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Opening Monologue

"That was not pass interference," I said into the mic, leaning forward like the ref could hear me through time and a podcast recording. "That was a man running a route and another man existing in the same zip code. If breathing near a receiver is a penalty now, just put them in separate stadiums and let them play via satellite."

Behind his laptop, Kai didn't look up. His fingers kept moving across the keyboard, but I caught the corner of his mouth twitch. That was the thing about Kai—his face was a fortress, but the cracks were everything.

"Drew." His voice came through my headphones, dry and flat, the way it always did when he was about to ruin me with facts. "The defender made contact at the five-yard line. The receiver's route broke at the seven. He was physically rerouted two yards off his line."

"He was gently redirected."

"He was shoved."

"It was a love tap."

"It was seventeen pounds of lateral force. I did the math."

"You always do the math," I said, grinning at him across the desk. "That's why nobody invites you to parties."

"You invite me to parties."

"Yeah, and you stand in the corner calculating the alcohol-to-mixer ratios in everyone's drinks."

"Someone has to. You had four rum and Cokes at Marcus's birthday and every single one of them was eighty percent rum. You couldn't find your shoes."

"I found them eventually."

"They were on your hands."

The live chat was scrolling fast—too fast to read, but I caught fragments. Laughing emojis. Heart eyes. Someone who just typed "MARRIED" in all caps. The usual.

I loved this part. The back-and-forth, the rhythm we had, the way Kai fed me the setup and I spiked it over the net. Three years of doing this show and it still felt like the best part of my week. Maybe the best part of my life, if I was being honest, which I tried not to be about things that mattered.

We'd been recording for almost an hour. The episode was solid—Week 14 recap, playoff picture breakdown, a segment where I ranked every NFL quarterback's walk-up energy on a scale of one to "guy who definitely has a cologne named after himself." Kai had stats for all of it. Kai always had stats for all of it.

"All right," I said, settling back in my chair and stretching my arms overhead. My shoulder popped, the left one, the one that still remembered what it felt like to reach for a pass I'd never catch again. "That's the show, folks. Thanks for hanging out with us on another episode of Hot Takes and Housemates. I'm Drew Callahan—"

"And I'm the one who actually researches things."

"—and that's Kai Morrow, my producer, my roommate, my better half—"

"Don't."

"—the statistical backbone of everything you just heard—"

"Seriously, stop."

"—the wind beneath my wings, the cream in my coffee, the—"

"I'm ending the stream."

"—love of my—"

The recording light went dark. Kai had cut the feed, same as he did every week when I pushed the sign-off bit too far. I pulled my headphones off and dropped them around my neck, laughing.

"One of these days I'm going to finish that sentence."

"One of these days I'm going to unplug your mic before the episode starts."

He was already in post-production mode, clicking through the recording software, marking timestamps for edits. His glasses reflected the screen in pale blue rectangles. He'd pushed his sleeves up at some point during the recording—he always did, Kai ran cold but his forearms ran warm or something—and I could see the lean muscles in his arms shift as he typed.

I looked away. No reason. Just did.

Our "studio" was the living room of our two-bedroom apartment, which meant the line between work and home was a ring light and a prayer. Two decent mics on boom arms, Kai's editing laptop, my chair (a gaming chair I'd won in a Twitter giveaway that Kai hated with a passion he usually reserved for bad sample sizes), and a backdrop of sports memorabilia that looked curated but was actually just the stuff we hadn't gotten around to organizing.

The rest of the apartment bled into it—kitchen counter visible if the camera swung too far left, the hallway to our bedrooms if it went right. A couch older than our friendship pushed against the far wall, saggy in the middle from three years of us sitting too close together during games. Shared fridge covered in takeout magnets and a whiteboard where Kai tracked episode ideas in handwriting so precise it looked printed.

Home. Studio. Same four walls. We lived in each other's pockets and somehow never got tired of it.

I grabbed my shirt from the back of my chair and almost put it on, then didn't. I'd stripped down to a tank top halfway through the episode because the ring light was a space heater and I was a person who ran hot under the best of circumstances. Kai had made exactly one comment about it—"Very professional"—and I'd flexed at the camera and gotten four hundred new followers in real time.

Worth it.

I wandered to the kitchen, grabbed two beers from the fridge, and brought one back to Kai without asking. He took it without looking, fingers still moving. I dropped onto the couch and sprawled, legs up on the coffee table, scrolling through my phone.

"Episode's going to be good," I said.

"Episode's going to need about forty minutes of editing because you went on a nine-minute tangent about how Tom Brady walks."

"It's a distinctive walk, Kai. The man walks like he's being followed by a camera crew at all times."

"He literally is."

