbows.

She didn't look over when I came through.

"Figured it'd be you."

"Is that okay?"

"Yeah."

I sat down a hand's width from her. Not touching. She was staring out over the roofline at the city - the electric grid of it, towers blinking red, the freeway a river of white and red.

Two full minutes we sat.

Then, without moving her head, she leaned sideways and put her forehead against my shoulder.

She breathed in once. Long and slow. Out.

"I hate him," she said into my shirt.

"Yeah."

"I hate that he was right about what would hurt us." Another breath. "He draft-countered me. He outplayed me. He said the thing about me specifically that would cost me sleep and he said it on camera."

"You called it clean in-game."

"Clean's not the same as winning."

I put my hand on her knee. Not sexual. Just there.

She let it be there.

After a while she tipped her face up off my shoulder and she was close. The city light caught the side of her jaw. Her eyes were tired and a little wet and completely clear.

She kissed my temple.

A real press of her mouth to my skin. She moved - tracked across my cheekbone, kissed my cheek, kissed the corner of my mouth. That one she held.

Her hand came up onto my chest, flat over my sternum. I could feel her deciding.

She pulled back.

Not far. Her forehead came against mine. Her hand stayed on me.

"No," she said. To herself, not to me. "Not tonight."

I didn't move.

"When I come to you," she said, low and steady, "it's not going to be because of him. I'm not spiteful-fucking you into existence, Drew. I won't do that to you. I won't do that to me."

"Okay."

"Okay?"

"Okay."

She made a small sound - exhale with a shape in it - and took her hand off my chest like it was a hot stove. Stood up on the shingles. Climbed back through the window.

I heard her bare feet on the carpet and the window click shut behind her.

I sat a minute longer. Breathed. Then I went back through her empty room, closed her door quietly on my way out, and walked to mine.

I got as far as kicking both shoes into the corner.

A quick palm-flat tap against my door - Bri never waited long for the answer.

"Yeah."

The door opened. She was in a team tank top and sleep shorts, hair up messy, eyes a little red around the edges. Crying-red, from the loss. She looked at me for a second and her jaw set.

"I don't want to talk about it," she said.

"Okay."

"I don't want to feel anything about today tonight. I want you to fuck me. Like, now."

She walked past me into the room and closed my door behind her. Didn't lock it. I didn't think about that then.

"Bri - "

"Are you going to say no?"

"No."

"Good."

She pulled the tank off over her head. Small pink-flushed chest. Pale belly. She dropped the tank on my floor and hooked her thumbs in her shorts and pushed them down and stepped out of them. Stood in nothing.

And then she climbed me.

Literal climb. Arms around my neck, legs around my waist, and I caught her under her thighs because otherwise she'd have dropped. She kissed me hungry and graceless, nose bumping mine, breathing fast. Not performance breathing. Real.

"I've been saying appetizer for days," she said into my mouth. "I don't want to wait anymore. Get inside me. Now."

I walked her to the bed and went down on top of her.

My shirt was off before I hit the mattress. She was working on the waistband of my joggers. I kicked the joggers off. My boxers. She grabbed my cock in her hand - no warning, no preamble - and made a short happy sound.

"Okay," she said. "Okay. Come here."

She pulled me down over her. Hitched her legs up around my hips. I had half a thought of slow, and she must have seen it - she grabbed my face with one hand and said, "No. Yes. Now."

I lined up. She was wet. I pushed in.

She took about half of me, and her eyes went huge, and she made a startled, delighted, wheezing laugh.

"Oh my god - oh my GOD - "

"You okay?"

"Yeah - no - yeah - "

She laughed again and swatted my chest and wrapped her legs tighter around me. "Jesus, Drew. Jesus. Slow. Keep going, slow."

I pushed in further. Slow, like she said. She was tight and hot and I had to brace both arms beside her head and breathe out through my teeth. She stretched for me in increments. She laughed again, softer this time, helplessly, into my neck, and whispered thank you, thank you and neither of us could have said exactly what for.

When I bottomed out she let a long shaky breath go.

"Holy shit."

"Yeah."

"Don't move. One second."

"I'm not moving."

"I've had my fingers up there and it didn't prep me for this - "

I laughed against her mouth. The loss was still in the room - I could feel the edge of it - but Bri under me, laughing at my size with her eyes watering, was the first thing in the room all night that felt like the house.

She rolled her hips experimentally.

"Okay," she said. "Now."

I moved.

Slow, face to face. Her nails on my shoulders. Her mouth open near my ear. Every stroke she made a different sound - laugh, gasp, groan, thank you again. Her legs stayed wrapped around me. Her heels pressed into the small of my back when she wanted me deeper.

I kissed her. Her neck, her jaw, her mouth. She kissed back messy and warm. Not bratty. Not performance. Just her and me and a bed that had been empty ten minutes ago.

We'd been at it maybe ten minutes when the door moved. It hadn't quite latched when Bri shoved it behind her, and now it was easing open an inch at a time.

A light knock on the frame. Then Nadia's voice through the inch of open door, low and careful.

"Room for one more?"

Bri didn't even lift her head off the pillow. She was flushed and happy and her mouth found my neck and she said, muffled into my skin: "Get in here. Get in here. Get in here."

Nadia came in.

She shut the door behind her with a soft click and stood just inside for a beat, watching us. I slowed but didn't stop - Bri under me, breathing, nails on my back. Nadia's eyes traveled over both of us. Her face did something small and private and grateful.

She'd been waiting for this. I hadn't known how long.

"Hi," she said, quiet.

"Hi," Bri said into my neck. "I missed you."

"I missed you too, baby."

Nadia undressed unhurried. Sleep tee over her head. Soft bralette. The shorts she'd had on downstairs. She folded nothing. Dropped it all in a pile by the door. Naked - dark brown skin, full breasts, round hips, the gold nose stud catching the lamp - she crossed to the bed and climbed up behind me.

She kissed the back of my neck. Then leaned over my shoulder and kissed Bri.

Bri's whole body jerked under me at that kiss. First time - any of them, that I'd seen - kissing on a bed. Bri made a surprised sound into Nadia's mouth. Nadia made a patient, pleased sound back.

"Come here, baby," Nadia murmured to her. "Let me play."

Bri nodded under me, breathless.

Nadia straightened up behind me on her knees. I felt her full breasts press flat against my back, her mouth on my shoulder, her palm come around and settle possessive on my chest in a way I didn't know her body had.

Then she swung one leg over my head and settled onto my pillow - knees bracketing Bri's head, facing me. Over Bri, she leaned down and took my mouth.

Our first kiss with a person between us. Bri underneath, taking my strokes slow, watching us through her eyelashes. Nadia's hand on my jaw. She smelled like cocoa butter and clean sheets.

When Nadia broke the kiss she glanced down at Bri. Bri, upside down under her, was already arching her neck and opening her mouth.

"Yes please," Bri whispered.

Nadia laughed low and lowered herself onto Bri's mouth.

What started private became shared, the way Nadia was always going to make it.

I eased out of Bri and she whimpered, and Nadia reached back and put a hand flat on my chest.

"Come here."

I went.

Nadia got off Bri's face. Crawled forward and then down, slow, until she was laid flat on top of Bri - stacked, chest on chest, hips to hips, her breasts pressing into Bri's small ones, her pussy aligned with Bri's. Bri made a tiny startled sound into her mouth. They kissed - short, hungry. Then Nadia pushed herself up onto her hands and knees above Bri, body still plumb over hers, breasts hanging down into Bri's face.

Nadia looked over her shoulder at me. "Drew."

I got behind her. Pushed in.

She was so much wetter than I'd expected, like she'd been wound up the whole walk from the kitchen up the stairs. She took me in one slow stroke and dropped her forehead against Bri's with an open-mouthed groan.

Bri's hands came up around Nadia's breasts. Pulled them down to her face. She kissed them - nipple, underside, other nipple - soft, then harder.

