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  “Hello! Today we’re joined by up-and-coming rookie group TRAILBL4ZE to promote their second comeback and studio EP, 
  
    Nameless
  
  !”



  There are three radio staff sitting opposite them. They each have their own microphones. Himeko and Welt have their own too, but Stelle, March 7th, and Dan Heng are sharing two between them, squished together at the tail end of the broadcasting desk. This is how things usually are, and Stelle finds a little bit of that familiar, easy reassurance in the pressure of Dan Heng and March’s shoulders pressed up against hers.



  “It’s great to be here,” Welt says, in his insufferably calm, collected, professional Leader voice. It’s the one Dan Heng caught him practising in the mirror once, and the one that Himeko mimics whenever she wants to maintain order over them all.



  One of the hosts echoes his sentiment. “It’s an honour to have you all here. One of the biggest rising stars in the industry right now,” they say, empty words that have been flung at them since debut. Stelle got tired of hearing it within a month. She’s still tired of it. The look Dan Heng gives her says he is as well. “So, we have a few questions about the album and the promo, but first, how are you? You all look amazing in this comeback!”



  ‘Amazing’ is an easy way to say palatable, Stelle thinks. She knows Himeko has been struggling already to keep up with all the expectations of her – the exercise regimes, the diets the company, AKIVILI, keep trying to force them to adhere to, the rigid sort of beauty that they want from her more than the rest of them. She’d spent six long hours in a salon chair for this comeback, relentlessly dying her hair a bright, potent red. It looks good on her, like everything does, but it leaves stains like blood on her pillow case and the bottom of the shower tray. 



  “Well,” Welt says. He’s as uncomfortable as the rest of them with these questions, but he’s better at hiding it, “thank you. We’ve all been working hard, we just hope it’ll all pay off.”



  “I have no doubts that it will,” the third host says. “You guys seem to accomplish just about anything you put your minds to! The youngest group ever to win two Stellar Jade awards for your debut album, and several nominations already lined up for this EP… tell us, what’s it like being a two time Stellar Jade winner this early in your career?”



  Welt passes around the ‘someone else answer this question!’ look. Dan Heng speaks up, “it’s a dream come true,” he says, the press team approved answer they’ve been rehearsing since their very first interview. “I don’t think any of us expected this much success so quickly and we’re just really grateful for it and everything it’s brought with it, and we owe so much of it to our fans.”



  Himeko coos, “love you, Trail Crew!”, their fanbase name, into her microphone. She angles a smile and two peace signs at the camera recording the radio show, too. The video footage is being live streamed on the radio website, and Stelle knows their AKIVILI staff will put together a compilation of best moments for the TRAILBL4ZE site later, too. 



  The radio hosts cheer along with her. “I’m sure Trail Crew are not going to be disappointed with this comeback, either,” one says. “Speaking of, we have a sneak preview of the title track, 
  
    Shadow
  
   lined up, so let’s give that a listen now…”



  They fiddle with the mixing boards in front of the three hosts, and the familiar music of their track starts to play over the headphones. Beside Stelle, March 7th starts dancing to it as best she can, choreography already built into their muscle memory. The hosts point at her and laugh, and laugh harder when Welt of all of them joins in the dance, and by then the thirty second clip has run its course. 



  The host says, “if you missed it, that was 
  
    Shadow, 
  
  the title track of 
  
    Nameless
  
  , the second studio EP album from TRAILBL4ZE. So, tell us about the song. What was the process? The inspiration?”



  “We produce as much of our own music as we can,” March 7th answers. She has to lean a little closer to Stelle to reach the mic. “
  
    Shadow
  
   is actually a track that we’ve been working on since we were training so it’s really nice to be able to finally share it with everyone.”



  “That’s quite a while,” a host says, “can you tell us why it took so long to release it?”



  “It’s a song that Dan Heng and I started working on almost as soon as we met,” Welt answers. “We were…” he glances at Dan Heng, “about two months into being trainees, and we’d finally been given more access to the production studios so we took full advantage.”



  Dan Heng nods. He leans into Stelle to reach the microphone too. “We never fully finished it while we were still trainees. There was always something missing…”



  “It wasn’t until we met Stelle that we realised what it was,” Welt finishes. Everyone turns to Stelle, like they expect her to finish the story. 



  She clears her throat. “Oh. I was the last one to be added to the group, so after I joined, we started compiling ideas for the first debut. We’re lucky that AKIVILI gave us a lot of creative control, and when Welt and Dan Heng played us all this track, I suggested writing a rap verse for it and everyone agreed.”



  “It’s one of the best things she’s ever written,” Himeko praises, “seriously, I don’t know how we’ll ever beat it now.”



  “Mm,” March 7th says. She flings her arms out dramatically. “We’ll have to retire after this EP. Stelle will never write anything better.”



  The hosts laugh. “Here’s hoping that that never happens,” one says, “I think I speak for everyone when I say we want TRAILBL4ZE to last for
  
    ever
  
  .”


 


 


  Himeko collapses face first onto their couch when they get back to the dorms. 



  “Ohh, Himeko, don’t!” Dan Heng calls. He’s stuck by the front door, struggling to undo the laces of his boots. “You’re gonna get foundation all over the cushions!”



  Himeko groans in response. Her voice is muffled into the couch cushions. “There is so much setting spray on my face right now, I don’t think it’s ever going to come off.”



  “Don’t be silly,” Welt says. He’s kneeling in front of Dan Heng, patiently untangling the knots in his laces. “It’ll come off with makeup remover, cleanser, and warm water eventually.”



  “I thought they wanted my skin to be clear,” Himeko says, “but the amount of trauma I have to cause it just to get this stuff off is going to make me break out.”



  “We can do face masks tonight,” Stelle suggests. It’s been about a week since any of them had any time to, and face masks have become something of a dorm tradition. 



  (‘Friends who face mask together, stay together!’ March 7th had declared in Stelle’s first week in the dorms. She’s never done a face mask alone since then.) 



  “We still have some of the nice clay ones,” March 7th adds. The clay ones are Himeko’s favourite, for a reason unbeknownst to Stelle. Himeko enjoys the thick, tight feeling of the clay while they dry. Stelle hates it with a visceral kind of passion. 



  “Hmmmm,” Himeko tells the couch. She slowly starts to lever herself up “I’m going to go shower. Then we can do them.”



  “I’m gonna shower too,” Welt says, standing up while Dan Heng puts his (finally removed) boots away. It’s one of the benefits of being a co-ed group, Stelle thinks. They get two and a half bathrooms in their dorm. 



  “We’ll order food!” March says. “Requests?”



  Welt and Himeko look at each other. Stelle can see the calculated look in Himeko’s eyes — the one they’ve all learnt over the last couple of years, the one that tries to measure whether they can, whether the nutritionists will let them get away with it. They see it in Himeko the most, and there’s an officially unofficial effort among the other four of them to override The Look whenever they can. 



  Welt speaks first. “Get whatever you three want. Put it on the company card.”



  Himeko opens her mouth to say something. Welt gives her another look. He’s the only one who’s allowed to: he’s the leader, even if she’s still the eldest. Himeko relents. “Okay,” she says, quietly, and it’s good enough for now. 



  Stelle can already tell she and March 7th will be holding her back together later tonight, but that’s okay. Himeko will have to hold her and March, too. It’s in her eyes, in March’s too. Promotion schedules take their toll on all of them, and this album is more personal, heavier than their last. Now, everyone is expecting something from them. It’s a weird kind of pressure, Stelle thinks, trying to live up to the things they’ve already done, the standards they’ve set for themselves. 



  “Okay,” Welt repeats. “Good. Come on.”



  He guides her to the bathroom she shares with Stelle and March 7th before disappearing into his own. Stelle settles into the space on the couch Himeko had vacated, and March joins her, pressed close enough that Stelle can feel the way her body trembles with leftover adrenaline, soured into exhaustion. 



  Dan Heng joins them once he’s put his boots and coat away, pulling out his phone and opening a delivery app as he does. He hands his phone to March 7th once he’s close enough, and the unspoken agreement to let her choose passes between the three of them. Stelle curls her legs up underneath her, tucking her toes under Dan Heng’s thighs and pressing her knees into March’s shins. Their closeness has long since stopped being inconvenient, like it was when they first debuted. Now, it’s the easiest thing in the world.



