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Chapter 1 — Numbers Don't Lie
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The dashboard didn't care that I'd cried last night.

That was the thing about analytics. You could pour three years of your life into a channel, sacrifice sleep and relationships and any concept of a weekend, and the graph would still just sit there, sloping down and to the right like a ski jump into an open grave.

Average concurrent viewers: 412. Down from 1,900 eleven months ago.

Sub count: bleeding out at a rate of about two hundred a month.

Partner status review: sixty-three days away.

I closed the laptop, and the click of it sounded like a coffin lid.

"You're doing the thing," Nico said from the doorway of the office. He had two mugs of coffee and that maddening calm he wore like a hoodie — soft, familiar, impossible to argue with. Three years together and I still hadn't figured out how a man could look that good in gray sweatpants at nine in the morning while delivering bad news energy.

"I'm not doing a thing."

"You're doing the thing where you stare at the numbers like they'll blink first." He set my mug down next to the closed laptop. Oat milk, one sugar, exactly the color of his forearms. "They won't. I've watched you try."

"Sixty-three days, Nico."

"I know."

"If I lose partner, I lose the sub split. If I lose the sub split, I can't make rent on this apartment, and if I can't make rent, I'm moving back into my mother's house in Bakersfield, where I will die. Not metaphorically. She has a decorative rooster collection and I will walk into traffic."

"You won't lose partner."

"Based on what? Vibes?"

"Based on this." He pulled his phone out of his pocket, thumbed it open, and set it on the desk in front of me like he was serving me papers.

The clip was already playing. It was my clip, actually — a rage moment from a stream two weeks ago, me losing a ranked match on the last point and dropping my head onto the desk in defeat, my whole chat spamming F. Old news. It had done okay numbers. But this version was a duet, split-screen, and on the other side of the frame was a guy I half-recognized — dark blond, sharp jaw, backwards cap, the kind of easy grin that made you feel like you'd already told him a secret.

On his half of the screen, he watched me lose, winced in real time like it physically hurt him, and then looked directly into his camera and said, "Okay, first of all, whoever queued her into that lobby should be tried at The Hague. Second of all —" he leaned in, dropped his voice into something warm and conspiratorial, "— Vexed, if you're seeing this, that flank in round three was the sexiest thing I've watched all month and your chat doesn't deserve you."

The view counter under the clip read 2.4 million.

I played it again.

"That's Rook," Nico said. "Dane Holloway. He's — "

"I know who Rook is." Everyone knew who Rook was, the way you know about weather systems. He'd come out of nowhere fourteen months ago with mechanics so filthy that pros were reviewing his VODs, and a chat presence so shameless that clips of him flirting with his own viewers routinely outperformed his gameplay. He was the internet's boyfriend. He was a rocket ship. He was everything my channel used to be plus everything it never was.

"He duetted me," I said, stupidly.

"He duetted you two days ago and your follower count jumped six hundred overnight, which you'd know if you looked at the numbers that matter instead of the ones that hurt." Nico leaned against the desk, arms crossed, and I watched the muscle in his forearm shift and thought, distantly, the way you notice weather, that my boyfriend was beautiful and I'd been too stressed to do anything about it for two weeks. "I already checked his collab calendar. He streams Tuesdays through Saturdays. He follows you. He's followed you for eight months, actually, which — go back through his likes, it's borderline embarrassing for him."

"You went through his likes."

"I mod for the most stubborn woman on this platform. Due diligence is my love language." He slid the phone back into his pocket. "Message him. One collab. His audience is enormous and it overlaps yours by maybe fifteen percent, which means eighty-five percent of a very large number has never seen you play. You need reach, Ava. He's reach."

There was something in his voice. I couldn't name it yet — I'd know it soon, God, would I know it — but right then it just registered as a half-degree of extra heat. Like the word him had come out of the oven before the rest of the sentence.

"You watched his streams," I said.

"I did research."

