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Introduction

“He’d make a good fiancé. I want him in a dress first thing in the morning.”
This is an illustrated romance novel, complete with beautiful images inside. Enjoy!

∞∞∞

Henry Hampton needed a beautiful woman on his arm to quiet his family, impress his board, and close the biggest deal of his life.

I… needed the money.

What I didn’t need was the way he looked at me the first time he had me waxed, styled, dressed, and transformed into the kind of woman people couldn’t stop staring at.

I didn’t need the silk. The diamonds. The private fittings. The way his hand settled on my waist like I already belonged to him.

But the worst part wasn’t becoming Ari for Henry.

It was how right it felt.

In public, I was his perfect bride-to-be. Elegant. Feminine. Untouchable. In private, I was becoming someone I had spent my whole life trying not to want.

Henry told me he chose me because I was safe. Because I was a man. Because that meant he would never make the mistake of falling in love with me.

Then he put me in a wedding gown, looked at me like I was the most dangerous thing he had ever seen, and ruined us both.

Clutch your Pearl Necklace Tight and

Prepare for a Transgender Romance Ride!

Note: Billionaire’s Pretend Bride is a glamorous, emotional romance featuring a fake engagement, luxury crossdressing feminization, transgender transformation, bridal fantasy, billionaire longing, and a deeply satisfying happily-ever-after.

I’m Lilly Lustwood and I’m a transgender woman. I’m a senior editor by day and I recall and write my romantic rendezvous by night.

Most of my titles deal with feminization. A fragment of what makes me find happiness in my gender identity, amidst the discrimination against women like me, is my transformation.

When I look in the mirror and I gaze at my authentic self, I know that no matter what happens, I’m living my life and not somebody else’s idea of how I should.

The clothes I wear, my long black hair, the fruity bath products that I use, the hormone medications I take before I go to bed, the sillage of my floral perfume, the surgeries I’ve undergone, and every step that I take with my size 12 Jimmy Choos, are all proudly from me…

…from my authentic feminine self.

Picture this…

❖   I have long and straight black hair and stand 5ft 6in.

❖   My curvaceous physique enjoys silk dresses

❖   I’m blessed with huge cat eyes and heart-shaped lips

❖   I want to share the rest, but that’s not very lady-like *wink*

Now that you know what your storyteller looks like, let’s get to Billionaire’s Pretend Bride.


Free Vip Mailing List

∞∞∞

Before we get to the exciting part, I’m cordially inviting you to be a Lilly Lustwood VIP.

IT DOESN’T COST ANYTHING. All you have to do is Join my Mailing List.

I will be sending you FREE Exclusive Romantic Content that you won’t find anywhere else.

My First Gift For You
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Apart from that, I’ll also send you Announcements of my New Releases and Promos.

I won’t send you anything that’s not related to my stories and I won’t share your information with any person or entity.

CLICK TO READ FOR FREE

or Copy this Link -> stats.sender.net/forms/er756a/view

Note: Please check your Spam or Promotions tab
if the confirmation doesn’t arrive in your inbox.

Love Always, Lilly


Chapter 1
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I HAD SPENT three years carrying crystal flutes through rooms I would never have been invited into. That was the thing about luxury in Manhattan. It pretended to be warm—gold light, velvet drapes, expensive laughter, women with diamonds blinking at their throats like little captive stars—but up close, it was all hard surfaces and colder rules. Marble floors. Chilled champagne. Smiles polished bright enough to reflect status and nothing else.

The Hampton Imperial had perfected that kind of luxury.

It sat on the edge of Billionaires’ Row with a limestone façade, absurd floral arrangements in the lobby, and the kind of old-money name that made guests lower their voices without even realizing it. The kind of hotel where senators held private dinners, actresses had discreet breakdowns in penthouses, and men in ten-thousand-dollar suits tipped like generosity was a vulgar habit best left to the middle class.

I worked banquets.

Which meant I spent most of my time being invisible in formalwear.

“Ariel.”

My manager’s voice cut through the ballroom like a knife through silk.

I turned too fast, nearly upsetting a tray of champagne coupes balanced on one hand. The glasses rattled. My pulse jumped. Somehow, miraculously, nothing spilled.

Dana Reese stopped in front of me in her black sheath dress and discreet headset, blond hair sprayed into place so aggressively not a strand dared move. She had the kind of face corporate hospitality loved—sharp, composed, pretty enough to soothe donors and terrify staff.

“Smile,” she said.

I smiled.

“Less obituary. More five-star.”

I fixed it.

Her gaze flicked to the ballroom doors, then back to me. “The Hampton Foundation Gala starts in eighteen minutes. Table fourteen still has the wrong place cards, the floral runner for the donor table is half an inch off-center, and press check-in somehow has the wrong sponsor board. Tell me which of those disasters you’ve already solved.”

I had solved none of them.

I kept smiling anyway. It was a skill I had developed the same way people developed calluses.

“I was on my way to table fourteen.”

“You were on your way ten minutes ago.”

She did not raise her voice. She never needed to. Dana could make a grown man feel like an embarrassment in under seven words and without disturbing her lipstick.

I shifted the tray into Paolo’s waiting hands as he hurried past. “Can you take this?”

He gave me a look that translated roughly to you owe me your firstborn, but took it.

Dana leaned in one inch closer. “Mr. Hampton is already in the building.”

Every muscle in my body tightened.

Not because that mattered to me personally. It did not. In theory. But when the owner of the Hampton Imperial was on-site, everyone moved a little faster and lied a little prettier.

“I understand,” I said.

“I don’t think you do.” Her smile flashed, corporate and bloodless. “Go.”

I went.

Behind the ballroom, the hotel lost its glamour immediately. The service corridors were all beige walls, industrial carpet, and exhausted staff moving at double speed beneath fluorescent lights that made everyone look faintly unwell. A busser rushed past with stacked silver chargers. Someone swore over a floral crate. Somewhere nearby, a pastry chef shouted that if anyone touched the dessert cart before lineup, she would kill them and make it look accidental.

Normal.

I reached the print station, grabbed for the revised place cards, and found nothing.

Just an empty counter.

For one second, I stared at it like the cards might materialize out of pity.

Then I started rifling through the stacks—menus, floor plans, AV schedules, dietary notes. Nothing. Not even the wrong cards. Just absence.

My heart started beating harder.

“Come on,” I muttered.

I checked under the clipboard, inside the printer tray, beneath a folder of seating charts, as if cardstock had developed legs and fled. No luck.

A server I knew from rooftop brunch nearly collided with me at the doorway. “Have you seen the revised wine pairings?”

“No,” I said, already moving again. “Try the concierge print room.”

“Thanks.”

I grabbed the master seating chart and headed there myself, walking fast enough to count as unprofessional and not quite fast enough to count as running.

My black service shoes clicked against the marble as I cut through a mirrored corridor that connected the event wing to the front administrative offices. Reflections flashed around me in pieces—black vest, white shirt, narrow shoulders, dark hair that refused to stay disciplined for more than ten minutes at a time.

I caught my face in the mirror and looked away automatically.

Then looked back.

I should not have.

That was how it always started. Not with vanity exactly. More like a private bruise I could never stop pressing.

My features had always been... delicate. Not enough for anyone else to say it aloud, thank God, but enough that I knew. I knew the shape of my mouth was too soft when I was not actively trying to flatten it into something more neutral. I knew my lashes were too dark. I knew my hands looked better wrapped around a stemmed glass than a whiskey tumbler. I knew all of it, and I had spent most of my adult life pretending I did not.

Exhaustion made me careless.

In the mirror, for one disloyal second, I imagined my hair a little longer. Smoothed back properly. My skin less sallow. My mouth touched with color instead of stress.

Then I hated myself for it and kept going.

The concierge print room was empty except for a half-dead ficus and a printer the size of a compact car.

Thank God.

I found the correct file in the shared event folder, hit print, and let out the breath I had been holding as the machine began to whir.

Then it made a grinding noise like a dying animal and stopped.

I closed my eyes.

“No.”

The screen flashed PAPER JAM in cheerful blue letters.

“No, no, no, absolutely not.”

I yanked open the tray, tried to pull the paper free, tore it in half, and made everything worse. The printer beeped at me with smug corporate detachment.

“Great,” I whispered. “Excellent. Humiliate me in high definition.”

“Does that usually work?”

The voice behind me was low, smooth, and entirely male.

I straightened so abruptly I slammed my hip into the cabinet.

Pain flared. I bit back a curse and turned.

And there he was.

Henry Hampton looked exactly like the kind of man who inherited buildings and expected them to remain standing out of respect.

He was taller than I had realized from seeing him only at a distance. Broad through the shoulders, perfectly put together in a black tuxedo that looked custom in the dangerous way all truly expensive things did. Dark hair. Clean-shaven jaw. A face too controlled to be called merely handsome. If a magazine had tried to invent the ideal American hotel heir—old money, Ivy League, probably knew how to dismantle a boardroom with one sentence—they would have come up short.

He stood a few feet away with one hand in his pocket, the other holding a phone he no longer seemed interested in.

I dropped my gaze immediately. “Mr. Hampton.”

He looked at the wounded printer, then at me. “I heard negotiations had broken down.”

Heat rushed into my face.

“I was trying a more personal approach.”

“Mm.”

That tiny sound should not have done anything to me. It did. It slipped under my skin in a way I resented on principle.

I forced my hands to unclench. “I’m sorry, sir. I’m handling revised place cards for the gala and this printer has chosen violence.”

His mouth moved almost imperceptibly. Not a smile exactly. More like the idea of one had passed through the room and decided not to stay.

He stepped closer.

The smell of him hit me first—cedar, clean starch, and something citrusy and expensive. It made me suddenly, horribly aware of my own body. The cheap hotel-issued shirt under my vest. The sweat at the base of my neck. The fact that I had been up since six and probably looked exactly like what I was: underpaid and one printer malfunction away from tears.

Henry glanced at the seating chart in my hand. “The Delacourts were moved.”

It took me a second to realize he meant table placement. “Yes, sir.”

“Divorce?”

I blinked. “Separation. She threatened to leave if we sat them together.”

“Reasonable.”

I looked up before I could stop myself.

He was watching me directly now.

Not casually. Not the way rich men sometimes looked at staff to assess whether they were competent enough to remain in the background. His gaze was cooler than that and more focused. Deliberate. It moved over my face once, lightly, as though he were taking inventory.

I felt it everywhere.

Then he reached past me.

His sleeve brushed my arm as he leaned toward the printer. I went perfectly still.

He opened the side panel, pulled out the mangled sheet with efficient fingers, adjusted something internal I had not even noticed, and shut it again.

“Try now,” he said.

I stared at him for one stupid beat, then at the machine. “Yes, sir.”

I hit print.

The place cards slid out neatly, one after another.

Relief rushed through me so fast it made me lightheaded. “Oh my God.”

“An impressive recovery,” he said.

I snatched up the cards before the printer changed its mind. “Thank you. Really.”

He did not answer immediately.

Instead he studied me another second, long enough that I became aware of every wrong thing about myself. Hair falling out of place. Shirt collar slightly wilted. Mouth parted like I had forgotten how to act around billionaires, which, unfortunately, I had.

Then he said, “What’s your name?”

“Ariel Kissinger.”

His eyes held mine. “Ariel.”

The way he said it made it sound like a private observation, not a routine question.

“Yes, sir.”

“Come to my office after the gala.”

For a moment, all I heard was the distant tuning of the string quartet and the blood rushing in my ears.

“I’m sorry?”

“My office,” he repeated. “Ten-thirty.”

I stared at him. “Am I being fired?”

That should have amused him more than it did. Instead something unreadable flickered in his expression.

“No.”

Which, oddly, did not comfort me at all.

At the end of the corridor, Dana appeared like an avenging spirit in heels.

“Ariel,” she snapped, then visibly recalibrated when she saw who I was standing with. “Mr. Hampton.”

“There’s no issue,” Henry said before she could apologize on my behalf.

Dana looked from him to me and back again, her corporate mask slipping just enough to reveal confusion. I sympathized.

Henry stepped back, all polished authority again. “See that table fourteen doesn’t become a legal matter.”

“I will, sir.”

He gave the smallest nod and walked away.

No explanation. No wasted motion. He simply turned and disappeared toward the ballroom, where the lights were warmer and the air itself seemed to make room for him.

Dana waited until he was gone before speaking.

“What,” she asked in a low controlled voice, “was that?”

I clutched the place cards in both hands. “I genuinely have no idea.”

She narrowed her eyes. “Well. Have your mystery later. Right now table fourteen is missing cards, donor row needs water service, and if I find out press has started spelling our lead sponsor’s name wrong because you were flirting with a printer, I’ll bury you under the dessert station.”

“Yes, Dana.”

I fixed table fourteen. I redirected a photographer. I swapped out two place settings because one board member suddenly refused to sit beside an actress he had once sued. I carried trays. Refilled glasses. Smiled until my cheeks ached.

But all night, something sat under my skin and refused to leave.

It was not just that Henry Hampton had spoken to me.

It was the way he had looked at me.

Twice more that night, I caught him watching.

The first time, I was pouring sparkling water at the head table while a hedge fund founder explained some charitable initiative in a voice polished smooth by too much confidence. Henry stood across the room beside a marble column, one hand wrapped around a crystal tumbler, surrounded by donors and socialites and people important enough to make news.

He should have been listening to the woman speaking to him.

Instead, for one brief second, he was looking straight at me.

I almost overfilled the glass.

The second time was worse.

Near the end of the evening, I ducked into a mirrored alcove outside the ballroom to catch one full breath before the final dessert service. My feet ached. My shoulders were tight. Damp strands had escaped at my temples, and without thinking, I lifted a hand and smoothed them back.

It was a small movement. Automatic.

But in the mirror, I caught sight of Henry standing at the far end of the hall.

Watching me.

The hand at my hair froze.

He did not look away immediately. Neither did I.

Something strange passed through me then—hotter than embarrassment, colder than fear. Not desire, not yet. Just the disorienting feeling that I had been seen in a way I had not agreed to and could not quite resent.

Then someone called his name, and he turned.

The moment broke.

By ten-thirty, every rational thought in my head had united against going upstairs.

I went anyway.

The executive floor at night felt quieter than the rest of the hotel, but not softer. The carpet was thicker. The lighting was lower. Even the silence felt expensive.

Celeste, his assistant, rose from behind her desk when I arrived. Tonight she wore cream silk and a composed expression that suggested she had never once in her life sweated through a work shirt.

“Mr. Hampton will see you now, Mr. Kissinger.”

The office looked even larger than I remembered.

One wall was glass, giving a view over Midtown glittering beneath the dark like the city had been dipped in diamonds and left to drip. Another held shelves lined with architecture books, framed photographs of Hampton properties, and awards whose names I did not recognize but instinctively distrusted. The whole room smelled faintly of cedar and money.

Henry stood by the window with his jacket off and his tie loosened, a crystal tumbler in one hand.

He turned when I entered.

Something in me reacted immediately—spine straightening, breath catching, pulse suddenly too loud.

“You came,” he said.

I hated how easily he made that sound like a test I had already failed.

“You asked me to.”

“And people usually do what I ask.”

I should have found that obnoxious.

I did find it obnoxious.

That did not stop me from noticing the roll of his sleeves or the fact that without the jacket, he looked somehow more male. Broader. More dangerous. As if formality had been the polite version of him and this was the one I was not prepared for.

“Sit down, Mr. Kissinger.”

I sat.

The chair was softer than my mattress.

Henry set down his glass, crossed the room, and placed a folder on the desk in front of me.

No wasted motion. No preamble.

“I’m going to make you an offer,” he said.

A pulse beat hard at the base of my throat.

“It will sound unusual.”

That was one word for it, I thought.

“But I don’t make jokes with my time.”

He opened the folder and turned it toward me.

I looked down.

The first thing I saw was the money.

The second was the language around it.

Confidentiality agreement. Temporary residence. Wardrobe and personal presentation. Public appearances. Behavioral discretion. Compensation schedule.

For one unreal second, the words blurred.

I looked up at him. “What is this?”

“I need a fiancée,” he said.

I stared.

He did not smile. Did not soften it. Did not give me any sign that this was absurd enough for two people to laugh over before he offered me a more ordinary kind of bribery.

He simply stood there, broad-shouldered and composed, as if fake engagements were a perfectly reasonable line item in a corporate budget.

“A temporary one,” he added. “One month. Public appearances, family events, press visibility. You would be compensated generously.”

A laugh escaped me before I could stop it. Thin, startled, and embarrassingly close to hysterical.

“You cannot be serious.”

“I am entirely serious.”

I stood because sitting suddenly felt impossible. “You want me to pretend to be your fiancée.”

“Yes.”

I looked around the room, half-expecting cameras, hidden staff, some sleek humiliating punchline. There was nothing but the city beyond the glass and Henry Hampton watching me as if my reaction were simply another part of a negotiation he had already anticipated.

“This is insane,” I said.

“It’s practical.”

“For who?”

“For both of us.”

I shook my head once, sharply, trying to clear it. “No. No, you’ve made some mistake.”

“I haven’t.”

His gaze moved over me again, slower this time.

Not over my body exactly. Over possibility.

That was worse.

My mouth went dry.

“Why me?”

That was the only question that mattered. Why me. Why not some actress, some model, some polished society blonde willing to trade a month of public arm candy for the kind of money he was casually offering me?

Henry was silent for a moment.

Then he said, “Because I noticed something tonight.”

Every nerve in my body seemed to lean toward that sentence against my will.

I folded my arms. “What?”

His voice dropped slightly.

“That you’re not presenting yourself to advantage.”

The heat that rushed through me then was instant and savage. Shame first. Anger right behind it.

“I beg your pardon?”

“With the right styling, the right wardrobe, the right coaching—” He paused, looking at me with that same cool intensity. “You would be remarkable.”

I should have been insulted.

I was insulted.

And somewhere beneath that, something else opened in me like a wound touched in exactly the wrong place.

Because part of me—the hidden, hungry, humiliating part—had thought it too. In mirrors. In reflections. In private moments I never let last long enough to become confessions.

He had seen something I had spent years trying not to let anyone see at all.

I hated that my voice came out quieter when I said, “You really planned this.”

“I don’t make spontaneous offers.”

“Wardrobe,” I said, glancing at the contract again. “Personal presentation.”

“Yes.”

“You mean you’d dress me up.”

His eyes did not leave my face. “I mean I would make you convincing.”

The room felt too warm all at once.

He took one step closer.

“There would be fittings,” he said. “Grooming. Etiquette. You would stay in the residence wing for the duration. Every detail would be handled.”

My heartbeat had moved into my throat.

I should have walked out.

Instead I stood there in my wrinkled work clothes with my hands clenched at my sides and imagined silk against my skin. A softer shape in the mirror. Someone else’s hand at the small of my back guiding me through a room full of people who would finally have to see me.

It was awful.

It was worse that he seemed to know it.

“You don’t have to answer tonight,” Henry said. “But if you accept, Mr. Kissinger, your life is going to change very quickly.”

I looked down at the contract again, then back at him.

He was still watching me.

Still measuring.

And beneath my embarrassment, beneath the disbelief, beneath the offense of it all, there was that dangerous awful flicker of curiosity.

Not because of the money.

Not only because of the money.

Because for one treacherous moment, I wanted to know what he saw.

Henry’s gaze held mine.

Then he said, very softly, “You have no idea how beautiful you could be.”

And that was the moment the room stopped feeling entirely safe.


Chapter 2
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I DID not sleep much. That sounded better than saying I slept in short, sweaty pieces and kept waking up with Henry Hampton’s voice in my head like some kind of expensive curse.

You have no idea how beautiful you could be.

It was an insane thing to say to someone. An unhinged thing, really. The kind of sentence that should have ended with me throwing his contract in the Hudson and filing a complaint with Human Resources, except I was reasonably sure there was no department in the Hampton Imperial that handled the owner of the hotel asked me to become his fake fiancée and now I might be tempted.

By two in the morning, I was sitting on the edge of my bed in my apartment in Hell’s Kitchen with the copy of the contract open in my lap and one lamp on.

My apartment looked especially grim in low light. The radiator clanked like it had unresolved emotional issues. The window faced a brick wall. My bed was two feet from my kitchenette, which was generous enough to include a sink, a hot plate, and a refrigerator that hummed like it was plotting something.

I read the contract once.

Then again.

Then a third time while eating peanut butter out of the jar because apparently if a billionaire offered to turn you into his pretend bride, the body still insisted on calories.

The money was obscene.

Not billionaire-obscene, obviously. It would probably have qualified as a rounding error on one of Henry’s tax forms. But to me it was enough to change the shape of things. Debt. Rent. My mother’s prescriptions. The ugly private math I carried in my head every day and pretended was temporary.

That part I could understand.

Rich people solved awkward problems with money. That was practically their love language.

What I could not understand was why I had been selected as the awkward problem.