  She loses herself in their company for a little while. The past month has been full of promos for their comeback, and the eight months before that full of rehearsals and photoshoots and video shoots. In a few weeks, though, the album will release, they’ll perform a few songs for showcases and broadcasts, do a couple more shoots, and then it’ll be over for a little while. There’s no plan for a tour for this comeback, although Stelle knows Welt is still pushing for one. She’s secretly glad that it hasn’t really been approved yet, and she thinks the others are as well.



  (Later that night, March 7th applies a pink clay mask to Himeko’s face, and Stelle slowly combs out and then French braids her damp hair. Dan Heng and Welt orbit around the three of them, slowly, quietly, easily. The next morning, Stelle feels more well-rested than she has for a while.)


 


 


  “We have a NIKA shoot today,” Welt says, mostly into his mug of coffee but partly to them.



  “What time?” Stelle asks. She’s expecting it to be later – if it’s early in the morning, their managers will usually arrive before their alarms, just to make sure everyone gets up on time.



  “Evening,” Welt says. “Some of it will be outside, with the sunset.”



  So it’ll be cold, Stelle thinks, already mourning the loss of feeling in her toes and fingers. “Okay. Is there anything else today?”



  “I’m doing a live stream with March,” Dan Heng says. She likes how he looks in the mornings, all sleep-rumpled and pretty and imperfect. 



  Not that she doesn’t like how he looks all the time, really, but there’s something kind of nice and a little selfish in her that likes that no one else sees them like this. Without the makeup, or the styling, or the stage lights. Dan Heng, TRAILBL4ZE’s visual, has red lines on his face from his pillow case, and sleep in his eyes, and his hair is curling up around his ears in knots.



  Like this, these are her friends. Her family. More than just her band.



  Dan Heng smiles at her when he catches her looking, like he knows what she’s thinking. “Do you want to join us, Stelle?” he offers, even though she knows they both know she’s going to say no.



  Welt laughs under his breath. “Our Stelle,” he says, pushing his half finished coffee mug towards her. She takes a sip dutifully, “always camera shy, huh?”



  Himeko ruffles her hair when she enters. Their gentle affection makes her feel young, cared for. Light. “What’s this, my Stelle? Camera shy? Never.”



  Himeko pulls out the chair next to her and steals Welt’s coffee. She finishes it in one mouthful, and Stelle leans in close to rest her head on Himeko’s shoulder. The red of her hair glows in Stelle’s peripheral vision, blurring the lines of Himeko’s face into something warm and soft. 



  “I gave that to Stelle, not you,” Welt says, but he doesn’t sound annoyed. He’s already getting up to fill another two mugs from the coffee machine.



  “What’s mine is yours,” Stelle says, kind of jokingly but kind of serious. “I don’t even like Welt’s coffee.”



  Himeko laughs, loud, like bells. Dan Heng laughs quietly, like he’s just breathing. Welt looks at her, betrayed.



  She likes these mornings. These good mornings.


 


 


  The photoshoot that evening approaches slowly, and then suddenly very quickly. That’s how it is with all their work, she thinks. Slow, slow, slow, and then so fast she gets whiplash. 



  Before long, they’re all being bundled into an SUV and driven to a location about forty minutes away from the dorms. Stelle is squished into the car next to Welt and a suitcase full of hair and makeup products. March 7th is excited and her energy is infectious, permeating through the car until there’s something buzzy and warm underneath her skin. 



  The concept for the shoot echoes the concept they’d chosen for the album: something kind of spacey, a little futuristic, a little lonely. There’s a deep red sofa, darker than Himeko’s hair, sitting in the middle of an abandoned, drained, out-door swimming pool, surrounded by a side table with a 1920s stain glass lampshade on it. 



  Their outfits are smooth and watery, set against the velvet of the couch. Himeko’s put in some slinky, oil slick dress, and no one can take their eyes off of her. A single teardrop pearl sits between her clavicle like it was made to be there. Mark 7th gets something a little younger, a little more playful, but no less coordinated: a silky cream shirt and wide-legged, high waisted pants. Four buttons are sewn into the waistband, all shimmery and mother-of-pearl. 



  The pearl matches Welt’s shirt too, shiny and opalescent, tucked into dark trousers and a leather harness wrapped around his shoulders. They put Dan Heng in something similar, but his is a length of thick silver chain link that loops its way around his waist and down his left arm, sat neatly atop a solid black shirt, unbuttoned down to the centre of his chest so the chain can curl around his neck, too, resting between his collarbones. They put pearls in his ears, though, inlaid in matching silver. 



  Stelle is given a liquidy, shimmery dress. There are pearl beads sewn into it, small enough that she doubts they’ll even be seen on camera. They fix pearls into her hair, too, till they drip down around her like raindrops. There’s a thin silver bracelet on her wrist, but she’s given no other accessories. She likes the shoots like these, where the sets and the clothes do all the talking. She doesn’t have to wear thick makeup, or heavy jewellery underneath all the studio lights.



  The director on set introduces herself as Alexis, and the photographer as Fizz. Stelle doesn’t recognise either of them, but they seem kind and confident, and not afraid of what they want. Their first shot sees Himeko sat in the middle of the couch, Dan Heng on her left and March 7th on her right. Welt leans half over the arm and half over the back of the couch, close to them, and Stelle sits on the floor below them, between Himeko and Dan Heng.



  It’s easy work, the natural sort of work where she doesn’t have to try very hard to look comfortable or relaxed because, for the most part, she already is. The sunlight sparks off of the clothes, and casts fractured light through the lampshade. When Alexis organises them into the next shot, Stelle finds herself moving easily.



  “Stelle, come here,” Welt gestures at her. Unit shots, Fizz says, while Himeko, Dan Heng, and March 7th stand up and out of the way. 



  “Where do you want me?” she asks. The sun is slowly starting to go down, and the ethereal sort of energy on set is making her feel more tired than she actually is. Fizz takes a moment to think about it.



  “Sit in the middle of the sofa,” she says. “Welt, go behind it. Lean over a little, and put your hands on either side of her, on the backrest. Yeah. Yes, perfect.”



  Himeko claps, off to the side. “This looks amazing!” she calls out, and then pauses a little. “Stelle, you look a little tense.”



  Stelle blinks. She tries not to be. But it’s like when someone tells her to think about her breathing: it’s all she can think about, and now she feels even more tense.



  Alexis laughs a little, only for long enough that it’s clear it’s none of them that are getting laughed at. She moves away from the camera for a second, only to flick the on button on a radio boombox Stelle hadn’t noticed. It’s almost a little bit embarrassing how much easier it is to relax when the music starts playing. Welt laughs too, soft enough that it brushes the edge of her cheek and not much else.



  “It’s okay,” Fizz reassures her anyway, “it’s not coming up like that on camera, so don’t worry. Just keep doing what you’re doing.”



  So she does.


 


 


  A week or so passes. Someone says something about an album release party, maybe it’s March, and everyone sounds off their enthusiasm. So Welt talks to the agency, and something gets sorted out, and now they’re here. Stelle has a countdown on her phone to when the songs will become officially available everywhere, and every time she looks at it, she feels excited and anxious and a little bit nauseous.



  There are a lot of people here, but the five of them stick close together, like no one else exists. Welt keeps checking the countdown on her phone too, jittery with nerves. They don’t make a big deal of it when the countdown goes off, but March 7th pulls them all into a hug and they hold it for a long minute. 



  There’s a showcase performance tomorrow night, where they’ll officially put 
  
    Shadow
  
   and another song from the album on stage. The day after, a relay dance shoot, and the day after that, a live studio performance. And then, one final magazine spread, and then promotions will be officially over. She can’t tell if she’s dreading it, or looking forward to it.



  “Come on,” Himeko says. She steps out of the hug, but puts her hands in Dan Heng’s and Welt’s. “We can afford one shot before we leave tonight, surely.”



  “Just one,” Welt says, letting Himeko drag them over to the bar. “Then we go home, put on a movie, and fall asleep in the living room.”