"That's what makes it authentic."

Kai made a sound—not quite a laugh, not quite a sigh, somewhere in the territory of I'm-choosing-not-to-engage-but-I'm-amused. I lived for that sound. Spent whole episodes chasing it.

I scrolled through the post-episode comments on our Discord while the beer sweated cold against my thigh. The usual stuff—people debating our takes, tagging their friends, posting memes. Good engagement. Solid community.

And then the other stuff. The stuff that had been creeping up over the past few months, growing from a trickle to a steady current.

drew's arms in that tank top i am going to PASS AWAY

the way kai looks at drew when he's not paying attention... someone save me

these two are either fucking or committing the greatest act of performance art in podcast history

SOMEONE WRITE THE FANFIC I'M BEGGING

kai's voice when he corrects drew... that's a bedroom voice and we all know it

I snorted. "Hey, Kai."

"Mm."

"Someone on Discord says you have a bedroom voice."

"I don't."

"They say it's the way you correct me. They find it, and I quote, 'devastatingly authoritative.'"

"I correct you because you're frequently wrong."

"Yeah, but you do it in a hot way, apparently."

Kai's typing paused. Just for a second. Then it resumed. "The internet is unwell."

I kept scrolling. More comments. More thirst. A Twitter thread someone had made—a compilation of moments from our show where we touched casually, sat too close, finished each other's sentences. It had twelve thousand likes. The caption was: if you watch this and tell me they're "just friends" i will physically fight you.

I watched a few seconds of it. There I was, reaching across the desk to brush something off Kai's shoulder. There I was, laughing at something he said and grabbing his arm. There we were, both talking at the same time and then stopping, looking at each other, grinning.

We did look good together. The contrast—me big and loud, Kai lean and sharp. My easy sprawl, his precise stillness. It worked on camera. It worked off camera too, but I didn't think about that.

Much.

"The show's plateauing," Kai said from behind his laptop, and the shift in his tone pulled me back. Business voice. The voice that meant he'd been looking at numbers.

I sat up a little. "How bad?"

"Not bad. Just flat. We've been at fifteen thousand subscribers for three months. Downloads are steady but not growing. We're not losing people—we're just not gaining them."

"Okay." I took a sip of beer. "So what do we do?"

"I don't know yet. I'm looking at the data." He paused. "The engagement metrics are interesting, though."

"Interesting how?"

He was quiet for a moment—the kind of quiet that meant he was deciding how much to tell me. Kai always curated information like it was a limited resource. Gave you exactly what you needed, no more, no less. I'd learned to wait him out.

"I'll show you tomorrow," he said. "I need to run more numbers."

"You and your numbers."

"My numbers are the reason this show has sponsors."

"Your numbers and my face."

"Your face is a variable I haven't quantified yet."

I grinned at him across the room. He didn't look up, but the corner of his mouth twitched again. That micro-expression. That tiny fracture in the wall. I'd been collecting those twitches for three years, hoarding them like someone keeping score in a game only I knew I was playing.

I didn't think about why I kept score. That was a door I kept shut.

•  •  •
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The apartment at night had a specific quality I'd never figured out how to describe—not quiet, because it was never fully quiet. Kai's keyboard clicking in his room. The hum of the fridge. The neighbor upstairs who did what sounded like CrossFit at eleven p.m. But underneath all of that, a kind of settled warmth that only existed because two people had lived in the same small space long enough to leave their imprint on it.

Kai's hoodie draped over the back of the couch. My sneakers kicked off by the door. Two coffee mugs in the sink every morning—his black, mine more sugar than liquid. The bathroom counter divided into unspoken halves: his side neat, mine a disaster zone of products I'd bought and used once.

We'd been roommates since a year before the podcast started. Friends since college, though "friends" had always felt like a word that didn't quite cover it. Kai was the first person I'd met who made me feel like being smart was more impressive than being fast. He'd shown up to a watch party at my off-campus apartment junior year—dragged there by a mutual friend, clearly miserable, standing in the corner nursing a beer and looking like he'd rather be literally anywhere else.

I'd spent the entire second half of the game talking to him instead of watching it. He'd broken down the offensive coordinator's play-calling tendencies with the kind of passion most people reserved for religion or sex, and I'd sat there thinking, Where have you been?

He'd been right there, as it turned out. Right there the whole time. Just quiet about it.

I lay in bed staring at the ceiling, phone on my chest, listening to Kai type in the next room. It was almost one a.m. He'd be at it for another hour at least—editing, analyzing, optimizing. The guy never stopped. He'd left a stable, well-paying corporate analytics job to do this full-time because I'd asked him to, and sometimes that fact hit me in the middle of the night like a sucker punch.