I folded the papers shut, then opened them again like they might reveal a second, more logical contract underneath. Nothing changed. Still there. Temporary residence. Personal presentation. Wardrobe fittings. Public appearances.

There was a line item for discretionary grooming expenses.

I stared at that one for a long time.

Then I did what any healthy, grounded adult would have done in my situation.

I started spiraling about billionaire conspiracy theories.

It was not my proudest mental habit, but I had spent enough lonely nights half-watching documentaries and deranged YouTube videos to know that dynastic wealth was never normal. The internet could be counted on to eventually produce a man with haunted eyes and a podcast microphone explaining that the Rothschilds controlled global banking, the Rockefellers had their fingerprints on oil, medicine, and possibly the apocalypse, the Morgans had once owned half the railroads and maybe the government, and the Gettys and Du Ponts were what happened when old money reproduced with itself until it developed hobbies no sane person would admit to in daylight.

Were all those videos credible?

Of course not.

Did I believe them?

Not exactly.

Did I, at four in the morning, while holding a contract that would pay me to move into a billionaire’s private residence and let him dress me up as his fiancée, think maybe the internet had not been entirely wrong about rich families being weird?

Absolutely.

There were levels to wealth, and at the top of them, people always got strange. Secret clubs. Summer houses the size of state buildings. Women who all looked so polished they might have been assembled in climate-controlled labs. Men with names like Prescott and Whitaker marrying blondes named Blythe. Somewhere between the first hundred million and the first billion, basic social behavior seemed to peel off and float away.

Maybe this was one of those moments.

Maybe Henry Hampton was not summoning me into some criminal nightmare. Maybe this was just mild billionaire weirdness. The silk-lined, legally reviewed version. The kind where no one got hunted for sport on a private island, just emotionally destabilized in designer clothing.

I sat in the dark with the contract in my hands and shuddered.

A worse thought arrived.

What if Henry turned out to be one of those reptile people the internet kept insisting ran the planet?

I actually pictured it—those cool gray eyes blinking sideways, his handsome face splitting open like a movie effect, scales where cheekbones used to be.

I put the contract down and covered my face.

“Jesus Christ,” I muttered to myself. “Get a grip.”

Because obviously he was not a reptile.

Probably.

He was just a billionaire with a luxury hotel, a private office, and enough confidence to look at an exhausted banquet worker and say I could make you beautiful like that was an ordinary business proposition.

Which, if anything, was somehow more unsettling.

By morning, I had decided I was not going.

By nine, I was showered, dressed, and on my way back to the Hampton Imperial.

That was not weakness, I told myself. That was due diligence.

Any reasonable person would attend one follow-up meeting before rejecting an absurd proposition from a man whose cufflinks cost more than their monthly rent.

I wore my best shirt, which meant the least depressing button-down I owned. Pale blue. Slim enough through the waist that I did not look like a child playing office. I paired it with black trousers and the one decent coat I had, then stood in front of my bathroom mirror for a second too long, staring at my own face.

I looked tired. Dark-haired. Fine-boned. Nervous.

Without thinking, I wet my fingers and smoothed one brow into place.

Then I caught myself doing it and snatched my hand back as if the mirror might tell on me.

The cab ride uptown felt like crossing into another ecosystem.

By the time I stepped into the Hampton Imperial lobby, everything was polished to such a ruthless shine that my entire life felt secondhand by comparison. White lilies. Black marble. Bellmen moving with military elegance. Women in cashmere. Men whose shoes probably had opinions about municipal bonds.

I took the elevator to the executive floor and tried not to think about reptiles.

Celeste greeted me with the same perfect composure she had worn the night before. Today she was in cream silk, a tailored skirt, and earrings that whispered old money instead of shouting it.

“Good morning, Mr. Kissinger,” she said. “Mr. Hampton is in a call. He asked that you wait in the sitting room.”

Of course he had a sitting room attached to his office. Why wouldn’t he? Somewhere, I was sure, there was a standing room for standing in a more expensive way.

“Thank you.”

She led me into a private lounge off the main office, all muted gray upholstery and art that looked costly enough to be either a masterpiece or a prank. A tray sat on the coffee table with bottled water, coffee, tea, and pastries arranged with museum-level precision.

“Can I get you anything?”

“Just water, thanks.”

She poured it for me into a crystal glass.

I accepted it with what I hoped looked like calm gratitude and not I am one canapé away from a breakdown.

When she left, the room went quiet enough for my thoughts to become unmanageable.

This was where the makeover would begin.

Not literally yet. No one had burst in with a measuring tape and a mascara wand. But the machinery of it was near. I could feel it. The point where I stopped being Ariel Kissinger, banquet staff, underpaid and stressed and mostly invisible, and became... what? A project? A disguise? Some polished creature Henry Hampton could use to pacify his board, impress his family, and parade through Manhattan for one month before returning me to civilian life like a garment bag with feelings?

It was bizarre what the mind chose to focus on under stress.

I should have been thinking about ethics. Boundaries. Contracts. Possible crimes.

Instead I found myself wondering what kind of clothes he had imagined on me.

Then what kind of shoes.

Then, horrifyingly, whether he had already thought about my hair.

I took a long drink of water like it might extinguish whatever was wrong with me.

A door opened somewhere beyond the sitting room. Male voices. Footsteps. Then silence.

A moment later Henry appeared in the doorway.

He was in a charcoal suit today, no tie, white shirt open at the collar. He looked less ceremonial than he had the night before and somehow more dangerous for it, as if the tuxedo had been formal armor and this was just his natural state: controlled, expensive, and used to getting exactly what he wanted.

“Mr. Kissinger,” he said.

“Mr. Hampton.”

His gaze dropped briefly to the untouched coffee, the half-empty water glass, then returned to my face.

“You came back.”

I hated how much I heard approval in that.

“I wanted clarification.”

A faint shift at his mouth. “Of course you did.”

He stepped aside. “Come into the office.”

I followed him in and sat where I had sat the night before, though this time the chair felt less like luxury and more like a witness stand.

Henry took the seat across from me instead of behind the desk. That should have made the conversation feel more equal.

It did not.

It just meant I had nowhere to hide from him.

“I assume you read the contract,” he said.

“Several times.”

“And?”

“And I think billionaires are deeply strange.”

One dark brow lifted.

The words had come out before I could stop them. Great. Excellent. Maybe I did want to get fired.

But Henry only leaned back slightly in his chair and said, “That’s a broad category.”

“You’re asking a banquet employee to move into your residence and let you dress him up as your fiancée.”

“When you say it like that, it sounds unusual.”

“It is unusual.”

“Yes.” He folded his hands loosely. “It is.”

There was no embarrassment in him. No defensive laugh. He simply accepted the absurdity of the situation as if that, too, were beneath his concern.

I narrowed my eyes. “Do you do this often?”

“Hire fake fiancées?”

“Yes.”

“No.”

That did make me feel marginally better.

“Why not find an actress?” I asked. “Or a model. Or some socialite who already knows which fork means inherited wealth.”

“Because actresses talk. Models are photographed too often. Socialites come with mothers.”

Despite myself, I nearly smiled.

Henry noticed. Of course he did.

“And because,” he added, “I need someone the press hasn’t catalogued. Someone who can be presented as private, intelligent, and new.”

“Presented,” I repeated.

“Yes.”

The word should have annoyed me more than it did. It probably would have if a treacherous little part of me had not thrilled at it.

Presented.

As if I were something worth unveiling.

I crossed one leg over the other to stop myself from fidgeting and immediately became aware of how carefully I had arranged my hands in my lap. Delicate. Controlled. Too neat.

I dropped them to the chair arms instead.

Henry’s eyes tracked the movement.

Heat crept up the back of my neck.

“You said there would be grooming,” I said, looking at the contract instead of him. “Wardrobe. Coaching.”

“Yes.”

“What exactly does that mean?”

“It means,” he said, “that if you agree, every detail of your presentation will be handled professionally. Clothing, styling, posture, etiquette, media management. You will be prepared for the role.”

The role.

I swallowed. “And if I’m not good at it?”

“You will be.”

The certainty in his voice made me look up.

“That’s a very confident answer.”

“I don’t make investments without assessing their viability.”

I stared at him. “Did you just compare me to a hotel expansion?”

His gaze stayed cool. “No. I compared you to something with more immediate potential.”

That should not have sent a pulse low through my body.

I looked back down at the contract before my face could betray me.

My eyes landed again on the compensation. Then on temporary residence. Then on the schedule appendix, already populated with dinners, a charity luncheon, one museum benefit, and a family event in Connecticut that sounded expensive enough to require separate atmospheric pressure.

A month in his world.

A month being watched, corrected, reshaped.

A month being looked at by Henry Hampton the way he had looked at me in the mirrored hallway, as if he could already see something under the surface and intended to drag it into the light.

I should have been more afraid than I was.

That was the part that embarrassed me most.

Because underneath the nerves and the suspicion and the very real concern that I might wake up in a limestone basement surrounded by old-money cultists chanting over heirloom silver, there was curiosity.

And under the curiosity, something warmer.

What would it feel like to let go for once? To stop flattening every softer instinct into something blander and safer? To let someone with endless resources and terrifying taste decide, for one month, that I was worth polishing?

It was a horrible thought.

It was also the truest one in the room.

Henry slid a pen across the table.

I looked at it, then at him. “You really think I’m going to sign this.”

“I think you came here intending to.”

“No, I came here because I was trying to decide whether you were a pervert, a control freak, or a lizard in a Brioni suit.”

Silence.

Then, to my absolute shock, Henry laughed.

It was not loud. It did not last long. But it was real, and it changed his face so dramatically that for a second I forgot to breathe.

“A lizard,” he repeated.

I was already dying. Might as well die thoroughly. “There are theories.”

“About me specifically?”

“About people like you.”

“People like me.”

“Dynastic wealth. Private compounds. Strange hobbies. Bloodline issues.” I waved one hand vaguely. “The usual.”

He studied me for a moment, amusement fading into something sharper. “And which category do you currently place me in?”

I should have lied.

Instead I said, “Mildly alarming.”

That pleased him far more than it should have.

“Good,” he said.

“Good?”

“You should be cautious.”

I blinked.

That was not the answer I expected.

Henry leaned forward slightly, his forearms resting on his thighs now, his full attention on me in a way that made the rest of the office disappear.

“This arrangement will require trust,” he said. “But not stupidity. Read every clause. Ask every question. If anything feels unclear, you raise it now.”

My pulse slowed just enough for me to hear the sincerity in him.

Not warmth. Not softness. But something clean and serious.

He meant it.

Which, perversely, made me trust him a little more.

I picked up the pen.

My hand hovered over the signature line.

“One month,” I said.

“One month.”

“No sex.”

His expression did not change. “No sex.”

“No humiliating surprises.”

“A useful phrase,” he said. “Agreed.”

“No hidden cameras.”

A pause. “Mr. Kissinger, I’m offended.”

“I’m trying to protect myself from the lizard possibility.”

That flicker came back to his mouth.

“Noted.”

I drew in one breath, then signed.

The scratch of pen on paper sounded absurdly small for something that seemed, all at once, to split my life into before and after.

Henry took the contract when I was done and signed his own name beneath mine in quick, elegant strokes.

Then he set the folder aside and said, “Good.”

Just that. Good.

As if he had expected this outcome from the beginning.

As if I had just confirmed something he already knew.

My heart started beating harder again.

“What happens now?” I asked.

Henry rose from his chair.

“Now,” he said, “we begin.”

And for the first time since walking into his office, I felt a real shiver go through me. Not from fear exactly.

From anticipation.

Which was probably worse.


Chapter 3
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THE FIRST THING Henry Hampton did after I signed the contract was hand me over to a team of professionals with the calm finality of a man checking a rare object into restoration.

“This is Greta,” he said. “Wardrobe.”

Greta was tall, silver-blonde, and dressed entirely in black, with the severe beauty of someone who had spent twenty years judging other people’s proportions for a living and had never once apologized for it.

“Nola,” Henry continued. “Skin, beauty, cosmetics.”

Nola smiled at me in a way that suggested she understood I might bolt if startled too suddenly.

“Marisol. Alterations.”

Marisol lifted her tape measure like a surgeon greeting an anesthetized patient.

“And Evan,” Henry said.

Evan stood with his arms folded across a navy turtleneck, dark glasses pushed up into expensive hair. “Hair,” he said. Then he looked at me once. “Thank God.”

I stared at Henry. “That does not sound encouraging.”

“It isn’t meant to,” Greta said.

We were in the dressing suite attached to the private residence wing, which was so large and immaculate it barely felt like a room. It had a marble vanity, a curtained fitting area, a separate beauty station, and racks of covered garments lined up in disciplined silence like they were waiting for orders.

There were shoes arranged by height.

I noticed that first and instantly wished I hadn’t.

Greta stepped toward me with the tablet. “Take off your jacket.”

I glanced at Henry. “Are you staying?”

“Yes.”

The answer came so smoothly and so absolutely that my pulse stumbled before I could stop it.

I took off the jacket.

“Shirt too,” Greta said.

I froze. “Excuse me?”

“We’re measuring you. We need the real lines.”

I looked at Henry again, as if perhaps he might develop a human hesitation at the sight of an underpaid banquet employee being slowly disassembled in front of him.

He did not.

“Behind the screen if you prefer,” he said.

That made it worse somehow, the allowance of modesty. As if this were all so normal he could be generous about it.

I took my shirt and went behind the folding screen before anyone could watch the exact moment I started regretting every decision that had led me there.

The air felt cool against my skin. I was suddenly too aware of myself. Narrow shoulders. Flat chest. Waist leaner than most men’s, hips with more curve than I liked admitting. A body I had mostly dealt with by ignoring strategically.

I stepped back out in my undershirt and trousers, and the next half hour became an inventory of every inch I had ever tried not to think about too hard.

Arms out.

Turn.

Stand straight.

Marisol measured shoulders, chest, ribcage, waist, hips, inseam. Greta made notes. Nola studied my skin tone. Evan circled me once, fingers already twitching with opinions.

When Marisol wrapped the tape around my hips, she paused.

“Oh,” she said.

I narrowed my eyes. “I don’t enjoy being reacted to.”

“You have structure,” she said. “That helps.”

“With what?”

Greta looked up from the tablet. “With illusion.”

That word landed low in my stomach.

Illusion.

Not polishing. Not refining.

Something more complete.

Nola came closer and tipped my chin toward the light. “Bone structure is doing half our work for us,” she said.

“Wonderful,” I muttered. “I’m apparently a group project.”

Henry’s voice came from across the room, quiet and calm. “A profitable one.”

I hated that this made heat move through me.

Greta tapped the tablet. “We’ll begin with skin and body prep. Hair removal first. Then shaping. Then chest, hips, and silhouette. Hair after. Makeup trial last.”

I blinked. “Chest?”

No one answered immediately.

That was the first warning.

Nola put a warm hand on my arm. “Come with me.”

The beauty suite was all marble and soft lighting and gleaming trays of products laid out with military precision. It would have looked soothing if I had not just heard the phrase chest, hips, and silhouette delivered like a battle plan.

“What exactly,” I asked as the door shut behind us, “does body prep include?”

Nola gave me the look one reserves for frightened animals and difficult relatives.

“It includes making your skin smooth, your lines cleaner, and your body easier to dress as a woman.”

The room went quiet.

I stared at her.

She softened her voice. “Henry doesn’t need you to look vaguely pretty, Ariel. He needs you to pass.”

Something hot and strange moved through me then, not quite fear, not quite excitement. Something tighter, more dangerous.

Pass.

The word should have humiliated me.

Instead it slipped into some hidden place in me that had been waiting for it.

Nola must have seen something change in my face, because she said very gently, “You can still back out.”

I thought of the contract. The money. My rent. My mother’s medication.

Then I thought of the mirror in my apartment. The private shame of looking too long. The stupid ache of wondering what might happen if I ever stopped resisting softness and let it take shape.

“No,” I said quietly. “I’m here.”

Nola nodded once. “Then let us do this properly.”

Properly, as it turned out, began with wax.

I hated waxing immediately and with impressive consistency.

Legs first. Then thighs. Then arms. Then chest. Then underarms. By the time we were discussing more intimate areas, I had lost all remaining illusions about dignity.

“This is barbaric,” I hissed through my teeth.

“It is temporary,” Nola said.

“It is torture with scented candles.”

She nearly smiled. “Lift your arm.”

When it was over, my skin felt wrong in the most revealing way possible. Too bare. Too sensitive. Too aware of air and fabric and touch. As if a layer of myself I had always counted on had been peeled away and discarded with the wax strips.

Then came brows.

Then skin prep.

Then color correction tests at the beard shadow.

Then something Nola referred to as “foundation mapping,” which sounded like civil engineering and, unfortunately, behaved like it too.

By the time she sat back and studied my face, I was already exhausted.

“We haven’t even started the hard part,” she said.

I should have run.

Instead I asked, “What’s the hard part?”

She gave me a look in the mirror.

“Structure.”

Marisol and Greta joined us again for that.

They brought boxes.

I did not enjoy the boxes.

One contained shapewear so industrial it looked like it had been designed by a defense contractor. Another held silicone forms. Another held pads contoured for hips and rear. And on the chair, neatly folded like an elegant insult, lay flesh-toned tape and a pair of compression panties.

I pointed. “No.”

Greta, unmoved, said, “Yes.”

“What is all that?”

“Engineering,” Greta said.

I looked at Henry, who had followed us into the larger dressing space and now stood near the vanity, watching with infuriating composure.

“You knew about this.”

“Of course I knew about this.”

“That sounds very sinister.”

“It’s practical.”

Everything was practical to him. He could probably order a kidnapping and describe it as a scheduling adjustment.

Greta held up the compression undergarment. “Behind the screen.”

I did not move.

Nola lowered her voice. “Ariel. If you are going to be seen publicly as Henry’s fiancée, your silhouette has to be convincing in motion, in photographs, and up close. That means we deal with every line.”

The fact that she said it kindly almost undid me.

I took the garments and went behind the screen.

Tucking was an education I would not have voluntarily pursued.

It was not painful, exactly. It was worse than that. It was intimate in a way that felt shockingly exposing even though I was alone behind a screen. The tape. The compression. The careful flattening and rearranging of anatomy I had never particularly liked but had also never confronted so directly.

Then the hip pads.

Then the lower padding at the rear.

Then the breastplate.

I held it in both hands for a second, staring.

It was not cheap. It wasn’t a costume-store joke or some drag afterthought. It was expensive, skin-toned silicone with weight and softness and carefully shaped cleavage.

My entire face burned.

“Do you need help?” Nola called.

“No.”

A beat.

Then, more honestly: “Maybe.”

She came behind the screen without making it dramatic.

“Arms up,” she said gently.

I obeyed.

She helped settle the breastplate into place, adjusted the fit at my chest, then stepped back to assess. “Good. Breathe.”

“I don’t think I know how.”

“You do.”

The blouse came next. Then a fitted nude bodysuit over everything, smoothing transitions. Then the first actual dress.

Not a gown yet. A fitted day dress in soft cream with a high neckline, capped sleeves, and a narrow waist. The fabric skimmed over the breastplate, the padded hips, the tucked line, and all of it together created something so alarmingly coherent I did not immediately trust my own eyes.

“Shoes,” Greta said from beyond the screen.

I stepped out wearing the dress and no shoes.

The room went still.

Every instinct in my body told me to fold in on myself, to cover, to apologize, to laugh it off before anyone else could make the moment mean too much.

But I couldn’t.

Because I saw their faces.

Not delight. Not mockery.

Recognition.

Greta moved first, stepping in to adjust the waist seam. “We need another quarter inch taken in.”

Marisol crouched to check the hem against my bare feet. “Her legs make this easier.”

Her.

The word cracked through me like a dropped glass.

I looked at Henry.

He had not moved.

He was staring.

Not politely. Not clinically. Staring with the kind of focused stillness that made the entire room feel smaller around us. His gaze started at my face—still only partially done, skin perfected but lips bare—and moved lower. The line of the dress. The false breasts. The waist. The hips. The way the silhouette held even standing still.

He looked like a man who had set fire to something and had only just noticed the heat.

Nola touched my elbow. “Sit. Makeup.”

I let her guide me to the vanity because my knees had become an unreliable political faction.

Makeup was worse than waxing, and only because it felt so good.

Color correction erased the last of the beard shadow. Foundation evened my skin until I looked expensive. Concealer brightened. Powder softened. There was contour at my nose, my cheeks, my jaw. My brows were lifted and refined. My eyes were shaped into something wider, prettier, more open. Lashes. Soft neutral shadow. A little shimmer at the inner corners.

Then lips.

Nola painted them a rosy nude and blotted once. “There.”

I opened my eyes fully.

The face in the mirror was mine.

That was the most dangerous part.

Mine, and yet arranged into the woman I had probably been trying not to imagine for years.

Not drag. Not parody. Not some overpainted costume joke.

A woman.

A beautiful one.

My throat tightened so suddenly I had to look down.

“Easy,” Nola said softly behind me. “Stay with me.”