  That’s what they did after debut, too. Their first release day had ended with a tequila shot each, a movie, and once Welt had fallen asleep first, all of them had curled up around him and fallen asleep as well. One of the managers had arrived early the next morning, and taken a picture before waking them up. Dan Heng had sourced a copy from somewhere, printed it out, and stuck it to the fridge in the dorm with one of March 7th’s novelty fridge magnets.



  “Yes, please,” March says. “I’m so tired, now.”



  “We still have a few things left,” Stelle says, leaning closer to March so she can take some of her weight. “We can’t be that tired yet.”



  “There’s not too much left,” Dan Heng says. “And you like the showcase performances, don’t you?”



  “That doesn’t mean they aren’t tiring,” March says. She keeps leaning on Stelle, but she moves a little to lean on Dan Heng as well. “Right now, it feels like we’ve been doing this forever. But as soon as we stop, it’ll feel like we never did anything at all.”



  Stelle laughs. “You know Welt will start putting together the next comeback as soon as he wakes up.”



  March 7th just groans. “He’ll get his tour next time, as well, won’t he?”



  “Of course he will,” Dan Heng says. “He might even get his tour first, we could do it in between albums.”



  “I don’t think we have enough songs to take them on tour,” Stelle says. 



  “We will, soon,” Dan Heng says. He sounds excited. Really, when Stelle thinks about it, she’s pretty excited too. The future is bright, getting brighter all the time.



  Himeko hands out a round of soju shots. Her grin is even brighter than the future looks right now. “Come on!” She says, taking her own shot glass from Welt. “Here’s to TRAILBL4ZE,” she calls out into the night, only loud enough for the five of them to hear and no one else. 



  When they clink the glasses together, liquor splashes out onto Stelle’s fingertips. The sound of the glasses rings out in her mind for the rest of the night, even once they’re home, and she falls asleep curled up next to March 7th and Himeko.


 


 


  None of them make any kind of mistake at the showcase. Thank 
  
    God
  
  , Stelle thinks, and the relief in Welt’s eyes tells her he’s thinking the same thing. 



  The night starts with several long hours spent waiting in the green room, the dressing rooms, and the corridors outside the stage floor with all the other idol groups waiting to perform. There’s something annoying and buzzy in the air, and Stelle shakes her jitters out every five minutes. This is the worst part: sweating through their stage costumes before they even get in front of the audience, applying more and more pressed powder in the hopes her face won’t look too oily under the lights, some girl next to them fixes her hair and Stelle tastes hairspray for the rest of the night. Himeko catches sight of one of the groups that they’re all sort of friends with, 
  
    Wildfire
  
  , and spends twenty minutes catching up with their leader, Natasha. 



  But then, they exit stage left to a bone-rattling cheer, and if Stelle tries hard enough she can pretend the yawning ache in her muscles is something biblical, the way she thinks it’s meant to be. It’s done. March 7th bounces her way back to the green room and they all follow about five slow paces behind her. And it’s done. 



  The aftermath of adrenaline makes Stelle shiver, and it makes Dan Heng freeze, but it makes March speed up. She doesn’t slow down. She circles around them, leaving behind her a trail of costume items that Himeko dutifully picks up for the stylists. 



  Even backstage, they can still hear the cheers of the fans. Dan Heng sets up a livestream almost immediately. Stelle isn’t sure if he’s supposed to do that here, but neither Welt nor Himeko tell him not to, so. She leans into his side and waves at the camera.



  “Hey, Trail Crew,” Dan Heng introduces. “I don’t know how many of you are out there right now, or watched it live at all, but we just finished our showcase of 
  
    Shadow 
  
  from the new EP.”



  The comments are scrolling too fast for Stelle to properly read them. She’s learnt by now how to read the shapes of the letter enough to get the gist of messages as they fly past, but they don’t really need the specifics when nearly every one says ‘I LOVE YOU!’ and ‘CONGRATULATIONS!’ and ‘THANK YOU’. 



  March 7th darts past behind them, followed by Himeko. The comments get a little bit faster. Stelle sees something that looks a little bit like 
  
    Where’s Welt?
  
  , so she says, “Welt’s here,” and reaches out to turn Dan Heng’s phone around to point the camera at him.



  Welt has his eyes closed, curled into one of the armchairs, but he throws a peace sign and then a finger heart in the direction of the camera with unfailing accuracy. “Hi, everybody,” he says, “thank you for watching us and supporting us all the time. We couldn’t do it without you.”



  It’s his stock answer, Stelle thinks, the easy one he falls back on when they’re all too tired to think of anything else, so she turns the camera back. He’s been working hard lately; they all have been, but Welt always harder. She’ll have to keep an eye on him. Usually, Welt refuses their support unless she’s the one who offers it. (Himeko says it’s because she’s the cutest, and March 7th says it’s because she’s the youngest. She knows there’s already a hundred and one compilations of the others all treating her gently, easily, softly, though, and Welt is no different. So Stelle thinks it’s actually because she’s the one who can read him the best, even though no one else wants to admit it). 



  Dan Heng picks up where he left off. “Welt’s right,” he says, “we really couldn’t do it without you. Thank you all for your support all the time. I don’t think we’ll ever have the words to properly tell you how much it means to us.”



  “We’ll just keep showing you with our music and performance,” Stelle says, when Dan Heng pauses. 



  March 7th vaults over the back of the couch they’re sitting on. Himeko makes a face that just about makes it into the background, and it’s the sort of face that Stelle can tell will get made into jokes and memes later. “Fighting, Trail Crew!” March exclaims, leaning close to the camera, and then darting back just as quickly. “Thank you for watching us!”



  “We can’t stay for much longer,” Dan Heng says. Stelle pulls March back against the couch, keeping her a little more still while Dan Heng signs off. “We’ve got a lot more to do. But we’ll try and do another stream soon, maybe in a few days once all our promotions officially end. Thank you, again, so much–”



  “We’ll keep doing our best for you!” March says.



  “Please take care of yourselves,” Stelle says, echoing the words she knows are no doubt filling the chat box right now. 



  Dan Heng reaches forward to end the stream, and just about manages to catch Himeko waving in the background, and Welt’s quiet, “goodbye,” before his phone screen goes dark. 



  Now it’s like all of the energy has finally drained out of all of them, even March. “Come on,” Himeko says, somehow still on her feet. “Come on,” she says, “let’s go back to the dorm.”



  (Once they get there, after squeezing the five of them into a car with only four spare seats, Stelle makes sure to be subtle but insistent when she guides Welt into his bedroom. Usually, he shares with Dan Heng, but March 7th drags Dan Heng into the bedroom she and Stelle share with one look. Caring for each other has become easy, and the routines have become second nature, even if, technically, they’re not supposed to do this, but Stelle doesn’t care about technicalities. She lies Welt down on his side and curls up next to him, and hopes that, at least for tonight, they’ll all sleep well).  


 


 


  Actually, Stelle prefers doing the live studio performances. 



  As much as she likes playing theatres and concert halls and stadiums, the studio shoots are just… easier. 



  “I’m so glad it’s just a dance relay today,” Himeko says. She’s chopping a carrot into matchsticks and Stelle reaches out around her knife to steal a few. “Wh- Stelle!”



  “I’m glad too,” Stelle says, around a mouthful. 



  “I had a knife!” Himeko says. “If you want some, just ask.”



  Stelle shrugs. “Tell me why you’re glad it’s just a relay today?”



  “I think they’re more fun,” Himeko says. She turns back to her carrots. The shoot isn’t till later, so they’re going to spend the time in between rehearsing the choreography. It’s a little different, doing it as part of a stage performance and doing it for a video recorded relay. The changes aren’t too distinct, though, which is a relief, Stelle thinks. “And a bit more relaxed. If we mess up, we can just record it again.”



  “True. We won’t mess up, though.”



  “Don’t you think just having the knowledge of the possibility makes you perform better?” Himeko asks. 



  Stelle hums. “I never really thought about it.”



  Himeko shakes her head. The red of her hair spills down her back, half untied from the French braids she sleeps in. “Figures. Dance leader that you are.”