What if the show fails and it's my fault he gave that up?

I shoved the thought down. Did what I always did—grabbed my phone and started scrolling through our socials instead. Comments, DMs, mentions. A lot of them were about me—my face, my body, my voice, the way I gestured when I got excited about a play. I'd be lying if I said I didn't like the attention. I was a retired almost-athlete; attention was the only game I had left.

But lately the comments I noticed weren't about me. They were about us.

drew and kai give "old married couple who still flirt" energy

the WAY drew looks at kai when kai's talking stats... sir that is not how you look at your roommate

kai is drew's impulse control and drew is kai's chaos agent and they NEED each other

when are you two just gonna fuck already lol

That last one again. Or a version of it—there were dozens. Hundreds, maybe, across platforms. A whole undercurrent in our audience that was convinced we were either secretly together or desperately needed to be.

I should've found it funny. I did find it funny. Mostly.

But sometimes—like right now, lying in the dark, listening to Kai's keyboard through the thin wall between our bedrooms—something about it landed different. Not funny. Not uncomfortable either. Just... heavy. Like a word I almost knew but couldn't quite pronounce.

Kai said "never" today. When I read out the comment about us fucking. He'd said it fast, too casual, like swatting a fly. Never. And I'd laughed because that was the expected response.

But lying here now, I could still feel the weird sting of it. Like touching a bruise you forgot you had.

Which was stupid. Kai was my best friend. My business partner. The person I trusted most in the world. The person who made everything I did better just by being in the room. Wanting more than that—wanting something I couldn't even name—would be the single dumbest play of my life, and I'd made some spectacularly dumb plays.

Third and long, senior year. Tried to make a hero catch in double coverage with a torn ACL I hadn't told the coaches about. The ball hit my hands and my knee hit the turf and my career hit the ground and stayed there.

I knew what it felt like to reach for something I shouldn't and lose everything.

The typing stopped. I heard Kai's chair push back, his door open, the soft pad of his bare feet in the hallway. Going to the bathroom. Then to the kitchen—water running, a glass filling. The familiar choreography of someone you knew so well you could map their movements by sound alone.

His footsteps paused outside my door. I held my breath without meaning to.

"You're still awake," he said through the door. Not a question. He could probably see the light from my phone under the gap.

"Can't sleep."

"Stop reading comments."

"I'm not reading comments."

"You're always reading comments at one a.m."

I smiled in the dark. "Night, Kai."

A beat of silence. I could picture him on the other side of the door—glasses off, hair messy from running his hands through it while he edited, oversized hoodie hanging off one shoulder. The soft, unguarded version of him that the audience never saw.

"Night, Drew."

His footsteps moved on. His door closed. Through the wall, the typing resumed—softer now, like he was trying not to disturb me.

I put my phone on the nightstand and rolled over. Pressed my face into the pillow and breathed and didn't think about the way "never" had sounded in his mouth. Didn't think about the way the chat lit up when I touched him. Didn't think about the compilation video—all those moments stitched together, us reaching for each other like gravity, over and over and over.

I fell asleep to the sound of him working. The same way I did most nights.

I'd think about what that meant some other time.
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Fan Service

The numbers didn't lie. That was the thing about data—it didn't have an agenda, didn't play favorites, didn't tell you what you wanted to hear. It just sat there, clean and indifferent, and dared you to look at what it meant.

I'd been looking for three hours.

It was nine in the morning and Drew was still asleep—he slept like a man with no anxieties, which I found both enviable and deeply suspicious—and I had spreadsheets open across three monitors. My main laptop, the editing desktop, and my tablet propped against the cereal box, all of them showing me the same story from different angles.

Hot Takes and Housemates was flatlined.

Not dying. Not bleeding subscribers or hemorrhaging downloads. Just... stalled. Fifteen thousand two hundred and fourteen subscribers, give or take the daily churn of people who found us and people who forgot. Downloads holding steady at around twenty-two thousand per episode. Decent ad revenue. Two mid-tier sponsors who paid enough to cover equipment and hosting but not enough for either of us to stop pretending this was a real career to our families.

Drew bartended three nights a week at a sports bar downtown. I did freelance data consulting for a marketing firm that didn't know my name and didn't care, as long as the deliverables showed up on time. Between those gigs and the podcast revenue, we covered rent. Barely. The dream—the actual, spoken-out-loud dream we'd mapped on that whiteboard in our first month—was fifty thousand subscribers. That was the threshold. Fifty thousand meant better sponsors, merch viability, potential live show bookings, maybe even a network deal. Fifty thousand meant this was a career, not a hobby we'd structured our entire lives around.