“I am.”

“No, you’re floating. Stay.”

I breathed.

Then Evan swept in with the last stage of the execution.

Hair.

He had already softened my cut. Now he stood behind me with extension wefts matched to my dark brown hair and a fall piece that added seamless length and fullness.

“I considered a full wig,” he said, working quickly. “Decided against it. Too static for what he wants. This way you still read natural up close.”

I caught it immediately.

What he wants.

Henry.

Of course.

Evan sectioned my hair, clipped, pulled, blended. The tug at my scalp was sharp enough to make me wince.

“Beauty requires commitment,” he said.

“Beauty can commit alone.”

He ignored me and kept working.

More pulling. More pinning. More smoothing.

The finished result fell past my shoulders in glossy soft waves, feminine without being too deliberate, rich-girl hair rather than pageant hair. He drew the front back lightly from my face, leaving loose pieces to soften the cheeks.

I stared.

Then stared harder.

It was too much.

Or not enough, because suddenly Greta was fitting me into nude stockings and handing me cream pumps with a four-inch heel as if we had all collectively agreed that my sanity had become optional.

I put them on because apparently that was who I was now. A person who could be waxed, tucked, padded, breasted, extended, painted, and heeled into another life by lunchtime and still find the emotional energy to comply.

Standing in the heels changed everything.

The posture. The hips. The angle of my legs. The way the dress skimmed and shifted.

Greta handed me a structured cream handbag.

I looked at it. “Absolutely not.”

“For your hands.”

“I have hands already.”

“They look less frightened when occupied.”

Henry finally moved.

He crossed the room toward me in unhurried silence, and everyone else somehow found reasons to vanish half a step at a time without making it obvious.

He stopped in front of me.

Up close, his expression gave almost nothing away.

That would have been easier if his eyes were not saying far too much.

“You’ll need to walk,” he said.

My mouth felt dry. “Like this?”

“Yes.”

He took the bag from my hand and looped it over my wrist himself. The gesture was so smooth, so intimate, that my pulse gave one hard disloyal thud.

Then his hand came to my waist.

Broad. Warm. Certain.

Even through the dress, even over all the engineered artifice between us, the touch felt devastatingly real.

“Shoulders back,” he said quietly.

I obeyed.

“Don’t fight the hips.”

That made my face burn.

“I am trying not to die.”

“You’re not dying.”

Easy for him to say. He was not the one standing there with a breastplate strapped to his chest and enough padding in his skirt to alter local weather patterns.

Henry guided me one step forward.

The heels wobbled. I caught myself.

His hand tightened at my waist.

“Again.”

I tried once more.

Smaller steps. Careful. The pumps clicked softly against the floor. The dress moved around my thighs in a way trousers never did. My center of gravity was different. So was the whole message of my body. Every instinct that had been flattened for years seemed suddenly summoned and given choreography.

“Better,” Henry murmured.

His voice had changed.

Only slightly. Lower. Rougher at the edges.

I looked up at him.

That was a mistake.

He was close enough to kiss.

Close enough that I could see the minute tension held along his jaw, the careful control in his mouth, the dark concentration in his eyes as he watched me move in the body he had ordered into existence.

Something tightened between us then.

Not fantasy. Not misunderstanding.

Tension. Clean and sharp and impossible to misread.

He felt it too. I knew he did.

Which was why I asked the question before I lost the nerve.

“So why me?”

Henry did not answer immediately.

I took another careful step, his hand still firm at my waist, and forced the rest out. “I mean it. Why me specifically? I’m a guy.”

The room seemed to hold its breath.

No one else looked up, but everyone heard.

I did not stop.

“Are you gay?”

His answer came so fast it felt rehearsed.

“Far from it.”

The words landed like a slap.

Not because I wanted him to say yes.

Because I should have felt relief. Clean, obvious, useful relief.

Instead something strange and humiliating twisted inside me.

Henry’s gaze held mine.

“The reason I chose you,” he said, “is exactly because you’re a man.”

I gave a small incredulous laugh. “That’s not as flattering as you think.”

“It isn’t meant to be flattering.”

His hand remained at my waist. Steady. Possessive-looking, even if he did not mean it that way.

“It means,” he continued, “there is no risk of confusion. No emotional complication. No misplaced expectations.”

I swallowed.

He finished, cool and certain and devastatingly calm.

“It means I will never make the mistake of falling in love with you.”

For one second, everything inside me went silent.

That should have made this arrangement safer. Easier. Cleaner.

It should have relaxed something in me.

Instead I felt rejected.

Categorized.

Reduced to a technical marvel. A controllable anomaly. Something he could dress, touch, stare at, and display because in his mind it would never threaten him. Never reach him. Never count.

It was absurd how much that stung.

I made myself smile anyway, pretty and light and false. “Good,” I said. “That would have been embarrassing.”

Henry’s eyes stayed on my face one beat too long.

“Yes,” he said. “It would.”

Greta, with the timing of a battlefield medic, clapped once. “Excellent. Now walk her again.”

Her.

Again.

I did not know which part of me was more shaken: the one in pain, or the one that thrilled.

Henry guided me across the room a second time.

Then a third.

By the fourth, I was walking better. Not naturally, but convincingly enough that the heels had stopped feeling like weapons and started feeling like instructions. The handbag balanced at my wrist. My padded hips moved under the cream dress with devastating ease. The hair extensions brushed my shoulders and upper chest every time I turned, a soft constant reminder that there was no part of me untouched now.

At one point Henry adjusted a loose wave near my cheek, his fingers barely grazing skin.

The contact was tiny.

It still nearly undid me.

Nola came forward to refresh my lipstick, pressing one finger beneath my chin to tilt my face up. “There,” she said softly.

I looked at myself one more time in the mirror.

Cream dress. Stockings. Heels. Glossy hair falling over my shoulders. Breasts rising under the fitted bodice. Waist narrowed. Hips softened outward. Face beautiful in a way I had never let myself name.

A woman stared back.

Not perfect. Not final.

But close enough to stop my heart for half a beat.

Henry came to stand just behind me, close enough that I could feel his body heat at my back.

“You’ll do,” he said.

It was the coldest possible thing he could have said.

It still sounded like a victory.

I hated that.

I hated him a little too.

But when Greta announced that dinner rehearsal downstairs would be the real test, and Henry held out his arm for me as if this were already normal, already practiced, already ours, I took it.

Of course I did.

His sleeve was smooth beneath my hand. His body beside mine felt massive, steady, male in a way that made every engineered softness on me feel brighter by contrast.

At the door, he looked down at me once.

Still composed. Still arrogant. Still absolutely certain he would never love me.

“Try not to look frightened,” he said.

I adjusted the handbag on my wrist, lifted my chin, and gave him the loveliest false smile I could manage.

“Try not to shed your skin in public,” I said.

For the first time since he had seen me fully dressed, Henry Hampton almost looked like he might actually smile.

That small crack in him was the only thing that made walking into the hallway bearable.

Because I knew, with miserable certainty, that if he looked at me like that much longer, one of us was going to make a mistake.

And according to Henry, it was not going to be him.


Chapter 4
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BY THE TIME Henry led me downstairs for dinner rehearsal, I understood three things with humiliating clarity. First, heels changed the architecture of a person. Second, a handbag could make you feel ridiculous and powerful at the same time. Third, if Henry Hampton kept touching the small of my back like that, I was eventually going to need medical assistance.

The private dining room on the mezzanine level had been closed for us, which felt obscene in its own way. The Hampton Imperial apparently contained entire beautiful spaces reserved for teaching one underpaid banquet employee how not to publicly implode in champagne satin.

The room overlooked the lobby through a series of gilded archways, all amber light and polished brass below. Inside, the table had been set for two with a kind of effortless perfection that only existed when several invisible people had already killed themselves making it happen. Candlelight. Crystal. White roses. Silver heavy enough to double as weaponry.

A maître d’ who had definitely seen me at least twenty times carrying trays through banquet service greeted me as if I had been born with a trust fund.

“Mr. Hampton. Miss Kissinger.”

Miss.

The word slid through me so suddenly I nearly missed my step.

Henry’s hand tightened at my back before anyone could see it happen. “This way.”

I let him guide me to the table because the alternative was staring at the maître d’ like a woman in a low-budget psychological thriller.

We sat.

Or rather, Henry sat, and I performed the highly technical act of sitting in a fitted dress, with a tucked body, a breastplate, a handbag, and enough fragile self-control to qualify as a carry-on hazard.

“Don’t fight the fabric,” Henry said quietly across the table.

“I’m fighting several things.”

His mouth moved very slightly. “I can see that.”

A server poured water.

I watched his eyes carefully to see if they snagged on anything—my hands, my throat, my face, the fact that he knew perfectly well who I was and was now meant to act as if this had all happened naturally.

He did not blink.

That should not have mattered.

It did.

Dinner rehearsal was less a meal and more a finishing-school hostage situation.

Greta and Nola watched from a discreet distance near the wall while Henry corrected everything. The angle of my wrist when I lifted my glass. The pace of my steps. The way I crossed my legs. The cadence of my answers when he asked me simple social questions.

“How did we meet?” he asked.

The answer had been written into my briefing packet by the time I came downstairs. “At a fundraiser in Boston. I was there with a family friend.”

“You were not there,” Henry said. “You were visiting.”

“That’s the same thing.”

“It isn’t when reporters print it.”

I smiled with all my teeth. “I hope your board appreciates the emotional labor I’m putting in.”

“My board doesn’t know the half of it.”

His eyes lifted from my hands to my face and stayed there one beat too long.

There it was again. That tension.

Worse now, maybe, because I was fully dressed. Fully built. Sitting under candlelight with my mouth made soft and my hair falling over my shoulders in dark waves that brushed the tops of my silicone breasts whenever I moved. He had made me possible, and now he had to sit there and pretend not to notice what he’d done.

I became aware I was holding my fork wrong.

Henry noticed too. “Relax your fingers.”

“I’m trying.”

“Try better.”

I hated him.

I softened my grip.

“Good,” he said.

No one had ever made praise sound so much like possession.

By the end of rehearsal, Greta declared my posture passable, Nola powdered away my stress, and Henry informed me that the following evening I would attend my first actual event at his side.

“The gala?” I asked.

“The Harrington Museum benefit.”

I blinked. “That’s a real event.”

“Yes.”

I stared at him. “I thought tonight was the event.”

“This was dinner.”

That was the moment I understood rich people were not merely different. They were structurally unsound.

That night in the residence suite, I stood in front of the mirror long after everyone had left and touched the ends of my hair.

Not mine, not entirely. Extensions, weight, feminine length spilling down over my shoulders in expensive waves. The breastplate rested on the chaise nearby. The hip pads too. My face was half-cleansed, eyes still softly lined, mouth still stained rose.

Without the full structure, I looked uncanny. In between.

But the woman from the mirror earlier had not disappeared. She was waiting in pieces on the furniture around me. In products and garments and tape and shape and intention. She could be assembled again.

That should have frightened me more than it did.

Instead I lay awake imagining the moment Henry would see me finished under real lights, in public, with other people watching.

The next evening arrived with the speed of a car crash.

By five o’clock I was back in the beauty chair while Nola worked over my face with the focused tenderness of a woman trying to prevent a murder. Greta had chosen the dress that morning and refused to let me see it until I was fully prepped, which should have alarmed me more than it did.

Waxed skin. Tucked body. Compression. Hip pads. Breastplate. Stockings.

By then the routine had become less humiliating and somehow more intimate. I no longer fought the process step by step. I submitted to it, and that was worse. Or better. I had not decided.

The dress, when Greta finally unzipped the garment bag, was pale champagne satin with a draped neckline and a fitted waist that opened into a smooth narrow skirt with just enough movement to suggest softness without sacrificing class. Elegant. Expensive. Dangerous in its restraint.

“Oh,” I said.

Greta looked smug. “Yes.”

I stepped into it with Nola’s help, and the fabric slid up over my legs like it already knew me. Once the side zip was fastened and the waist settled into place, the whole engineered illusion aligned at once. Breasts. Waist. Hips. Height. The line of my throat. The gloss of my hair over bare shoulders.

Then Greta clasped a diamond necklace at my neck.

Nothing excessive. Just enough to tell anyone looking that I belonged beside Henry Hampton.

Evan swept my extensions into a polished side part with soft sculpted waves over one shoulder. Nola deepened my eyes a touch, lined my lips, and stepped back.

The room went quiet.

I turned toward the full-length mirror.

For one second, I forgot to breathe.

She was beautiful.

That was the only honest word for it. Not passable. Not polished. Beautiful.

The satin skimmed every curve the understructure had built. The breastplate gave me cleavage that looked absurdly real beneath candle-soft makeup and expensive fabric. My waist seemed narrower than it had any right to be. My hair fell glossy and feminine over one shoulder, brushing the top of one breast. My face still looked like mine, but arranged into something finer, softer, more luminous than I had ever allowed it to become.

There was no obvious seam between me and her. That was the dangerous miracle.

Nola’s voice came softly from behind me. “Stay with me.”

I swallowed. “I am.”

“You floated again.”

I laughed under my breath. “Can you blame me?”

“No.” She touched my shoulder lightly. “But tonight you need to be inside the body, not looking at it from far away.”

A knock came at the door.

No one moved.

Then Henry’s voice, low through the suite entrance. “Are you ready?”

My pulse kicked hard.

Greta opened the door without answering.

Henry stepped in, adjusting one cufflink.

Then he saw me.

Every person in the room felt it.

He stopped.

Not dramatically. Not enough that someone who did not know him would necessarily read it. But I knew him just enough now to recognize stillness when it meant too much.

His gaze lifted to my face first, then dropped slowly.

My hair. My mouth. My throat with the diamonds at it. The sweep of satin over my breasts. The waist. The hips. The long clean line down to the heels Greta had chosen to kill me in a way that would at least look expensive.

He said nothing.

The room was so quiet I could hear my own heartbeat.

Then Henry crossed to me.

He did not touch me at first. He simply stood there, close enough that I could smell cedar and starch and the cold clean edge of his cologne.

“Turn,” he said quietly.

I turned.

Not perfectly. My nerves made me too careful. But the satin moved around me with a liquid grace I had never possessed in my own clothes. The side wave of my hair shifted against my breast. The heels clicked softly as I faced him again.

Henry exhaled once.

It was the smallest sound in the world.

It still felt like a hand running down my spine.

“You’ll do,” he said.

It was so cold I nearly laughed.

Only Henry Hampton could look at me like that and speak as if he were approving drapery for a state dinner.

Greta adjusted one strap half an inch and stepped back. “She needs the earrings.”

Nola fastened them while Henry watched my reflection in the mirror.

Not my face. Not only. My whole reflection.

By the time he offered me his arm, I had almost convinced myself I could survive the evening.

Almost.

The Harrington Museum benefit was being held in the museum’s modern wing, which apparently rich people rented out so they could drink under abstract art and call it philanthropy.

The town car ride there was only fifteen minutes, which felt deeply unfair given the amount of psychological preparation I required.

Manhattan flashed by outside the tinted window in streaks of gold and black. Inside, the silence between Henry and me had shape.

I held the small satin clutch Greta had forced into my hand. My knees were angled carefully. My shoulders were back. My lipstick felt too present on my mouth.

Henry sat opposite me in black tie, devastating and unreadable.

Finally, because I was going to suffocate if I did not say something, I asked, “How bad will this be?”

“For who?”

I looked at him. “I hate that that’s a valid question.”

“It will be manageable,” he said.

“That’s not reassuring.”

“It isn’t meant to be.”

I should have expected that.

I looked down at my clutch, then out the window, then back at him. “What if they can tell?”

“They won’t.”

“You say that like you control all five boroughs.”

A beat.

“I control enough.”

That should not have made me feel safer. It did.

The car slowed.

My pulse started hammering.

Henry leaned forward then, all smooth intent and dark formalwear, and took my wrist lightly.

The contact shocked me.

He adjusted the angle of my bracelet by less than an inch.

“Lift your chin when we step out,” he said. “Don’t scan the crowd. Let them come to you.”

I nodded.

His fingers stayed at my wrist one second too long.

Then he let go.

Outside, cameras flashed.

Not a wall of them. Not a premiere. But enough. Enough to turn the museum steps white for split seconds and make my body want to retreat into a bunker.

Henry stepped out first and turned back to offer me his hand.

I took it.

The cold night air kissed my skin. The satin shifted over my legs as I rose. My heels found the pavement. My hair moved at my shoulder. Somewhere someone called Henry’s name, and another voice asked for a photo.

Then his hand moved to the small of my back.

And everything changed.

He did not steer me like an accessory. He anchored me.

The cameras flashed again.

I looked where Greta had instructed—slightly left of center, soft smile, chin up, no panic.

We mounted the museum steps together, and I felt it happen in real time.

The stares.

Not confusion. Not ridicule.

Interest.

Women looking at my dress. Men looking at my face. Society wives evaluating me with the sharp avidity of women who had made beauty into both craft and warfare. Younger women glancing at my hair, my jewelry, the cut of my gown. A photographer asking for one more shot because Henry Hampton’s mysterious fiancée had just arrived and apparently she photographed like a problem.

Inside, the museum glowed.

Champagne. String quartet. Black marble. Floating donors and curators and old-money families in couture and restraint. Everywhere I looked, people were pretending to be effortless with the kind of effort that could buy a house.

Henry kept me moving. Introducing. Pausing. Letting me be seen.

“Mrs. Ellison,” he said smoothly at one point. “May I introduce Ari Kissinger.”

Mrs. Ellison was seventy if she was a day, all silver hair and sapphires. Her gaze landed on me with terrifying intelligence.

“My dear,” she said, “that color is divine on you.”

I smiled. “Thank you.”

Her eyes flicked to Henry, amused in some private way. “You’ve developed excellent taste.”

I was still blushing over that ten minutes later.

That was the dangerous part of the evening—not the fear of being clocked, but the validation.

Women smiled at me.

Not all of them, obviously. Some looked me up and down with enough social acidity to strip paint. But others smiled. Complimented. Asked where I had found my earrings, how Henry and I had met, whether I preferred the museum’s winter gala to the spring benefit.

And each time Henry introduced me, it was the same.

Ari.

Not Ariel. Never Ariel.

Ari—smooth, effortless, feminine enough to pass without question, close enough to my real name to make my pulse stumble every time he said it. He wore it in public like it had always belonged to me, and after the third introduction, I stopped feeling like I was borrowing it and started feeling something much more dangerous.

Like it was mine.

Men looked too.

I felt them notice me and hated how thrilling that was. Not because I wanted them. Because they were proof. Proof the illusion held. Proof the woman in the mirror had crossed into public life and survived first contact.

At one point Henry handed me a champagne flute and murmured, “Slowly.”

“What?”

“You look pleased.”

I glanced at him. “I thought the point was to look pleased.”

“The point is to look natural.”

“That is my natural face when rich strangers validate me.”

His mouth almost gave way then. Almost.

The first real blow came twenty minutes later.

We had just paused near a sculpture installation so abstract it looked like tax evasion in metal form when a woman approached Henry with the confidence of someone who had once known exactly where his mouth had been.

She was beautiful in the dangerous old way. Tall, blonde, immaculate, wrapped in midnight-blue silk that did not so much cling as announce. Her smile was warm enough to pass for sincere at a distance and cold enough to ruin a marriage up close.

Henry’s body shifted very slightly beside me.

Not toward her.

Away from her.

Interesting.

“Henry,” she said, and his name sounded practiced on her tongue. “It’s been ages.”

“Venus.”

So this was Venus Hayes.

His college sweetheart, if the briefing packet and whispered staff gossip were to be believed. The one from before family expectations and mergers and the efficient emotional frostbite that now passed for Henry’s personality.

Venus leaned in to kiss the air near his cheek. Her perfume arrived a second before she did—white flowers, expensive and predatory.

Then she turned to me.

Her smile widened.

“Finally,” she said. “I was beginning to think your mystery fiancée was a PR hallucination.”

“Ari Kissinger,” Henry said smoothly.

Venus looked me over from head to heel in one sweep so polished it almost qualified as admiration.

Almost.

“Oh, I know,” she said lightly. “People have been talking.”

The words were harmless. The tone was not.

I smiled because there was nothing else to do. “I hope they found other hobbies too.”

That earned me a glint in her eyes.

Then her gaze dropped to my shoes.

The Manolos Greta had chosen were champagne satin to match the dress, with a slim heel and crystal buckle that had nearly made me cry when I first put them on.

Venus’s smile stayed lovely.

“Love the Manolos,” she said. “I didn’t know they made a size fifteen.”

For one brutal second, the museum disappeared.

Humiliation flashed hot and instant through me. My fingers tightened around the champagne flute. All at once I became hyper-aware of the shoes on my feet, the clutch in my hand, the taped tuck, the breastplate under my dress, every fragile inch of illusion I had been holding together with posture and prayer.

Then Henry spoke.

Cool as ice. Effortless. Public.

“And yet Ari wears them better than you ever did.”