  This time Stelle flushes. Okay, sure, she knows she’s the best dancer in the band, and okay, sure, she was the best dancer all through monthly evals, too. But it’s like… weird, now. Because the others keep up with her easily, and they’re not fighting for their places in the group anymore. Hearing the praise from Himeko, who is just as good, and just as talented, is different from hearing it from the managers as trainees. “Thanks,” she says. She picks up a spoon and digs it into the wooden tabletop so she doesn’t have to look at her. 



  “Stelle, don’t do that,” Welt calls before she can take a proper gouge out of the table. He takes the spoon away and Stelle snaps her teeth at him like a feral animal. Himeko laughs; Welt taps the spoon on her nose in reprimand. “We have to pay for a new one if we break it,” he says. “Spoon or table.”



  “You look tired,” Himeko says to him. She finishes one carrot and moves onto a cucumber.



  “Yeah, because he was up all night practising like a trainee,” March 7th says. She sounds exhausted, too, “I don’t know how none of you heard it, it was like the walls were falling down.”



  “Well, Stelle sleeps like the dead,” Himeko says, and Stelle makes an affronted sort of noise.



  March 7th collapses into a chair at the table and drops her forehead into her arms. “I wasn’t talking about Stelle. Dan Heng is the lightest sleeper of all of us and he didn’t hear a thing!”



  “Sorry, March,” Welt apologises. He ruffles her hair as he passes her. “I didn’t mean to keep you up. You should have told me to stop.”



  March 7th shrugs – this is another one of the sort of unspoken things they do for each other: let Welt practise the choreo as much as he needs to, within some reason. Stelle can’t really empathise, but she knows that both he and Dan Heng were never the best in the dance assessments and it’s taking a lot to unravel the knots those rankings had tied within them. Dan Heng, at least, is more secure in his place in the group, even if he thinks it’s tenacious and shallow to be their main visual. 



  Welt, though, has ravines under his skin that cut deeper than anything else does. Himeko has been trying to convince him that comparing themselves to each other will achieve nothing, but Stelle knows it’s empty words when they all know Himeko does the exact same. Welt, who had auditioned for a behind-the-scenes position first and foremost, a manager, a producer, only to end up on stage with them in spite of it. Stelle knows he thinks he’s the weakest link amongst them, and she also knows how wrong he is, and how hard that is for him to believe.



  All people need him for, he says, is his leadership. At least, he says, Dan Heng is 
  
    pretty
  
  .



  It’s bitter and cruel, Stelle thinks, but she understands where it comes from. So they let him practise the dances as much as he thinks he needs to. And that’s that.



  “Do you at least feel more confident now?” Himeko asks him.



  Welt nods. “Yes. I won’t show any of you up anymore, at least.”



  “You never show any of us up,” Dan Heng says from the doorway, looking sleep ruffled and not-put-together. “You couldn’t even if you tried.”



  (That’s true, Stelle thinks. They wouldn’t have let Welt debut in the first place if they didn’t think he was good enough. But it’s not that easy, she knows. It’s hard to believe a truth that doesn’t feel like a truth, no matter which way it’s spun.)



  March 7th hums in agreement. “Exactly, Welt, you’ve had this dance down pat for ages. You learn choreography quicker than any of us, even Stelle!”



  That’s also true, Stelle thinks, even though she knows everyone expects 
  
    her 
  
  to learn quickest, easiest, be the best and… whatever. Really, if anything, she thinks Welt is better than any of them.



  She knows he only does it because he feels like he can’t keep up with them all if he doesn’t. Which… she’s still trying to figure out how to work her way around that.



  “That won’t matter if I get it wrong on stage,” Welt says and isn’t that the fucking truth, Stelle thinks. “Come on. Get ready soon. The managers will be here to take us to the dance studios in a bit.” 


 


 


  Rehearsal is, as it always is, exhausting.



  Stelle collapses on her back on the floor and stares into the ceiling. Then, she’s staring into the lens of a camera. The agency have assigned videographers to follow them around for a behind the scenes sketch and fuck, if Stelle doesn’t wish they were anywhere else right now. Not while she feels like she’s dying on the floor of the dance studio, while Dan Heng and March 7th are both still standing and would make far better video footage than she does.



  She reaches up and tries to cover the camera lens with a hand, making sure to smile between her fingers. The cameraman steps back and out of the way; hopefully, that moment will be clipped and it’ll get put into a cute, quirky Stelle moments compilation. She lets her hand drop, laughing once, twice, loud enough that the camera will pick it up if the editors keep this part in. Out the corner of her eye, she sees March 7th approaching, looking like she’s plotting something.



  The thing with March 7th, Stelle thinks, is that she 
  
    always
  
   looks like she’s plotting something. That’s just her face. By that point, Stelle is in the prime danger zone for March 7th to reach out and wind her arms around Stelle’s waist and scoop her up with disconcerting ease, because March is always far stronger than she looks.



  “Wh– Hey!”



  March just laughs. The cameras find them easily. March does not put her down. 



  “March!”



  “You’re slacking! You’re slacking, you’re lying down!” March just crows, taking immense care to make sure Stelle’s feet do not touch the ground. If Stelle was anyone else, she’d probably be impressed, since March 7th is so much shorter than her.



  As it is, she has had plenty of practice using March’s height against her, and that makes it easy to relax just enough that March doesn’t expect her resistance, and then Stelle moves as much of her body weight as she can, wrenching herself out of March 7th’s arms. This is a successful move every single time she uses it, because March never expects it, and their size difference is such that Stelle’s momentum always means March has to drop her or risk being pulled over herself.



  Or, if Stelle is lucky, it means March drops her but not quick enough, and ends up sprawled across the studio floor, laughing.



  Good, she thinks. That will also make a good clip, if they keep it in the edit.


 


 


  (The relay dance shoot goes well enough, all things considered.



  Welt is happy, which means everyone else is also happy with it. The videographers follow them to set but stay out of the way, thankfully, only getting closer when they get sat down in hair and makeup and aren’t really supposed to be talking while the makeup artists put lipgloss on them anyway. 



  None of them trip over. No one makes any kind of stupid mistake. They don’t even have to reshoot it too many times. Stelle is equal parts massively relieved and hugely proud.



  So. All things considered. Well, they’ve definitely had worse shoots.)


 


 


  They always sleep well the day after a dance shoot. The exhaustion of them is a different kind of tiredness, something deep and satisfying but painful with the way Stelle’s muscles hurt and her eyes ache a little when she looks at the sky, blinded by the light. Exhausted, but relieved.



  It also means, the next morning, once they’ve been rounded up and appropriately fed and watered and dressed and pushed into stylist chairs, the makeup artists complain tirelessly about the dark circles under Stelle’s eyes. They also complain about the beginnings of a pimple on Dan Heng’s chin (which, Stelle thinks, is a little vindicating, visual that he is), and the dry skin between March 7th’s eyebrows, which is the pettiest complaint Stelle has ever heard but here they are. They complain about the scrunch of wrinkles by Welt’s eyes, too, the smile lines that everyone else thinks are cute but the stylists hate, for whatever ungodly reason.



  It also means tension: something sharp and sour sitting in the air. It means Himeko forcing her way out of the chair, smearing a streak of red lipstick along her cheek, fed up with it.



  Once Himeko moves, it’s like blanket permission for the rest of them to. Stelle snatches the concealer palette from her artist and pushes them out of the way, leaning closer to the mirror to do it herself.



  “Um–”



  “I’ll do it,” Stelle tells them, firmly. They’re not really supposed to get away with this, but…



  But.



  Welt looks at her. Welt lets them get away with anything.



  “Sit down, Stelle,” one of their managers says. Arlan. He’s nice. Fair. Reasonable. He doesn’t make her give the makeup back. Instead, he says, “let the band do their own makeup. You can come back in for touch-ups, later.”



  And then they leave. The only one who stays is the girl assigned to Himeko, and even then she only stays for as long as it takes to wipe the red lipstick from her cheek and relinquish the products. So. They’re really not supposed to get away with this. Stelle can’t remember the last time they were allowed to do their own makeup for a shoot – maybe one of the first few shows after debut, back when they’d been right at the bottom of the list and desperate and clawing their way up like every other rookie group there.