"Nico. Babe. You went through eight months of his likes. How much research."

The tips of his ears went pink. Three years, and I could still do that to him, and it still made me feel like a god. "He's good," Nico said, with the careful diction of a man walking across ice. "He's funny. Chat loves him. He'd be good for the channel."

"Uh-huh. And?"

"And nothing."

"And," I said, standing up, walking my fingers up the front of his shirt, feeling his heartbeat pick up under my palm like it was confessing on his behalf, "you think he's hot."

"I think," Nico said, steady voice, unsteady pulse, "that objectively, empirically, from a purely brand-alignment standpoint —"

"Oh my God."

"— he has a certain —"

"Say it."

"Fine." He caught my hand and held it flat against his chest, and looked at me with those dark, patient eyes that had talked me off a hundred ledges, and said, "Yes. He's hot. Everyone on the internet thinks he's hot. It's not a controversial position, it's practically a census result. Now message him before your pride talks you out of the first good idea we've had all quarter."

I messaged him.

It took me forty minutes to write two sentences, and Nico sat on the couch pretending to watch a video essay while actually watching me sweat, and when I finally hit send — hey, saw the duet. want to make it a lobby? — Rook replied in four minutes.

Four. Minutes.

rook: thought you'd never ask

rook: i've been manifesting this

rook: tuesday? there's a LAN café on 6th that'll let us take over the back room. meet irl first, see if the vibe's real. chemistry doesn't fake over discord

rook: also tell your mod i see him lurking my streams on his alt. hi nico 👋

I read the last message out loud and turned around slowly.

Nico had gone very still on the couch, the way prey animals do.

"His alt," I said.

"It's a normal viewing account."

"You have an alt to watch him."

"I have an alt to scout collabs without —"

"You have a him alt."

"I'm going to go make lunch," Nico said, and fled the room, and I sat there grinning at my phone like an idiot for the first time in months, some traitor voice in the back of my skull whispering that the graph wasn't the only thing in this apartment that had flatlined lately, and maybe — maybe — this fixed more than the numbers.

• • •
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The LAN café on 6th smelled like energy drinks and ambition. The back room was six rigs, a busted couch, and RGB strips somebody had installed with more enthusiasm than skill, and Dane Holloway was already there when we walked in, sitting backwards on a gaming chair like a youth pastor, and in person he was worse.

Worse, because the camera flattened him. The camera didn't get the height — six-two, easy, all loose limbs and bad posture that somehow read as confidence. The camera didn't get the way his eyes did a full, unhurried lap of me, crown to sneakers and back, and then did the exact same lap of Nico, same speed, same open appreciation, no apology in it anywhere.

"Oh no," Dane said, standing up. "You're both hotter in person. This is a problem for me professionally."

"Hi," I said. "Wow. You just say things."

"Life's short and my brand is honesty." He shook my hand — warm, callused at the fingertips, held half a second past business — and then shook Nico's, and I watched my boyfriend, my calm, unshakeable boyfriend, forget how handshakes end. "Nico. The alt guy."

"That was privileged information," Nico said.

"Nothing on my channel is privileged, man, I've got mods too. NyxWatcher22? Come on. You watched my entire charity marathon. Eleven hours. You donated at hour nine." Dane's grin widened, and he had the audacity to have a dimple. "Anonymously. It was very cute."

"I'm going to set up my rig," Nico announced, to no one, and walked away with his ears on fire, and Dane watched him go with frank enjoyment before turning back to me.

"So," he said, dropping his voice like the room wasn't empty, like this was for me. "Vexed. Ava. Can I call you Ava?"

"You can call me whatever gets us both partner renewals."

"Business. I respect it." He leaned a hip against the desk, closer than strangers stand, and I let him, and he noticed I let him. "Real talk before we boot anything up. I've done collab tours all year. Most of them are two channels standing next to each other hoping the audiences cross-pollinate. Doesn't work. What works is chemistry. Chat can smell it through the screen — they know in ninety seconds if two people actually like each other." His eyes came back up to mine, green with trouble in them. "So the only question that matters is whether this is real. And I gotta say, walking in here? Not worried anymore."