The sting in my chest changed shape.

He had been calling me Ari all evening, introducing me to his world as if I belonged in it. But this was different. This was not smooth social presentation. This was defense. Possession. Choice.

Venus’s smile held for exactly half a second too long.

Then she laughed. “Still protective. How nostalgic.”

Henry did not smile.

“What an embarrassing thing to say out loud,” he said.

That one landed.

Venus’s eyes cooled by a degree. Not enough for anyone else to call it a loss, but enough that I saw it.

She shifted her attention back to me with the practiced ease of a woman who had spent years surviving her own sharpness. “You’ll have to forgive me. Henry and I have a history of being too honest with each other.”

I found my voice by force. “Then I’m sure tonight has been educational for both of you.”

Something flickered in her face—surprise, then reluctant amusement.

“Apparently,” she said.

She touched Henry’s sleeve once, a ghost of an old intimacy. “Enjoy the exhibit.”

Then she drifted away in midnight silk and poison.

I stood very still until I was sure my hands would not shake if I lifted the glass.

Henry leaned slightly closer without looking at me. “Don’t.”

“Don’t what?”

“Let her touch your confidence.”

I kept my smile in place for the room. “Easy for you to say.”

His voice dropped. “You look perfect. She knows it.”

That should have calmed me.

Instead it sent a pulse so hard through my body I nearly looked at him in open panic.

Because Venus’s insult had hurt.

But Henry naming me—defending me—had done something worse.

It had made me feel real.

We moved on because wealthy people had perfected the art of pretending nothing had happened if the room was expensive enough.

Henry took me through the rest of the wing with one hand occasionally at my back, introducing me to trustees, collectors, an actress with severe bangs, a museum donor whose skin looked lightly shellacked, and one senator’s wife who looked me over and said, “You have marvelous collarbones,” with such naked sincerity I almost wanted to hug her.

By the time dinner was announced, I had recovered enough to stop feeling flayed.

Mostly.

We were seated at a round table beneath a suspended installation of blown glass that looked like a frozen explosion. Candlelight moved over crystal and silver. Henry sat to my right. Across from us, Venus sat two places down with a venture capitalist husband old enough to remember disco firsthand.

I refused to look at her.

This became more difficult when she kept looking at me.

The meal progressed in courses too small to qualify as food in most zip codes. Between the soup and the fish, a patron on Henry’s left asked how we had met, and Henry delivered our fabricated Boston story so smoothly I almost believed I had once existed in tasteful camel coats and family friends with private investments.

At one point, when the conversation turned toward travel, I answered before thinking too hard and made the woman beside me laugh. Real laugh, not donor laugh.

That was another dangerous little thrill.

Henry’s hand brushed my knee under the table.

A warning, I assumed.

Then he left it there one heartbeat too long.

I forgot the rest of the conversation.

After dinner, the benefit dissolved into looser social patterns. More champagne. Softer music. A scattering of couples moving toward the museum terrace, where the city lights cut through the glass beyond the sculpture court.

I needed air.

Not because the gown was tight or the shoes were killing me—though both were true—but because too much had happened inside my body in too short a span of time.

I drifted toward the terrace with my empty flute in hand, meaning only to stand in the cool dark for one minute and remember how to be a mammal.

The terrace was nearly empty. A few guests stood at the far end under outdoor heaters, talking in low voices. Beyond them, Manhattan glittered in all directions, cold and gorgeous and utterly indifferent.

I set my clutch on the stone railing and breathed.

Then Henry came out behind me.

I knew it was him without turning.

The air changed.

“You disappeared,” he said.

I looked out at the skyline. “I moved twenty feet.”

“That qualifies.”

I laughed softly despite myself.

He came to stand beside me, not touching, close enough that the heat of him reached me through the cold.

For a minute, neither of us spoke.

Inside, the music drifted faint and elegant through the open doors.

Finally I said, “Ari.”

Henry glanced at me. “What about it?”

“That’s what you’re calling me.”

“In public.”

I turned slightly toward him. “You say it like you picked it.”

He was quiet for one beat too long.

“It fits,” he said.

That answer landed lower in me than it should have.

“She got to you,” he said.

I wanted to deny it. That would have been the clever move.

“Only for a second.”

Henry’s gaze moved over my face. “A second is enough.”

“For what?”

“For doubt.”

I looked away.

He stepped closer then, close enough that I could smell his cologne under the night air, clean and dark and unfairly soothing.

“She was trying to make you feel borrowed,” he said quietly. “You’re not.”

My throat tightened.

That was too close to the bruise.

I forced a laugh. “That’s a very pretty thing to say for a man who assures me he could never possibly fall in love with me.”

The words landed between us harder than I intended.

Henry went still.

I immediately regretted saying them out loud.

“Is that what this is?” I added lightly, because once a thing had gone wrong I apparently believed in accelerating. “A risk-free experiment? A woman-shaped loophole?”

His eyes fixed on mine.

“No,” he said.

It was such a direct answer that my body reacted before my mind did.

“No?”

“No.”

The wind shifted. A loose piece of my hair lifted against my cheek.

Henry raised one hand and tucked it back behind my ear.

The gesture was so simple, so intimate, that all the air seemed to leave the terrace at once.

His fingers brushed the side of my neck on the way down.

I stopped moving.

So did he.

We were too close now. No pretense left in the distance. My clutch forgotten on the railing. His hand no longer touching me but still near enough that I felt the absence of it like heat.

His gaze dropped to my mouth.

I knew exactly when it happened because I felt it happen in myself too.

The shift.

The terrifying possibility that the next thing out of either of us would not be a correction.

Inside, someone laughed behind the doors. A glass clinked. The whole museum kept breathing, elegant and oblivious.

Henry’s eyes lifted back to mine.

“Ari,” he said.

The name in his voice was softer this time. Not public. Not defensive. Worse.

I should have stepped back.

Instead I held perfectly still, waiting.

His hand came to my waist.

Not possessive. Not instructional.

Just there.

The pressure of it through satin nearly undid me.

For one impossible second, I thought he was going to kiss me.

I wanted him to.

That was the worst part.

Not the wanting. The speed of it. The sheer humiliating force with which it rose inside me, stripping away every careful warning I had wrapped around myself since the fitting room.

Henry seemed to realize it at the same time I did.

His hand flexed once at my waist.

Then he stepped back.

The cold rushed in where he had been.

“We should go back inside,” he said.

His voice was perfectly controlled again.

Of course it was.

I picked up my clutch to give my hands something to do. “Right. Because heaven forbid anyone suspects the fake engagement has chemistry.”

His mouth tightened.

“That isn’t the concern.”

I looked at him then, really looked.

The set jaw. The control. The effort.

For one tiny reckless second, I wondered if I had been wrong to believe him in the fitting room.

Not about being gay. About danger.

About whether I counted.

Then Henry offered his arm again, and the moment sealed itself back into something expensive and public and impossible to name.

I took it.

Of course I did.

When we reentered the museum, people looked.

At him. At me. At us.

And this time, with my hand tucked through his sleeve and the name Ari still warm somewhere under my ribs, I felt the full shocking thrill of being exactly where everyone could see me.

I had no business enjoying it as much as I did.

That was probably the most dangerous thing of all.


Chapter 5
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THE MORNING after another museum benefit, I woke up with two new facts lodged under my skin. The first was that my feet hated me. The second was that Henry Hampton saying Ari in that low private voice had done something irreversible to my nervous system.

I lay in the enormous bed in the residence suite staring at the ceiling, silk sheets cool against my legs, and replayed his voice with the kind of self-destructive dedication usually reserved for old humiliations and tax audits.

Ari.

Not Ariel. Not Mr. Kissinger. Not some joking little nickname tossed off in private.

Ari, with his hand at my waist and his eyes on my mouth like the distance between us had become a problem he was actively trying not to solve.

Then, because my brain was an aggressive little gremlin, it replayed the night of my debut and his voice when he said...

We should go back inside.

Of course we should. Heaven forbid the billionaire accidentally kiss his fake fiancée on a museum terrace and complicate the spreadsheet.

I rolled onto my side and glared at the city through the bedroom windows.

My phone buzzed on the nightstand.

There was a message from Greta.

Fitting at eleven. Nola at noon. Don’t eat anything bloating.

I stared at it.

Then at the tray someone had already left outside the bedroom door with coffee, fruit, eggs, toast, and one absurd little crystal vase holding a single white rose as if breakfast itself required branding.

Rich people really did not know how to do anything halfway. Not affection. Not control. Not boiled eggs.

By eleven, I was standing in the dressing suite in a pale robe while Greta unboxed shoes.

Not one pair. Four.

I looked from the boxes to her face. “I’m afraid to ask.”

“Good.”

She opened the first box and lifted out a pair of cream slingbacks with a modest heel and a pointed toe so elegant I felt briefly insulted by my own previous footwear.

“Day events,” she said.

The second pair were black satin pumps.

“Evening.”

The third, nude suede with crystal buckles.

“Luncheons, board wives, soft intimidation.”

The fourth pair made me actually laugh.

“They have bows.”

“They’re for the townhouse dinner in Connecticut.”

“That is not an explanation.”

Greta ignored me and held up the cream pair against my foot. “You’ll need custom lasts eventually.”

I blinked. “Eventually?”

“Yes.”

The word landed strangely.

As if this had already moved beyond one month in the minds of everyone except me.

I looked toward the doorway on instinct, half-expecting Henry to appear and issue some cool impossible decree about shoes the way other men might comment on weather.

He didn’t.

That should have made it easier to breathe. It did not.

Marisol measured my feet again. Greta discussed arch support and fit with a specialist on speakerphone. Somewhere in the middle of it all, Celeste arrived carrying three slim black boxes and a cream shopping bag with no visible logo, which probably meant every item inside cost enough to be discreet.

“These are from Mr. Hampton,” she said.

Greta took the boxes and handed them to me as if this happened daily.

I opened the first.

Perfume.

The bottle was heavy, clear, almost severe in shape. The label was simple. Elegant. The kind of scent rich women wore when they did not need to prove anything.

I looked up. “He bought me perfume?”

Greta’s face remained characteristically unmoved. “Apparently.”

The second box held a bracelet—fine gold, delicate enough to look accidental, with a tiny charm shaped like a key.

The third contained a lipstick case in brushed gold, engraved with one understated initial.

A.

I stared at it for a beat too long.

“Is that for Ari,” I asked, “or Ariel?”

No one answered.

Which was answer enough.

The shopping bag held folded silk.

A robe in ivory, another in blush, and a nightgown so soft-looking it made my pulse jump in a way that felt frankly unreasonable for fabric.

I lifted one of the robes from the bag and let it spill open over my hands.

Real silk. Heavy, smooth, luminous.

“This is obscene,” I said quietly.

Greta glanced at it. “It’s Loro Piana.”

“That sounds fake.”

“It isn’t.”

Nola came in just in time to hear that and smiled. “You look rattled.”

“I am rattled. He bought me a perfume and a monogrammed lipstick case.”

Nola took the perfume from my hand, sprayed it lightly into the air, and stepped into the mist.

Then she made a pleased little sound.

It drifted toward me a second later—soft amber, clean skin, something floral but expensive and dry at the edges, with a warmth underneath that felt less like innocence and more like restraint pretending to be innocence.

I inhaled again.

It smelled like the woman I kept becoming when Henry looked at me too long.

“Oh,” I said.

Nola’s smile deepened. “Exactly.”

I hated how much I loved it immediately.

By the time fittings were done, I had acquired shoes, a bracelet, perfume, two robes, one silk nightgown, a lipstick case engraved with an A that felt increasingly dangerous, and the unnerving understanding that Henry had thought about me in detail when I was not in the room.

Not just generally. Not in broad categories like wardrobe, presentation, passability.

Specifically.

My skin. My wrists. My mouth. My size. My scent.

That knowledge followed me back to the suite like another body.

The apartment was quiet in the afternoon. Quiet in the expensive way, where silence did not mean absence so much as invisible systems functioning perfectly out of view. The city glimmered beyond the windows. Somewhere in another part of the residence, staff moved softly enough to feel theoretical.

I should have used the time to review my briefing notes for the next event.

Instead I stood in the dressing room and uncapped the perfume.

One spray at the wrist.

Then the other.

I pressed them together.

The scent bloomed warmer against skin.

I looked at myself in the mirror.

Not dressed for anyone. No breastplate. No heavy makeup. Just my own face softened by skincare, my brows shaped, my hair loose and glossy from the extensions, a simple cream camisole Greta had declared “acceptable for private hours,” and pale lounge pants that skimmed lightly over my hips.

I still looked different.

Not fully female. Not performance-ready. But no longer safely ordinary either.

I lifted the lipstick case.

A.

The click when it opened was small and elegant. Inside, the lipstick was the same soft rose Nola kept favoring on me. Something wearable. Intimate. A mouth color for being looked at up close.

I should not have put it on.

I put it on anyway.

Slowly.

A little from the tube, then my fingertip smoothing the edge.

When I looked back at myself, my breath caught.

There it was again—that tiny impossible shock. Not because I had become someone else, but because the softness looked less and less like performance every time I reached for it willingly.

I did not need Greta.

I did not need Nola.

I did not need Henry standing behind me ordering me into shape.

I could choose this.

That realization moved through me so quietly it took a moment to understand why I suddenly felt afraid.

I sat down at the vanity and looked at my own reflection for a long time.

Then, without quite planning to, I opened the silk nightgown bag.

It was champagne-pink, cut on the bias, with narrow straps and lace at the neckline delicate enough to make me suspicious. I held it against myself and actually laughed under my breath.

“This is insane.”

It was.

It also looked exactly like something I wanted to wear.

The wanting had started to feel like the most dangerous part of the whole arrangement. Not Henry. Not society wives. Not Venus Hayes with her sharpened smile.

The wanting.

Because if this had all stayed external, if it had remained wardrobe and illusion and contract language, I could have endured it and walked away unchanged.

But it wasn’t staying external.

Something in me had begun to wake up and stretch, blinking at the light like it had always been there waiting for an excuse.

By evening I had managed to pretend to be productive for nearly an hour before giving up and taking a bath in a tub large enough to stage a minor naval battle.

Afterward, hair loose over my shoulders, skin warm, I stood in the bedroom holding the champagne-pink nightgown in both hands.

Then I put it on.

It slid down over my body like a secret finally telling the truth.

No pads. No breastplate. No elaborate engineering. Just silk over skin, skimming the narrowness of my waist, the line of my thighs, the softened shape of me as I now existed in the in-between. Feminine, but privately so. Not convincing enough for the world. More than enough for the mirror.

I picked up the ivory robe too and shrugged it on loosely over the nightgown.

Then I sat by the window with a cup of tea I had not really wanted and looked out at Manhattan in the dark.

It would have been easy to call it costume play if it only happened under lights.

But sitting there alone in silk, with no witnesses and no script and no practical reason at all, I knew that was not what this was.

I was comfortable.

More than comfortable.

Right.

The realization came with such simplicity it nearly made me sick.

I had never known what to do with certain memories. Not the real ones. Not the ones that arrived sticky and bright from childhood and made no sense beside the version of me the world had learned to tolerate.

I had been nine the first time I wore one of my mother’s dresses.

She had gone out for the afternoon, and Elise—my mother’s friend from down the hall—had come over with her daughter, who was six and had an imperial understanding of tea parties. Elise had gone into the kitchen with my mother to gossip over coffee while her daughter dumped plastic cups and toy pastries across the living room carpet and announced that she required a princess.

Not a prince.

A princess.

I had laughed because that was safer than saying yes too quickly.

Then Elise’s daughter—small, bossy, missing one front tooth—had looked me up and down and said, “You can wear one of your mom’s dresses. She has the blue one.”

I had expected horror. Shame. God, maybe lightning.

Instead Elise had called from the kitchen, “Ask first,” in the tone of a woman who did not find the question remotely catastrophic.

My mother had laughed.

And ten minutes later I was wearing one of her old house dresses, blue cotton with tiny white flowers, too wide at the shoulders and cinched badly with one of her belts while a six-year-old poured invisible tea and informed me I was holding my wrist wrong.

I had felt ridiculous.

Then happy.

Then something more dangerous than happy.

Whole, maybe.

At nine, I had not had language for that. Only the brief impossible relief of a body moving the way it wanted to and the adult women in the room not making it ugly.

Later, when I got older and the world hardened around the edges, I learned to file the memory away under strange things we do not discuss.

It came back now with embarrassing clarity.

The blue cotton. The toy tea set. Elise laughing from the kitchen. My mother looking at me in that dress and not flinching.

A knock sounded at the suite door.

I startled so badly I nearly spilled the tea.

There was no time to change.

For one panicked second I considered pretending to be dead.

Then Henry’s voice came through the door. “Ari?”

Ari.

My pulse jumped.

I set the cup down and crossed the room, robe loose over the nightgown, hair still soft from the bath. When I opened the door, Henry stood there in dark trousers and a white shirt with the sleeves rolled to his forearms, tie gone, jacket absent.

He looked tired.

Expensive, composed, broad-shouldered, male in a way that made my own softness flare brighter by contrast—but tired.

Then he saw me.

And everything in his face changed.

Not wildly. Henry did not do anything wildly. But the stillness came over him all at once, a controlled blankness that had become easy enough for me to read. It meant something had hit him harder than he intended to show.

His gaze dropped.

The robe had fallen slightly open at the throat. Enough to reveal the silk underneath. The bare line of one collarbone. The absence of all the public armor.

No breastplate. No event makeup. No heels. No one else’s hands on me. Just me, warm from the bath and dressed softly because I wanted to be.

“Did I interrupt?” he asked.

His voice was lower than usual.

“Yes,” I said truthfully. “I was in the middle of having a very private crisis.”

One corner of his mouth moved. “Can I come in?”

I stepped aside.

Henry entered, and the suite suddenly felt much smaller than it had ten seconds earlier.

He held a small velvet box in one hand.

Of course he did.

“Another gift?” I asked.

“It arrived late.”

I took the box from him and opened it.

Inside was a pendant on a fine chain. Small. Gold. Another key, this one set with a tiny diamond at the top.

I looked up. “What is with the keys?”

Henry glanced at the bracelet at my wrist. I had forgotten I was still wearing it.

“A matching set.”

“That doesn’t answer the question.”

“No,” he agreed.

That was so quintessentially him that I almost smiled.

Almost.

The silence shifted.

His eyes came back to my face. Then lower. To the silk. To the way the robe hung. To my hair, unstructured and loose.

“This wasn’t for rehearsal,” he said.

I swallowed. “No.”

“Or for me.”

The honesty in that made something tighten in my chest.

“No.”

Henry went very still.

I turned away first and walked toward the window because being looked at like that while wearing a nightgown by choice felt too much like standing naked in a confession booth.

“I didn’t put it on to make a point,” I said, staring out at the city. “Or for some dramatic reveal, in case that’s what you’re thinking.”

“What am I thinking?”

“That I’m getting carried away.”

I heard him move a little behind me. Not closer. Just enough to remind me he was there.

“Are you?”

The question should have annoyed me.

Instead it pressed against the bruise.

I laughed softly, but there was no humor in it. “I don’t know.”

The truth arrived without permission after that.

Maybe because it was late. Maybe because I was tired. Maybe because he had seen me at my most engineered and this felt somehow more intimate than that.

“I used to wear my mother’s dresses,” I said.

Silence.

Then Henry said, very carefully, “When?”

I kept my eyes on the glass. “When I was little. Not often. Just... sometimes. Her friend Elise would come over with her daughter, and they’d make me play tea party with them.” My mouth twitched. “The daughter was terrifying. Very strict about etiquette.”

I heard Henry exhale once.

I went on because stopping now would be worse.

“There was this blue cotton dress. Tiny white flowers. Too big on me. Elise’s daughter made me wear it and told me I was the princess because I held the cups better than she did.” I smiled despite myself. “I remember thinking I should feel embarrassed. I knew enough by then to know boys weren’t supposed to like things like that.”

My throat tightened unexpectedly.

“But I liked it,” I said. “I liked it so much I remember it more clearly than most of my actual childhood.”

The room stayed quiet behind me.

I looked down at my hand against the window, the bracelet at my wrist, the tiny key charm glinting gold.

“I thought this would feel like costume,” I said. “Like acting. Something I could do because you paid me enough and because rich people are apparently insane.” A breath. “But it doesn’t. Not all of it. Not when I’m alone.”

That was the hardest part to say.

I turned then.

Henry was standing a few feet away, watching me with an expression I had never seen on him before. No cool irony. No controlled superiority. No elegant cruelty.

Just attention. So intense it almost hurt.

“I never knew,” I said, voice softer now, “I could feel this right.”

The words settled between us.

Henry said nothing.

That frightened me more than if he had laughed.

He crossed the room then.

Slowly. Not as an order. Not as a correction. As if any sudden movement might break whatever had just opened.

He stopped in front of me.

Close enough that I could see the change in his breathing.

“Ari,” he said.

The way he said it nearly undid me.