At our current growth rate, we'd hit fifty thousand in approximately never.

I rubbed my eyes under my glasses and pulled up the engagement analytics—the granular stuff, the per-segment breakdowns that told me not just how many people listened but which parts they rewound, which clips they shared, where they dropped off.

And that's where the story got interesting.

Our sports analysis segments—the actual substance of the show, the thing we were ostensibly doing—performed fine. Solid retention, moderate sharing, respectable completion rates. People liked our takes. They respected Kai Morrow's statistical rigor and Drew Callahan's colorful delivery. We were good at what we did.

But the segments that performed best—by a margin so wide it was almost embarrassing—were the ones where we stopped talking about sports and started talking about each other.

The banter segments. The personal stories. The moments where Drew said something ridiculous and I corrected him and he grabbed my arm or leaned into my space or gave me that grin, the one that crinkled the corners of his eyes and made my chest do something I'd spent three years refusing to diagnose.

I pulled up the clip-sharing data. The most-shared moments from our last twenty episodes, ranked:

Number one: Drew describing how I organized the refrigerator by food group and expiration date, calling me "the most beautiful psychopath I've ever lived with." Shared four thousand times.

Number two: Me telling the story of Drew trying to assemble IKEA furniture without instructions and ending up with a bookshelf that leaned seventeen degrees to the left. He'd said, "It has character," and I'd said, "It has a structural failure," and he'd laughed so hard he'd knocked his mic over. Shared three thousand six hundred times.

Number three: A moment I didn't even remember happening—Drew reaching over mid-sentence to straighten my glasses, his fingers brushing my temple, neither of us breaking stride in the conversation. Thirty-one seconds of footage. Shared three thousand two hundred times. Captioned by someone on Twitter: they don't even KNOW they're doing it.

I stared at that one for too long.

The audience didn't just like our sports content. They liked us. Specifically, they liked the dynamic between us—the friction, the familiarity, the way we orbited each other like binary stars, always in each other's gravity. And a growing, vocal subset of them liked it in a way that went beyond appreciation and into territory I'd been carefully, meticulously pretending didn't exist.

I opened a new browser tab and immediately regretted it.

The #Drai tag on Twitter—our ship name, which I had not asked for and did not endorse—had its own ecosystem. Fan accounts with thousands of followers. Edit compilations set to slow, moody music, cutting between Drew's smile and my blush and the way his hand always seemed to find my shoulder. Someone had made a "Drai moments" highlight reel with two hundred thousand views. A Tumblr blog called drewcallahansarms that was exactly what it sounded like.

And the thirst comments. God, the thirst comments.

drew callahan could bench press me into next week and i'd send him a thank you card

kai's HANDS when he's typing. those are pianist fingers. those are surgeon fingers. those are [REDACTED] fingers

drew in a tank top should be classified as a public safety hazard

the way kai says "you're wrong" with his whole chest... step on me respectfully

they are CLEARLY in love and if they don't kiss by episode 200 i'm suing

hot take: drew is bi and doesn't know it yet. hotter take: kai knows and is suffering

I closed the tab. Opened it again. Closed it again.

The problem wasn't that the comments existed. The problem was that one of them was right, and I was never going to say which one.

I heard Drew's door open—the specific creak of the hinge he kept saying he'd WD-40 and never did—followed by the heavy, shuffling footsteps of a man who'd been unconscious forty seconds ago. He appeared in the kitchen doorway like a creature emerging from hibernation: hair wrecked, eyes half-closed, wearing boxers and a faded college football t-shirt that was tight across the chest in a way that I noted clinically, the way a researcher notes a data point. Clinically. Professionally. Without any reaction whatsoever.

"Morning," he mumbled, making a direct line for the coffee maker.

"It's almost ten."

"Morning is a state of mind."

He poured coffee into the mug I'd already set out for him—the big one, the one shaped like a football that he'd gotten as a gag gift and then used every single day because Drew Callahan had never met an ironic gesture he couldn't convert into sincere affection.

He took a long drink, eyes closed, making a sound that was frankly indecent for a man consuming a legal beverage. Then he blinked, looked at me, looked at the spread of screens and printouts surrounding my cereal bowl, and raised an eyebrow.

"You're doing the thing."

"What thing?"

"The Beautiful Mind thing. Where you wallpaper the apartment with data and I come out and find you wild-eyed and connected to the mainframe."

"I don't get wild-eyed."

"You get a little wild-eyed." He slid onto the stool across from me, coffee in both hands. "What are we looking at?"

I took a breath. This was the part I'd been rehearsing—how to present the data objectively, professionally, without revealing that I'd spent an hour reading thirst tweets about my best friend's forearms and having a quiet crisis about it.