  So they do their own makeup. Himeko helps March 7th blend out her blusher, and Stelle applies eyeliner to each of them because she has the steadiest hand for it. Dan Heng goes along behind her and blends the eye pencil out into something softer, smokier, smouldering in the outer corners of their eyes. It’s how they were always meant to work, she thinks. Together.



  No one says anything once they leave the dressing rooms, either. She’s reminded that, actually, they’re all pretty good at this now. It makes her feel comfortable in a way that maybe it shouldn’t. Stelle isn’t sure. No one’s writing any rules for it, at least. 



  The outfits are simple, which is a relief. Like they’ve been chosen with the band in mind, not just picked off the rack because it looks good. It’s all some cohesive iteration of a suit, dark blazers and ties and pressed shirts. March 7th has a cotton white scoop neck and a black blazer and a black tie knotted in a bow around her neck, the tails of which Himeko tugs on and laughs. Dan Heng has a white shirt unbuttoned halfway down his sternum and black slacks; Welt a high-fashion kind of jacket with strappy bits all over. Himeko also has a white blouse, also unbuttoned in a deep vee into her chest, and Stelle can’t decide if she wants to look more at her or at Dan Heng.



  Stelle gets a cropped white button up and a long black skirt. She also gets a guitar: today they have to actually play the track, as well as sing it.



  Which isn’t, like, hard or even inconvenient, because Welt has this whole thing about authenticity and making all their sounds themselves. So this won’t be the first time they play the song, but they don’t usually make a habit of it. Even less of a habit of it in front of cameras or, God forbid, audiences.



  Dan Heng is given a bass guitar, March 7th stationed behind an electric keyboard, and Himeko, as the lead vocal, gets nothing more than a smooth, matte microphone. Welt gets a guitar too, and Stelle reaches out to pluck one of his strings.



  “Stelle!”



  “You might want to tune that,” she says, dancing far enough out of the way that Welt can’t pluck her own strings. She does run a careful scale through them, though, because it would be embarrassing to point out Welt being out of tune while also being out of tune herself. He’d never let her live it down.



  Welt grimaces. He plucks his strings one at a time. “March, give me a G, please.”



  She does; he tunes. Effortless. Stelle wonders if that will make it into any behind the scenes content at some point. Clips of them playing instruments always do well, she thinks. 



  “Are we all nearly ready?” the shoot director calls. Another guy Stelle recognises the face of but not the name. One of their managers is standing reassuringly nearby him, though, which means they’ll be in good hands for the rest of the time on set.



  “Positions!” another set hand calls. She offers guitar picks to them: Welt accepts, but Stelle declines. Once they’re stood in front of the cameras, someone attaches her guitar up to the amps, crisscrossing wires all over the floor. They get taped down, for the most part, but only with enough give left over to let them move.



  “Okay!” the director shouts. “Sound check?” 



  At least these things are never too unfamiliar, she thinks, playing the same sixteen beat section March 7th had played for them all years ago. She’s never forgotten it. March 7th hates it. When they go around, Dan Heng and Welt both play the same progression. Himeko sings it. When it’s March’s turn, she puts it into a minor key and makes it sound all weird and foreboding and they all laugh.



  So does the director, thank God, which means maybe the shoot won’t be tragically uncomfortable. “Do we all sound good?” he asks, glancing at the sound techs and then at the five of them, waiting for confirmation. 



  No one disagrees. Well, Stelle thinks maybe they could turn March 7th’s keyboard down and Welt’s guitar up, because they struggled with that a lot in the recording booth, trying to balance the two of them playing the melody together. But she doesn’t mention it. Someone will notice if it’s too bad, anyway.



  For now, she waits for the clapperboard to snap, and then she just loses herself in the same easy rhythm they’ve been living and breathing for the past however many months. At this point, she’s almost going to be sad to see it go.


 


 


  Once they get back to the dorm, Dan Heng is twitchy.



  He gets like this, sometimes. He stores all his energy up, up, up, until there’s just too much and he can’t bear to do anything with it. Unlike March, who expels hers almost as soon as she gets it, and not too similar to Stelle, either, who operates hers on a fairly steady baseline, with regularly scheduled peaks and troughs.



  Himeko and Welt disappear promptly, and Stelle thinks of all the variety shows where they’ve revealed how they’re the most introverted members of the group again. Welt leaves with the promise of food, later, on his tongue, so March 7th relocates to her bedroom, as well. This leaves Stelle to wrangle Dan Heng.



  She has this down to a very exact science by now. He is, when it comes down to it, very easy to manage. She sits him down on the couch and pats the top of his head gently. Something melts down the back of his spine. Stelle collects the guitar from his bedroom: he’ll regret the callouses tomorrow, fingers already raw from the bass guitar earlier, but right now, he’ll be glad about them. 



  She’s spent a long time figuring out how best to funnel his brain activity into something that is at least not directly harmful to him. Wrangling March 7th is easy; any of them can take care of that. Welt and Himeko are harder, but Stelle is always good at it. Because she’s the youngest. They take care of her, too, something that comes easily because she’s receptive to their love no matter how they give it.



  Dan Heng, though, is harder still. She knows most of the fan sites think Welt is the most closed-off (she remembers seeing the words ‘emotionally unavailable’ in reference to him, and even though they’re tragically incorrect, it’s not like they can exactly prove it) because he’s the leader, but really, it’s Dan Heng. She puts the guitar in his hands.



  This will remind him that he’s talented enough for them. That he isn’t just a pretty face. She’ll record him playing, and she’ll sing along with him and post it on Twitter, and then the fans will echo the rhetoric that they’re still trying so hard to convince Dan Heng of. It’ll help. She knows it will. It always does.



  (The video she uploads later trends on Twitter. She gets a bitchy text from Arlan asking her to 
  
    please not upload anything without running it by the company first
  
  , but she knows that’s only because he’s supposed to say it. And there had been that one incident that one time where March 7th uploaded a selfie and all their laundry had been hanging up in the back and they still get underwear in the fan gifts sometimes, suspiciously close to their actual sizes. Stelle sends back a shallow apology, not really meaning it, and can’t really bring herself to regret it when the comments fill with floods of compliments, all of them for Dan Heng.)


 


 


  The last photoshoot for this round of promotions is for 
  Suburbia magazine, 
  which, as Welt explains over breakfast, is the official publication for fashion houses ‘Industrial Threadwork’ and ‘In the Stars’. He explains that this means they will be wearing IT brand clothes there, back, and occasionally across the next few weeks as part of the contract deal.



  This is fine, Stelle thinks. She, for the most part, likes their designs. Himeko does too, and Dan Welt is generally unbothered by most things, even though they all know he’s going to get the most elaborately designed outfits by virtue of being their visual. Welt is practically paid to not make a fuss, too, because generally for as long as Welt doesn’t mind, none of the rest of them do either.



  March 7th, however, is not happy.



  This is a consequence that they don’t tend to prepare for very often, in part because it is practically genetically impossible for March 7th to be unhappy, and also because, if she ever 
  
    is, 
  
  someone else is probably going to be unhapp
  
    ier
  
  . These are circumstances that Stelle is not very confident navigating. That none of them are very confident navigating.



  “Do we have to?” March 7th asks. She has the brand page pulled up on her phone and the contract brief pulled up on Welt’s tablet. The contract includes pictures of all the clothes that will be sent to them over the next few days, for them to wear casually whenever they go outside. Stelle leans over her shoulder to look at them too.



  “Yes,” Welt says. He doesn’t seem to have looked at the pictures yet. Stelle wrinkles her nose.



  “But these are–” March 7th scrolls down, “these are ugly!”



  Stelle doesn’t quite agree: there’s a lot of leather, and it’s totally goth, and some of it is strangely futuristic and the rest of it contradictorily historic. She likes it. But she wears that kind of thing, anyway. So does Himeko. So does Dan Heng, and occasionally, so does Welt.



  March 7th… does not. Categorically. She wears tulle and bright colours and suspenders and sequins and glitter. She wears short flouncy skirts and coloured denim. She wears pink. She wears velvet. She avoids leather like the plague.