"Ninety seconds," I said. "That's your whole theory."

"My whole theory."

"And what's chat going to smell here, exactly?"

Dane smiled slow, like I'd wandered somewhere he'd been waiting. "You want me to say it, or you want deniability?"

Behind us, Nico dropped a mouse. Loudly. Neither of us looked away.

"Deniability," I said. "For now."

"Smart. Keep the tension for the stream." He pushed off the desk, clapped his hands, boomed at Nico across the room in a completely different voice — collab voice, big-brother voice — "NYX. You're playing too, right? Tell me you're playing. I've seen your Apex clips, you're a menace and your girlfriend's channel wastes you behind a modshield."

I watched Nico turn around. I watched something move across his face — surprise, pleasure, hunger for it — because in three years I had never once put him on camera, never even offered, and this stranger had just handed him a seat at the table in one sentence.

"Yeah," Nico said. "I'm playing."

"Attaboy. Trio queue. Let's see if the vibe survives ranked."

It survived ranked.

It survived four hours of ranked, and it wasn't a vibe by the end, it was a chemical event. Dane played like he streamed — loud, flashy, generous, feeding me kills he could have taken, screaming genuine delight every time I outfragged him. Nico played like eight months of unspent adrenaline, quiet and lethal, and every time he clutched a round Dane would grab him by the shoulders and shake him and Nico would let him, laughing, pink-eared, alive in a way I hadn't seen since year one.

And the whole time, under the callouts and the trash talk, there was a current. Dane leaning over me to point at my minimap, forearm braced on my chair, close enough that I could smell him — cedar and laundry and warm skin. Dane fixing my headset when the band slipped, both hands, fingers grazing my jaw, taking his time about it while Nico watched from the next rig over with his jaw tight and his pupils blown and his mouth doing absolutely nothing to object. Me, laughing too loud at Dane's jokes, catching Nico's eye afterward, some silent unprecedented conversation happening between us in glances neither of us had vocabulary for.

At midnight the café kicked us out. On the sidewalk, Dane walked backwards away from us, arms spread.

"Tuesday," he called. "First stream. I'll bring the audience, you bring the chaos. And Ava —" that grin, one last time, aimed between the two of us like he couldn't decide, like he didn't have to decide — "wear the headset. It suits you."

Then he was gone around the corner, and Nico and I stood in the cold not looking at each other for one entire block of the walk home.

• • •
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We didn't talk about it in the shower.

We didn't talk about it while Nico brushed his teeth and I watched him in the mirror, and he watched me watch him.

We got into bed, and he pulled me back against his chest the way he had a thousand nights, except his heart was going like he'd taken the stairs, and his hand on my stomach was flexed instead of resting, and when he finally spoke, his voice came out lower than I'd heard it in months.

"He wanted you," Nico said.

I turned in his arms. Found his eyes in the dark. Felt the whole shape of the next year of our lives balance on a pinpoint.

"He wanted us," I said.

Nico didn't answer.

But his breath caught — sharp, unguarded, guilty as a confession — and his grip on me tightened, and neither of those things said no.
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Chapter 2 — Mod Privileges
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The stream went live at seven, and by 7:04 I knew we had something.

You develop a sense for it. Streaming is a live wire you hold with bare hands, and most nights the current is barely a tingle — chat scrolling at its usual amiable trickle, the same forty regulars, the emotes moving like traffic on a Sunday. But some nights the wire bites, and you feel the whole invisible crowd lean forward at once, and this was one of those nights before we'd even finished queue one.

Viewers: 3,847.

I hadn't seen a number like that in almost a year. Dane had raided in with his entire audience, and instead of the usual raid pattern — spike, curiosity, slow leak back out — they were staying. Multiplying.