I started to move.

Every thrust dropped Nadia forward onto Bri. Her hips grinding into Bri's each time, her pussy against Bri's, their pelvises sliding. Bri's mouth working Nadia's nipples. Bri's heels hooked up over the back of Nadia's thighs, holding her there. Nadia moaning messy into Bri's hair.

"God - Bri - "

Bri licked. Nadia shuddered.

I could see the two of them laid together under me - Nadia's dark skin against Bri's pale freckles, Bri's mouth working, Nadia's whole body giving way under each thrust. I had to breathe through my teeth.

"Drew - slower - I'm gonna - "

I slowed. She steadied. Bri, under her, had gone loose and happy and pink, kissing Nadia's chest like her life depended on it.

We stayed like that a while. Slow. Deep. Three of us breathing in time.

Then Bri, laughing now, said, "I want a turn, I want a turn, let me ride him - "

Nadia pulled off me. Laughed. Rolled off Bri and sideways on the mattress, kissed her on the forehead going past. "All yours, baby. Take it slow. It's a lot."

"I know, I learned - "

Bri swung up and over me. Backwards. Facing my feet. My hands went to her hips automatic. She was small enough that her elbows dropped down onto my thighs and her ass went up in the air, and she sank onto me in one steady slide that made her hiss through her teeth.

"Ohhh my god."

Short, controlled hip rolls. Her ass going up and down on me. Tight and pink and impossibly small. Nadia, to the side, watched her for a beat - and then moved.

She climbed up. Planted her knees over my shoulders, facing Bri. Lowered her pussy onto my mouth.

I was on my back under her. Bri bouncing slow on my cock ahead, ass up, head down, elbows braced on my thighs. Nadia above my face, one palm flat on the wall for balance, the other reaching forward to cup the back of Bri's head.

And then Nadia leaned all the way over me - so far that her breasts pressed flat onto Bri's back - and Bri tipped her head up into the kiss and the two of them made out over my body while I licked into Nadia and Bri ground down on me.

Nadia tasted clean and warm. I could hear them kissing. I could hear Bri's moans muffled into Nadia's mouth. I could feel Bri's ass tighten every time Nadia's fingers pulled her hair. My whole world was three women wide and I had maybe two minutes left in me.

Bri pulled up off me, gasping, before I blew. "Off - off, switch, I can't come this way, I need - "

Nadia lifted off my face at the same time. Straightened back on her knees, breathing hard, a palm flat against the headboard.

Bri tried to swing a leg over to climb down and her whole body was shaking - the pre-switch tremors, thighs loose, arms not steady. For a second I thought she was going to slump right off the bed.

I sat up fast. Caught her under the arms. Pulled her against my chest and held.

Full stop. Just me and her, her forehead against my collarbone, her breath warm against my skin. I felt her relax in increments - shoulders down, hands uncurling. I didn't say anything. I just held her there until she lifted her head.

"Okay," she whispered. "Okay. Thank you."

Nadia, watching us from the side, made a small warm sound. She reached over and took Bri out of my arms with a care I was just now learning she had. Laid Bri on her back on the sheets. Kissed her forehead. Smoothed her hair back off it.

Then Nadia sat back, wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, and laughed - that low surprised laugh she saved for things she hadn't quite expected.

"Your mouth, Drew."

"Yeah?"

"Yeah."

She rolled onto all fours beside Bri. Waited.

I got up behind her.

No slow this time.

She was already close - whole body rolled under my first thrust, forehead dropped onto her forearms, whisper coming out torn: "Oh fuck, oh fuck."

Bri, on her back next to Nadia, slid under her friend's shoulder and reached up and pulled Nadia's face down to hers. Messy kissing started - Bri biting Nadia's lip, Nadia half-laughing into it.

I couldn't last through that.

"Nadia - I'm - "

"Inside. Inside. Stay in me."

I came deep. Held there while her body milked it out of me. My grip went tight on her hips - hard enough to leave marks, probably - and she arched and broke a sound into Bri's mouth and I felt her pulse around me a second after I'd finished.

I stayed in her a long second. My eyes kept finding Bri's face.

Bri was watching me. Half off the pillow, tilted, eyes blown, mouth wet from Nadia. Her gaze tracked mine all the way down the landing. When I finally pulled out she made a small pleased purring sound at the back of her throat.

"That one," she said. "That one was for me too."

We ended up in Nadia's room. Somebody said my bed, bigger, and somebody else said yeah, and the three of us padded down the hall naked and tangled into her sheets.

The beaded curtain swayed and settled behind us.

Nadia ended up in the middle. Bri on her far side, me on hers. Bri was shaking a little - good-shaking, the post-orgasm trembles, where your body's spent more than it knew it had. Nadia pulled the covers up over her. Reached across and kissed Bri's forehead. Slid a palm up and down Bri's arm, slow.

"Breathe, baby."

"I'm breathing."

"Slow."

Bri breathed slow.

After a while, smaller voice: "Is Kira okay?"

Nadia hummed and thought about it. "She will be."

"Drew went?"

"Drew went."

"Good."

Silence. My hand on Nadia's hip. Nadia's hand in Bri's hair. The glow from the hallway under the door.

Then Bri, smaller again. "Nads. Can I ask you something weird?"

"Always."

"Has Tessa ever - " She trailed off. I felt her, across Nadia's body, flick her eyes down to her own ass. Didn't finish the sentence.

Nadia laughed. Soft. Real.

"Yeah."

"Yeah?"

"Tessa taught me. She's very, very good at it."

Bri made a small satisfied sound. "Thought so."

She tucked smaller against Nadia. Voice went quieter.

"Don't tell Drew yet."

I'd closed my eyes already. I kept them closed. Kept my breathing slow and even and stupid. Bri's bare foot came around the back of Nadia's leg and brushed my calf - twice, on purpose. I didn't move. I was asleep.

Neither of them was fooled.

Nadia snorted into the top of Bri's head. Bri giggled, small and drowsy.

"Night, gamer," Bri whispered across Nadia's body.

"Night, Bri."

"See?" she murmured to Nadia. "Told you he wasn't sleeping."

"Go to bed, children."

I slept there. Wedged against Nadia's back, Nadia wrapped around Bri, the three of us a small warm knot under her covers. Nadia's breathing evened first. Bri a few minutes after. I took longer.

I kept thinking about Kira's hand on my chest on the roof, the way it had shaken, the way she'd stood up and climbed through her window and clicked it shut. The way she'd said not because of him. She'd picked a timing for herself tonight. I didn't know what it was. I just knew she had one.

I slept.

Sometime past seven I slid out of Nadia's bed. Bri was curled in a ball with her face mashed into Nadia's shoulder. Nadia was awake - open-eyed, calm - and she touched two fingers to her lips and then to my cheek as I went by. Thank you. Go eat.

The upstairs hall was quiet. Tessa's door shut. Bathroom empty.

Kira's door was open.

Not wide. Cracked six inches. Sun from her east window spilling a thin warm strip into the hall. I could see into her room - bed made, yoga mat leaning, and the whiteboard she'd rolled up from the streaming room overnight.

The whiteboard had a new plan on it.

Not last night's. Different marker. Different handwriting - her tighter handwriting, the morning one. Four columns. Arrows. A section at the top underlined twice:

quarters - a different team.

She wasn't in the room. I could hear the kettle downstairs.

I stood in her doorway a second, in my boxers, looking at the board.

Then I went down for coffee.


⚜




Chapter 4: Bracket

⚜

By the time I got downstairs Monday morning Kira had a schedule on the island for me.

Ponytail high. Coffee pot half full. She had a croissant in her teeth and a phone in one hand, already in film mode - a VOD paused on somebody's ward rotation. Her hair was damp at the ends from a shower I'd slept through. The schedule was written on the back of a torn envelope and clipped under her coffee mug so it wouldn't move.

"Film at ten," she said around the croissant. "Bracket review at six. We run it through tonight."

