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    First Edition


Chapter 2

	The story of me changing my name to Roman's blew up alongside my championship. A flood of people crammed into our org's victory announcement, demanding Roman and I go public, already throwing confetti at us.

	In the middle of all that congratulating, one comment's likes started climbing fast.

	*Stop flattering yourself. Don't you know Roman only started playing this game to chase Cleo? Pulling this stunt — who exactly are you trying to gross out?*

	The thread underneath laid out their old interactions in exhaustive detail. Cleo and Roman's in-game avatars standing on the tallest building on the map, setting off fireworks together. The matching names they'd taken: his "Citadel," hers "Rainfall."

	The day they'd changed their names, Roman had posted:

	*In the end the rain comes down on the Citadel — one umbrella, two of us walking under it.*

	The comments grew, line after line. More and more shippers crawled out, laying the old history out on the table.

	I flipped my phone face-down on the desk and thought about the single most romantic thing Roman had ever said to me. Which was only ever:

	*The day you win the championship, I'll go public with you.*

	And now? He'd skipped my match. While I stood there holding the trophy under a rain of gold confetti, he went to pick up the person he'd loved most.

	He always told me not to look at social media — said it would mess with my headspace — so I'd never once searched anything about us online.

	He told one lie after another, and used my trust to patch each one.

	I don't remember how I got back to the team house. I just remember the black computer screen in front of me made my chest tight.

	In the fog of it, my phone rang.

	I watched it ring, over and over, and finally answered.

	"Who told you to suddenly change your name? And then just *show up* at my org? Didn't I tell you I hate it when you go off and decide things on your own?"

	He always talked like that — blunt, no thought for anyone's feelings. After he hurt someone, the apology was just: *That's how I talk. Don't take it personally.*

	I used to think all gamer guys were like that. I was wrong.

	He actually knew how to be romantic. He just never bothered to be, with me.

	The anger I'd been holding down detonated.

	"What? Your little side thing with your girlfriend got exposed and now you're throwing a fit?"

	The line went silent.

	"She and I — "

	"I've been with you six years. *Six years.* What exactly am I to you?"

	His voice grated on me so badly that my shout filled the whole empty room.

	"Quinn, sweetie, Roman and I are just friends. I just got back today and thought he'd pick me up — did that make you misunderstand? I'm so sorry."

	A sweet little voice popped up from the phone — obedient, well-behaved, set against my own raw screaming.

	I looked at the tear-streaked version of myself on the dark screen, listened to her giggle, and hung up.

	*Decide things on my own.* The second I heard that phrase, I knew. He'd forgotten.

	The promise that we'd go public if I won — *he* was the one who'd made it. And he was the one who'd wiped it clean from his memory.


Chapter 3

	Roman couldn't keep competing because of tendonitis, so our org bought him as a coach.

	But his actual ability wasn't there, and his mouth never stopped, so no one wanted to be on a team with him.

	At the time I'd single-handedly carried my team to runner-up, and my transfer value had been hyped up to $1.3 million.

	Facing all the orgs with deep pockets, I chose, in the end, to take a pay cut and go, without hesitation, to Roman's side.

	That day he held my hand, dead serious.

	"Quinn. If our org ever wins it all, I'll go public with you."

	Because of that one sentence, after everyone else's 3 a.m. practice ended, I gritted my teeth and booked solo scrims for myself.

	The pressure backfired on the actual stage. I made huge mistakes in the matches. That year, we didn't make the playoffs.

	I crouched outside the venue, crying, blaming myself. My teammates all came over to comfort me. Except him.

	The next day, someone heard him on his review stream call me, on air, *dumb as a pig.*

	The PR mess from that — I was the one who went out and cleaned it up.

	"It was a joke. Why are you all making mountains out of molehills?"

	Only then did the noise die down, fade into a small thing, get forgotten.

	Only I knew how much that sentence had cut me. Cut me so deep that every time I walked out onto a competitive stage, I thought of that rainy night I'd failed.

	Later, when his hand healed, he started actively shopping himself to other orgs for a transfer.

	"Roman, the players on this team are people I worked hard to bring in. I can't just leave with you."

	They'd only joined this no-name little org for my sake. If I left with him, I'd be blacklisting myself across the entire scene.

	When I said that, I was nearly begging him to stay.

	"Sure. Then you can go down in flames with the rest of the garbage."

	He said it like it cost him nothing, with no memory at all that, back when his hand was broken and no one would touch him, it was our org's owner who'd pulled him back from the edge of retirement.

	Watching him laugh and joke with his new teammates, I couldn't help asking:

	"Back then you promised — if I won, we'd go public. Does that still count?"