Not public. Not strategic. Not smooth.

Tender.

That was the worst thing he could have done.

I looked up at him.

His hand lifted, hesitated once in midair like even he did not trust it, then came to my hair. Not styling. Not adjusting. Just fingers slipping lightly into the loose waves at my shoulder as if he needed to make sure they were real.

My entire body went still.

“You shouldn’t look at me like that,” I whispered.

“How am I looking at you?”

I laughed once, shaky and small. “Like I’m a problem.”

His thumb brushed the silk edge of my robe at my collarbone.

“You are.”

That should not have sounded the way it did.

I should have stepped back.

Instead I stayed exactly where I was, warm from the bath and weak from honesty, while Henry Hampton stood in front of me looking less like a billionaire and more like a man finding himself somewhere he had explicitly promised never to go.

His gaze dropped to my mouth.

This time there was no museum terrace. No crowd. No doors opening behind us. No one to interrupt but ourselves.

I had enough warning to know what was happening and not enough strength to stop it.

When he kissed me, it was not gentle in the way I expected.

It was controlled, yes. Careful for half a second.

Then not careful at all.

His hand slid to my waist under the robe, finding the bare silk of the nightgown beneath, and the heat of his palm there made a sound catch in my throat before I could swallow it. My hands came up on instinct, one against his chest, the other catching at his sleeve, and his mouth deepened on mine like he had already spent too much time trying not to know how badly he wanted this.

It did not feel like rehearsal.

It did not feel fake.

It felt like every look, every touch, every terrible calm correction over the last few days had been leading here with all the inevitability of weather.

I kissed him back.

God help me, I kissed him back like I had been hungry for it.

His other hand came up to my jaw, holding me there just firmly enough to make heat flood through me. My lipstick must have smeared. My robe had slipped farther open. The city glittered uselessly beyond the windows while Henry kissed me in the middle of his immaculate residence suite like a man ruining his own argument one breath at a time.

When he finally pulled back, it was only far enough for air.

His forehead almost touched mine.

We were both breathing too hard.

I could still feel the imprint of his hand at my waist through the silk.

“This is a mistake,” I whispered.

“Yes,” he said immediately.

Neither of us moved.

That should have told me everything.

Then Henry stepped back.

The loss of him felt abrupt and mean.

He looked at me for one long unreadable moment, then at the robe falling open over the nightgown, then away as if that required actual effort.

Something in his jaw tightened.

“You’re not leaving this apartment alone anymore,” he said.

I blinked. “That’s your takeaway?”

“Yes.”

“That’s insane.”

“It’s decided.”

I stared at him. My mouth still felt kissed. My body still felt lit from the inside. “Did you really just kiss me and then respond by becoming more controlling?”

His eyes came back to mine.

“Yes.”

There was nothing to do with that except laugh, which I did—half shocked, half breathless, wholly doomed.

Henry did not laugh with me.

He looked shaken still. Not outwardly, not in any way another person would see. But I saw it. In the stiffness of his shoulders. In the precision of his breathing. In the fact that he had just kissed me like a man with excellent self-control finally discovering its limits.

Then he reached out, took the pendant from the velvet box, and fastened it around my neck himself.

The little key settled at the hollow of my throat.

His fingers brushed my skin once. Deliberately or not, I could not tell.

“Ari,” he said quietly.

I looked up.

His expression had gone controlled again. But not untouched. Never untouched.

“Get some sleep.”

Then he turned and left me standing there in silk and perfume and a gold key at my throat, feeling more awake than I had in years.


Chapter 6
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I SHOULD HAVE KNOWN something was wrong the moment Greta told me not to eat toast. Not because toast had personally offended her. Because Greta only got that level of ominous when fabrics were involved, and fabrics in Henry Hampton’s world were rarely innocent.

It was three days after he kissed me in the suite and then responded by effectively placing me under decorative house arrest.

Three days of Henry becoming even more controlled than usual.

Three days of security apparently materializing around me every time I went downstairs.

Three days of him touching me less and watching me more.

He had not kissed me again.

He had not apologized either.

Which somehow made it worse.

“Why can’t I have toast?” I asked as Nola pinned back one side of my hair in the beauty suite.

“Because today we need clean lines,” Greta said from across the room.

“That sounds fascist.”

“It’s bridal.”

The word hit me like a small elegant car crash.

I turned too fast in the chair. Nola caught my chin before I ruined the eyeliner on one eye.

“Don’t move,” she murmured.

I looked at Greta in the mirror. “I’m sorry, what?”

“Private bridal fitting,” Greta said, checking something on her tablet. “And a staged engagement editorial. Henry approved it yesterday.”

I stared.

Nola, traitorously calm, blended shadow at the corner of my eye. “It’s for optics. The board likes domestic imagery, the family likes tradition, the press likes exclusivity, and a luxury bridal house likes access to Hampton money. Everyone wins.”

“That is not true,” I said. “I lose.”

Greta did not look up. “Emotionally perhaps. Structurally, you’re ideal.”

I hated them all.

No, that was not true. I hated how fast my pulse had started racing.

Bridal.

The word had always lived in some sealed-off room in my mind with other dangerous things: belonging, softness, public choosing, the kind of femininity that was not only looked at but sanctified. Not just beautiful. Claimed.

I should not have let the thought go any further than that.

Unfortunately, my imagination had never once in its life cared what I should do.

By the time Nola finished my face, I looked expensive enough to be insured separately from the rest of the city. Soft champagne shadow at the eyes, skin turned luminous and deceptively bare, lashes lifted, mouth painted a muted rose that made me look kissed even when I wasn’t.

That last part felt rude.

Evan arrived with a garment bag longer than my body.

“Where is Henry?” I asked, and instantly hated how revealing the question sounded.

Greta answered before anyone else could. “Reviewing contracts.”

Of course he was.

Somewhere in the building Henry Hampton was behaving rationally while I sat in a chair trying not to faint over the possibility of satin.

“Don’t look so alarmed,” Evan said, unclipping extension pieces from a velvet board. “Every woman deserves one good bridal hallucination.”

I stared at him in the mirror. “That sentence feels legally actionable.”

He ignored me and started building my hair.

Today he went softer than usual. Not the polished society wave he favored for galas, not the controlled side-part glamour from the museum. This was romantic. Length drawn down my back in dark, lush movement with a little volume at the crown and loose framing pieces at the front that made my face look tender and almost young.

Tender was dangerous.

Tender made me believe things.

The fitting was being held in one of the hotel’s private couture salons on the thirty-second floor, closed to the public and draped in enough ivory fabric to suggest either bridal luxury or a very elegant haunting. Henry had apparently rented out the entire space for the morning.

Of course he had.

The salon smelled faintly of steamed silk, white flowers, and fresh coffee no one seemed emotionally stable enough to drink.

Dress forms lined the walls. Gowns hung in protective covers. A long mirrored platform waited at the center of the room under soft overhead lighting designed to flatter women into financially reckless choices.

At the far end, Henry stood speaking with a woman in a cream suit who had the cool predatory poise of someone who sold six-figure dresses to heiresses and enjoyed saying no to them.

He turned when we entered.

That was the first mistake.

Because whatever disciplined wall he had built around himself since the kiss did not save him quickly enough.

His gaze landed on me and changed.

Not wildly. Henry did nothing wildly. But the shift was there—stillness, then focus, then something darker underneath it, as if seeing me arrive in a room built for brides had struck a part of him he had not planned to expose in daylight.

He crossed to us at once.

“You’re late,” he said.

Greta looked offended. “No, you’re early.”

Henry ignored her. His eyes returned to my face, then to my hair. “You changed the styling.”

“Romantic sells,” Evan said.

Henry’s jaw flexed once.

That tiny movement should not have pleased me.

It did.

The woman in the cream suit approached and extended a hand. “Sabrina Vale. It’s an honor.”

She meant Henry, obviously. Possibly me too, but in the way one honored an especially useful mannequin.

“This is Ari,” Henry said.

Ari.

Even now, even here, he used it with that easy certainty that kept undoing me by degrees.

Sabrina’s eyes took me in with professional delight. “Of course she is.”

She.

The women around us had been doing that more often. It still jolted me every time. Not always badly.

Mostly not badly.

Sabrina clapped her hands lightly, and assistants materialized with garment bags.

“We’ll begin with silhouette options and narrow from there,” she said. “Mr. Hampton requested timeless, clean, and unforgettable.”

I looked at him. “You requested unforgettable?”

His expression stayed cool. “I dislike waste.”

“I am beginning to understand why women develop complexes.”

“They develop invoices,” Greta muttered.

The first two gowns were beautiful and wrong.

The first had too much lace and made me feel like a decorative chapel curtain. The second was all structured mikado and clean architectural lines, elegant but too severe, turning me into a bride for a hostile merger.

Sabrina did not seem troubled.

“That one was always too mature,” she said, waving away the second dress while assistants unclipped and repinned me. “The frame is too delicate.”

Frame.

The words people used around me had started to feel less like language and more like tools.

Then she looked toward the final garment bag.

“Bring me the Delphine.”

Something in the room shifted.

Even Greta looked interested.

The garment bag unzipped with more ceremony than some marriages.

Inside hung ivory satin.

Not bright white. Not innocent. Ivory, with a soft low sheen that looked rich instead of pure. The bodice was sculpted without being hard, the neckline romantic and feminine, the waist drawn in before opening into a smooth full skirt that would move like water. The back dipped lower than I expected, and there were covered buttons trailing down to the waist like an act of cruelty.

A veil waited in a separate box.

I stared.

“Oh no,” I said quietly.

Nola touched my shoulder. “Oh yes.”

They took me behind the fitting screen like a sacrificial offering.

The understructure changed first.

Fresh tuck. Smoother shapewear. Slightly fuller hip pads. A different breast form with a softer natural slope under satin. Sabrina herself adjusted the contour at the bust until the line looked heartbreakingly real in profile.

Then came the gown.

Satin against my legs.

Cool first. Then warm where it settled.

The bodice was lifted carefully over my hips, then drawn upward inch by inch. My hands shook before anyone had even laced or zipped anything. Greta clicked her tongue and caught one of them.

“Stop trembling,” she said.

“That seems unrealistic.”

“It wrinkles the line.”

Nola laughed softly. “Breathe.”

The skirt fell around me in an ivory hush.

Sabrina came behind me. “Hold your hair.”

I lifted it with both hands.

The bodice tightened. Satin drew close at my waist, shaped over my breasts, held me with that peculiar bridal firmness that felt less like clothing and more like instruction.

Then I felt the zip.

Slow.

Measured.

The teeth closing up my back with awful intimate certainty while Sabrina’s fingers kept the fabric smooth and Greta’s cool hands settled the line at my ribs.

Something about that nearly undid me.

Not the fit itself.

The symbolism.

Being closed into something beautiful. Being fastened. Prepared. Completed.

I swallowed too hard.

“Too tight?” Nola asked.

“No,” I said, and heard immediately that my voice had gone thinner than usual. “No. It’s fine.”

The final hook closed at the nape.

Silence.

Not total. I could hear the distant soft movement of assistants outside the screen, the rustle of fabric, the quiet expensive air of the salon. But inside the fitting space it went still enough for me to hear my own pulse.

Sabrina reached for the veil box.

“No,” I said at once.

Everyone paused.

I looked at the box. Then at myself in the smaller side mirror behind the screen, where only pieces of me were visible. The bodice. The sweep of satin. One shaking hand still clutching my hair.

“I mean,” I said, suddenly breathless, “maybe wait a second.”

Nola’s face gentled in the mirror. “Ari.”

I let my hair fall.

It slid over my bare shoulders and the open back in dark waves.

Then Greta turned me.

And for one endless second, I saw myself in the full mirror.

Bride.

There was no polite way around it.

Not a pretty fake fiancée in an expensive costume. Not a feminized banquet worker playing society under contract.

A bride.

The satin turned every engineered line beneath it into something fluid and holy-looking. My waist seemed impossible. My breasts rose softly under the sculpted bodice. The skirt opened around me in a sweep of ivory that made my body look delicate and chosen all at once. My hair softened everything. My face, with its careful makeup and wide eyes and muted rose mouth, looked too vulnerable for my own comfort.

I could not move.

All I could think was oh.

Then, devastatingly:

I want this.

Not the fitting.

Not the optics.

Not the editorial.

This.

To be looked at like this and loved for it. To be chosen in satin and sealed into something sacred instead of merely useful. To be wanted not as an arrangement, not as a polished lie, but as a bride.

The realization hit so hard it almost embarrassed me more than the gown did.

Sabrina was talking. Greta too. Something about line and photographs and cathedral-length versus chapel. I heard none of it.

Because Henry had not spoken.

I turned my head.

He was standing just outside the screen opening where he had an unobstructed view of me in the mirror.

And he looked ruined.

Controlled, yes. Henry was always controlled. But the control sat on him now like thin glass over fire. His gaze was fixed on me with such intensity that it made every inch of satin feel suddenly hotter. He was not looking at the craftsmanship. Not at the strategy. Not even at the success of the illusion.

He was looking at me like a man seeing the exact thing he should not want arranged before him in ivory.

My hands trembled harder.

Henry took one step closer.

No one else seemed to breathe.

“Ari,” he said.

Just my name.

It sounded almost wrong in his mouth that way—softened by awe, roughened by restraint.

Sabrina brightened. “At last. Mr. Hampton, come see the line from the back—”

“No.”

The word came out low and immediate.

She blinked. “I beg your pardon?”

Henry’s eyes never left mine. “I can see it from here.”

Something in my chest turned over.

I should have looked away.

I didn’t.

Sabrina, sensing money’s moods with the instinct of a field medic under artillery fire, pivoted beautifully. “Of course. Veil, then.”

Nola touched my shoulder. “Hold still.”

The veil settled against my hair with practiced fingers. Light, then not light at all. The comb anchored. The sheer length fell over my shoulders and down my back in a hush of illusion. Greta drew it forward just enough that I caught the softened white mist of myself in the mirror.

That was what did it.

Not the dress. Not even Henry watching me in it.

The veil.

A bride was one thing. A veiled bride was another. Something ceremonial. Something set apart. Something about to be given and taken and promised.

My throat tightened so suddenly I could barely breathe around it.

Henry saw.

I knew he saw because his expression changed again—some last private resistance cracking under the strain.

He moved toward me before he seemed fully aware he was doing it.

Then he was there, close enough to touch.

Close enough that the veil brushed his sleeve.

His hand lifted.

For one insane second, I thought he was going to push the veil back and kiss me right there in front of the salon staff and the bridal house and God and all that satin.

Instead he stopped with his fingers hovering near the edge of the tulle at my cheek.

“Ari,” he said again, quieter now.

I could not tell if it was a warning or a plea.

The whole room seemed suspended on that sound.

Then Henry found himself again.

You could actually see it happen.

His hand dropped.

His shoulders locked.

The cool polished version of him reassembled piece by piece over whatever had nearly surfaced.

“It works,” he said.

The words hit me harder than they should have.

Because a minute ago his face had said something else entirely, something dangerous and human and almost unbearably intimate.

And now: It works.

I looked back at myself in the mirror, at the veil softening my face into a dream, at the satin making me look like a promise.

A project. An image. A useful lie.

The room resumed moving around us.

Sabrina began discussing lighting, family approvals, possible still photography, a private dinner preview. Greta talked about final alterations. Nola removed the veil before I could protest, and without its weight I felt suddenly cold and unfinished.

I should have been relieved.

Instead I missed it instantly.

Then I heard the words that actually broke me.

Not from Henry directly. That would have been cleaner.

Sabrina, half-turned toward him while assistants fussed with the train behind me, said in a low approving tone, “Your family will be pleased. The image is exactly right—classic, respectable, impossible to question.”

Henry’s answer came just as low.

“That’s the point.”

I do not know if there was more. Maybe there was. Maybe I refused to hear it.

Because that was enough.

Classic. Respectable. Impossible to question.

The image is exactly right.

That’s the point.

Something in me went still.

I stood there in an ivory gown with phantom veil weight still haunting my scalp and understood, with humiliating clarity, that I had let myself stray far past the boundaries of a contract.

He had not looked at me and seen a bride.

He had looked at me and seen success.

I laughed once under my breath. No one noticed.

Of course they didn’t. Rich rooms had a wonderful way of concealing private disasters.

“Let’s remove her from this one before she creases it,” Greta said.

Her.

The word, once sweet, now just felt efficient.

Back behind the screen they unfastened me.

Hair up again. Zip lowered. Satin sliding down my body inch by inch like mercy or punishment, I could not tell which. My hands shook once more, but this time from a different kind of cold.

Nola noticed immediately. “What happened?”

“Nothing.”

“Ari.”

“Nothing,” I repeated, and smiled because apparently if I was dying inside I still preferred to do it politely.

The gown came off.

The absence of it was brutal.

They put me into a pale silk sheath for the editorial test afterward—simple, expensive, forgettable compared to the bridal fantasy they had just stripped away. I walked through it. Smiled when told. Turned when required. Let Sabrina and Greta discuss line and profile and market value around me as if I were not in the room at all.

Henry did not come near me again.

That hurt too.

Worse, maybe.

Because now I knew what his face could look like when control slipped, and I knew he had chosen control anyway.

By evening I was back in the residence suite with my makeup removed, my extensions loosened, and the city glittering outside the glass like it had not personally offended me.

The veil was gone. The dress was gone. The satin had left only memory on my skin.

I sat at the edge of the bed in one of the silk robes he had bought me, fingers pressed lightly to the back of my neck where the final hook of the gown had closed hours before.

I could still feel it.

The zip rising.

The veil settling.

The silence in the mirror.

The awful bright wanting in my chest.

Not just to be beautiful. Not just to pass.

To be chosen.

To be loved that way.

I bent forward and put my face in my hands.

How ridiculous.

A month ago I had been carrying champagne flutes for people who would not remember my name. Now I was heartsick over a bridal veil and a billionaire who had kissed me once and then treated my almost-bride body like a successful press strategy.

A knock sounded at the suite door.

I froze.

For one pathetic second I thought it might be Henry.

I did not answer.

The knock came again, gentler this time. Then Celeste’s voice through the door.

“Ari? Mr. Hampton asked me to bring tomorrow’s schedule.”

Of course he had.

Not himself. A schedule.

“I’m fine,” I called back.

A pause.

Then, “I’ll leave it outside.”

Her footsteps retreated.

I laughed again, softer this time and more bitter.

Classic. Respectable. Impossible to question.

The image is exactly right.

That’s the point.

I lay down without undressing further, the silk robe loose around my body, and stared into the dark.

When I finally closed my eyes, I could still half-feel the phantom weight of the veil.

And that was the cruelest part.

Even after everything, some stupid, ungovernable part of me still wanted it back.


Chapter 7
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THE TROUBLE WITH SILK was that it encouraged optimism. I learned this on a Thursday afternoon in the private residence suite Henry had assigned me—three rooms, two bathrooms, one dressing room, and a view of Manhattan so offensively beautiful it made poverty feel like a moral failing.

The suite was not technically a penthouse, though it behaved like one. The Hampton Imperial reserved the actual penthouse for heads of state, movie stars, and people who bought newspapers for fun. What I had was the owners’ private residence wing one level down, all cream upholstery, polished stone, hidden doors, and staff who could appear soundlessly with tea or disappear just as quickly if you looked too emotional.

Temporary housing, Henry called it.

As if I were a tasteful complication stored between board meetings.

That afternoon, a garment bag had arrived with no note.

Of course it had no note. Henry preferred gifts that implied thought without requiring vulnerability.

Inside was a dress.

Not event-level dramatic. No satin, no crystals, no dangerous museum wife energy. This one was softer. A fitted knit dress in pale blush with long sleeves, a scooped neckline, and a skirt that moved just enough to feel feminine without announcing itself to the zip code.

It looked like the kind of thing a woman wore when someone rich took her to lunch and wanted everyone to think she had always belonged there.

I stared at it for a long time.

Then I looked around the bedroom as if someone might spring out from behind the curtains and arrest me for wanting it.

No one did.

So I changed.

By now the mechanics were second nature. Not emotionally, never emotionally, but physically. Tuck. Compression. Padding. Breast forms instead of the full plate today, because Greta had apparently decided I was ready for “natural proportion during daylight hours,” which sounded like the kind of phrase people invented right before declaring war.

The dress slid on easily.

That was the first betrayal.

The second was the mirror.

I looked... sweet.

That was the word I hated and wanted most.

My hair, left loose from that morning’s maintenance, fell in dark polished waves over my shoulders. The blush color brightened my skin. The neckline showed just enough collarbone to feel pretty. The skirt moved when I shifted my weight. Not heavily. Lightly. Softly.

I turned once in front of the mirror.

Then again.

Then, because there was no one there to shame me, I did a tiny ridiculous little half-skip across the carpet and watched the skirt follow.

“Oh no,” I whispered to my own reflection.

Because I was smiling.

Not performing. Not practicing. Smiling like a fool alone in a dress Henry had chosen, in rooms Henry controlled, becoming softer in ways I no longer even knew how to deny.