"Quarters are Saturday."

"Five days. Eat."

She slid a plate across at me without asking what I wanted on it. Scrambled eggs. Hot sauce. Toast. Already made.

I sat.

She set her phone face-down and took the croissant out of her teeth. Her eyes met mine - a beat, flat acknowledgment, the same register she'd used Friday when she'd figured out about Bri. Then the phone came back up.

"Eat fast. I'm going to want you in film."

I ate fast.

Reaper's long-form thread dropped Tuesday at eleven AM.

Bri caught it before anyone. She made a sound from the couch that I couldn't classify - somewhere between a snort and the noise a gamer makes when a flash hits - and then she just said, "Oh, he didn't."

"He did," Nadia said from the other couch. She was reading it already.

Eleven tweets. Actual breakdown. He'd pulled VOD clips from both our group-stage games, annotated rotations, marked lane timings, diagrammed the fight at baron that had lost us game two. It was, grudgingly, good. Genuinely good. If you stripped his name off the top it read like coaching.

Then he'd salted it. Throughout. Captain's decision-making collapses under personal stakes. The team over-leans on its fifth. Fourth pick is consistently one beat behind her own shotcall. Clinical. Accurate enough to sting.

Kira read it at the kitchen island with her marker capped in one hand. She read it twice. Set the phone face-down.

"He's not wrong about the baron."

"Kira."

"He's not." She picked the marker back up. "We over-leaned on fifth because fourth was a beat behind. He spotted it. He's going to try to exploit it. We fix it."

Tessa, on the stool next to her, rolled her neck. "Cool. I'll just fix my entire reaction time in four days."

"You don't need to fix your reaction time," Kira said. "You need to trust my ping a half-second earlier. I'll ping cleaner. You trust it. That's the fix." She drew one line on the board. "Next."

Bri looked up from her laptop with the exact expression she got right before she made content no one could uncook.

"Can I use his voice-over?"

Kira didn't break from the board. "Yes."

By five PM Bri had a ninety-second counter video on her channel. Reaper's own analysis track - his voice, his annotations - cut over footage from our games. The parts where he'd called us a content-creator gimmick stitched on top of Tessa's pentakill from practice, Nadia's clutch peel from game one, my river fight from Saturday. She looped his they'll sell a lot of merch line over three seconds of Kira's jaw on the day-one win. Ended on his counting down photo with a timestamp under it that just read so are we.

By dinner it had rolled past six figures. By the time I checked before bed, it had buried him. Reaper subtweeted at some point - amateurs reaching - and Bri screenshotted it and dropped it in COPE and named the new subfolder seethe.

Tuesday evening the formal follow-up to the sponsor outreach from move-in week landed in the team inbox - a real offer this time, with numbers attached.

Kira waved me over to her station in the streaming room after dinner. Bri rolled her chair across the floor and parked it at Kira's elbow without being asked. Kira turned her left monitor so I could read.

"Cascade Energy. Their amateur-tier package. Real money."

I read the terms. It was not huge real money - Cascade was a mid-tier drink, the one that sponsored regional streamers a notch below the top - but it was the first line-item check with our name on it that wasn't prize money or a one-off video payout. Four quarters, co-branded stream overlays, one ad read per weekly show. The number at the bottom was not small.

"Draft a response?" I said.

"Already did. Read it."

She clicked over to the draft. Two short paragraphs. Gracious, professional, slightly toothy. We're in. We'll protect the brand on-stream the way we protect our own. Clean.

Bri cleared her throat. "Before you send it."

"Yes."

"One line. Right here." Bri leaned up and tapped the monitor. "Between paragraph one and paragraph two. Just we've noticed we're getting a lot of attention lately, and we're excited to partner with a brand that backs the work, not the noise."

Kira's cursor went to that spot. She considered it for three seconds.

"No."

"Kira."

"No." She dragged the line out with the delete key. "We don't feed him, Bri. We bury him. Not in the sponsor email. Not with Cascade's name attached. Streams can be whatever we want them to be - you can sit on Drew's lap on camera and I'm not going to stop you - but sponsor comms stay corporate-clean. Two different voices. Send the email clean, dunk on him on your own channel where it belongs."

Bri exhaled through her teeth. Then grinned. "Fine. Fine."

Kira hit send.

She rolled her chair a quarter-turn toward me. Bri was already wheeling herself back across the room, pretending hard not to eavesdrop.

"Come up to my room tonight. When you're done at your station. Just talk."

I nodded like she'd asked me to pass the salt, not walk into the one room in the house I'd never been invited into.

"Yeah."

"Door'll be cracked."

She pulled her headset on and the conversation was over. Across the room Bri sent me an eyebrow the size of a football stadium.

I'd never been in her room.

Not once, since I'd moved in, had I crossed her threshold. I'd passed her door a hundred times. I'd seen the potted plant and the yoga mat and the absolutely no decoration on the outside. That was it.

I pushed the cracked door open with two fingers at eleven-forty.

Her overhead light was off. A warm desk lamp was on, pooling gold across a clean desk. The desk itself was unnervingly neat - mechanical keyboard, two monitors powered down, a small black leather notebook closed on the blotter, one pen at a precise right angle beside it. Three plants on the windowsill, all thriving. One framed piece of art on the wall - a woodblock print, ink only, of a dancer mid-step.

Her bed was made with hospital corners. Dark charcoal sheets. A black silk pillowcase on top of the regular one.

She was sitting on the floor with her back against the bed, knees up, palms flat on her thighs. She'd changed into a grey cropped hoodie and leggings. Her hair was loose down her back.

"Close the door."

I closed it.

"Come sit."

I sat beside her on the floor, back against her mattress. A hand's width of space between us. Close enough that if either of us shifted, we'd touch.

She breathed in once and let it out slow - the way Nadia did when she was getting ready to say a real thing.

"My mother was a dancer," Kira said.

I stayed quiet.

"She taught me not to want things out loud."

She let it sit.

That was all - one sentence, cut clean. I waited for more. She didn't give more. After a beat her shoulder came against mine. Deliberate. Warm through the hoodie.

I let it stay there.

A minute later she leaned her head sideways and rested her temple against my shoulder. Her hair slid against my neck. She breathed out long.

Her pinky finger slid half an inch and touched the back of my hand. Just that. She didn't lace her fingers. She didn't turn her face up. Her shoulder stayed against mine and her pinky stayed on my hand, and somehow that was a lot.

We sat like that for a long time. Maybe ten minutes. Maybe more. I stopped tracking.

Eventually she lifted her head.

"Not here," she said quietly. "Not yet. When I do this with you it's going to be on a night I pick. Not a Tuesday."

"Okay."

She stood. Offered me a hand. I took it. She was stronger than she looked - pulled me up one-handed and held on for one extra second at the top before she stepped back and opened the door.

"Sleep well, Drew."

I could have tried for something more. A thank you. A look. Something. But she'd just done a hard thing and the right move was to carry it out of the room carefully, and I knew that.

"You too."

I went into the hall. Her door closed behind me, quiet, precise. I walked to my room. The neon sign was washing the ceiling blue over the bed. I lay down in it and didn't sleep for a while.

Wednesday afternoon, Nadia was making lentils.

She'd had the pot going for a while, scent layered through the whole first floor - cumin, tomato, onion, something citrus I couldn't place. I'd come down for water and ended up leaning on the counter with her because the house had that mid-afternoon hush and Tessa and Bri were upstairs streaming co-op.

"She took you into her room last night," Nadia said, stirring.

"Yeah."

"You okay?"

I thought about it. "Yeah."

Nadia tasted the lentils. Adjusted the salt. "Good."

A minute passed. She set the spoon across the pot and turned to face me with her hip against the counter.

"She asked me about you and Bri. Last week. Walked into my room at six-thirty in the morning, sat on the edge of my bed like an interview. Did they? I told her yeah. She said good. Just good. Then she left."

My stomach did something.