"Chat, be honest," Dane was saying, sprawled in the chair we'd wedged next to mine, close enough that our armrests touched, close enough that every time he gestured his knuckles grazed my sleeve. "Whose stream is this? Because I feel like a guest in this woman's house and I'm loving it. She has better lighting than me. She has better aim than me —"

"Objectively true," I said.

"— debatable — and she has a mod who's been quietly carrying our lobby for two hours while we do a comedy routine. Nyx. Nyx, put your camera on."

"No," Nico said, from off-screen, and three thousand people spammed question marks.

"Chat wants it. Chat, do we want it? Look at this. Look at the wall of yes. Democracy has spoken, man, I don't make the rules."

I glanced past my monitor. Nico sat at the mod station in his black hoodie, headset on, and he was fighting a smile and losing. Three years he'd guarded that anonymity like a state secret — I'm the backend, Ava, nobody needs my face — and this absolute Labrador of a man had cracked him in one evening with nothing but volume and sincerity.

"Fine," Nico said. "One game."

His camera blinked on. Chat detonated.

MODCAM MODCAM MODCAM

WAIT HE'S HOT?

THE MOD IS HOT. THE MOD HAS BEEN HOT THIS WHOLE TIME

vexed girl you've been HIDING him???

this trio is illegal in nine states

"Oh, they like you," Dane said, delighted, reading chat with his chin propped on his fist. "Nyx. Buddy. They like you."

"They like novelty."

"They like cheekbones. Own it." Dane hit queue. "All right, chat. Ranked. If we win this, Ava does the victory dance. If we lose, I'll read my DMs on stream."

"You will not," I said.

"I have nothing to hide. My DMs are ninety percent people asking for my sensitivity settings and ten percent marriage proposals."

"What's the split on the proposals?" I asked, and I meant it as a throwaway, and Dane turned and looked at me — really looked, one beat too long for banter, his mouth curving — and said, "Lately? Trending in a very specific direction," and chat lost its collective mind, and somewhere off my shoulder I heard Nico exhale through his nose, slow, the way he did when he was filing something away to think about later.

The poll appeared at 9:15. I didn't make it. Chat has powers.

SHOULD VEXED AND ROOK KISS? — Yes: 84% — No: 4% — ONLY IF NYX WATCHES: 12%

"I did not authorize this poll," I announced. "Mods. Mod. Singular. Do something."

"Poll looks fine to me," Nico said mildly, and did nothing, and the clip of him saying it would be at four hundred thousand views by morning.

We won the last match on an ace — mine — and Dane came out of his chair screaming, hauled me up by both hands, spun me once while chat filled with wedding emotes, and for a second I was against his chest, his heartbeat under my palm, quick and hard, his grin six inches away, and the wire didn't bite so much as it arced.

He set me down. Very deliberately. Stepped back a careful half-step and faced the camera.

"Chat," he said, a little hoarse. "Same time Thursday?"

The end-screen numbers, when we cut: peak 6,112. New subs: 819. In one night, I'd made back four months of bleed.

None of us said anything for a second. Then Dane leaned back in his chair, laced his hands behind his head, looked from me to Nico and back with those green eyes gone thoughtful, and said, "So are we going to talk about it, or should I go home and let you two talk about it first?"

"Talk about what?" I said, too fast.

Dane smiled. Stood. Collected his jacket off my couch like a man in no hurry at all.

"Thursday," he said, at the door. And then, softer, with a glance that included both of us in a way I felt on my skin: "You two are fun to watch, you know that? Even off camera."

The door shut behind him. The apartment rang with quiet.

• • •
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Nico did the teardown in silence. Coiled cables. Killed the ring lights one by one. I watched him from the couch with my knees pulled up, riding a familiar post-stream adrenaline that had somewhere tonight picked up a second, less familiar frequency underneath.

"Eight hundred subs," I said.

"Eight hundred and nineteen."

"You turned your camera on."