"The show is plateauing," I said. "You know that. What I've been trying to figure out is why, and more importantly, what lever we can pull to break through."

"Okay."

"Our sports analysis content performs well. Solid but not exceptional. We're competing with a hundred other podcasts doing the same thing, most of them hosted by people with actual professional credentials." Drew flinched, barely. I softened. "We're good, Drew. We're really good. But 'good sports podcast' isn't enough to break out."

"So what is?"

I turned my laptop to face him. The engagement graphs. The clip-sharing data. The heat map of our highest-performing moments, color-coded by content type: blue for sports analysis, green for personal stories, and red—a lot of red, an alarming amount of red—for what I'd categorized as "interpersonal chemistry."

Drew studied it. He wasn't dumb—people assumed he was because he was loud and charming and pretty, and it pissed me off on his behalf every time. Drew was sharp. He just performed casual the way other people performed intelligence.

"The red is us," he said.

"The red is us."

"The audience likes us more than they like sports."

"The audience likes us together more than they like anything else we do. Our retention rate spikes twenty-three percent during banter segments. Clip-sharing goes up three hundred percent when the content involves physical proximity, personal disclosure, or—" I hesitated.

"Or what?"

I pulled up my phone. Opened the #Drai tag. Handed it to him.

Drew scrolled. His eyebrows climbed. A grin spread across his face—slow, delighted, the grin of a man who had just discovered that thousands of strangers wanted him in a way that confirmed every suspicion he'd ever had about his own appeal.

"Okay, this one says, 'Drew Callahan could rearrange my guts and I'd thank him.' That's poetry, Kai. That's literature."

"Keep scrolling."

He did. The grin evolved. "'Kai's voice when he corrects Drew is auditory edging.' I don't even know what that means but I'm flattered on your behalf."

"Please stop reading them out loud."

"'If Drew doesn't realize he's in love with Kai by the season finale I'm canceling my subscription.'" He looked up at me. His eyes were bright, amused, but there was something else in them—a flicker I couldn't classify. "They think we're in love."

"They think we have chemistry." I kept my voice level. Controlled the variables. "And the data supports that our chemistry is our biggest growth asset. So. The question is whether we want to lean into it."

Drew set the phone down. "How?"

"There's been a consistent demand in the comments for what I'd call a 'spicy segment.' Listener dares. Flirty Q&A. Some kind of format where we—" I gestured vaguely, hoping the gesture would do the work my mouth refused to. "Engage with the thirst."

"You want us to do fanservice," Drew said. "On purpose."

"I want us to test a segment called 'Hot Takes and Heart Rates.' Listener-submitted dares. Flirty challenges. We lean into the chemistry the audience is already responding to and formalize it as content."

Drew leaned back on the stool, arms crossed—which stretched his shirt across his chest in a way that I did not notice because I was a professional presenting a business proposal. "Let me make sure I understand. You, Kai Morrow, the man who triple-checks his grocery list, who has a spreadsheet for our spreadsheets, who once told me that spontaneity was 'an uncontrolled variable'—you want us to flirt for the internet."

"I want us to leverage our strongest engagement driver to break through a growth plateau."

"So yes. Flirt for the internet."

"...Yes."

He stared at me. I held his gaze because I was very good at holding gazes when I needed to, even when the gaze in question belonged to a man whose bedhead was doing something structurally impossible and unfairly attractive.

Then Drew smiled. Not the big performance smile, the one for the camera. The other one. The small, warm one that was just for me, that he probably didn't even know he had, that I'd catalogued in my memory alongside every other tiny, devastating thing he did without trying.

"I'm in," he said.

"You should think about it."

"I thought about it. I'm in. When do we start?"

"We should set ground rules first."

"Okay. Rule one: we check in after every episode. If either of us is uncomfortable, we pull the segment. Rule two: nothing we're not both on board with. Rule three—"

"You've already thought about this," I said, surprised.

He shrugged. One shoulder. The left one, the one with the surgery scar he didn't talk about. "I read the comments too, Kai. I've thought about it."

Something about the way he said I've thought about it made my pulse stutter. I ignored it. Added it to the long, growing, carefully encrypted file of things I ignored about Drew Callahan.

"Okay," I said. "I'll put together a submission form for listener dares. We can pilot it this weekend."

"This weekend." He picked up his coffee, took a long sip, and watched me over the rim. "You and me. Flirting on camera. For content."

"For content," I confirmed.

"Should be fun."

He said it lightly. Casually. The way he said everything—like nothing was heavy, like everything was a game, like he'd never once in his life stayed up until three a.m. calculating the precise distance between fun and catastrophe.