"She's not confused," Nadia said. "She's preparing."

"Okay."

"You don't push. You don't ask her again. You let her come when she comes."

"Got it."

Nadia's warm brown eyes stayed on mine.

"She'll come, Drew. Once she decides, the ground will be solid. She does not say things out loud until it is."

"Okay."

"Taste."

She held the spoon up for me. I tasted. It was ridiculously good.

"Marry me," I said.

"Shut up and set the table."

I set the table.

Thursday evening Tessa was at the kitchen counter with a beer and her laptop, alone, and she hadn't put any music on.

That was the first thing. Tessa always had music on. She didn't stream without it, she didn't cook without it, she didn't load the dishwasher without it. No music meant something.

I came in for the coffee pot and saw her and stopped.

"Hey, big guy." She didn't glance up.

"Hey."

I poured coffee I didn't really want. Stood across the island from her. She was re-watching something on her laptop - I could see the reflection in her glasses. Grey and yellow, our colors. Practice footage.

"Your pentakill," I said.

She paused the video.

"It's a clean pentakill, Tessa."

"It's a practice pentakill. Against a mid-tier roster. In a scrim nobody watched." A one-shouldered shrug. She was wearing a long crop tee and nothing else I could see, hair in a messy topknot, looking about eighteen.

"Tessa. That was the cleanest play anyone made all week."

Her eyes came up. Her eyes had that thing in them I'd only seen once, maybe twice - not the stage Tessa, not the shameless Tessa. The one underneath.

"You mean that?"

"Yeah."

She looked back at her screen. Played another two seconds of the clip. Paused it again.

"He called us content creators playing dress-up," she said, very quietly. "I was a content creator before I was a gamer. You know that, right? I streamed cooking. I came into this sideways. Every single thing that man writes about us - every single thing - I read it like he's pointing at me."

"He's not."

"He is, though."

"You pentakilled in practice on Monday, Tessa. That's not sideways."

She was quiet. She closed the laptop. Walked around the island, leaned up, and kissed me on the cheek - just the cheek, soft, there and gone - and put her forehead against mine for one second.

"Thanks."

"Yeah."

She walked past me to the fridge, grabbed a second beer, held it up to me in a silent want one, and when I shook my head she took it upstairs with her. Some music started through her door a minute later. Something with a bassline. She kissed my cheek, thanked me, and left. That was all she wanted.

Thursday stream, ten PM.

Five of us at stations. Bri running second screen like traffic control, station on the end. Tessa on the far left, stage mouth fully on. Kira next to Tessa. Me between Kira and Nadia - my usual station since move-in. Nadia on my other side, headset a little crooked because she was eating chocolate between games. Bri's station past hers.

We were about forty minutes in when Bri slid off her own station and padded over to mine.

"My chair is broken," she said, loud, for chat.

"Your chair is fine."

"Broken."

"Bri."

She climbed into my lap.

She wriggled herself in - ass on my thighs, back against my chest, legs over one arm of my chair, small enough that she fit with room to spare. Her pink-tipped hair brushed my neck. Chat lost entire minds. The viewer count went vertical.

"Comfy," she announced. "I'll just review footage from here." She pulled her laptop onto her thigh. Her laptop. She'd carried it over.

Kira kept annotating the board. "Off the streamer, Delgado."

"He's not streaming, Nakamura, he's my chair."

"Off him. Ten minutes."

"Fifteen."

"Ten."

"Twelve."

Kira exhaled through her nose. "Twelve."

Bri grinned at chat.

She made it thirteen before Kira cleared her throat. Kira let the extra minute slide. I could feel Bri the whole time - warm, small, breathing against my collarbone, pretending to take notes. About eight minutes in she shifted, rolling her hips once, a slow subtle grind that was absolutely for the camera that was tight on my face and not her ass, and my whole body went rigid.

Tessa's mouth twitched across the room. She kept her eyes on her own screen but a grin was creeping up the side of her face. She'd read it first.

"Hey, Tessa," Bri said to chat, sweet as anything. "Show us the filthy one, queen. I know you've got one saved."

Tessa's head whipped sideways.

"Excuse me?"

"You know the one. Don't play."

"Bri."

"The filthy one, Tess. Come on."

"Absolutely not."

Tessa reached across Nadia and smacked Bri's thigh where it was sticking out over my armrest. Bri yelped, delighted, and waved at chat and kissed her own fingertips and pressed the kiss onto the lens of the facecam closest to her.

Chat was a wall of question marks and exclamation points and emojis I didn't want to interpret. People were guessing, wildly, at what the filthy one was. Tessa was laughing - honest laugh, up from her belly, shoulders loose for the first time in three days - and refusing to explain, which of course only made chat worse. Bri didn't explain either. Neither did Nadia, who mildly said into her mic: "Chat, she's not going to show you."

"What is it, though?" someone in chat typed big enough to be a highlight.

"Not telling," Bri sang.

"Never telling," Tessa said.

"Okay, off," Kira said. Mild. "Delgado."

Bri pouted at chat, patted my chest once, and slid off. Made a production of it.

On her way past my ear she whispered, "Hallway, two minutes."

I did not have a poker face.

Two minutes later I was in the upstairs hall pretending to grab something from my room, and Bri was backing me against the wall between her door and the bathroom, and her mouth was on mine in the dark.

Five seconds. Maybe six. Hot and hungry and unfiltered. One hand flat on my chest, one on the side of my neck, up on her toes to reach. She tasted like Diet Coke. She bit my bottom lip. Let go. Stepped back.

"Okay." She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. "Back to work. Sponsor money to earn."

She spun and took the stairs two at a time.

I went to my room, ran the tap in the bathroom, splashed water on my face, drank a glass, and went back down.

Kira flicked her eyes up as I slid into my chair. She held them on mine for about one and a half seconds, and then she went back to her screen, and my ears were hot enough to boil water in.

Bri tipped her head at me across the row and winked.

Nadia, between us, said into her mic without breaking stride: "Chat, we are extremely back."

Saturday morning. Quarterfinals. Convention center again, same venue, larger crowd. Onyx Reign had lit up the other half of the bracket yesterday - a solid, disciplined fourth seed with an underrated ADC and a mid that didn't tilt. Kira had been in their VODs since Tuesday.

Backstage, green room. Thirty minutes to stage call.

Kira was in the corner with her tablet, opponent-review mode, stylus in one hand. Her hair was slicked back so tight it pulled the skin at her temples. I'd never seen her wear it like that. It looked like a weapon.

Bri was on the couch with her editing software pulled up and three monster cans lined up already. Tessa was at the snack table in her jersey peeling the label off a bottle of water with her thumb. Nadia was on the floor doing butterfly stretches, breathing deep.

I was in a chair by the wall trying to remember how to not think about Bri in the hallway.

It was not going well.

I'd made the mistake, half an hour ago, of opening Twitter. Reaper's most recent post was a photo of him in the audience seat he'd been reserved for that afternoon. Caption: scouting. Three words. Smirking in the picture, same as ever. Black-and-crimson hoodie.

I'd put the phone down and it hadn't helped.

I'd kept thinking about Bri's hips in my lap. Kira's temple on my shoulder. Tessa saying you mean that. All of it in layers, all of it live.

I was hard and had been for seven or eight minutes and I was wearing team joggers with a fabric that did not hide anything and we had stage cameras in twenty-five minutes that were going to do close-ups of our laps under the desk.

Nadia caught it first.

She came out of her butterfly stretch, rolled to her feet, walked across the room, and squatted down in front of my chair. She took one look at my lap.

"Oh, sweetheart."

My whole face went red.

"Nadia - "

"Hush." She tipped her head to the side. "Tessa."

Tessa glanced over. "What."

Nadia made a tiny gesture with her chin. Tessa crossed the room. Took in the situation. Her mouth opened once, then curved into the biggest grin I'd seen on her face in four days.

"Drew."

"Stop."