"I did."

"You've never turned your camera on for me."

He paused, one hand on the last light switch. In the half-dark his profile was all careful lines. "You never asked."

"I asked twice in year one."

"You asked if I minded. That's different." He crossed the room slow and stood over me, and there it was again, the thing from the LAN café, the thing from the doorway of the office, banked heat coming off him like a radiator. "He didn't ask. He just decided I belonged on camera and dared me to disagree. It's an obnoxious quality."

"You like it."

"I'm aware," Nico said, "that I like it," and then he leaned down, braced a hand on the back of the couch beside my head, and kissed me like the stream was still live and he had something to prove to an audience of one.

It hit different. Immediately. Three years teaches you a person's kiss the way you learn your own signature — Nico kissed patient, thorough, a man who read documentation. This was not that. This had teeth in it. This backed me into the couch cushions with his hand sliding up my thigh and his breath already ragged, and when I pulled back an inch to look at him his pupils had eaten his eyes.

"Bedroom," I said.

He picked me up. He had never once picked me up. I laughed against his neck, shocked and thrilled, and bit him there for the crime of surprising me, and he made a sound low in his chest and carried me down the hall and dropped me on the bed and stood over me pulling his hoodie off in one motion, and I got briefly, profoundly stupid at the sight of him — lean muscle, flushed chest, the trail of dark hair disappearing into his waistband — because scarcity does that, and it had been two stressed, sexless weeks, and also because of the other thing, the thing neither of us was saying, the third heartbeat that had been in this apartment an hour ago and hadn't entirely left.

"Off," he said, tugging my shirt, and I stripped it and my bra with zero ceremony, and he covered me, skin to skin, his weight settling between my thighs, his mouth going straight to my throat, and I arched up into him and felt exactly how hard he was through two layers of denim and gasped.

"That whole stream," I said. "You were like this the whole stream?"

"Since the poll." His teeth grazed my collarbone. His hand closed over my breast, thumb dragging across my nipple until my hips jerked. "Since 'poll looks fine to me.' You know what chat was doing in mod view while I said that? Speculating about us. Hundreds of them. Strangers, wondering what you're like." He rolled my nipple between his fingers, harder, watching my face. "Wondering if he'd get to find out."

Heat went through me like a dropped match. "Nico —"

"You liked it too. Don't." He kissed the protest off my mouth before I could build it. "I watched you all night. Every time he leaned into your space, you let him. Every time he touched you, you glowed. On camera, in front of six thousand people, my girlfriend, glowing, because a beautiful man wanted her and everyone could see it." His hand left my breast and slid down my stomach, popped the button of my jeans, and I lifted my hips helplessly as he dragged them off me, underwear and all, and knelt back to look at me bare and shaking and soaked, and his voice came out wrecked. "And I have never been that turned on in my life."

"Say that again."

"Which part?"

"Any of it. All of it." I pulled him down by the back of the neck. "Don't stop talking."

He didn't.

He worked his way down my body with his mouth and narrated the whole way, low and filthy and precise, everything he'd never said in three years pouring out of him like a dam failure — and when his mouth finally settled between my legs he pinned my hips flat with his forearm and licked into me slow and said, against me, the vibration of it making me cry out, "He'd want to watch this first. You know that, right? He watches everything. He'd want to see how you fall apart before he touched you."

"Nico."

"Tell me to stop and I stop." His tongue circled my clit, feather-light, torture. "Tell me you're not picturing it."

I was picturing it. God help me, I was picturing it in high definition — Dane in the chair by the window, sprawled and unhurried, green eyes heavy-lidded, watching Nico take me apart — and my thighs were trembling around my boyfriend's head, and I said, "Keep going," and it came out as a sob.

He made a sound like I'd freed him.