I had. I was doing it right now.

•  •  •
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Here's what I knew about wanting Drew Callahan:

It was old. Older than the podcast, older than this apartment, older than the night he'd shown up at my door with a six-pack and a business plan scribbled on a napkin and said, "What if we just talked about sports and people paid us for it?"

It started at that watch party junior year. The one I hadn't wanted to go to, the one my roommate had dragged me to because "you need to leave this room before you photosynthesize." I'd stood in the corner of a stranger's apartment full of athletes—big, loud, confident men who took up space the way I'd never learned to—and I'd counted the minutes until I could reasonably leave.

Then Drew Callahan, wide receiver, six-two, built like a question I didn't have the answer to, had dropped onto the couch next to me and said, "You look like you'd rather be doing math."

"I'd rather be doing almost anything," I'd said, because I was twenty and defensive and bad at people.

He'd laughed. Not at me—with me, even though I hadn't been joking. And then he'd said, "Tell me about the math," and I had, and he'd listened—actually listened, leaning in, asking questions, his eyes sharp and interested in a way that made me feel like my brain was the most interesting thing in the room.

Nobody had ever made me feel like that before. The smart kid, the quiet kid, the kid who loved sports from the outside because the inside wouldn't have him—I'd spent my whole life being tolerated in spaces like this, never wanted. And there was Drew, wanting my analysis of play-calling tendencies like it was the most fascinating thing he'd ever heard.

I fell in love with him between the second and third quarter. Quick and total, like stepping off a ledge I hadn't seen.

And then I'd done what I always did. I'd locked it away. Built the walls. Filed him under STRAIGHT FRIEND, DO NOT ENGAGE, alongside every other beautiful, unavailable man I'd ever been stupid enough to want.

Because I'd been this person before.

Jake Morrison. Sophomore year. My best friend, my study partner, the first person I'd ever told I was gay. We'd been close—too close, in retrospect—and I'd let myself believe the closeness meant something. The late nights in his room. The way he'd fall asleep on my shoulder during movie marathons. The time he'd said, drunk at a party, "You're the only person who actually gets me, Kai."

I'd told him. On a Tuesday night in his dorm room, sick with adrenaline, my hands shaking. I'd said, "I think I have feelings for you," and watched his face change.

He didn't yell. Didn't say anything cruel. He just... rearranged. Like someone had flipped a switch and the version of Jake who leaned on me and touched me and said I was the only one who got him was replaced by a polite stranger who couldn't meet my eyes.

He stopped texting within a week. Stopped sitting next to me in the classes we shared. By the end of the month, he'd asked to switch lab partners. By the end of the semester, I couldn't look at him without feeling like I'd swallowed glass.

I learned three things from Jake Morrison:

One: straight men could make you feel chosen without choosing you.

Two: wanting what you couldn't have didn't just hurt you—it destroyed the thing you had.

Three: I would never be that person again. The queer friend who caught feelings and ruined everything. The cliché. The cautionary tale. I would control the variables. I would read the data. I would not reach.

And then Drew Callahan sat down next to me at a party and ruined every resolution I'd ever made, and I'd spent three years doing the hardest thing I'd ever done: loving him silently, from exactly close enough to feel it and exactly far enough to survive it.

I was in my room now. Door closed. Lights off. Lying on my bed with my phone on my chest and the ceiling staring back at me.

I'd just pitched Drew Callahan a formal strategy to flirt with me on camera for subscriber growth.

I was, objectively, the smartest idiot alive.

The data supported it. That was the thing I kept coming back to—the data was real, the opportunity was real, the growth potential was real. This wasn't me engineering an excuse to be close to him. This was a legitimate content strategy based on quantifiable audience demand.

Except it was also me engineering an excuse to be close to him. Both things were true and I was going to have to live in the space between them.

My phone buzzed. Drew, from the next room.

Submitted our first listener dare form to the Discord. Already got 47 responses.

Then, a minute later:

Some of these are WILD, Kai

Then:

Someone wants us to slow dance during a hot take. That's actually kind of beautiful

Then:

Someone wants me to sit in your lap. I told them that's a load-bearing question and I'd need to check with my structural engineer

I smiled at the ceiling. Felt the warmth of it spread through my chest and settle somewhere beneath my ribs, in the space where I kept everything I couldn't say.

I typed back: Screen them for anything we can't do on a PG-13 stream. I'll review tomorrow.

Drew: Yes sir

I put the phone down. Pressed the heels of my hands against my eyes.

Sir. He said it as a joke. Everything was a joke with Drew—that was the whole architecture of him, humor as load-bearing wall, comedy as the structure that kept the real stuff from collapsing. He didn't mean anything by it.