  “It’s part of the deal,” Welt says.



  Stelle points at one of the images. It’s a pink sweater. Granted, there are a bunch of holes artfully placed around the neck, some of them held together by safety pins, and it’s like nothing March would usually wear, but it 
  
    is 
  
  pink. “You could wear that.”



  “It’s…” March hesitates, like she doesn’t want to call it ugly again, but her face gives her away.



  “I know,” Stelle says. She disagrees, actually. “But it’s pink. And then you could just wear all the accessories.”



  “That depends what the accessories are,” March 7th says. But she looks a little bit like she’s considering it; Welt looks like he supports the suggestion too. March scrolls down to the accessories, and they are marginally more tolerable.



  There’s a lot of metals, and a strange amount of spikes, but they’re all fairly innocuous. March scrunches her lips and nose up while she deliberates.



  “We can decide when they get delivered,” Welt offers. “You might change your mind if you see some of them in person, and we might not get everything on the contract, anyway. But if you want to, if you’d prefer, I’m happy to have you take all the accessories and we’ll wear the rest of it, no matter what.”



  “Same,” Stelle says. It goes without saying that Dan Heng and Himeko would agree too, and March 7th looks a little pacified.



  “Okay,” she says. “Thank you. I just hope this actual shoot isn’t as bad.”



  “It’s really not your style, is it,” Stelle says. None of them are strangers to wearing clothes that they don’t exactly like, for comebacks or photoshoots or performances or whatever. But most of the time, the stylists try to coordinate it at least a little bit, so no one has to stray too far from their natural aesthetic. But this is maybe one step too far.



  March laughs. Good, Stelle thinks. Already, she feels less distressed about it. “No, it really isn’t.”



  “There should be multiple options on set,” Welt says. “If you hate your outfits for the shoot, we can request that they change some stuff around.”



  “It’ll be fine,” March says. She doesn’t look convinced, but Stelle can still see the slight tension in her shoulders. “I’ll just… we’ll just have to see when we get there.”



  So, when they get there, all spilling out of the same car, Stelle takes March 7th’s hand and holds it tightly. It’s not really that the clothes matter too much, she thinks, and she knows March doesn’t quite feel like that either, but… It’s different, knowing that they’ll get recorded and photographed wearing them. And March doesn’t like the photographers on the best days, let alone when she’s wearing clothes she doesn’t like. So.



  Stelle holds her hand.



  One of the designers approaches Welt and Arlan and introduces herself as Dyanna. Stelle knows she’s going to forget that name by the time they get home. She says, “we have all the outfits labelled over here, if you want to look through them. Let us know now if there’s anything you want to change, and we’ll do our best to make it happen. Everything is numbered in order of the shoot.”



  Welt nods and thanks her and then directs them all to the dressing rooms. Sometimes, Stelle feels like a little duckling following after its mother, the way Welt guides them all. They’ve been given two rooms, but March 7th drags the clothing rack from the second room into the first anyway, and they all pile in. Stelle watches her steel herself, swallowing hard enough that her entire head moves with it. 



  “Remember,” Welt says, “you can change anything you want.”



  “I know,” March 7th says, and then she pulls off the first garment bag with her name on it. 



  She unzips it with little flourish and little preparation, and inside, the clothes that are revealed are…



  Well…



  March 7th swallows again. She says, “okay. Okay.”



  “It’s not too bad,” Himeko offers.



  The outfit inside it isn’t, really, too bad. It’s leathery and edgy and gothic, yeah, but the skirt is flouncy even if it is pleated leather, with strappy utility belts dangling off of it, and the shirt is beaded with pearls and tiny diamonds. March 7th has worn worse, Stelle thinks. They’ve all worn worse.



  “We only have three looks,” Dan Heng says quietly. “It won’t be too terrible.”



  “Will you be okay?” Welt asks March 7th, seriously, and quietly, and all sorts of gently protective. March 7th looks at her outfit once more, appraising it, judging it. Stelle can tell she’s imaging herself wearing it, seeing it on her body in front of cameras, in front of the rest of the band, on the magazine covers.



  March 7th nods. Something settles: Stelle can tell when the tension inside her snaps, loosening and relaxing and slowly starting to leak all out of her ears. That’s that.


 


 


  The first outfit is surprisingly good. March seems more confident once she puts it on, and gets even more confident when the rest of them get dressed too. It’s easier, Stelle thinks, when you can See the Vision. When they all stand together and get the first set of photos done, feeling strong and powerful and together, she knows March 7th is slowly starting to get into it.



  March’s second outfit is different, but still acceptable. It’s more neon, a bright orange that risks clashing with the pastel of her hair, with more black tactical straps pulled taut across her chest and around her waist. At least, Stelle thinks, the colour looks better on her than the black.



  The rest of them get something similar, all highlighter bright with matching black accents. Stelle attaches the end of one of her buckles to one of March 7th’s, and they prance around set together like nothing could ever break them apart. She attaches another one to one of Dan Heng’s too, and drags the two of them around behind her until they all fall over.



  The third outfit, though… is… Stelle isn’t sure what to make of it. She likes the look assigned to her, and she likes the outfit that Dan Heng gets, and she doesn’t really mind the one that Himeko gets but that’s mainly just because Himeko could make anything look good, even a potato sack. Welt’s outfit, too, is acceptably tolerable.



  March 7th’s, though, is… A significant disappointment.



  She can tell by the way March’s entire demeanour deteriorates that she hates it. Stelle kind of hates it, too. She hates that March 7th hates it. 



  Stylists do this a lot. Hating their outfits is nothing particularly 
  
    new
  
  , especially not to March. They assume because she wears bright colours and skirts and cute things as opposed to Himeko’s sensuality and Stelle’s technicality that March 7th likes being loud. That she likes being childish. That she likes accessories, and having a Presence, and being… being 
  
    demeaned.
  



  That’s what it is, Stelle thinks. Demeaning.



  Her outfit is like someone took all the worst parts of the rainbow, chewed them up, and spat them back out onto a dress form. Not even Himeko could make this look good, Stelle thinks.



  “Oh,” Welt says. He sounds like he’s being particularly careful with his voice, the way he is when he’s not sure whether he’s supposed to like or hate something, or at least let no one know whether he likes or hates something.



  “What is this,” March 7th asks.



  “Oh,” Dan Heng says, in much the same way as Welt.



  “That’s fucking ugly,” Stelle says.



  “It’s fucking ugly,” Himeko says.



  “It’s really fucking ugly,” March 7th repeats. Oh, Stelle thinks, she sounds like she’s going to cry.



  “We’ll sort it out,” Welt says. He’s good at problem solving. He’s less good at reassuring, and right now Stelle thinks March just wants to be hugged. So she hugs her. Himeko hugs her too. “We’ll go and sort this out,” Welt says, who deals with his stress better when he can take it out on something. He takes Dan Heng and leaves the dressing room.



  March 7th sinks into a melty puddle of neon colour, and Stelle melts down with her. Himeko kneels down with far more grace, but not for long when March tugs one one of the utility straps on her second outfit and they all fall in together.



  “We’ll sort this out,” Himeko whispers. “Welt’ll sort it all out.”



  “I know,” March whispers back. “I’m just sad about it. I don’t like this designer. I really think I’m going to hate this shoot.”



  It leaves a bad taste in Stelle’s mouth that this is the note upon which their promos for 
  
    Nameless 
  
  is going to end. “They’ll fix it,” she says, with utmost faith in Welt and Dan Heng, because they are significant forces to be reckoned with, especially when March 7th cries. “And if they don’t, we’ll just leave, and they can deal with not getting the rest of the photos. Or, even better, we get to leave, and this entire photoshoot never gets released, and Arlan puts them on our company blacklist for daring to dress you in a bad outfit.”



  March laughs. She says, though, “that would mess so many things up.”



  “This has messed 
  
    you 
  
  up,” Himeko says, “which is an infinitely more important thing to mess up.”



  “Oh,” March says. She falters a little. “But that’s…”



  “She’s right,” Stelle says.



  “Of course I’m right.”