He ate me like it was a performance, like the audience was real, two fingers curling into me while his tongue worked in steady, devastating rhythm, and he kept lifting his head to talk — he'd tell you how pretty you sound; he'd hold your legs open when you tried to close them; look at you, you're close already, six thousand people would kill to know you make that noise — and every sentence wound me tighter until the whole fantasy and the physical fact of his mouth converged and I came so hard my vision starred, both hands fisted in his hair, saying his name and then, ruinously, unmistakably, half of someone else's.

The room went very quiet except for my breathing.

Nico lifted his head. Chin wet, eyes black, absolutely still.

"I'm sorry," I whispered.

"Don't you dare be sorry." He surged up my body and kissed me deep, letting me taste myself, and reached down between us to line himself up — when had he even lost his jeans — and pushed into me in one long stroke that emptied my lungs. He stayed there, seated deep, forehead against mine, both of us shaking.

"Say it again," he said.

"Nico —"

"You said my name and then his. Say it again." He drew back and drove into me and I clutched at his shoulders. "I need to hear it when I can feel you. Please."

So I said it. Both names, tangled together, and Nico groaned like it hurt and set a pace that rattled the headboard, and we stopped pretending entirely — traded the fantasy back and forth between thrusts like a match neither of us would let go out. He'd take you like this while I watched. No — you'd watch him first, you'd want to see my face. You'd like his hands. You liked them already. His mouth on your neck while I'm inside you. Both of us. Ava. Both of us at once — and that one, that image, Nico beneath me and Dane behind me and nowhere in the world left to go, was the one that broke us both. I came again with my face buried in his neck and he followed two strokes later, my name cracking apart in his mouth, his whole body shuddering, holding me so tight it bordered on desperate.

For a long time we just breathed.

Then Nico laughed — one soft, disbelieving exhale into my hair.

"So," he said. "That happened."

"That happened." I traced a line down his sternum, watching my own finger, gathering nerve. "The fantasy. Him. Watching, sharing, all of it. That's not new for you, is it? Tonight didn't invent that."

A long pause. His heart thudded under my palm, steady and cornered.

"No," he said finally. "It's not new. It's — I've had it a long time. Not him specifically, at first. Just... you, wanted, and me watching it happen. Every time someone flirts with you on stream and you laugh, every donation that's a little too devoted — I'm supposed to feel threatened and instead I feel —" he exhaled — "proud. Hungry. I've spent three years deciding that was a defect and managing it quietly like a server issue."

"And now?"

"Now there's a specific him, and he looked at both of us like a menu, and I'm done pretending." He tipped my chin up so I had to meet his eyes, and Nico — my careful, measured, documentation-reading Nico — looked scared and certain in equal parts, which is the most honest a person can look. "Thursday, when he asks whether we talked about it. Because he will ask. I don't want to laugh it off."

My pulse was everywhere at once. Sixty-one days to the partner review, eight hundred new subs, a grin with a dimple in it walking around the city knowing exactly what it had started.

"Okay," I said. "Then we don't laugh it off."

Somewhere across town, I'd have bet money Dane Holloway was lying awake too.

He'd tell me later I would have won that bet.
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Chapter 3 — Terms of Service
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Thursday's stream broke seven thousand concurrent, and afterward, sitting on my living room floor eating takeout out of cartons, Dane asked the question exactly the way Nico predicted he would — sideways, casual, dressed up as a joke so any of us could refuse it without a scar.

"So chat had an idea," he said, chopsticks halfway to his mouth. "Well. Chat has many ideas, most of them prosecutable. But there's one that keeps showing up in my DMs, and in the sub discord, and — in fairness — in my own head at around two in the morning." He set the carton down. "Subscriber-only stream. Eighteen-plus. The three of us, off the main platforms, on one of the sites built for it. No game. Just... us. Seeing where the chemistry goes."

"Yes," I said.

The word was out of my mouth before he'd finished the sentence, before I'd consulted a single one of my internal committees, and both men went completely still — Dane with his eyebrows climbing, Nico with a spring roll frozen at half-mast — and I felt my own pulse slam into my throat as the size of what I'd just agreed to landed on me all at once.