I picked up the matching little handbag Greta had left on the chair and held it at my wrist.

That made it worse.

There was no event that afternoon. No call sheet. No board dinner. No cameras. I just... wanted Henry to see it.

I wanted to walk into his office and have him look up and go still. I wanted his eyes on me. I wanted his impossible cool mouth to tighten in that way it did when he had noticed something he should not want. I wanted—God help me—approval.

How pathetic.

I should have changed out of it immediately.

Instead I put on the low nude heels Greta had paired with it, touched a little lip color to my mouth, and left the suite.

The residence corridor was quiet. Plush. Designed so that even your bad decisions echoed tastefully.

Henry’s office sat at the far end through a private vestibule accessible only from the residence wing and executive hall. I had been there enough times by then that security no longer looked at me with that careful professional curiosity reserved for people who might be guests or might be scandals.

I should have announced myself.

I know that now.

Instead I reached the half-open door to the outer office and heard Henry’s voice inside.

Clipped. Cold. In work mode.

I slowed.

Not because I meant to eavesdrop. Because I heard my own name.

Or rather, the shape of it.

“The arrangement is functioning exactly as intended,” Henry said.

My hand froze on the frame.

Celeste was not in the room. The door to Henry’s inner office stood partly open, and beyond it I could hear another male voice—older, sharper, probably one of the board members or legal advisers who drifted through Henry’s life in expensive wool and low empathy.

Functioning exactly as intended.

I should have walked away.

I didn’t.

The other man said something too low for me to catch.

Henry answered, “No. She photographs well, public sentiment is favorable, and my mother has stopped calling twice a day.”

A pause.

Then, flatter: “Of course it’s temporary.”

Something in me tightened.

The other man again, amused this time. I still couldn’t make out the words.

Henry’s voice came back, cooler than marble.

“That was always the point. I needed something elegant, controllable, and impossible to question. Ari solved the problem.”

Solved the problem.

I don’t remember deciding to step back.

Suddenly I was doing it, one heel behind the other on the carpet, carefully, silently, the way you backed away from a wild animal or a humiliating truth.

Elegant. Controllable. Impossible to question.

Ari solved the problem.

For one insane second, I nearly laughed.

Of course.

Of course the bridal fitting had not been about me. Of course the museum benefit and the dinners and the names and the gifts and the silk had all been part of some larger clean strategic line Henry Hampton was drawing through his own life with me as the prettiest available ruler.

Ari solved the problem.

I looked down at the dress.

Blush knit. Sweet. Chosen by him. Worn for him.

I had come there like an idiot, wanting him to see me in it.

The shame of that burned so hot I went cold.

I turned and walked back the way I’d come, careful not to run because running in heels on that carpet would have been both dangerous and undignified, and apparently I still had standards.

By the time I reached the suite, my hands were shaking.

I shut the door quietly behind me.

Then I stood in the middle of the sitting room and looked around as if the furniture might explain how I had managed to hand over so much of myself without noticing.

The dress.

The hair.

The perfume at my wrists.

The bracelet with the little gold key.

The pendant at my throat I was still wearing because I had forgotten to take it off and because some secret filthy part of me liked the way it rested there like a mark of ownership.

I yanked it off so quickly the clasp caught.

Pain flashed at the back of my neck. Good.

I dropped the chain onto the coffee table and stared at it like it had personally insulted me.

I had given him too much.

Not just my body, rearranged by professionals into something he could use. Not just my time, my image, my public smile, my private compliance.

My heart.

Not all at once. Worse. Piece by piece.

Ari. The terrace. The kiss. The way he had looked at me in the gown before remembering himself. The gifts that had made me feel seen when all he had really done was curate me.

I sat down too hard on the edge of the sofa.

For a while I just listened to the silence.

Then the world, because it is cruel and loves timing, got louder.

My phone buzzed.

There were already articles.

Not from major papers, not yet, but from the glossy online kind that covered wealth and fashion and social politics with all the moral seriousness of a knife fight at Bergdorf’s.

WHO IS HENRY HAMPTON’S MYSTERY FIANCÉE?

NEW WOMAN, OLD MONEY: THE HAMPTON HEIR STEPS OUT

VENUS HAYES SEEN AT SAME BENEFIT AS HENRY HAMPTON AND BRIDE-TO-BE

Bride-to-be.

I almost threw the phone.

One article had blurry zoomed photos of me exiting the museum. Another had side-by-sides of Venus and me, as if the city required comparative analysis on which woman best accessorized one emotionally constipated billionaire. The comments underneath were even worse.

She appeared from nowhere.

Pretty, but something about her feels off.

Venus wore him better.

The fiancée looks a little too curated. PR?

Too curated.

That one hit because it was true.

I closed the phone and threw it onto the cushion beside me.

Half an hour later, Nola arrived for an entirely innocent scheduled skin appointment and found me sitting in the same position, still in the blush dress, staring at nothing.

“What happened?” she asked immediately.

“Nothing.”

“Ari.”

I laughed. It sounded ugly. “Apparently I solve problems.”

She went still.

That was answer enough for her, even if she did not have the rest.

She crouched in front of me and looked up at my face. “Did he say that?”

I stared past her at the window. “Does it matter?”

“Yes.”

“No,” I said. “Not really. It just clarified things.”

Nola’s mouth tightened. “Henry is not good at—”

“I know,” I cut in. “Trust me. I know.”

That was the terrible part. I knew he was emotionally inept. I knew he compartmentalized human feeling like it was a legal risk. I knew he turned tenderness into logistics the second it threatened him.

And still I had let his hands on my waist and his mouth on mine mean something.

Nola touched the hem of the blush dress lightly. “He picked this for you.”

I almost laughed again.

“Yes,” I said. “I know. It’s elegant, controllable, and impossible to question.”

Her eyes flashed. “Ari—”

“Please don’t defend him right now.”

That shut the room down.

She stood slowly. “I wasn’t going to.”

But I could see she wanted to. Which was worse. Because it meant there was maybe some version of this that sounded less brutal from another angle, and I could not survive hearing it softened.

When she left, I finally changed out of the dress.

That hurt too.

Not because I wanted it on anymore. Because taking it off felt like peeling away evidence of my own stupidity.

I left the pendant on the table.

I left the perfume untouched.

I put on plain cream lounge clothes and tied my hair back and spent the next two hours trying not to cry in a residence suite larger than my first apartment.

By evening, the pressure outside had escalated beautifully.

Henry’s mother called twice, apparently furious about a rumor linking him and Venus at the same event. One board member requested “additional domestic optics” for the upcoming family dinner in Connecticut. Celeste sent up a revised schedule with two extra public touchpoints added for the weekend. Someone from legal wanted me to rehearse answers in case a reporter asked about wedding timing.

The arrangement, as Henry would say, was functioning.

At seven-thirty, there was a knock.

I knew it was him before the second knock came.

I considered not answering.

Then I remembered that nothing said emotional composure like hiding in borrowed silk from a man who owned the building.

So I opened the door.

Henry stood there in a dark suit, tie loosened, one hand in his pocket. He looked tired again. More than tired. Sharpened by pressure. The kind of handsome that got meaner under stress.

His eyes went immediately to my throat.

Bare.

Then past me into the suite, where the pendant still sat on the coffee table in plain sight.

Something changed in his face. Small. Dangerous.

“I was told you missed rehearsal,” he said.

“I wasn’t aware attendance was mandatory when there are no cameras.”

His gaze came back to mine. “What happened?”

It would have been easier if he’d sounded angry.

Instead he sounded confused.

I stepped aside because I had enough self-destructive instinct to let him in.

Henry entered and took in the room at a glance, as if evidence might organize itself neatly if he looked at it hard enough.

The pendant on the table. The untouched perfume. The garment bag from the blush dress folded over the chair.

He turned back to me.

“What happened, Ari?”

There it was again. My name. The one thing he could still say in a way that hurt.

I folded my arms. “Nothing dramatic. I just finally caught up.”

“To what?”

“To the arrangement.”

His expression sharpened. “Meaning?”

Meaning I heard you call me elegant and controllable and useful, I thought.

Meaning I came to your office wearing a dress you bought me because I wanted you to look at me.

Meaning I made the catastrophic mistake of thinking your feelings might be leaking into this as badly as mine are.

Instead I smiled.

That was the worst thing I could have done. The smile made him stiller.

“Meaning you were right,” I said. “This works best when I remember what I’m here for.”

His jaw shifted once. “And what is that?”

I almost admired him for asking.

“To solve a problem.”

Silence.

Something live and unreadable moved behind his eyes.

Then he said, “Who told you that?”

I laughed softly. “So it’s true.”

“Ari.”

“No, it’s fine.” My voice came out calmer now, which felt like dissociation wearing lipstick. “Actually, it’s helpful. Things have gotten blurry. This clears them up.”

Henry took one step toward me.

I stepped back.

That stopped him cold.

For the first time since I’d known him, he looked not controlled but blindsided. Not because I was upset—he could probably manage upset. Because he had no idea how he’d caused it.

He was terrible at emotional honesty, but he was not stupid. He could read withdrawal when it stood three feet in front of him with its arms crossed.

“What exactly did you hear?” he asked.

I should not have answered. I did anyway.

“Enough.”

His mouth tightened. “That isn’t precise.”

“No,” I said. “It isn’t. Neither are gifts, apparently.”

His eyes flicked once to the table. The perfume. The key pendant. Then back to my face.

Whatever he was thinking, he did not say it.

Of course he didn’t.

The silence stretched.

I could feel him sensing the distance now, the sudden coolness where there had been softness. He knew something had cracked. He just didn’t know the shape of it because he had never once in his life learned how to explain himself before damage occurred.

Finally he said, “You’re upset.”

I stared at him.

The understatement was so offensive I nearly admired it.

“Yes,” I said. “I gathered.”

“Ari—”

“No.” I shook my head once. “Don’t do that thing.”

“What thing?”

“The one where you say my name like it solves anything.”

That landed.

He went still again.

For one ugly second I wanted him to get angry. It would have been easier. Easier to hate him if he gave me something sharper to push against.

Instead he looked... lost.

Just for a moment. Small enough that another person would have missed it.

Then the polished version of him slid back into place.

“We have one final family appearance this weekend,” he said. “After that, the pressure will reduce.”

There it was.

Schedule language.

Damage control.

I almost smiled.

“Good,” I said. “Then we’ll both survive it.”

His eyes narrowed slightly. “What does that mean?”

“It means,” I said, and my voice surprised me by staying steady, “I’ll finish what I agreed to do. I’ll get through the dinner. I’ll smile for your board, your mother, your society pages, your impossible-to-question domestic optics.”

The words made him flinch almost invisibly.

Good.

Then I looked him right in the face and gave him the only honesty I had left.

“And when it’s over, Henry, I’m leaving.”

The room went silent.

Not quiet. Silent.

He stared at me for one full beat too long, like he was waiting for some softer interpretation of the sentence to arrive.

It didn’t.

“Ari,” he said carefully, “you’re being emotional.”

That did it.

Something in me went from hurt to fury so cleanly it felt almost like relief.

“Of course I’m being emotional,” I said. “That’s what happens when one person in a room remembers they’re a person.”

His expression changed. Finally. A crack. Anger, maybe, or shame, or just the shock of being answered in a language he did not control.

But by then I was done.

I opened the suite door.

The gesture was clear enough that even Henry Hampton could read it.

He looked at the door. Then at me.

For a second I thought he might refuse. He was exactly arrogant enough to.

Instead he picked up the pendant from the table, held it in his hand for one unreadable moment, then set it back down.

Carefully.

As if the violence had to go somewhere and that was the best he could do with it.

“Tomorrow at eleven,” he said.

Of course. Schedule first. Bleeding later.

Then he walked out.

I shut the door behind him and leaned against it, breathing hard.

My whole body felt stripped raw.

I had not cried in front of him. That was something.

I crossed the room slowly, picked up the pendant, and closed my hand around it until the little key bit into my palm.

Then I set it down again.

I knew what I had to do now.

Finish the contract. Survive the final appearance. Get through the dinner, the family, the board scrutiny, the cameras, the humiliation.

And then leave Henry Hampton for good.

That was the plan I made for myself in the quiet, beautiful prison of his residence suite.

It hurt so much because I meant it.


Chapter 8
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THE FINAL EVENT took place at the Hampton estate in Connecticut, which was exactly the kind of sentence that made wealth sound hereditary even when spoken out loud.

We drove up on a Sunday afternoon under a cold pale sky in one of Henry’s black cars, past stone walls and iron gates and a long curving drive lined with trees that had probably been planted by men who thought railroads were a personality trait. The house appeared slowly through the branches—gray stone, white columns, old money turned architectural.

It was not a home.

It was a verdict.

I sat in the back seat beside Henry in a dove-gray dress Greta had chosen for maximum quiet devastation. Long sleeves. fitted bodice. soft drape at the waist. pearls at my ears. a low heel, because this was family respectability and not gala warfare. My hair was drawn back half-up, smooth and feminine, and Nola had kept my makeup almost insultingly soft.

I looked like exactly what Henry needed.

That was the point.

The irony of it was almost funny.

The estate was hosting two things at once, because apparently the rich became more dangerous when they layered obligations. Henry’s family wanted an intimate engagement celebration before dinner. The board wanted a private dinner afterward with key investors and counsel present for the merger announcement Henry had spent the past month managing into existence.

Family and business.

Sentiment and optics.

Bride and solution.

Everything polished to the same clean edge.

By then I had become very good at being looked at.

What I had not expected was how easy it would be to stop giving anything back.

That was the gift hurt gave you, if you let it. Clarity. Precision. The sudden ability to turn your own softness into choreography.

I stepped out of the car when Henry offered his hand.

I took it.

Of course I did.

His fingers closed around mine with that familiar controlled strength, warm and sure and deeply unhelpful. If he noticed that I did not curl back into his hand the way I usually did, he said nothing.

A footman opened the front doors.

Warmth spilled over us. Light. Flowers. Crystal. Too many people pretending to be relaxed in a house where every painting probably had a trust fund.

Henry’s mother reached us first.

Margaret Hampton was beautiful in the hard expensive way women became when their lives had taught them that being soft in public was an invitation to be rearranged by other people. She wore emerald silk, diamonds, and the expression of a woman who had won the evening by making it happen at all.

“Ari, darling,” she said, taking both my hands before I could prepare myself. “You look exquisite.”

I smiled the exact correct amount. “Thank you. You look stunning.”

She beamed. “Such manners. Henry, do try to keep her. I won’t recover if you send her back to Manhattan.”

Something in my ribs gave a tired little twist.

Henry’s hand settled at my back.

He was always touching me more when other people were watching.

“Mother,” he said.

She laughed and turned to direct three staff members, one florist, and a man carrying champagne as if she were conducting a minor war.

I let Henry guide me further into the house.

The grand foyer opened into a series of drawing rooms full of family friends, board members, cousins, and the kind of women who wore cashmere like inherited skin. The atmosphere was intimate only by billionaire standards, meaning there were perhaps forty people present and every one of them seemed trained in the art of noticing everything while pretending otherwise.

We moved through introductions.

Ari, Ari, Ari.

By then the name sat on me naturally in public. Too naturally. Another theft I would be taking with me when I left.

Henry introduced me to elderly relatives who approved of my pearls, investors’ wives who approved of my posture, one aunt who approved of nothing but kissed my cheek anyway, and two board members who looked faintly alarmed by how effective I was.

Good.

Let them be alarmed.

I had become heartbreakingly good at this.

The compliments came. The glances. The warm little comments rich women made when they had decided you had passed inspection.

“Elegant.”

“So poised.”

“You’re exactly right for him.”

That last one almost made me laugh into my champagne.

Exactly right for him.

That had always been the problem, hadn’t it? I was exactly right in all the ways that served him. Publicly lovely. Privately manageable. Feminine enough to soothe the room. Emotional enough to read as real. Disposable enough to be safe.

Henry kept trying to draw me into closeness.

A hand at my waist during introductions. Fingers brushing my wrist when he passed me a glass. A low comment at my ear when someone bored him and he wanted me to smile through it with him.

Usually those small touches did terrible things to me.

Tonight they just hurt.

Not enough to falter. Enough to harden.

At one point his cousin Rebecca—horse-faced, beautiful, vicious in the way all truthful old-money women eventually became—said, “You seem calmer than the rest of us, Ari. What’s your secret?”

I smiled at her over the rim of my champagne.

“Good tailoring.”

She laughed so abruptly she nearly choked on her drink.

Henry looked at me then.

Not because of the line. Because he had heard the distance in it.

He started hearing it everywhere after that.

During the engagement toast in the drawing room, when Margaret Hampton cried with expensive restraint and one of Henry’s uncles made a joke about heirs, Henry put his hand over mine where it rested on my knee.

I let him.

Then I gently withdrew a second later to reach for my glass.

His eyes cut to my face.

I smiled for the room.

Later, when a photographer hired for the family archives asked us to stand together by the fireplace, Henry drew me in against his side. I fit there flawlessly. Of course I did. My body had been coached into answering his shape like a practiced lie.

“Closer,” the photographer said.

Henry’s arm tightened.

I lifted my face exactly as instructed, soft smile in place, one hand on his chest.

The camera flashed.

Then Henry leaned down, not enough to kiss me, enough to let his mouth hover near my temple in a gesture intimate enough for family approval and ambiguous enough for board comfort.

“Stop punishing me in public,” he murmured.

I did not look up at him.

“I’m performing beautifully,” I murmured back.

His jaw flexed.

The camera flashed again.

Dinner was held in a long room lined with portraits of dead Hamptons who all looked faintly disappointed to be painted. Candlelight ran the length of the table. Crystal caught and multiplied it. Place cards marked a seating chart so precise it probably had legal standing.

I was seated at Henry’s right, of course.

Board members watched us between courses with discreet investment interest. Family friends tracked every touch. Margaret positively glowed every time Henry leaned toward me, which he kept doing as though proximity itself might solve what had broken between us.

The chemistry was still there.

That was the cruelest part.

If anything, it felt worse now, because every accidental brush burned against the discipline I was forcing onto myself. His hand against the back of my chair. His knee finding mine under the table for one heartbeat too long. The low timbre of his voice when he asked whether I needed more water, as if hydration were the emotional core of the evening.

A younger board wife asked me whether I had considered venues.

I should have been caught off guard.

Instead I smiled and said, “I’m learning one should never discuss flowers before financing.”

Laughter moved around the table.

Henry did not laugh.

He looked at me as if I had struck him.

Good, I thought, and hated myself for it.

By dessert, the merger had been all but blessed. The board looked relieved. Margaret looked triumphant. Henry looked increasingly like a man watching a fire move inside the walls of his own house and realizing too late that he was the one who built it.

When coffee was served, conversation loosened. Some guests drifted toward the adjoining ballroom, where a string quartet had been replaced by a pianist and a small dance floor seemed to have materialized from old-money instinct.

Margaret clapped her hands lightly. “One dance, surely. We deserve one civilized moment before the lawyers begin speaking like undertakers.”

There was polite laughter.

Henry rose at once and held out his hand to me.

I should have refused.

I took it.

Of course I did.

The ballroom was all reflected candlelight and dark windows overlooking the grounds. Outside, the estate disappeared into night. Inside, the air felt too close with heat and music and family expectation.

Henry drew me into his arms.

Not roughly. Not ceremonially.

With familiarity.

My body answered before my pride could stop it, settling into the hold we had practiced a dozen times by then. One hand to his shoulder. One in his. His other hand at my waist, broad and impossible and remembered too well.

We moved.

The dress followed.

The room blurred.

It was always like this with him—one touch and my body forgot to be on my side.

“You’re trembling,” he said quietly.

“Then lead better.”

His mouth tightened.

We turned slowly through the candlelight while other couples swayed at a tactful distance, giving us room because he was Henry Hampton and because whatever this was between us read as private enough to make decent people step aside.

“You’ve been cold all evening,” he said.

I looked past his shoulder. “That sounds like projection.”

“Ari.”

There it was again. My name in that voice. Not for the room. For me.

I should not have let it matter.

“What changed?” he asked.

The question sat between us under the music.

Not what happened, now. Not why are you upset. He had refined it down to the truth he was finally afraid to touch.

What changed.

I laughed softly, and I felt the movement of it where my body met his.

“Do you really need me to answer that?”

“Yes.”

The word came instantly.

For one reckless second I looked up at him.

That was a mistake.

He looked tired. Angry. Controlled to the point of strain. The effort in him was visible now if you knew where to look—at the edge of his eyes, in the set of his jaw, in the hand at my waist that kept tightening every time I drifted even slightly away.

I lowered my gaze again.

The music ended.

Polite applause drifted around us as the pianist shifted into something slower, softer, somehow more intimate.

Henry did not release me.

Neither did I step back.

“Walk with me,” he said.

It was not a request.

Usually that would have irritated me.

Tonight it just sounded tired.