  “This is just a photoshoot,” Stelle continues. “We do so many photoshoots. We can always do another one. Who cares.”



  “The managers,” March 7th starts, “the company. The magazine company. The director of photography. The fans when they realise we won’t get any new shoot photos. You guys when you realise that we’ve just wasted an entire day of shooting because I can’t handle one stupid outfit–”



  “I don’t care,” Stelle interrupts.



  “I don’t care either,” Himeko says. “You know Welt and Dan Heng don’t. You know we care more about you than any of that, and so do the managers, and so do the fans, and this is just 
  
    one 
  
  magazine.”



  (Secretly, Stelle thinks this goes a little deeper. It’s the kind of thing they usually avoid talking about, the terrible pressure and fleetingness and temporariness of it all. That one day they could do one thing, or not do one thing, and the next day they just… won’t have any of it left.



  Maybe they should talk about it more often, Stelle thinks.)


 


 


  Welt sorts it out. March’s final outfit for the shoot becomes a more sophisticated interpretation of something a little goth, a little cute, a little lolita, a little edgy, and a lot March 7th. They finish the shoot. They go home and Stelle can tell how much of a weight has lifted from March’s shoulders. It’s nice.



  They talk about it, too. Just loosely, because it’s the sort of thing that doesn’t really bear talking about for too long. And it makes Dan Heng sad.



  Well, it makes all of them sad. But it makes Dan Heng the saddest, and Dan Heng has a kitten-ish sort of face, which is almost physically painful to look at when he’s pouting with it. But they talk about it. And it all feels a little less temporary when Stelle realises that at least they’re all temporary together.



  The rest of the clothes from the brand get delivered too, and everyone is pleasantly surprised to find that Dyanna seems to have remembered exactly what March 7th hated from her outfit on set and has removed it from the options. March is excited to open the package. Things, Stelle thinks, are looking up.


 


 


  They do the livestream that Dan Heng promised too. All of them, piled onto the couch in the dorm around his laptop, set up to display the small thumbnail from the webcam and the chat running past to the side.



  Normally, they don’t get to do streams all together. Not properly, not sitting down all together, sprawled over each other’s legs. Maybe a little closer than a co-ed group is supposed to be, but none of them even care about that. And Stelle enjoys being able to lie across everyone’s laps and watch them all.



  “Hey, Trail Crew,” Dan Heng starts. He usually does: the livestreams are his kind of thing. “So, I promised that we’d try and do a livestream all together after the promotions for 
  
    Nameless 
  
  officially end, and they officially ended last week, so here we are.”



  “Maybe not for very long,” Himeko says, “because this is the longest we’ve had a break for since we started making the album and I just want to 
  
    sleep
  
  .”



  Stelle catches sight of a few ‘
  
    please take care of yourselves!’ 
  
  running through the comments. She says, “we’re all taking care, don’t worry about us. Please take care of yourselves, instead! It’s been cold recently. I’m just glad we finished all the outside photoshoots before the weather turned.”



  Welt nudges her. He makes his ‘those photos haven’t been released yet’ face. Oops, Stelle thinks, and then she thinks it with a little bit more passion when she sees all the comments saying things like ‘
  
    outdoor photos?’ 
  
  and ‘
  
    OUTSIDE PHOTOSHOOT’ 
  
  and ‘
  
    omg what photo shoot’
  
  .



  “Oops,” she says out loud. “You’ll find out soon, Trail Crew, I promise!”



  Welt buries his head in his hands. “You’ve been doing this for two years, now, how are you still so bad at damage control.”



  Stelle knows that this moment is going to be gif-ed all over Twitter later. Hopefully, she won’t wake up with a bitter message from the managers again.



  Himeko is better at it than she is. “How does it feel to be nominated for another three Stellar Jade awards?” she reads from the chat, “oh! Right, because that happened! It was exciting when the nominations came out the other day.”



  “We’re nominated for ‘Album of the Year’, ‘Best Music Video’, and ‘Artist of the Year’,” Welt says. “Hmm. I think being nominated for Artist of the Year is a bit unfair. We haven’t really done much this year.”



  “We released an album,” Dan Heng says.



  “Besides that,” Welt says. “Well, anyway. The Music Video nomination is the most exciting, I think.”



  “You’re only saying that because we won Album and Artist of the Year when we debuted,” Himeko says. She says it a little flippantly, even though all of them know its anything but. Sometimes Stelle thinks about it a little too hard and nearly starts crying. “But, speaking of music videos, we were trying to decide on something we could do, other than just chat with you all, Trail Crew, and we thought we could watch our music videos together. We could tell you some of the stories from set.”



  The comments fly past in a rush of appreciation for the suggestion. Stelle laughs. “We’ve already told a lot of them,” she says. The ones they haven’t told so far have usually been kept secret for a reason.



  “Not all of them,” Himeko says. “Which video should we start with?”



  Dan Heng reaches out to turn the TV on and pull up the site. “We could start from the beginning,” he says.



  They only have five music videos released so far, three from the first and two from the second album. Dan Heng pulls up the first one they’d ever shot, for their first single. 
  
    In the Name of the World. 
  
  It’s one of the best things they’ve ever shot, Stelle thinks, even now. She remembers how it had felt standing on the music video set for the first time, realising everyone was there for the song they had written. It had been a high she thought she’d never come down from, and only very closely rivalled the feeling of their first ever showcase performance.



  “
  
    In the Name of the World,”
  
   Welt says, as Dan Heng clicks on the video. “The first song we wrote together. The first thing we ever filmed together, too.”



  “There isn’t much behind the scenes footage of this one, is there?” March says.



  Stelle shakes her head. “We didn’t have a crew for it back then. Anything anyone knows about this shoot is from things we’ve said.”



  The video starts playing. It starts with a short spoken word piece, read in Welt’s voice. “Welt started writing this when he was a trainee,” Himeko says. They’ve mentioned this before.



  Welt shakes his head. “No.”



  All of them look at him. “What?” Stelle says.



  “I started composing it before I ever became a trainee,” he explains. “I had the lyrics way before I came here. I used to do a lot of drawing for, like, displays and books and stuff. I wasn’t very good, but one of the guys who worked with me said it was like I was drawing the world around me. Like, I wasn’t even drawing it, it was just there on the page, existing for me. So it’s kind of inspired by that. But I never got around to 
  
    finishing 
  
  it until I became a trainee.”



  “I remember,” Dan Heng says. “When we first started working on it and it was like you already knew everything you wanted it to say, even if you acted like you’d never seen the song before.”



  Welt laughs a little. The voiceover in the video ends, and the screen moves into a familiar scene. Stelle remembers being there, filming it. It’s different to see it on the screen, to see her body performing things she remembers performing but doesn’t remember seeing. “Yeah. That’s kind of just how I write songs, though.”



  “What,” Himeko says, “like you’ve already written them out before?”



  “I guess,” Welt shrugs a little, bashfully. 



  “You haven’t seen it,” Dan Heng says. It’s true; Stelle can’t even remember the last time she saw Welt writing something. “He writes all the time in the studio and it’s like he can’t get the words out fast enough before he forgets them.”



  They all laugh. “We should film more about our recording process,” March 7th suggests. The comments seem enthusiastic. So does the band; Welt makes a note of it to ask the managers about later.



  The next music video is for 
  
    Starward Explorer. 
  
  It’s Himeko’s song more than anyone else’s, and Stelle thinks it’s the best song she’s ever seen in her life. It’s set entirely on a train carriage, all sort of vintagey and warm and fantastical. It’s perfect for Himeko, Stelle remembers thinking during filming, and she thinks it again now. 



  “Oh!” Himeko says, when her singing starts. “This was the first song I ever produced, I think. I still can’t believe we decided to do a music video for this one, out of all of them.”



  “Because it’s the best song,” March 7th says, very seriously. Stelle is incredibly inclined to agree with her. 



  The video follows Himeko through the train carriage, bathed in golden lights. It’s before she dyed her hair red, but the lights in the video make it look a dark sort of burgundy anyway. She looks elegant, and rich, and utterly beautiful. It isn’t until after the first verse that the rest of them appear and slowly start to melt into the dance choreography for the song, slow and warm like tar. It’s some of Stelle’s favourite choreography, too.