	The players around him laughed openly. "Your org? Win? With *that* roster?"

	Roman laughed along with them. "Sure, it counts. It's not like you're ever going to win anyway."

	He never once valued my feelings. So when the Cleo situation blew up online, the very first thing he did was scold me for doing it without telling him.

	My phone rang. Roman, calling back.

	I killed the call, flipped my phone to Do Not Disturb, and got up to go find my teammates. Why should he be out there having a great time with his first love while I sat here sulking on an empty stomach?

	I changed my shoes at the door and headed out alone — and noticed someone nearby, staring this way.

	I gave him a wary glance and started to keep walking. He suddenly rushed right up in front of me.

	"Hi — are you Quinn? I'm a huge fan. Congrats on the championship."

	He looked thrilled. I quietly took a step back.

	"Thanks."

	He didn't look like he lived around here, which meant there was no such thing as a coincidental run-in.

	"Let me take you to dinner. I've always loved you — I've watched your streams for almost five years!"

	He got more worked up with every word, pressing closer step by step, not noticing the discomfort on my face.

	"No thanks. My teammates are waiting for me."

	He grabbed my hand. His grip was shockingly strong, dragging me toward a car parked beside us.

	"Please. I really love you. I dream about being with you. You're so good to your fans — you'll make it happen for me."

	He finally stopped containing himself, yanked the car door open, and shoved me in.


Chapter 5

	When I first hit 500K followers, I booked a celebration dinner at Aurelia's with a few of the org owners.

	It was my birthday. I'd invited Roman too, but he said he had something to do and couldn't come.

	A guy lived near me — one of my original, day-one fans — so I gave him a lift on the way.

	Somehow someone secretly photographed it, from a deliberately suggestive angle. Roman blew up that same day. I explained, over and over. He wouldn't listen. He deliberately stirred up the fanbase to attack and harass the fan, until the guy quit the fan group and publicly announced he was unfollowing me.

	That thing — Roman waved it off with one offhand sentence in the end. But it left a lot of my biggest fans cold, and they went from fans to detractors for good.

	It was a nothing event, completely fabricated, and I didn't even have the courage to come out and say one word in the fan's defense. The people who loved me decided I was heartless, that I treated my fans as nothing but money machines.

	Later I went and pulled the dashcam footage and the complex's security cameras. And Roman swore up and down he would never make that mistake again, that whatever I said, he would believe.

	It was downstairs from our org, too. We were standing face to face, like now.

	Except this time, what stood in front of him was me — and Cleo.

	"It's not that I don't trust you, Quinn. But Cleo wouldn't do this. You must have seen it wrong."

	He defended himself, and defended Cleo, tearing open my old wound one more time.

	If Cleo hadn't shown up, I could have given him ten thousand chances.

	But once she appeared, everything was different.

	A love with no possible ending — why was I still clinging to it?

	"Go home. I've been gaming all day. I'm tired. I want to sleep."

	"Quinn, I'll go public with you tomorrow. After we go public, let's game together." He didn't give up the pursuit. "You've been wanting to play that two-player co-op horror game, right? I already bought it on Steam. Tomorrow let's get on voice, okay?"

	I should have refused him. Cut my losses while I still could.

	But when I opened my mouth, the words came out different.

	"Then I'll wait for you at eleven tomorrow."

	I still couldn't do it. Couldn't walk six years and then, at the very last step, step out.

	They say Roman started playing this game because of Cleo.

	And I started down the path to going pro because of him.

	My family didn't have money, so I dropped out early and went to work.

	I never planned to take this road at all — until I saw an edit of Roman's gameplay.

	In his hands, the character's combos and movement were so sharp. And his voice made me fall for him at first listen.

	After that I watched his streams nonstop. On one of his birthdays, I sent him a gift, then asked him: if I wanted to go pro, should I take the leap?

	I assumed he'd never even see me. But he answered my question seriously. He even added me as a friend, and asked if my family was going through something, if I needed his help.

	He told me that if I'd really made up my mind, I could reach out to him with any problem, anytime.

	After that it was the story of how a small nobody clawed her way from the bottom to the top of the ladder. During that stretch, our stream schedules clashed and I stopped following his stuff. The most I did was send a birthday message, a gift, here and there.

	He never paid special attention to me again — not until I became the best player in the league and, in my acceptance speech, openly confessed I had feelings for him. Only then did that one-sided chat thread finally get a reply.

	"Quinn. Let's run a ship. Showmance a little, pull in some fans."

	It was such an awkward arrangement. Not officially a couple, but the interactions were intimate and suggestive.

	I agreed without a moment's hesitation. Not only agreed — agreed for six years.
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