He guided me through a side door into a long private hallway lined with windows overlooking the terrace. The music dimmed behind us. The house went quieter here, though not silent; somewhere deeper in the estate, people were still laughing, still toasting, still congratulating a future I now wanted no part of.

Henry stopped beside one of the windows and turned to face me.

At last we were alone.

No board. No family. No witnesses.

Just the man who had made me into his bride and the woman-shaped thing he had never intended to keep.

The distance between us was polite.

That made it worse.

“What did I do?” he asked.

The words were so direct they almost disarmed me.

Almost.

I looked at him for a long moment.

It would have been easier if he were cruel. Easier if he were careless in obvious ways. Easier if the last month had not been full of gestures that felt like intimacy and gifts that felt like attention and touches that felt indistinguishable from hunger.

But he wasn’t easy. He was Henry. He was contradictions hidden under tailoring and control mistaken for honesty.

“You taught me,” I said quietly.

His brow tightened. “Taught you what?”

I smiled then. Small. Devastated. Too tired to hide the wound anymore.

“You taught me how to stand,” I said. “How to walk. How to speak to your world. How to smile when they stare. How to hold a champagne glass and how to dance and how to wear your name in rooms that were never built for someone like me.”

Something shifted in his face.

I went on because if I stopped I would lose my nerve.

“You taught me how to be beautiful for you.” My voice thinned, but I kept it steady. “How to be convincing. Elegant. Impossible to question.”

Henry went very still.

And then I gave him the line that had been waiting in me since the bridal salon.

“You taught me how to be your bride, Henry.” I took one breath. “You just never meant to keep me.”

The silence after that did not feel like silence.

It felt like impact.

His face changed in slow, terrible increments—control cracking, then failing, then reforming around something that had gotten through anyway. He looked wrecked. Not theatrically. Not in any way another person would notice from across a room. But I was standing right there, and I saw it.

The line hit.

Good.

It hit me too.

Henry said my name.

Just that. “Ari.”

No defense. No polished correction. No cold little argument ready to make everything smaller.

I had not prepared for that.

So I stepped back.

Only one step. Enough.

He followed instinctively.

Then stopped himself so sharply it almost looked painful.

“That isn’t true,” he said.

I laughed, and the sound came out rawer than I intended. “Which part?”

His mouth opened.

Closed.

For once in his beautiful impossible life, Henry Hampton had too many true things competing to get out and no idea how to say any of them without detonating the rest.

I saw him realize it.

That should have satisfied me.

Instead it just made me tired.

“You heard what you wanted to hear,” he said at last, and the second the words left his mouth I knew he regretted them.

Because they were wrong.

Because they sounded like exactly what a man says when he has been cornered by his own emotional cowardice and reaches for technicalities instead of bleeding honestly.

I looked at him with actual pity then.

“No,” I said quietly. “I heard enough.”

He took another step forward. Careful now. As if approaching something wounded and dangerous.

“Ari, listen to me.”

“Why?” I asked. “So you can explain that I was useful in a more flattering tone?”

His jaw tightened. “That’s not what this is.”

“Then what is it?”

He had no answer.

Or rather, he had one and could not bear to speak it.

That was the final cruelty.

If he had denied wanting me, I could have hated him cleanly.

If he had admitted it, I might have broken on the spot.

Instead he stood there in the beautiful ruined hallway of his family estate, looking at me like a man caught between instinct and terror, and said nothing that could save either of us.

I nodded once.

“Exactly.”

Then I turned.

His hand closed around my wrist.

Not hard. Never hard.

I froze anyway.

The contact sent a current straight through me—familiar, immediate, unbearable.

Henry’s voice dropped. “Don’t leave like this.”

I looked at his hand on me.

Then up at his face.

“How else would you prefer it?” I asked. “Elegant? Controllable? Impossible to question?”

He released me at once.

Good.

If he had held on one second longer, I might have come apart.

I walked back toward the ballroom with my spine straight and my pace measured and every nerve in my body screaming.

At the doorway I paused just long enough to make sure my face was composed.

Then I stepped inside.

No one noticed anything. Of course they didn’t. The rich could ignore a bloodbath if the silverware had been polished properly.

Margaret was still smiling. The board was still congratulating itself. A cousin was laughing too loudly near the piano. Someone had brought out champagne again because joy, like money, apparently required glassware.

I found Celeste near the side table and spoke quietly.

“Please have the car brought around.”

She took one look at my face and did not ask questions. God bless competent women.

“Of course,” she said.

I did not go back to Henry.

I did not say goodbye to his mother.

I did not wait for one final photograph, one final dance, one final chance for him to reach for me and call it misunderstanding.

I walked through the house like I belonged there. Like I had always belonged there. Past paintings and polished tables and flower arrangements the size of childhood trauma. Down the front steps. Into the cold night.

The air hit my bare throat and woke something brutal in me.

I kept walking.

Behind me, somewhere inside the estate, I heard doors open. A male voice. Fast footsteps on stone.

Henry.

Of course.

I did not turn around.

“Ari.”

The name cracked across the dark between us.

I reached the car.

The driver had already opened the rear door.

Henry was coming down the steps now, too fast for dignity and not fast enough for me.

“Ari.”

I got into the car.

The door shut.

Through the dark glass I saw him reach the gravel just as the car began to move.

For one second our eyes met.

He looked furious.

He looked frightened.

He looked, worst of all, like a man who had just realized the thing he thought would wait obediently for him had chosen to leave.

Good, I thought.

Then the car turned at the end of the drive, the estate fell away behind us, and Henry Hampton disappeared into the dark before he could stop me.


Chapter 9
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THE NEXT MORNING, Henry thanked me for my service like I was a very beautiful legal consultant. It happened in the smaller morning room off the estate library, where sunlight poured through tall windows and made the silver coffee service gleam with all the warmth of a knife.

I had slept maybe two hours in one of the guest suites after the family dinner disaster. Not because I wanted to stay. Because the Hampton estate was in Connecticut, I had been wearing pearls and grief, and there had been no decent way to disappear at midnight without causing a scandal large enough to hit Bloomberg.

So I stayed.

I dressed myself at dawn in a simple cream sweater and dark skirt Greta had packed for the weekend, did my own face with lighter hands than usual, and went downstairs feeling hollowed clean.

Henry was already there.

Of course he was.

He stood by the window in shirtsleeves, dark tie loosened, one hand braced against the sill and the other holding an envelope. He looked like he had not slept either. Worse, maybe. There was a roughness around him this morning, not enough to make him less handsome, just enough to make him look more mortal than I wanted him to.

I hated that I still noticed.

He turned when I entered.

“Ari.”

There it was again.

Still my name. Still the same voice.

It no longer had the power to make me hopeful. That was progress, I told myself. Or blood loss.

On the table behind him sat newspapers, phones, and three legal folders neatly stacked. A headline on one of the papers caught my eye before I could stop myself:

HAMPTON DEAL SECURED AFTER PRIVATE WEEKEND AT FAMILY ESTATE

Of course.

There it was.

The whole point.

The merger.

The board.

The respectability.

The impossible-to-question domestic optics.

Henry must have followed my gaze, because his face tightened.

“The board signed off this morning,” he said.

I looked at the paper.

Then at him.

“Congratulations.”

He flinched.

Only a little. Enough.

I should not have taken satisfaction in that. I did anyway.

Henry crossed the room and set the envelope on the table between us.

My stomach went cold before I even touched it.

“Ari.”

I looked at the envelope. Heavy cream. My name in his handwriting.

Of course he had beautiful handwriting. God forbid he fail aesthetically at anything.

“This is the final payment,” he said.

For one moment I could not speak.

The room sharpened around the edges.

The sunlight. The silver. The coffee I suddenly wanted to throw into his face.

Payment.

Not because I had forgotten there was money involved. Because some part of me, the same stupid tender part that had wanted the veil back after he broke me in it, had begun to imagine that we had crossed into some territory money no longer governed.

Apparently not.

I picked up the envelope.

Opened it.

The check inside was absurd.

So absurd that three months earlier it would have made me dizzy with relief.

Now it just made me want to laugh until something cracked.

I put it back in the envelope and laid it carefully on the table.

Henry watched every movement.

I smiled.

Not kindly. Not cruelly. Just tired.

“It was fun while it lasted.”

His face changed.

“Lasted,” he repeated.

The word landed in him exactly where I meant it to.

“Yes.” I folded my hands lightly in front of me because elegance had become muscle memory by then and apparently heartbreak did not ruin posture. “That’s the nature of arrangements, isn’t it? Temporary housing. Temporary fiancée. Temporary image management. Temporary me.”

“Ari—”

“No, it’s all right.” My voice stayed pleasant. That was the strangest part. “You got what you needed. The board signed. Your mother adores me. Connecticut survived. You won.”

Henry came toward me.

Not fast. Not careful either. Like a man who had finally run out of patience with his own inability to say the thing correctly.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

The words hit the air with actual force.

I looked at him.

He rarely apologized. Not because he was too proud to. Because he was too controlled to arrive at apology until the damage was already historical.

He took another step closer.

“I handled this badly.”

I let out one soft breath through my nose. “You think?”

“Yes.”

There was something almost wild in the flatness of that answer. Not loud. Not dramatic. Just stripped down enough that I heard the truth in it whether I wanted to or not.

“I was wrong,” he said.

I shook my head.

“No. You were efficient.”

His jaw tightened.

“Ari, listen to me.”

I should have left then. Instead I stayed because I hated myself and because some final cruel sliver of me wanted to hear how a man like Henry Hampton begged when cornered by his own feelings.

He did not disappoint.

“I know what I said,” he said. “I know what you heard. I know how it sounded.”

“It sounded clear.”

“It wasn’t.”

I laughed once, softly. “That’s not as comforting as you think.”

His eyes stayed fixed on my face. “I was trying to manage a board, a merger, my family, the press—”

“And me,” I said.

The silence after that was exquisite.

Yes.

And me.

Not a feeling. A variable.

Henry closed his eyes very briefly.

When he opened them again, the control in him looked expensive and exhausted.

“You’re right,” he said.

That startled me enough that I almost moved.

“I was trying to manage you too.”

There it was. Honest enough to hurt all over again.

“And now?” I asked.

“Now I’m asking you not to leave like this.”

Something in my chest gave one last tired twist.

“Like what?”

“Like it meant nothing.”

I stared at him.

Then I looked at the envelope on the table between us. The check. The formal thanks in his eyes. The apology arriving late like a luxury car to a funeral.

“You had your deal, Henry.”

My voice was quiet. That made it land harder.

“You can’t have everything.”

For a second he just looked at me.

Then he said my name again, low and rough and too late. “Ari.”

I stepped back.

This time he didn’t reach for me.

Maybe he knew better. Maybe he was learning. Maybe the damage was finally visible enough even to him.

I picked up nothing.

Not the check. Not the envelope. Not the little silk scarf Greta had left folded over the chair. Not the pearl earrings from last night still resting in a dish on the console. Nothing.

I left the room with the same straight spine I had used to survive his family, his board, his world.

Behind me, I heard him say my name one more time.

I kept walking.

I did not take a suitcase.

That had been decided the second I woke up.

Everything he had given me felt too charged to sort through with dignity. The clothes, the perfumes, the shoes, the jewelry, the silk robes that had held my body while I learned how much of me had always been waiting for softness. Leave them. Leave the theater. Leave the scene intact.

I took only what had come with me originally: my phone, my wallet, my old worn coat from the entry closet, and the emergency cash still folded in my bag from a much sadder version of my life.

A staff driver offered to take me back to Manhattan.

I declined.

Of course I did.

I took a cab from the train station instead, because the indignity suited the mood.

The crying started ten minutes into the ride.

Not elegant crying either. Not cinematic tears slipping beautifully down a made-up face while the skyline blurred outside.

I cried like a woman with her own body and no audience.

Head turned to the window. Mouth pressed hard shut. One hand over it anyway. Mascara thankfully minimal because Nola had not been there to design my grief.

The cab smelled faintly of coffee and old vinyl. Queens traffic crawled. At one stoplight I caught sight of myself in the window reflection—hair still long from the extensions, face softer than it used to be, eyes wrecked.

Ari looked back at me.

Not Ariel.

Ari.

The name hurt.

So did the fact that I was still wearing it after I’d walked away from the man who gave it shape.

By the time the cab dropped me in Hell’s Kitchen, I had a headache and the kind of emptiness that made gravity feel personal.

Three months later, I was still at the Hampton Imperial.

That was not defeat. That was New York.

Jobs with health insurance did not rain from the heavens just because you had suffered beautifully in Connecticut.

So I stayed.

But not as the same person.

That part mattered.

I did not fully revert. I could not have if I’d wanted to.

The hair extensions stayed.

That was the first thing.

Not the full red-carpet styling, not the heavy event glam, just length. Soft dark hair brushing my shoulders and upper back in a way that made me feel right when I caught my reflection in train windows or drugstore security mirrors. At first I told myself it was practical. Easier to maintain than cutting and regrowing. Then I stopped lying.

I also found a gender specialist.

That took more courage than walking into any museum on Henry Hampton’s arm ever had.

Her office was in Midtown, all neutral rugs and kind lighting and bookshelves full of titles that made my throat tighten in embarrassing little increments. She did not look at me like a project. She did not look at me like a social strategy. She looked at me like a person standing at the edge of language, trying to build a life out of truth.

The first time I told her I had started living privately as Ari, she smiled and said, “That sounds less like starting and more like returning.”

I went home from that appointment and cried again.

This time in a way that felt cleaner.

At work, the transition happened by inches.

Not a dramatic announcement. Not a confrontation in the staff hall.

Just corrections.

“It’s Ari now.”

Then later, “She’s fine, thanks.”

A look from Dana. A second look. Then professionalism taking over because no one in luxury hospitality was allowed the chaos of open-mindedness or cruelty on company time. Paolo adjusted first, then the concierge girls, then the banquets team, and after a month the newness of it settled into routine.

I still worked events.

Still carried trays sometimes when staffing ran thin. Still managed seating charts and donor tantrums and impossible floral requests from women who believed orchids reflected moral character.

But I did it as Ari.

In simple dresses on my days off.

In soft blouses and dark skirts when I felt brave enough outside work.

Sometimes in jeans and a fitted top and lip balm only.

Not every day was glamorous. Most weren’t.

That was the revelation.

Living as Ari in ordinary life was not all satin and penthouses and bridal hallucinations. It was buses and bodegas and grocery bags cutting into your fingers. It was a skirt getting caught awkwardly under you on the subway and having to adjust it without flashing your dignity to all of Manhattan. It was learning how to sit with your knees angled when no one had taught you as a child. It was fumbling a handbag while digging for MetroCard money. It was discovering that wind on bare thighs in early fall made you feel alive and underdressed in equal measure.

Little things.

Beautiful things.

Annoying things.

Mine.

Once, on the bus uptown, the hem of my skirt snagged on the edge of the seat when I stood to get off, and for one horrifying second I was tangled there in front of three construction workers and a nanny with twins. I managed to free myself without flashing the route and stumbled onto the sidewalk laughing at my own ridiculousness.

No one was there to steady me. No one was there to correct my posture or tell me not to fight the fabric.

I missed him so hard in that moment I had to stop walking.

That was the problem.

The sadness stayed.

Not dramatic every day. Not sharp enough to stop my life.

Just there.

A bruise under everything.

I would pass a billboard for one of Hampton’s new hotel properties and feel my whole body tighten before my mind caught up. I’d see his company quoted in a business magazine at a corner store while buying gum. Once I was waiting for a downtown train and glanced up at a digital ad across the platform—HAMPTON LUXURY: A NEW STANDARD OF MODERN LEGACY—and had to laugh because of course Henry would turn his own surname into an architectural philosophy.

He was everywhere.

And nowhere I could survive touching.

Sometimes I wondered whether he thought about me at all.

Then I would remember the way his face looked in that hallway at the estate when I told him he had taught me how to be his bride and never meant to keep me.

And I would know the answer was yes.

Knowing did not help.

One rainy Wednesday in October, I left my therapist’s office in a simple navy skirt, cream sweater, and low boots, hair dampening in the mist before I could get under my umbrella. I was carrying a paper bag with groceries—tea, eggs, one expensive face serum I could now justify buying because Ari had become a person who believed in skincare without irony.

The city smelled like wet pavement and coffee.

It was not glamorous.

It was truthful.

I liked that.

I cut down a side street to avoid a construction blockage and nearly collided with a man turning the corner too fast.

“Sorry,” I said automatically, shifting the grocery bag higher on my arm.

Then I looked up.

Henry.

For one long impossible second, neither of us moved.

He was not in black tie. Not in a boardroom suit. Just dark wool coat, charcoal trousers, rain at the shoulders, and an expression stripped of all the polished distance I had once mistaken for invulnerability.

He looked tired.

No.

He looked like a man who had been looking for something and had finally found it in the least theatrical place possible: outside a gender specialist’s office, on a gray wet street, with a paper grocery bag cutting into my fingers and my hair frizzing in the mist.

Not in glamour.

In truth.

His eyes moved over me.

Not to evaluate. Not to curate.

To take in.

The sweater. The skirt. The damp hair. The grocery bag. The simple life written all over me in ordinary details.

Then his gaze lifted back to mine.


Chapter 10
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HENRY SAID MY NAME like he had been saying it to himself for weeks and had finally run out of places to put it. “Ari.” The rain had gone from mist to something finer and steadier while we stood there staring at each other on the sidewalk. It silvered the shoulders of his coat. It caught in my hair. The paper grocery bag in my hand was starting to darken at the bottom, and still I did not move.

My heart did.

Violently.

“What are you doing here?” I asked.

It came out sharper than I intended. Not frightened. Not hopeful. Just startled enough to sound like both.

Henry glanced once at the glass door behind me, where the discreet brass plaque for Dr. Weiss’s office reflected the wet gray afternoon back at us. Then he looked at me again.

“I’ve been looking for you.”

That was not an answer.

I shifted the grocery bag higher on my arm. “That’s not what I asked.”

Something almost like shame moved through his face.

Not enough to soften him completely. Henry Hampton would probably go to his grave with good posture and selective emotional access. But enough that I saw it.

He stepped a little closer, still giving me room to leave if I wanted to.

“I’ve been watching,” he said.

I stared at him.

The rain ticked softly against umbrellas passing on the street. A cab hissed through a puddle at the corner.

“Watching,” I repeated.

His mouth tightened. “Making sure you were all right.”

I let out one short disbelieving laugh. “So. Like a stalker.”

“No.”

The answer came instantly.

Then, more honestly, “Not exactly.”

I should have rolled my eyes and walked away.

I didn’t.

Because for all his control, for all his late apologies and terrible timing and elegant emotional incompetence, he looked different standing there in the rain than he ever had in ballrooms or boardrooms or family estates. Less protected by context. More like a man than a strategy.

Henry glanced down at the grocery bag in my hand, the damp paper, the box of tea just visible through the top, and something in his expression shifted again.

“Whenever you clocked out,” he said quietly. “Sometimes when you left the hotel. Sometimes when you were on your way home. Sometimes outside the building after your appointments.” His eyes came back to mine. “Only to make sure no one bothered you.”

The words landed one by one.

The hotel. My appointments. My route home.

I should have been creeped out.

Instead I was horrified by the way my chest tightened.

“You had me watched.”

“I watched you.”

That was somehow worse.

I searched his face for irony and found none.

“You’re insane,” I said.

“Yes.”

Rain gathered at the ends of my hair and ran cold down the back of my neck.

Henry took another small step closer. “You started living differently.”

I laughed once under my breath. “Differently.”

“I didn’t know what kind of attention that would bring,” he said. “Or whether anyone would give you trouble. I couldn’t—”

He stopped.

Couldn’t what.

Couldn’t stop caring. Couldn’t stay away. Couldn’t let the city touch what he had once held and then lost.

I heard all of it in the silence, and I hated myself for how badly I wanted him to say it anyway.

“You couldn’t what, Henry?”

His throat moved.

The rain was steadier now, fine cold drops needling across my bare knees below the hem of my skirt. People hurried past with umbrellas and shopping bags and the ordinary indifference of Manhattan, and somehow the whole street had shrunk to just the space between his body and mine.

“I couldn’t leave you alone in it,” he said.

The vulnerability in that was so naked, so unlike him, that for one second I forgot how angry I was.

Then I remembered.

“You did a pretty good job leaving me alone three months ago.”

His eyes closed briefly.

“Yes.”

The single word came out rough.

I looked away first, out toward the traffic, because if I kept looking at him while he sounded like that I was going to do something humiliating and irreversible on a public sidewalk.

My pulse beat hard against the little hollow at my throat where the pendant had once rested.

“You don’t get to show up outside my doctor’s office in the rain and act like that fixes anything.”

“I know.”

I snapped my gaze back to him. “Do you?”

“Yes.”

For once there was no boardroom polish in him. No measured answer built to minimize damage. Just a strange terrible steadiness, like he had reached the end of whatever internal war he’d been fighting and had finally accepted that losing was the same thing as telling the truth.