"Okay, wait," I said. "Wait. I need — okay. I said yes too fast, ignore the yes."

"Retracting the yes," Dane said, nodding, solemn.

"I'm not retracting it. I'm suspending it. Pending review." I put my carton down because my hands wanted something to do and food wasn't it. "Do you understand what you're asking? That's not a spicy collab. That's me naked on the internet. That's the kind of content that never dies, that follows you into every job interview and family reunion for the rest of your life. My mother uses Facebook, Dane."

"I do understand," he said, and the joke went out of him, and this was the thing about Dane Holloway I was still learning — the shamelessness was a costume he could take off. "So let me say the real version. The money is stupid. Creators half our size clear more on subscriber content in a month than your ad revenue does in a year, and you have a partner review breathing down your neck — yeah, Nico told me, don't be mad at him, I asked. But the money isn't why I'm asking." He held my eyes. "I'm asking because Tuesday night I got spun around by a girl I'd won a match with, and I set her down and stepped back like a gentleman, and I have regretted that step back every hour since. And her boyfriend was watching when it happened, and his face didn't say what boyfriends' faces are supposed to say." He glanced at Nico. "Tell me I misread it and I'll finish my noodles and never mention it again."

The refrigerator hummed. Somewhere below us a neighbor's television murmured.

"You didn't misread it," Nico said.

Dane exhaled — long, unsteady, the first crack in the confidence all week — and dragged a hand through his hair. "Okay," he said. "Okay. Then can I make my case for why the camera's actually the right way to do this? Because I know how it sounds. It sounds like the camera makes it sleazier. I think it's the opposite. The camera means rules. Negotiated, written down, agreed in advance — what's shown, what's not, what's on, what's off, who can call stop and how. No ambiguity, no getting drunk and improvising and waking up weird. The three of us in a room with no structure?" He gestured between us. "That's how friendships die. The three of us with a framework? That's how you find out what this is safely."

"That's the most romantic risk-mitigation argument I've ever heard," I said.

"I contain multitudes."

I looked at Nico. He'd gone quiet in his listening way, spring roll long abandoned, and when he felt my eyes he gave me the smallest nod — your call, but you know where I am — and something in my chest unlocked.

"Conditions," I said, and reached for the notebook on the coffee table, because if I was doing this I was doing it as myself — control freak, brand manager, woman holding the pen. "Everything gets negotiated tonight, in writing, before anyone touches anyone. And I mean everything."

Dane's grin came back like a sunrise. "Vexed," he said, "you have no idea how much I was hoping you'd say that."

• • •
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Here is a thing nobody warns you about: a negotiation, done right, with the right people, is filthy.

We cleared the coffee table. I wrote headings. And for two hours, Dane Holloway walked us through the anatomy of an arrangement with the fluency of a man who'd done this before and the care of a man who'd never done it with stakes, and somewhere around the second page it stopped being logistics and became the longest, slowest foreplay of my life.

"Hard limits first," he said. "Always first. Mine: nothing degrading unless explicitly requested, nothing on camera we haven't rehearsed off camera, and nobody's face in frame during anything explicit until we've all approved the angles. Faces are the doxxing vector. We shoot chin-down or masked until we decide otherwise."

"Masked," I said, writing. "Like—"

"Simple black masquerade-style, they sell them for exactly this. Half the top couples on these sites wear them. It reads mysterious, not sinister. Trust me, the aesthetic works." He tapped the page. "Your limits. Both of you. Everything you never want, doesn't matter how obvious."

We built the list. Some of it was easy and clinical — no real names on stream, no identifying tattoos in frame, VPNs, a separate LLC for the payouts because Dane, absurdly, knew about the LLC part. Some of it was not clinical at all.

"On camera," Dane said, "what's actually on the table? Chin-down rule holds, but content-wise. Kissing, obviously. Hands?"
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