"Drew. It's fine." Her grin went filthy. "We got you."

She walked to the green room door and turned the thumb-latch. I heard the click. Bri's eyes didn't leave her timeline, but her thumb paused on the scrub bar for a beat, tracked the whole room in one flick of her peripheral vision, and she shot me a thumbs-up without ever changing what her face was doing.

Kira, in her corner, did not glance over. Her stylus paused for half a second on the tablet. The tips of her ears - just visible below her slicked hair - went pink. Then her stylus started again.

Nadia undid my drawstring. Tessa peeled me out of the joggers. They knelt side by side. Bri, on the couch, continued editing with a hand-held-high do not disturb energy.

"Fast," Tessa said.

"Fast and nice," Nadia said.

Tessa took me first. Sharp and dirty and fast, hand on my thigh, eye contact up under her lashes. No buildup. Straight to the work. Her tongue did something to the underside of me that made my hips jerk up off the chair, and Nadia laughed - that low surprised laugh - and took over from Tessa mid-stroke without missing a beat.

Nadia was the opposite. Deep and unhurried. Both hands on my thighs. She took her time - as much time as a six-minute window allowed - and let me feel every inch of her mouth working me. She pulled off once to breathe and kissed the head. "You good, love?"

"Uh."

"Good."

She went back down.

Then they were trading me. One, two, one, two. Tessa sharp, Nadia slow. I forgot how to breathe. My hands locked on the sides of the chair and I was already on the edge - one more pass from either of them and I was going to be done. Between passes their foreheads would touch and I could feel Nadia watching Tessa more than she was watching me.

About three minutes in Nadia reached across and cupped Tessa's jaw.

Tessa had me in her mouth. Nadia turned Tessa's head gently, guided her off me, and leaned in and kissed her over my cock - their lips brushing the head of me between theirs, their tongues meeting a quarter-inch above my skin. Slow. Open-mouthed. Unhurried.

I made a sound that was not a word. My hands went white-knuckled on the chair and if they had gone another second I would have come right there on both of their mouths without warning.

Nadia pulled back a few inches, still holding Tessa's jaw. Quiet, just to Tessa, almost not to me:

"You are so fucking good at this."

Tessa's eyes went wet.

She blinked once. Covered it with a hard grin and went right back down on me. But her rhythm - which had been sharp, almost performative - went soft. Her hands settled on my thighs and she slowed, took me deeper than she ever had, and Nadia murmured from two inches above my hip:

"She's been carrying a lot this week."

"Yeah."

"Hold on, love."

I held on.

Tessa took me all the way into her throat. Held. Nadia's hand came down and cupped my balls, warm and careful, and she said, "Now," and that was all she needed to say. I came in Tessa's throat and Tessa drank it, one long steady pull, hand flat on my thigh to hold me to the chair. Nadia's hand on me all the way through.

When Tessa pulled off she wiped the corner of her mouth with her thumb. Nadia leaned in and wiped the other corner with her own thumb. Kissed Tessa's temple. Kissed my forehead.

"Go win."

The whole thing had taken six minutes.

I tucked back into the joggers with unsteady hands. Tessa stood up, stretched, popped her neck, looking three years younger than she had five minutes ago. Nadia straightened her jersey. Bri, on the couch, had somehow clipped seventeen more seconds of footage in the time we'd been occupied.

Kira's stylus had not stopped.

On the walk down the corridor from green room to stage, ten minutes later, she fell into step beside me. Purposeful. Didn't turn her face.

"I know what happens in that room. I know it's not just Bri."

I kept quiet.

"I'm not a fool, Drew. I know what this house is. I know what I signed up to captain. I'm not asking anyone to pretend otherwise." Eyes straight ahead. "I just want the first time we go to bed together to be a full first - door shut, no stage, no corridor, no win high. The first time I choose it, cold, eyes open, because I decided to. Does that make sense?"

"Yeah."

"Good."

Her shoulder bumped mine once and she lengthened her stride and pushed through the stage door first.

Bri, a step behind me, bumped her shoulder into my arm without raising her eyes from her phone.

Quarterfinal. Best-of-three. Pixelvixen versus Onyx Reign.

Game one we took clean. Twenty-nine minutes. My lane was solid, Tessa ran circles around their carry, Kira's shot-call was crisper than I'd ever heard it. Drew, ward pixel. Drew, hold. Tessa, bait, bait, bait, collapse. The crowd was ours.

Game two we lost. Honest loss. Onyx's mid out-pathed us twice, they snowballed bot lane, we surrendered at twenty-four.

Game three was mine.

I don't remember every play, but I remember the decider mid-fight at twenty-six minutes, when their mid came out of fog and I had his rotation read three seconds ahead of everyone on the map. I flashed over him, cancelled onto their jungle, ulted through both of them, walked out to heal, and finished the teamfight on the side of our ADC. Nadia peeled. Bri cleaned up. Tessa got the ace.

We typed gg. The crowd was loud. Reaper was third row, arms crossed, not clapping. He stood when we queued out and walked for the exit before the handshake line formed.

Post-match press. A bracket-coverage reporter asked Kira about Reaper's thread - tipped off, asked it twice, trying for a quote.

Kira gave it to her. Camera-ready. Voice mild.

"Caleb's analysis is strong. His conclusions are weak. We'll see him in the finals."

She turned and walked. Bri had the clip cut in the locker room before we left the building - ten seconds, posted before we hit the van. Two million views by morning.

Back at the house the celebration was loud at first - Tessa cracking beers, Bri dancing on the coffee table with her laptop - and then it wasn't. By one AM everyone had drifted. Tessa was passed out on the couch under a throw blanket. Bri was in her room scrolling analytics. Nadia had gone up to shower and not come back down.

I went to the kitchen for water.

Kira was there.

She was in sweatpants and a black tank top. Hair down, straight and dark and purple-streaked under the low glow of the under-cabinet lights. She leaned on the island with a water glass already in her hand.

She watched me come in.

"Semis next week."

"Yeah."

She took a sip. Set the glass down. Her eyes held mine across the island.

"I want you to know."

"Yeah?"

"I'm counting."

She walked past me out of the kitchen. Her shoulder brushed mine - a half-inch of contact, deliberate - and her hair smelled clean and sharp, green tea and something like mint. Her bare feet went soft up the stairs.

I put my palms flat on the island. I thought about her on the floor of her room four nights ago, temple on my shoulder, pinky on the back of my hand. Nadia's voice in my head: the ground will be solid.

I drank my water. I turned off the kitchen light.

I went upstairs, lay down under the cool electric buzz of the sign above my bed, and stared at the ceiling and smiled like I had any idea what I was doing.


⚜




Chapter 5: Semifinal

⚜

Semis week was the strangest week of my life and also the easiest.

Strange because Reaper had gone quiet. He'd been silent from Tuesday through Wednesday - two full days with nothing from his account at all. Then Nexus had won their semi on Friday and slotted into the final before we'd even loaded into our own match, and he'd posted a single photo afterwards - the bracket board with his team's logo on the right half and a blank slot still open on the left - and then nothing again. No thread. No subtweets. No captions. Bri checked every hour on the hour and every hour came up dry.

"He's scared," she said Friday night, lid of her laptop half-closed, tone too bright.

"He's scouting," Tessa said.

"Same thing."

"Not the same thing."

Easiest because Kira was different.

She'd stopped bracing. That was the shortest way to say it. Film review went faster. Her calls on comms went shorter. When she looked at me across the streaming room she didn't file her expression away afterwards - she let it land and let me see it land. Tuesday, she fixed a loose cable at my desk and left her hand on my shoulder for about three seconds on her way past. Thursday, during a scrim I lost tilt on, she said Drew, breathe into my ear on comms instead of into the team channel, and my hands settled.

I was playing the best ball of my life, and she was the reason, and I wasn't sure she knew how much of it was her.