  “That’s my favourite lyric,” Welt points out. “
  
    You brought me home/let me take you there too.
  
  ”



  Himeko glances at him and then back at the screen. The comments on the computer say that that’s their favourite lyric too, or start listing the words that they like better instead. “Oh?” she says, “why?”



  “I just think it’s nice,” Welt says. “Home is always a romantic sort of idea, isn’t it? Taking someone home has so many connotations, but it’s vague enough that going home here can be anything you want it to be. And being invited home too.”



  “That’s why I like it too,” Stelle says quietly. “It reminds me of you.”



  Everyone looks at her. In the sort of dark, in the glow of their music videos on the screen, March 7th’s eyes are melted and warm. Himeko’s hand finds hers and squeezes. Himeko says, “I think I was writing about all of you.”



  The comments flood with hearts. The hearts don’t even start to diminish until the next video. “This is 
  
    Cloud-Piercer
  
  !” March 7th says as soon as the first chord plays. She flops back on the couch like all of her strings have been cut in excitement. “This has my favourite rap verse 
  
    ever
  
  .”



  “This is my favourite rap verse of yours too,” Stelle says. “Who even wrote it?”



  “I think we all did, at some point or another,” Welt says. Stelle remembers they’d all struggled with it, passing around the same torn up sheet of notebook paper in an attempt to just get it finished. It had been the first time they’d all gotten writer’s block at the same time, and Stelle does not recall those memories particularly fondly.



  But when the dam had finally broken, she thinks, the verse they’d created is one of the best they’d ever written. March 7th had performed it, and she’d been so unfailingly charismatic, so enticing, so entrancing, that the first time Stelle saw it, she’d seen March 7th rapping behind her eyelids every time she closed them for a week. 



  “Filming it was fun, too,” Dan Heng says. It had been: the choreography is harsh and sharp and bouncy, and Stelle remembers the way the floor had shook every time they all landed together. The vibrations had ricocheted around her ribcage for a few days, even after the music had stopped.



  “I think it was the hardest dance we’d done by that point,” Welt says. “I just remember that Stelle was the only one who actually enjoyed that choreo.”



  Himeko scruffs her hair. “Our dance leader, hm?”



  Stelle only leans into it a tiny bit. “It’s way easier than some of the choreography we do now, though.”



  “Ugh,” Welt groans, covering his eyes. “Don’t remind me.”



  Their fourth music video, 
  
    ICE
  
  , is probably Stelle’s least favourite. They’d had to rerecord it at least sixty seven times, it felt, and the lyrics had never quite felt like words again after that. It’s also the most boring set, and the most boring dance: just a dark empty void, and they all wear white against it. The effect is cool, she guesses, and the song is great. But the video doesn’t do it justice.



  “Recording this is the hardest thing I’ve ever done,” she comments.



  “That’s just because you like doing everything in one take,” Himeko says.



  “That’s not true,” Stelle says. “I don’t mind doing multiple takes. I do mind doing seventy takes of the same one line.”



  March 7th laughs. “We just couldn’t get the enunciation down. The tone is super hard.”



  “The tone is 
  
    easy
  
  ,” Stelle says, “you’re all just perfectionists.”



  Dan Heng elbows her. “You’re just as bad about the dances, Stelle.”



  “Well, maybe, but I wasn’t about this dance!”



  “That’s because this dance is easy,” Himeko says. “It’s a good song, though. A lot of people really liked it.”



  “I still think the video could have been better,” she says, leaning into Dan Heng’s side. “But yeah. The song is good.”



  The most recent video, the fifth music video, is for 
  
    Shadow
  
  . Which isn’t Stelle’s favourite song they’ve ever done, but it is Welt’s, and by virtue of that fact it has to become all of their favourite. It’s a good video, too, maybe the best in terms of storytelling, at least.



  It still feels a little weird to watch, though. The other ones are older, filming them is more of a distant memory. Filming for 
  
    Shadow, 
  
  though, is still recent enough that it’s less of a memory and more of a Thing Stelle Actually Did.



  “Stelle hates watching this one,” Himeko says.



  “I don’t hate watching this one!” Stelle protests, “I really like it. I think it’s a great video. I just think it’s weird to watch it so soon after filming it.”



  “You just don’t like seeing your face on camera,” March 7th says, “which is weird, for an idol.”



  Stelle groans. “I know. I know. What idol gets camera shy? Ugh.”



  Dan Heng is laughing at her. “You’re right, though,” he says. “It is a good video. It’s a good song, too.”



  “The best we’ve done so far,” Welt adds.



  The music video for Shadow ends on a black screen. There’s another voice over on it, though, recorded in Stelle’s voice. She hasn’t watched all of their music videos in order before, and seeing this one so soon after 
  
    In the Name of the World 
  
  makes her realise how similar they are. How similar they’re supposed to be.



  ‘
  
    Is this like ITNOTW on purpose?
  
  ’ someone asks in the comments.



  None of them answer, even though Stelle knows they all see it. Knows the answer is yes. Knows her words here are gentle responses to the words Welt started it all with.



  On screen, Stelle’s voice reads, purposefully glitchy and obscured and skipping words sometimes, “
  
    This is our beginning… Our destiny. This is our mission… I leave it to… you.”
  



  The video ends. “We get a lot of questions about what it all means,” Welt says, easily, as if he isn’t about to open possibly the biggest can of worms about their entire music video storyline he could.



  “We do,” Himeko agrees. “A lot of people want to know how they connect.”



  “Hmm,” Welt says. He doesn’t say anything more.



  March 7th laughs a little, quietly and under breath. “Maybe they’ll find out one day. Maybe our next comeback.”



  Dan Heng groans. He tips his head back against the sofa. “I don’t even want to think about another comeback for the next five months,” he says, and they all laugh. Privately, Stelle agrees with him. As fun as it is, she’s ready for a break.



  “We do say it’s left to them, now,” Stelle says. “Maybe that’s the point.”



  She laughs again. They all do, the secret fun laughter where she knows what it means, they all know what it means and everyone else is just waiting. Himeko says it feels like they have all the fans eating out of the palms of their hands. Stelle thinks sometimes it does too. 



  “Well,” Dan Heng leans forward once the music videos have all finished. “We should go now. We have so much sleep to catch up on.”



  “Take care of yourselves, Trail Crew,” Himeko coos. She blows kisses at the camera. She won’t stop until Dan Heng turns it off.



  “We’ll be safe if you are!” March adds. She blows her own kiss, but only once, before leaning back and crossing her legs beneath her, curling into Stelle a little closer. 



  Welt offers a small salute, and loops his free arm around Himeko. Stelle wonders how many screenshots of this will appear online later. She wonders if any of them will make it onto their fridge.



  She says, “thank you for being here,” and, “thank you for listening to us,” and finally, “thank you for loving us,” all in a rush, before Dan Heng ends the live feed with a wave. She leans into March the same way March 7th leans into her, and Dan Heng sits back into Welt’s arms and Himeko’s like they were waiting for him.



  The laptop screen goes dark. No one moves to turn on the dorm lights. By the time Stelle wakes up the next morning, to a gentle sun and the soft warmth of her bandmates – her family – beside her, the laptop has died, and the morning sunrise is warming it upon the coffee table. 



  March’s camera has been left on the floor beside the couch. If Stelle stretches, careful, carefully, slowly enough not to wake any of them, she can reach it. And then she can lift it up above them as far as her arms can reach, and she can take a picture. She hides it in the dark under the blanket someone tossed over them during the night while it develops, and then, once it has, she keeps it turned face down on the coffee table.



  She’ll stick it to the fridge with one of March 7th’s novelty magnets later. For now, the sun is still slowly warming up, and her members are still sleeping beside her. Stelle curls back into the couch, back into March 7th, and falls back to sleep too.
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for anyone who cares this is what i think their idol group positions are:

Welt: leader & sub vocalist

Himeko: main vocal & sub dancer (eldest)

Stelle: main dancer & sub rapper (youngest)

March: lead rapper & sub vocalist

Dan Heng: visual & sub rapper

ok anyway find me on tumblr