But my body didn't know that. My body heard sir in Drew's voice and responded with a full-system cascade of want so immediate and so thorough that I had to lie very still and breathe through it like a man defusing a bomb.

Three years. I'd done this for three years. I could do it for three more. I could sit in his lap on camera and hold his hand on a dare and flirt for fifteen thousand subscribers and not break. I was Kai Morrow. I controlled the variables. I read the data. I didn't reach.

I rolled over, pressed my face into the pillow, and lied to myself until I fell asleep.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3
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Pilot Episode

The submission form had been live for forty-eight hours and we had over six hundred responses.

Kai had sorted them into categories on a spreadsheet—because of course he had—color-coded by intensity level. Green for mild (questions about our friendship, favorite things about each other, "who's the better cook" type stuff). Yellow for medium (physical dares, flirty hypotheticals, "rate each other out of ten"). Red for spicy (things that would get us demonetized on most platforms and also possibly arrested).

"We're not doing any of the red ones," Kai said from behind his laptop, scrolling through the spreadsheet with the detached focus of a man reviewing quarterly earnings. "Most of them aren't physically possible anyway."

"I don't know, number four-seventeen seems achievable with the right attitude."

"Number four-seventeen involves whipped cream and a blindfold."

"Like I said. Achievable."

He gave me a look over the top of his glasses—the look that meant I was testing the structural limits of his patience—and I grinned at him and stole a piece of his toast because annoying Kai Morrow was the closest thing I had to a hobby.

It was Saturday morning. We'd decided to record the pilot "Hot Takes and Heart Rates" segment in the afternoon, during what would normally be our off day. Kai had spent the morning prepping—curating a list of dares from the green and yellow categories, testing audio levels, adjusting the camera angle so we'd both be in frame even if we were, as he put it, "in close physical proximity."

I'd spent the morning trying not to think about being in close physical proximity to Kai and failing at it in a way that was starting to concern me.

It wasn't that I was nervous. I didn't get nervous. I'd played football in front of crowds. I'd done live radio. I'd karaoke'd "I Will Always Love You" at a packed bar while stone-cold sober and received a standing ovation. Performance was my comfort zone—the place I went when everything else felt too real.

But this was different. This was performing with Kai, performing at Kai, flirting with the person I'd spent three years carefully not flirting with, and doing it on camera where every microexpression would be captured and analyzed by an audience that was already halfway convinced we were in love.

The thing about a good lie was that it had to be built on truth. The best performances weren't fake—they were real feelings turned up to eleven and aimed at a camera. I knew that. I'd built my whole personality on it. And the problem with flirting with Kai for content was that it wasn't going to be fake.

It was going to be real, turned up to eleven, aimed at a camera, and I was going to have to pretend afterward that I'd been acting.

"You okay?" Kai asked, not looking up from his screen.

"Yeah. Why?"

"You've been standing in the kitchen holding a banana for three minutes without eating it."

I looked down. I was, in fact, holding a banana. I had no memory of picking it up.

"I'm savoring it."

"You're dissociating."

"Same thing."

He did look up then, and his expression shifted from dry amusement to something softer—concern, maybe, though Kai wore concern the way other people wore camouflage. You had to know what you were looking for.

"Drew. If you're not comfortable with this, we don't have to—"

"I'm comfortable." I peeled the banana and took a bite to prove it. "I'm great. I'm excited. Let's do this."

He studied me for another second, then nodded and went back to his screen. I chewed and swallowed and told myself the tight feeling in my chest was anticipation, not dread, not want, not the specific kind of terror that came from knowing you were about to let someone see the thing you'd been hiding.

•  •  •
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We set up at two o'clock.

The living room looked the same as always—two mics, two chairs, the ring light casting us both in warm gold—but Kai had moved the chairs closer together. Close enough that our knees almost touched. Close enough that I could smell him—soap and laundry detergent and the faint undertone of coffee that clung to him like a second skin.

He was wearing a hoodie. Charcoal gray, two sizes too big, sleeves falling over his hands. His glasses were clean, which meant he'd wiped them specifically for the recording. His hair was a mess of dark curls that he'd clearly tried to tame and lost. He looked the way he always looked—like a very attractive man doing his best impression of someone who didn't know he was attractive.

It was deeply, chronically annoying.

"Okay," Kai said, settling into his chair and pulling up the dare list on his tablet. "I've selected eight dares for today, ranging from mild to moderate. We do them in order, we take breaks if we need to, and we—"

"Kai."

"What?"

"Breathe."

He blinked. Then he took a breath—one of those deliberate, controlled inhales he did when he was trying to regulate himself, the kind that made his chest rise and his shoulders drop and his whole body resettle. I watched his throat move as he swallowed.