Saturday morning we drove to the venue at ten. Kira drove. Tessa shotgun. Me, Bri, Nadia in the back. Bri had her phone on silent but her hand wouldn't stop fidgeting on her thigh, and halfway there Nadia reached over and laced her fingers through Bri's and held them until we parked.

The crowd was the biggest yet. Same venue, same convention center, but the main hall had been opened up for the semifinal weekend and the seats ran back further than I'd seen them. The noise hit you when the doors opened like stepping into a different weather system.

Reaper was in the front row. Third seat from the aisle. Black-and-crimson hoodie, same as ever, arms crossed, phone in his lap. I clocked him on the walk from greenroom to stage and my stomach did not flip the way it would have two weeks ago. He was sitting there. He could sit there. He wasn't in my game.

Kira's hand landed on my shoulder before we came through the stage door. Not a squeeze. Not a signal. Just her palm, flat, resting for a count of two. I could feel the calluses on the first joints of her fingers.

"Play your game," she said.

"Okay."

She stepped through first.

Best-of-five against the region's third seed. A team called Apex Vector - a quiet, clean outfit run by a shotcaller who'd been doing it for eight years. The kind of team that didn't lose because of mistakes. You had to take it from them.

Game one we took clean.

Kira's draft won the lane phase in the loading screen. Tessa shoved jungle priority inside the first five minutes. I hit every CS window I was supposed to hit, and when their support tried to punish me at nine I flashed a spell she didn't know I'd learned and walked out with the kill. Nadia peeled at fourteen. Bri flanked at twenty. We closed in twenty-eight.

Game two they took back.

They drafted around their mid and their shotcaller snapped a rotation we didn't see. Apex Vector didn't need five good games. They needed one, and they made game two their one. We surrendered at thirty-one after losing a baron fight we had no business losing. I could hear Kira's breath tighten over comms and then flatten out again. "Reset," she said. "Draft's mine."

Game three was a war.

Thirty-eight minutes. Four objective trades in the first twelve minutes alone. My lane was even and then I was behind and then I was even again. At twenty-four we lost a team fight in the river that put their carry two items ahead. Tessa died trying to dive their backline at twenty-seven. Nadia went down to a smoke flank at twenty-nine. We were three to a side on defense with one team fight left in the game.

Kira said, in my ear, calm: "Drew, jungle. Their adc and mid are going to rotate. Wait for the flash."

I went. I saw them coming. I waited. Their mid burned flash over the wall and I was half a second late on mine - mine had been up for a minute and I'd been hoarding - and I flashed into them, not away, and they did not see that coming. I ulted on top of their rotation. I got the ADC. I got the mid. Their jungle ran. Bri flashed in over the far wall and cleaned her. Tessa respawned and picked up the shotcaller on his way back to lane.

Three kills. We had the map.

I don't remember the next four minutes of the game. I remember the crowd noise going up in layers, each objective another layer, and I remember Nadia saying clean, baby, clean in my headset as I last-hit the nexus. We were up 2-1.

Game four they took. No clean story. They drafted around their win condition and played a better early game and snowballed a fight at eighteen we couldn't unsnowball. Surrender at twenty-two. Fastest loss of the series.

Game five was Kira's.

She drafted a contested comp and locked in a support pick on herself that I hadn't seen her play on stage in two tournaments. It was her special. Her room-of-requirement pick. She called a contested Baron at thirty-two - contested, meaning she knew they'd contest, meaning she wanted the fight - and she baited their engage with Tessa and let Bri flash in on the off-beat from fog and break their formation at the exact moment they committed. Tessa cleaned up. I finished the nexus.

The venue erupted.

I remember taking my headset off and the sound hitting me like I'd surfaced from underwater. I remember Nadia turning in her chair and Bri was already out of hers, already hugging her, and Tessa had her hands over her head like she'd scored a goal. Tessa who'd played the cleanest individual series of her life - nine kills across five games, zero tilt after game four, the specific proof a person builds against a specific wound. Content creators playing dress-up. She'd earned this one at the server, not the camera, and I could see on her face that she knew it. Kira was the last to stand. She took her headset off, set it square on the desk, looked up at the screen for two seconds - 3-2, final, our side lit green - and then she looked over and met my eyes.

She smiled.

Not the stage smile. Not the captain-after-a-win smile. Something closer to the half-expression she'd almost let through in the kitchen my first night in the house, except this time she let it all the way out.

Reaper was gone by the time I looked for him. His seat was empty. His jacket was still on the armrest, but he wasn't in it. Someone in the stands had filmed his exit on a phone and it was viral before we were offstage - the tall lean silhouette of him getting up in the middle of the cheers and walking out, head down, shoulders up, jaw tight.

Bri had the clip pinned to her channel from the van. By morning it had a million plays and the caption counting down what?

Off stage, the corridor behind the green room ran past the stage-left staff access and turned hard left toward the loading dock. Nothing and nobody back there. Just cabling racks and a fire alarm panel and the faint thump of the venue sound through a wall.

We were halfway to the green room, post-hug pile, when Kira's hand closed around my wrist.

She didn't say anything. Tessa clocked it over her shoulder, gave me a grin that could have been a dare or a blessing, and kept walking with Nadia. Bri was already on her phone. The three of them rounded the corner without looking back.

Kira pulled me left. Two steps down the side hall, behind a rack of coiled Ethernet and a case of gaffer tape, out of any camera's sight line.

She kissed me.

Both hands in my hair. Tongue in my mouth without prelude. She pushed me one step back against the wall with the flat of her hand, and the second her body was against mine her other hand dropped and found me through the fabric of my team joggers.

I heard her moan.

Open-mouthed, right into my mouth, like she'd been holding the sound in for a month and a half and her body had finally decided it was the moan's turn. Her hand pressed flat. The heel of her palm rocked against me once, twice, and I went hard in under ten seconds and she gasped like she hadn't actually expected that to happen that fast.

"Oh my god."

"Kira - "

"Shhh."

She pressed her forehead against mine. Eyes closed. Her hand stayed on me. Her fingers flexed around the shape of me through the joggers and she made a second sound - lower, rougher, cornered-animal - and I felt her hips bump forward once without her meaning to.

"I can feel it," she whispered. "Jesus, Drew. I can feel it."

Her mouth dropped against my jaw. Her breath was shaking. Her hand squeezed - careful, like she was testing weight, like she had been thinking about the specific dimensions of me for a very long time - and then she made herself lift her palm off me and press it flat on the wall beside my head.

"Okay," she said. To herself. "Okay."

She breathed.

"At finals," she said into my neck. "Win or lose. I'm done making you wait past finals. But I'm not doing this in a corridor, Drew. I want it on a bed. I want the door shut. I want it on my terms."

"Okay."

"I'm sorry I just - "

"Don't be."

She laughed, broken, against my skin. Her other hand, the one that had been in my hair, came down and flattened against my chest. She kissed me once more - softer, unhurried, a real kiss, no one grabbing anything - and she held that kiss for four seconds before she stepped back.

She smoothed her ponytail. She pulled her jersey down where it had ridden up. She took one long breath in and let it out through her nose.

When she walked back out into the corridor she did not look any different than any other captain who had just won a semifinal. I watched her round the corner toward the green room, and I stood in that side hall with my hands flat on the wall behind me and tried to remember how breathing worked for about thirty seconds.

When I came out Bri was waiting at the corner, casual as anything, thumb scrolling her phone. She didn't look up.

"Good semis," she said.

"Yeah."

"We ordering from the Thai place or the pizza place."

"Pizza," I said.

"Pizza it is."

She slid her arm through mine and walked me back to the others like nothing had happened, which was exactly what I needed.

The house that night was loud and bright and sloppy in the best way. Tessa had a playlist going in the kitchen. Nadia was on the couch with her legs across Bri's lap, eating cold pizza from the box. Kira was on the arm of the same couch - not the middle, not tucked away - close enough that her knee kept brushing my shoulder every time she leaned forward to listen to Bri narrate her new edit. She drank one beer. She did not drink two. She laughed at Nadia's Reaper impression without hiding it.

