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I’m Connor, 19, and let’s just get this out of the way: I’ve got it pretty damn good. Sophomore year at college, living in a dorm that’s not half-bad, and I’m the guy people notice when I walk into a room. I’m 6’2”, all lean muscle from years of lacrosse—those practices were hell, but they paid off. My arms are cut, my abs are tight, and I’ve got this messy blond hair that’s just the right kind of sloppy. Girls love it; they’re always running their fingers through it, giggling like it’s some big secret I don’t already know. I’ve got blue eyes, too, sharp ones that my mom says make me look like a movie star. She’s biased, sure, but I’m not arguing.

My family’s got money—not billionaire-level, but upper middle-class enough that I don’t sweat the small stuff. Dad’s a lawyer, Mom’s a real estate agent, and they’ve got a nice house back home with a pool and a three-car garage. Growing up, I had the latest gear, the best camps, and a sweet Jeep Wrangler waiting for me when I turned 16. No student loans for me, either—they’re footing the bill for this place, a decent state school with a killer lacrosse team. I’m not some spoiled rich kid, though. I mean, I work for what I get on the field, busting my ass to stay starter material. Coach says I’ve got a shot at captain next year if I keep it up. That’s the plan: keep winning, keep the girls coming, keep life easy.

The dorm’s not exactly a mansion, but it’s mine—well, mine and Will’s. That’s where the whole “pretty damn good” thing hits a snag. Will’s my roommate, and he’s the human equivalent of a wet sock. Picture this: 5’7”, maybe 130 pounds soaking wet, pale as a ghost, with these thick glasses that slide down his nose every five seconds. He’s got dark hair that’s always greasy, like he forgets shampoo’s a thing, and he’s constantly hunched over his desk, either smashing buttons on his Xbox or flipping through some nerdy-ass book. The guy’s a walking stereotype—video games, anime posters, the works. I don’t get how we got paired up. I’m out there scoring goals and hooking up, and he’s in here racking up virtual kills and zero dates. It’s almost sad.

Almost. Thing is, messing with Will’s too easy, and I’m not above it. I’m not a total asshole—don’t get me wrong, I’m not out here kicking puppies or anything—but the guy’s such a sitting duck, it’s practically a public service to rile him up. Like last night, I’m sprawled on my bed, tossing my lacrosse ball against the wall—thunk, thunk, thunk—just loud enough to make him twitch. He’s got his headset on, yelling at some loser online about “flanking the objective,” and I can’t help myself. “Yo, Will,” I call out, grinning, “what’s the high score tonight? Your hand again?” He freezes, fingers hovering over the controller, and I see his ears go red even in the dim light of his desk lamp. “Shut up, Connor,” he mutters, voice all tight and pissy. I laugh, loud and sharp, because it’s too perfect—he’s so predictable.

It’s been like this since day one. Move-in day, I roll up with my gear, my stick bag, and a couple boxes of clothes, all swagger and ready to own this place. Will’s already there, unpacking a freaking gaming PC like it’s his firstborn child. I try to be nice at first—shake his hand, ask where he’s from—but he’s all mumbly and weird, barely looking at me. Five minutes in, I realize he’s not gonna be my wingman or my bro. He’s just... there. So I lean into it. I’ll crank my music when he’s trying to focus, leave my sweaty practice gear on his side of the room “by accident,” or razz him about his nonexistent love life. “Dude, you ever gonna talk to a girl who isn’t pixelated?” I’ll say, smirking as he glares at me over those dumb glasses. He hates me, and I don’t blame him, but it’s not like I’m punching down too hard. It’s just fun, keeps things lively.

I’ve got my own shit going on, anyway. Classes are whatever—business major, nothing too heavy—and the real action’s on the field or at the parties. Last weekend, I was at this off-campus house, red cup in hand, some junior named Jess pressed up against me on the couch. She’s hot—brunette, tight dress, laughing at everything I say—and I’m in my element. That’s me: the guy who can pull without even trying. Will, though? He’s probably never even smelled a girl’s perfume unless it’s wafting through the vents from my side of the room. I come back from those nights, still buzzing, and he’s just sitting there, same old Will, tapping away at his keyboard. “You miss me, roomie?” I’ll tease, stripping off my shirt and flexing a little, knowing it bugs him how easy it is for me.

Thing is, I’m not blind—I know I’ve got the upper hand. I’m tall, built, good-looking, and people like me. Will’s the opposite: short, scrawny, awkward, and invisible to anyone who isn’t on his Discord server. My buddies on the team think he’s hilarious, too. Sometimes they’ll swing by, and I’ll egg them on— “Check out Will’s setup, man, he’s basically married to that screen.” They’ll laugh, he’ll fume, and I’ll toss him a half-assed “just kidding” so he doesn’t totally lose it. I’m not trying to ruin his life or anything. It’s just... he’s there, and I’m me, and that’s how it shakes out.

Lately, though, he’s been weirder than usual. Like, more than his baseline weird. I caught him the other night with this old book—not a textbook, but some beat-up leather thing with funky symbols on it. He’s got candles lit, muttering under his breath like he’s in a damn movie. I lean in the doorway, lacrosse stick over my shoulder, fresh from practice. “Dude, you joining a cult or just failing at D&D?” I say, chucking the ball at his wall—thunk. He jumps, slams the book shut, and his face goes all blotchy red. “You’ll see, Connor,” he snaps, voice low and creepy. I roll my eyes and head to the shower—whatever, freak. Probably some new nerd obsession. I’ve got better things to worry about, like the game this weekend and whether Jess is gonna text me back.

Life’s good, like I said. I’m on top—popular, athletic, coasting through. Will’s just background noise, a punching bag I don’t hit too hard. What’s he gonna do, anyway? Cast a spell on me? Yeah, right.
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So, life’s rolling along, same as always—me killing it, Will sulking in his corner. But the last couple weeks, something’s off with him. Not just his usual loser vibes, either. He’s been... I don’t know, secretive? Like he’s up to something, and not just grinding for some rare loot drop in whatever game he’s obsessed with this month. It starts small—little things I brush off because, honestly, who cares what Will’s doing? But it’s getting harder to ignore, and I’m starting to wonder if the guy’s finally cracked.

It kicks off one night when I get back from practice, sweaty and starving, lacrosse stick slung over my shoulder. I barge into the room, ready to blast some music and scarf down the leftover pizza in the mini fridge, and there’s Will, hunched over his desk like usual. Except he’s not gaming. No headset, no controller, just that creepy old book I saw before—the leather one with the weird symbols. It’s open in front of him, and he’s got this little candle flickering, the kind you’d see in a horror movie. The room smells like burnt herbs or some shit, and he’s muttering under his breath, all intense. I stop in the doorway, smirking. “Dude, you joining a cult or just failing at D&D?” I say, tossing my lacrosse ball at the wall—thunk. It bounces back, and he flinches, slamming
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