"Okay," he said again, quieter. "Ready?"

"Born ready."

He hit record.

"Welcome back to Hot Takes and Housemates," I said into the mic, sliding into my on-air voice like pulling on a jersey. "I'm Drew Callahan, and sitting significantly closer to me than usual is my co-host, producer, and the reason this show has any credibility—Kai Morrow."

"Hi."

"Kai, tell the people what we're doing today."

He cleared his throat. "We're launching a new segment called Hot Takes and Heart Rates, where we respond to listener-submitted dares and questions designed to, and I'm quoting the submission form here, 'test the boundaries of your bromance.'"

"Beautiful. I love that our audience has homework assignments for us. Dare number one?"

Kai looked at his tablet. A pink flush was already creeping up his neck—he blushed before anything even happened, like his body was front-running his brain. "Dare number one. 'Make eye contact for sixty seconds without looking away. First one to blink loses.'"

"Easy." I turned my chair to face him fully, planted my elbows on my knees, and leaned in. "Clock starts now."

Kai met my eyes.

I'd looked at Kai ten thousand times. Across the desk, across the apartment, across crowded rooms at the parties he hated and I dragged him to anyway. I knew his face better than most people knew their own—the sharp cheekbones, the dark eyes behind those wire-rimmed glasses, the way his jaw tightened when he was thinking, the way it softened when he forgot to think and just existed.

But looking at him for sixty unbroken seconds while he looked back was something else.

It started as a game. We both had our competitive faces on—his flat and focused, mine grinning and challenging. The chat was counting down, cheering, placing bets. For the first fifteen seconds, it was funny. Twenty seconds, still funny. Thirty seconds, and the grin faded from my face because somewhere around the half-minute mark, looking at Kai stopped being a contest and became a conversation.

His eyes were dark brown. Almost black in certain light, but under the ring light they had these flecks of amber I'd never noticed, or maybe I'd noticed and filed away and refused to look at directly, the way you couldn't stare at the sun.

His lips parted slightly. Not deliberately—just the way mouths did when you stopped performing and started existing. I watched his throat move as he swallowed again and felt it in my own body, a sympathetic pulse of awareness that started in my chest and traveled south.

Forty-five seconds. Kai's flush had spread from his neck to his ears to his cheekbones. His breathing had changed—shorter, shallower. His fingers were curled around the arms of his chair, knuckles pale. He was holding on.

So was I.

Fifty seconds. The apartment was silent except for the hum of the ring light and the gentle whir of Kai's laptop fan. The chat was all-caps screaming but neither of us could see it. The world had narrowed to two chairs, pushed too close, and Kai's dark eyes and the way they held mine like he was solving an equation he'd been working on for years and was finally, terrifyingly close to the answer.

I wanted to kiss him so badly my teeth ached.

Sixty seconds. Kai blinked first—a rapid flutter, like coming out of a trance—and looked away, one hand coming up to adjust his glasses. "Draw," he said, voice rough. "That's a draw."

It wasn't a draw. He'd blinked. I didn't call him on it.

"Dare number two," I said, and my voice came out lower than I intended. I cleared my throat. "What's next?"

Kai looked at his tablet, and I could see his hand shaking very slightly. "Hold hands for the rest of the segment."

I didn't wait. Didn't hesitate, didn't make a joke, didn't build it up. I reached over and took Kai's hand.

His fingers were cool against mine—he always ran cold—and slender, with neat short nails and a callus on his middle finger from the way he held a pen. I wrapped my hand around his and felt his fingers tense, then slowly relax, then thread between mine.

Intertwined. Palm to palm. The kind of handholding that wasn't casual, wasn't a bro-grab, wasn't anything you could explain away as anything other than what it was. Intimate. Deliberate. Two people choosing to hold on.

"For the record," I said into the mic, "Kai has very nice hands."

"Don't."

"Long fingers. Good grip. The kind of hands that look like they'd be excellent at—"

"Drew."

"—playing piano. What did you think I was going to say?"

The chat was melting down. I could see the scroll out of the corner of my eye—a wall of emojis, hearts, keyboard smashes. I gave Kai's fingers a squeeze and moved on.

We answered a few listener questions while holding hands. Normal stuff—Super Bowl predictions, overrated quarterbacks, whether analytics were ruining baseball. But the whole time, Kai's hand was in mine, and I was acutely aware of every tiny shift in pressure. The way his thumb moved against the side of my index finger, almost involuntarily, a small restless stroke that I felt in my spine. The way his grip tightened when he made a point and loosened when he laughed. The warmth building between our palms as his cold fingers heated up from mine.

​
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