Around eleven she kissed the top of my head on her way to the stairs. Nothing dramatic. Her hand rested briefly against the back of my neck as she went past. She did not linger.

Her door clicked shut up there a minute later.

Tessa watched her go. Then Tessa looked at Nadia. Then Tessa looked at Bri. Then Tessa looked at me, and she grinned like somebody had just handed her a microphone.

"Master bedroom," she said. "Midnight. Don't be late."

I was not late.

Tessa's room was the biggest bedroom in the house and she had redecorated since I'd moved in. Fairy lights around the bed frame. String lights on the curtain rod. A floor-length mirror on the back of the door. And the new one - a large mirror fixed to the ceiling above the bed, angled, the kind that was definitely sold for a specific purpose and that she'd definitely had Bri help her hang last week while I was out on a solo run.

"Content that will never see a stream," Bri had said when I'd asked about it earlier. I had not asked what they used it for. I had a theory.

The three of them were already on the bed when I came in. Not waiting for me - doing. Nadia was sitting against the headboard in a slip that wasn't meant to stay on. Bri was kneeling between her legs in panties and a cropped tee, kissing the inside of Nadia's thigh. Tessa was standing next to the bed in a robe she hadn't bothered to tie, her hair loose, her bare feet planted wide.

Tessa turned when I came in. Pointed at the bed.

"Middle," she said. "Clothes stay on."

"Seriously?"

"Seriously."

I climbed onto the bed and sat cross-legged in the middle of it and the three of them arranged me - Tessa propping a pillow behind my back, Nadia smoothing my hair, Bri grinning at me upside down from Nadia's knee - and then Tessa climbed off the bed, stood at the foot of it, and looked at me like I was the audience.

"You don't get to touch," she said. "Not yet. You watch. You say please when you're ready."

I opened my mouth.

"You're not ready."

I closed my mouth.

Nadia laughed.

What followed was ten minutes of the most deliberate performance the three of them had ever put on in front of me.

Tessa reached out and took the hem of Nadia's slip and peeled it up her body, inch by inch, and Nadia lifted her hips to let her. Bri caught the slip as it came off and dropped it on the floor behind her without looking. Tessa bent down and kissed Nadia - open-mouthed, unhurried, one hand on Nadia's throat, the other pulling Bri's hair loose from its tie - and Nadia made a low pleased sound that I felt in my sternum.

Bri peeled her own cropped tee off over her head and Nadia's hands were on her small chest before she'd finished pulling it clear. Tessa tugged Bri's panties down and Bri stepped out of them without breaking kiss from Nadia. Tessa's robe slid off her shoulders. All three of them on the bed now - Nadia, Tessa, Bri - and their hands were everywhere, and their mouths kept finding each other in different pairings, and every time I shifted my weight or made a sound or looked like I might say something one of them would look over at me and smile and then go right back to it.

Nadia's mouth on Bri's nipple. Bri's fingers in Tessa's hair. Tessa's hand between Nadia's legs. Their breath going faster. Bri's back arching off the sheets. Nadia moaning, unembarrassed, into Tessa's mouth.

I was fully clothed and painfully hard and I had never wanted three people this much in my life.

"Please."

Tessa's head came up from Bri's throat. She grinned.

"Sorry?"

"Please."

"That wasn't so hard."

Nadia sat up on her knees. Bri crawled across the mattress. Tessa kept one hand between Bri's legs on the way past, drawing a sound out of her that made her drop her forehead against my knee. Their hands were on my clothes - Nadia on my shirt, Bri on my joggers, Tessa on my waistband - and I was naked in about twenty seconds, shirt tossed somewhere, joggers kicked off the end of the bed, boxers gone. Tessa pushed me flat onto my back against the pillows.

Their mouths went to work.

Nadia took me first. Full lips, full breath, taking me all the way down in one unhurried motion while Tessa watched and Bri traced her tongue along the underside from the base. Tessa took over next - dirty, fast, spit everywhere, grinning around me. Bri finished the rotation - deep and greedy, both hands braced on my thighs, her pink-tipped hair a curtain against my hipbone.

They passed me back and forth. One, two, three. Their mouths brushed each other every switch. At some point Nadia pulled off and kissed Tessa directly over me - lips and tongues a quarter-inch above my skin, the warmth of it hitting me harder than the mouths had - and I put both hands behind my head to stop myself grabbing at anybody's hair.

About three minutes in Tessa came up for air with her hair a mess and her chin wet.

"What do you want, baby?"

She was asking me.

I blinked at her. She raised one eyebrow.

"Come on. Use your words."

"You," I said. "Up here. On my face."

Her grin split her whole face.

"There he is."

She swung a leg over my head without another word, hands planted flat on the wall above the headboard for balance, and lowered herself onto my mouth. I was looking up the long line of her stomach, her blonde waves falling forward around her face, and below her in the ceiling mirror I could see Bri and Nadia going back to work on me - Nadia's mouth around the head of me, Bri's tongue tracing lower. The mirror made it worse. I was watching three women have me from two angles.

Tessa rolled her hips. I licked her the way she liked. Her thighs tightened on either side of my ears and I heard her curse, once, sharp.

The next hour broke into pieces.

Tessa moved first. She slid off my face and climbed off the bed and hooked a finger under my chin. "Up. Floor. Edge of the bed."

I followed her. She bent over the mattress - palms flat, feet on the carpet, ass in the air - and I stepped in behind her and pushed into her in one smooth stroke that made her forehead drop onto the sheets and a shaking oh come out of her. Nadia slid under Tessa in an instant, her dark head between Tessa's thighs, her tongue working Tessa's clit every time I thrust. Bri knelt up on the mattress in front of Tessa's face, cupped her own small breasts, and fed one nipple into Tessa's open mouth. Tessa hummed around it. Tessa's whole body jerked under me every time Nadia's tongue hit right, and every jerk milked me a little harder.

Nadia said something muffled into Tessa's cunt and all three of them laughed.

Position change was Bri. "Switch, switch, I need his mouth before he blows."

Nadia slid out. Tessa straightened up, kissed me over her shoulder, panting, and tagged Nadia on the thigh on her way past. Nadia climbed onto me where I lay back against the pillows, slotted me inside her with a soft pleased sound, and started to ride - easy rolls of her hips, hands braced on my chest.

Bri climbed onto my face. Facing Nadia. She lowered herself onto my mouth and I tasted her and she grabbed a fistful of Nadia's twist-out to steady herself and the two of them kissed directly above me while I licked her and Nadia rode me. I could see it in the ceiling mirror. Bri's freckled back. Nadia's hips going. Tessa, behind Bri now, running her palms up Bri's sides, reaching around to work Bri's clit with two fingers while Bri ground down on my tongue.

Tessa high-fived Nadia over Bri's shoulder.

I heard it. I felt Bri laugh against my mouth. Nadia's rhythm went stuttery for a second and came back.

Bri came first. A long broken gasp into Nadia's mouth, thighs clamping, Tessa's fingers still working her through it. Tessa eased her off my face and down onto the sheets.

Then Nadia said, "Come here," and pulled me.

I rolled off my back. Nadia rolled onto her side. I came in behind her, lifted her top thigh, and pushed back into her - her body warm against my chest, my hand flat on her breast, my mouth on the back of her neck.

Tessa came to lie face-to-face with Nadia. Inches between their mouths. Tessa kissed Nadia filthy - tongues, teeth, a long wet smile - and Nadia kissed her back with her whole body, one hand buried in Tessa's hair, moaning into her mouth as I moved inside her.

From the far side of Tessa, Bri straddled Tessa's face - facing Nadia - and leaned all the way forward and kissed Nadia over Tessa's head. Tessa's mouth was already working. Bri rode her gently, palms on the headboard, head bent to find Nadia's lips past Tessa's blonde hair.

Four bodies in a row.

Me to Nadia. Nadia to Tessa. Tessa to Bri. Each of us giving and each of us getting. I felt Nadia moan between Tessa's mouth and mine. I felt Bri moan into Nadia over Tessa. Tessa was making a sound against Bri's cunt that I had never heard another person make. In the ceiling mirror I could see all four of us laid out - Nadia's leg hooked over mine, Tessa's hand fisted in Bri's hair, Bri's back arched up against the pillows, my palm flat on Nadia's chest feeling her heart go.

Nadia's eyes went wet. She turned her face up to Bri's and said, breathing hard, I can't - I can't - it's too much - and Bri kissed her through it - mouth pressed to mouth, tongues meeting - and Tessa moaned against Bri's cunt at the sound of it, and Nadia came in my hand while she was still kissing Bri, open-mouthed and shaking into it. Her whole body pulled tight against mine. I held on. I did not come. I was not finished with tonight.

We broke apart. Panting. Laughing a little.

Tessa rolled onto her stomach and reached back and smacked her own ass.

"Me."

I got behind her. She went face-down, arms under her pillow, hips up, and I pushed into her and she made a long low sound that was half a hum and half a growl. Nadia and Bri crawled up either side of her, kissed each other across her lower back, hands roaming - Nadia's palm flat between Tessa's shoulder blades, Bri's fingers pushing Tessa's hair off her face so she could breathe. They made out over Tessa's back like she was an altar. Tessa, under me, was saying fuck, fuck, fuck, muffled into the pillow, her ass up, taking me as deep as the angle would let her.

I had pulled halfway out of Tessa when Bri sat up on her knees.

"Okay," Bri said. "My turn. I want all of them. I want to be full everywhere."

Tessa rolled over onto her back, spent, grinning up at the mirror. "I got you, baby."

Bri on her back in the middle of the bed. Knees up. Pink-tipped hair fanned out on the pillow. She held one hand up to Nadia and Nadia took it and climbed up beside her and gave Bri two fingers to suck. I knelt between Bri's thighs and pushed inside her slow - she was soaking wet and she exhaled something that was a word and turned into a moan.

Tessa knelt to the side. Worked a little lube from the nightstand onto her fingers - I had not seen her get it, but she had it - and slid the tip of one finger into Bri's ass.

Bri's back came off the mattress.

"Yes - "

Tessa went in slow. Careful. One finger, then two, her other hand flat on Bri's lower belly to steady her. Her eyes on her own work. She had done this before. She had done this for Bri before, maybe in my head I realized that, maybe I had seen it happen before in the way she touched Bri. She wasn't rushing. She was methodical.

Nadia fed Bri fingers to suck. Bri whined around them. Nadia leaned down and kissed one pale pink nipple, then her forehead, murmuring praise low enough that I couldn't quite hear it.

Three fingers.

Bri was whining, wet-eyed, cheeks flushed, every muscle in her shaking. I was fucking a pussy that was being stretched against me from another direction and the whole thing was going to destroy me.

"Careful, big guy," Nadia said, grinning down at me.

"I'm - "

Tessa pulled her fingers out of Bri in one careful motion. Bri whimpered at the empty feeling. Tessa held her fingers up - spread them - and I looked down and saw Bri. Saw the deliberate, held-open, trained-looking gape of her. A couple of inches from my cock. Tessa slid her fingers back in, just as slowly, and looked up at me with her eyes dancing.

"Have you ever done this?"

My mouth went dry.

"No."

"Would you want to?"

"Yes."

Bri came up onto her elbows. Pussy still stretched around me. Ass still held open by Tessa. She grinned at me - wrecked, proud, lit up - and she said:

"Later. Not tonight. Tonight you watch. I want you to want it so fucking badly that when I let you have it you lose your mind."

That finished me.

The look on her face, the gape, Tessa's fingers sliding back in, Nadia's thumb brushing Bri's temple - it was too much and it was sudden and I didn't have time to pull out. I came deep inside her. The sound I made wasn't a word. My hips pushed forward of their own accord and I felt myself go and I heard Bri gasp and then laugh - a wheezing, delighted laugh - and Tessa's eyes went huge.

"Did he just - from that?"

"From that," Nadia said, already moving.

She pushed my hip back gently. I came out of Bri and Nadia was there - she bent between Bri's legs and licked what I'd left deep out of her, and then Nadia crawled up Bri's body and kissed her filthy on the mouth. Bri moaned into the kiss. Tessa swung one leg over Bri's chest, facing Nadia, and Bri tipped her head back to lap at Tessa from below. Nadia and Tessa kissed over Bri's chest while Bri worked Tessa with her mouth and Nadia worked two fingers between her own legs, and the three of them finished like that - Bri underneath, Tessa above her, Nadia riding her own hand while Tessa kissed her - while I sat back on my heels, chest heaving, and watched.

When Tessa came down she was breathless and laughing. She rolled off Bri and tipped her head back at me.

"That was the preview," she said. "The real thing is a finals night. We'll earn it."

"Okay."

"Good boy."

Afterwards, the four of us in Tessa's bed. Bri was tucked under my arm with her face in the side of my neck, smelling like three different perfumes layered. Nadia was on her side, plaiting a section of Tessa's hair with lazy fingers. Tessa was on her back staring up at the mirror, grinning at her own reflection like she'd won a trophy.

"We hung it for me," she said, to no one. "The mirror. I hung it for me."

"We know, baby," Nadia said.

I drifted. I came back. I drifted. My head kept doing the same two things on a loop - finals, Kira, finals, Kira - and eventually I made myself sit up.

"I should - "

"Go," Tessa said, eyes on the mirror. "We know where you sleep."

Bri grumbled something into the pillow and rolled into the warm spot Nadia made for her. Nadia caught my hand as I got off the bed, squeezed once, and let go.

I pulled sweats on in the hall.

My door was cracked open.

I'd left it shut. I remembered shutting it on the way out.

My bedside lamp was on - the small one, not the overhead. A pool of warm light on the pillow. PLAYER 5 was off above the headboard because I'd finally found the switch for it. The room was quieter than it had been any night in the house.

Kira was in my bed.

Fully clothed. Her tournament tee. Her grey sweatpants. Her hair loose, black and streaked purple across my pillow, longer than I thought it was with it down. She was under the covers up to her waist. Her eyes were open. A book was face-down on her chest.

She looked at me.

I stopped in the doorway.

"I'm not staying for that," she said. Her voice was careful. Low. Nothing shy about it - it was the voice she used on comms when she meant what she said. "I told you not tonight. I meant it."

"Okay."

"I just - didn't want to sleep alone. After today." She shifted back against the wall and made a space for me. "If it's too much, I'll go."

"It's not too much."

I closed the door.

I didn't brush my teeth. I pulled clean boxers and a clean shirt off the dresser on the way past, stepped out of the sweats, changed, tugged the shirt over my head, and slid under the covers. She shifted against me and I felt her settle - arm across my chest, leg slid between mine, her head coming to rest in the hollow of my shoulder like she'd measured for it.

For a while we didn't say anything.

Her breathing went long. Mine went longer.

"This is the first time I've slept in someone's bed."

She said it into the dark like she wasn't sure I was awake to hear it.

I didn't answer. I pulled the covers up higher over her shoulder. She made a sound like a cat settling. Her fingers found the front of my shirt and curled in a slack grip and stayed there.

I thought about the corridor. I thought about the semis. I thought about her palm flat against the back of my neck on the couch. I thought about finals.

I thought: holy fuck.

Her hair smelled like green tea.

In the morning I woke up and she was still there. Hand on my sternum. Hair across my pillow. The first light was coming in grey at the window and she was still under the covers with me, and it was not a promise and it was not a preview. It was already here.

I lay very still and let it be here.


⚜

Thank You for Reading!

⚜
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Thank you for your support. It truly makes all the late-night writing sessions worth it!
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