“I know it doesn’t fix anything,” he said. “I know I was late. I know I said unforgivable things and hid behind practical ones. I know I hurt you.”

The grocery bag slipped a little in my damp hand. I tightened my grip.

“Then why are you here?”

His eyes searched my face as if he still could not believe I was standing in front of him in a navy skirt and a cream sweater with rain in my hair and no trace of the woman he’d built except all the traces that mattered.

“Because I was wrong.”

I said nothing.

“Not about the arrangement,” he added, and there was bitter humor in that now, directed entirely at himself. “About everything after.”

The rain ran down his jaw. He didn’t seem to notice.

“I thought if I called it temporary, it would stay temporary and I wouldn’t have to question whether I’m straight or not. If I kept it structured, I could control what it became. I thought if I chose you precisely because it was impossible—”

He stopped, then almost laughed, though there was no amusement in it.

“You were the least impossible thing that’s ever happened to me.”

That hit.

God, that hit.

I looked down because the alternative was letting him see exactly how much.

Water dripped from the end of my grocery bag onto my shoe.

“Henry,” I said quietly, “you made me feel like a solution. A beautiful one, maybe. A useful one. But still a solution.”

He stepped closer again.

This time I didn’t back up.

“I know.”

The words were almost swallowed by the rain.

“I know,” he repeated. “And if I could go back to every moment I made you feel that way, I would tear my own mouth off before I said it.”

My head snapped up.

That was not polished.

That was not elegant.

That was Henry, stripped down to something raw enough to scare me.

He looked at me with rain caught in his lashes and no protection left.

“I was terrified,” he said.

I blinked.

That had not been on the list of things I expected Henry Hampton to confess on a sidewalk in Chelsea.

“Of what?”

His mouth tightened once, and when he spoke again his voice had gone lower.

“Of wanting you exactly the way I did.”

The city disappeared.

Not literally. Cabs still moved. Water still hissed over pavement. Somebody somewhere was arguing about a parking spot. But all of it fell away behind the force of that sentence.

I felt the rain on my face. My hair. My hands.

Nothing else.

Henry’s gaze dropped to my mouth and rose again.

“I chose you because I thought you were safe for me,” he said. “And then every day after that became proof that you weren’t.” A breath. “The first time I saw you fully dressed, I knew I was in trouble. At the museum, I knew it was worse than trouble. In the bridal salon I nearly ruined everything in front of half the city because I looked at you in that gown and—”

His voice caught for the first time since I had known him.

He swallowed.

“And I wanted to keep you.”

The grocery bag slipped from my hand.

Not dramatically. Just enough that the box of tea shifted, eggs clinked softly against each other, and Henry caught the bottom before it could split entirely open in the rain.

His fingers brushed mine on the wet paper.

The contact sent a shock through me.

“You said—”

“I know what I said.” His face tightened. “I know every word. I know what I taught you to believe. I know I waited until you were gone to become brave, which is not bravery at all.”

I could hardly breathe.

Rain tracked down my temples and into the collar of my sweater. My hair was damp and frizzing and my groceries were one cracked egg away from disaster, and somehow none of that mattered because Henry Hampton was standing in front of me saying the kinds of things I had already taught myself I would never hear from him.

“I love you.”

The words landed soft.

No flourish. No grand billionaire timing. No audience.

Just truth.

My whole body reacted like he had touched me.

Henry looked wrecked by it now that it was out, like the confession itself had taken something out of him and left the rest exposed.

“I love you,” he said again, because apparently once he started telling the truth he had no idea how to stop. “I loved you when I saw you sitting alone in silk because it felt right to you. I loved you when you told me about the blue dress and tea parties. I loved you in the bridal veil so badly it made me cruel. I loved you when you left me at the estate. I have loved you every day since.”

I was crying.

I hadn’t noticed until then because the rain had disguised it.

That seemed unfairly poetic, but there it was.

I laughed through it, breathless and broken. “You are such an asshole.”

Something fragile and astonished moved through his face.

“Yes,” he said. “I know.”

The rain had fully committed now, coming down hard enough that people on the sidewalk were ducking into awnings and swearing at the sky. My sweater clung damply at the wrists. Henry’s coat was dark with water.

Neither of us moved.

“I don’t trust you,” I whispered.

“I know.”

“That’s not enough.”

“No.” His voice was steady now, stripped of every trick but one: honesty. “But it’s where I start.”

He set the grocery bag carefully on the dry ledge beside the building entrance, then turned back to me like the whole world had narrowed to one last chance and he meant to use it properly.

“I don’t want to manage you,” he said. “I don’t want to curate you or hide behind what is useful or easy or socially legible. I want you. Ari. In your apartment. On the bus. In the hotel. In the rain. In whatever version of your life is truest when no one is looking.” A pause. “And if you never forgive me, I deserve that. But I’m still going to love you.”

I put my hand over my mouth.

Not to stop a sob. To hold in whatever sound was trying to come out of me.

Henry looked at me as if he would stand there all night if that was what it took.

Then, quietly, impossibly, he reached into the inside pocket of his coat.

I actually laughed in disbelief before I saw what he was doing.

“No.”

“Yes.”

He drew out a small velvet box.

Rain ran off his knuckles.

“Henry.”

“I know the timing is deranged,” he said. “I know this is not how reasonable people do anything.”

“That’s the first sensible thing you’ve said all day.”

His mouth shook.

Actually shook.

Then he opened the box.

Inside was not the monstrous society ring I expected. It wasn’t a board-wife diamond meant to blind satellite systems. It was elegant. Old. A diamond, yes, but one cut with restraint, set in platinum with tiny side stones and the kind of quiet quality that suggested family history instead of showroom aggression.

I stared at it through the rain.

Then at him.

“Ari,” he said.

My name in his mouth was different now. Not public. Not strategic. Not defensive.

Reverent.

“I don’t want a performance,” he said. “I don’t want another arrangement. I don’t want another temporary anything.” His gaze held mine with terrible naked steadiness. “Marry me because I love you. Marry me because I was a coward and I’m done being one. Marry me because you were never the lie in any of this.”

The rain came down harder, soaking us both completely.

My heart was beating so hard it hurt.

I looked at the ring. At his face. At the city around us, blurred and silver and indifferent, which somehow made this feel even more intimate.

“Do you have any idea,” I whispered, “how unfair it is to propose to me in the rain like some kind of deranged romance hero?”

A sound broke out of him then—half laugh, half something shakier.

“Probably.”

My eyes burned.

“I hate you a little.”

“I know.”

I stepped closer.

The distance vanished.

Henry’s breath caught.

I reached up with wet cold fingers and touched his face, because for all the apologies and confessions and impossible stupid beautiful timing, I needed one thing more than the ring.

Reality.

He closed his eyes for half a second and leaned into my hand.

That undid the last of me.

“I love you too,” I said.

The words came easier than I expected.

Not because they were small.

Because they had been true for too long.

Henry opened his eyes.

Something helpless and incandescent flashed through them.

“Ari.”

“Shut up,” I said, crying and laughing all at once. “I’m having a moment.”

That finally made him laugh properly, rain and all.

Then I kissed him.

I didn’t wait for permission. I didn’t wait for him to do it first. I kissed him on a wet New York sidewalk with rain on both our mouths and tears mixed in somewhere between, and Henry made a low wrecked sound into the kiss like he had imagined this too many times to survive the reality gracefully.

His hands came to my waist and my back, not controlling, not arranging, just holding. Holding me like a man who had already lost me once and had no intention of repeating the mistake.

The kiss deepened.

Rain soaked us straight through.

Cars hissed past. Someone wolf-whistled from under an awning. I was dimly aware of my grocery bag and my ruined hair and the absolute nonsense of confessing eternal love in weather better suited to maritime tragedy.

I did not care.

When we finally broke apart, both breathing hard, Henry touched his forehead to mine.

“Say yes,” he whispered.

I laughed shakily. “You are absurdly confident for a man who already admitted I might not forgive him.”

“I’m learning optimism.”

“In the rain?”

“In the rain.”

I looked down at the ring once more.

Then back at him.

“Yes,” I said.

And because he still looked like he did not quite believe in miracles even while standing in one, I said it again.

“Yes, Henry. I’ll marry you.”

For one second he just stared.

Then he slid the ring onto my finger with hands that were not entirely steady.

I held them still for him.

The diamond settled there as if it had always known where to go.

Henry looked at my hand. Then at my face. Then kissed me again, softer this time, with all the impossible tenderness he had been too frightened to show me when it mattered least and exactly enough of it now when it mattered most.

When he pulled back, his eyes moved over me slowly—the wet hair, the damp sweater, the trembling mouth, the plain navy skirt, the ordinary beautiful truth of me.

“I should have found you here first,” he said quietly. “Not in satin. Not under chandeliers. Here.”

I touched the ring with my thumb and smiled through the rain.

“You wouldn’t like the old me,” I said. “Stop lying.”

Then he laughed, took my grocery bag in one hand and my face in the other, and kissed me once more under the gray rain while New York kept moving around us like our lives had not just changed again.

This time, they had changed for real.


Epilogue
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THE SIX MONTHS between the rain proposal and that morning had changed more than my address and relationship status. I no longer lived in fear of mirrors.

I no longer thought femininity only counted if someone rich and powerful looked at it and approved.

I had moved slowly, carefully, sometimes messily, into the life that felt most true. Therapy. Appointments. Bloodwork. Long conversations with my gender specialist that left me wrung out and steadier in equal measure. Then hormones. Then waiting. Then more waiting, because apparently one of the great cosmic jokes of becoming yourself was that it still required patience.

And then, little by little, my body began answering me.

Not all at once. Not dramatically. Nothing like the fiction people wrote when they wanted transformation to feel clean and cinematic. It was smaller than that. Stranger. Better.

My skin softened first.

Then the emotional weather changed. I cried more easily, yes, but that was not weakness like I had once feared. It was relief. It was like something in me had stopped living behind glass. Music hit harder. Kindness hit harder. Beauty did too. Some mornings I woke up and felt so tenderly, stupidly grateful just to exist in my own body that it embarrassed me.

My face changed by whispers.

A little softness at the cheeks. A different light around the eyes. The kind of shifts only I would have noticed at first, except I noticed them the way thirsty people noticed water.

My body, too.

Not a miracle. Not magic. Just alignment arriving in increments. A little more softness here. A little less harshness there. My waist reading more like mine. My chest no longer entirely a prop, which had reduced me to tears in a department store dressing room the first time a bra fit me with even the smallest honest tenderness to it.

That was the thing no one could have explained well enough beforehand.

The gender euphoria.

Not the performance of it. Not the glamour. Not the bridal satin or the heels or the thrill of passing under chandeliers.

The private moments.

Buttoning a blouse and feeling it fall better than it used to. Catching my reflection in the microwave door while making tea and thinking, with a strange quiet shock, there you are. Sitting on the bus with my knees angled automatically and realizing I was no longer acting. Running moisturizer over softer skin at night and feeling a wave of happiness so simple and physical it had nowhere to go but into tears.

Even my sadness had changed shape.

It hurt differently now because it belonged to me differently. My whole life did.

The irony, of course, was that I had fallen in love with Henry while becoming myself, and then had to make sure I did not disappear inside being loved by him.

To his credit, he understood that now, and he needed to as I stood in front of a mirror wearing real satin.

Not borrowed satin.

Not fitted for optics or press or strategy or some tasteful lie built out of old money and public appetite.

Mine.

The room around me was full of white flowers and quiet voices and sunlight filtered through old glass. Henry’s family estate in Connecticut looked different in spring. Softer. Less like a verdict. The lawns beyond the windows were green instead of iron-gray, and somewhere downstairs the string quartet was tuning for an event that, for once, was actually what it claimed to be.

A wedding.

My wedding.

I still had not fully recovered from the concept.

Nola stood behind me making final adjustments to the veil while Greta, who had apparently decided love had made me no less in need of ruthless tailoring, smoothed the line of my gown over my hips one last time.

The dress was not the same one from the bridal salon.

I had thought about that.

Hard.

Part of me had wanted it—the exact same ivory satin, the same covered buttons, the same mercilessly romantic line that had first broken me open in front of a mirror while Henry looked on like a man trying not to drown.

But in the end, I chose something else.

Not because I wanted less. Because I wanted more.

This gown was softer through the bodice, still satin, still ivory, but with a draped neckline that felt more like me now. The waist was sculpted but not severe. The skirt moved beautifully without overwhelming me. The veil was long and sheer and light enough that when Nola settled it into my hair, I did not feel trapped by it.

I felt blessed by it.

That was new.

Then there was a knock at the door.

Nola smiled in the mirror. “Speak of the devil.”

Greta rolled her eyes. “I told him it’s bad luck to see the wife in the dress before the wedding, but he kept insisting! If he wrinkles anything, I’ll kill him and bury him under the hydrangeas.”

I laughed.

Nola opened the door.

Henry stepped in.

And for a second, everything in the room stopped.

He wore black morning coat formalwear because of course he did. White shirt, silver-gray waistcoat, immaculate tailoring, hair perfect, face devastating. But it was not the clothes that got me.

It was his expression.

He looked exactly the way he had looked the first time he saw me fully dressed as a bride.

Controlled outside.

Ruined inside.

Only now he did not pull back from it.

Nola and Greta exchanged one meaningful glance and took themselves—and their opinions—out of the room with suspicious speed.

The door closed.

Henry and I were alone.

He did not come closer right away.

He just looked at me.

At the satin. The veil. The earrings. The shape of me in the morning light. The hands trembling ever so slightly at my sides.

Then he exhaled.

That same tiny sound.

And somehow it still reached all the way through me.

“You’re shaking,” he said quietly.

I smiled because if I did not I might cry and ruin twelve thousand dollars’ worth of effort. “You’re one to talk.”

His mouth moved.

Not quite a smile. Something more private.

He crossed the room then, slowly, as if he had learned that some moments deserved approach instead of capture.

When he reached me, his hand came to my waist.

Still my undoing.

Still home.

“I asked for ten minutes alone with you,” he said.

“And nobody could stop you, apparently.”

“It is our wedding day. It’s our rules. Besides, I’ve seen you in a dress before. We’re past all the superstitions, baby.”

I laughed softly.

Then I looked at him properly.

No masks. No board. No family politics. No arrangement. No useful lie.

Just Henry.

The man who had once thought love could be avoided through logistics and now stood in front of me in formalwear looking like the luckiest and most frightened man in Connecticut.

“You’re staring,” I murmured.

“Yes.”

“That’s rude.”

“I’m marrying you.”

The words landed in me warm and deep.

It was amazing how different they felt from everything that came before.

Not displaying me.

Not presenting me.

Not using me.

Marrying me.

For a second neither of us said anything.

Then Henry reached behind me, found the line of buttons at the small of my back, and touched them with reverent fingers.

A memory flashed through me so vividly it almost made me sway—the bridal salon, the zip closing, the silence in the mirror, the phantom ache of wanting to be chosen that way and not believing I could be.

Henry must have seen something move across my face.

“What is it?” he asked.

I looked at him through the veil.

“The first time I wore a bridal gown,” I said softly, “I thought it was going to break me.”

His eyes changed at once.

“Ari.”

“No, it’s all right.” I put my hand over his on the satin at my back. “Now that it’s a real one, I just keep thinking how badly I wanted this. Not the dress. Not even the wedding. Just... this feeling.” My throat tightened. “To be loved like this. Kept like this.”

Henry’s face did that beautiful terrible thing it did when truth got through his defenses too quickly.

“You are,” he said.

I swallowed.

He stepped closer until there was no space left between us but satin and breath and the sheer fall of the veil.

“You were never a role to me,” he said. “Even when I tried to make you one.” His hand tightened over mine at my back. “You were the truest thing in my life long before I deserved to say it.”

That nearly undid me completely.

So naturally, because God had a sense of humor, I said, “Greta will murder you if I cry.”

“She’ll have to get in line.”

That made me laugh through the tears already threatening.

Henry lifted one hand and, with infinite care, pushed the veil back from my face.

The gesture was so intimate, so perfectly opposite of the way I had once stood veiled and heartsick in front of him, that for one second the whole arc of us seemed to fold in on itself.

The lie.

The arrangement.

The hurt.

The rain.

The ring.

This.

His thumb brushed my cheek.

“You’re staying with me now,” he said, and there was no control in it, no arrogance. Just awe. “For real.”

I nodded because words had become unreliable.

“For real,” I whispered.

Then he kissed me.

Softly first.

Not the devastating hunger of the suite. Not the rain-soaked desperation of the sidewalk.

A wedding-day kiss before the wedding. Tender. Grateful. A little trembling around the edges because apparently even Henry Hampton could be shaken by joy when forced.

When he pulled back, his forehead rested briefly against mine.

“I love you,” he said.

Not dramatic.

Not polished.

Still my favorite thing he had ever learned to do.

I smiled. “Good. Because this dress was expensive.”

That made him laugh, and the sound lit up the whole room.

Downstairs, music began.

Somewhere beyond the door, voices shifted, flowers waited, and our guests prepared to witness the least strategic decision Henry Hampton had ever made.

~THE END~

Did you enjoy Billionaire’s Pretend Bride? In that case, I hope you can check out my second full-length Transgender Transformation novel, Creating The Lady.
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“My best friend needed a glamorous fake fiancée to sell the power couple fantasy and lure more investors. Neither of us expected me to transform into her for real.”

Creating the Lady is Lilly Lustwood’s second full novel. It’s a glamorous, high-stakes feminization romance about luxury beauty, body transformation, trans awakening, scandal, obsession, surgery, power, and a love story of more than 50,000 words, fierce enough to survive the world finding out the truth.

Read Creating The Lady

Can’t get enough? Let’s multiply that urge more with this bundle that contains some of my chart-topping illustrated feminization and transgender transformation steamy romances.
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“Five deliciously girly transformations.”

Step into a world of glamour, temptation, and irresistible feminization in this illustrated romance collection from Lilly Lustwood. Inside are five standalone feminization stories, each paired with beautiful images and packed with transformation, seduction, and girly fantasy.

No repeats. No cross-additions. These stories are exclusive to this collection and do not appear in Lilly Lustwood’s other collections.

Included in this collection:

His First Skirt

The Pink Mask

Seven Girly Sins

Girly Weekends

Trapping My Boss

Clutch your Pearl Necklace Tight and Prepare for a Feminization Romance Ride!

Note: This collection contains feminization, transgender transformation, romance, and first time with a transgender woman tropes.

Read Secret Girly Transformations


Hello Lilly
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So, okay, I know that you can’t wait to read the book but I can’t help but share with you my excitement (I know, I don’t look too thrilled in that photo but it’s the only one I could find where I’m holding the telephone, lol) but trust me, I am!

I’ve created an exclusive Fansly(profile) where I post feminizing and enchanting audio clips to help you achieve your most dazzling version.

Apart from the hypnotic lessons, I also post bonus content such as photos and scalding real-life stories along with POV clips that can lull (or get your blood rushing) depending on your choice, xo.

I’ll be updating it weekly with new content so stay tuned.

CLICK HERE TO LISTEN

(Not working? Simply search on Fansly(lillylustwood)


Book Bundles

∞∞∞

Need more of my romantic bedtime stories? It’s your lucky day! All of my bundles are unique, and none of the stories were cross-added so you can buy all of them without having to worry about whether or not a story already appeared on another bundle.

With these bundles, you’re going to save more than 50%. Love love love!

	[image: A person in a pink corset  Description automatically generated]	[image: A cartoon of a person lying down  Description automatically generated]
	[image: A person with long hair  Description automatically generated]	[image: A person posing for a picture  Description automatically generated]
	[image: A person sitting on a bench holding a lantern  Description automatically generated]	[image: A person in red dresses  Description automatically generated]
	[image: A person in a garment  Description automatically generated]	[image: A person in a white lingerie]



Custom Story

∞∞∞

Did you know that I also write custom/commission-based stories? Yes, I do, and I will write it to the tee based on your liking. Here’s a sample of a commission story I’ve created for one of my lovely readers.
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Added to that, if you’re a Lilly Lustwood reader, you’re quite aware of how colorful my prose is and I do three rounds of edits before I publish. Please understand that masterpieces cannot be rushed.

Don’t take my word for it, here’s what one of them had to say:

“I love the story!!!! Ty for writing almost 100 pages for Michelle and Evelynn—I’m sure they’re happy you gave them such love and attention as well. <3 My only disappointment came when I finished reading, but I realized I can re-read as much as I want.

Your storytelling skills are so great—if there’s any way I can leave a review please let me know! I truly enjoyed every moment of this commission.” -Michelle

Get Your Own Story


Audiobooks

∞∞∞

I know that many of you prefer consuming a book while doing something else. Most especially when it’s some of my books which are hard to read even with one hand haha!

That’s why I’ve created audiobook versions of my top sellers. They’re available on Audible and other major distributors!
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Listen to Audiobooks


Find Femboys
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Many of my readers love dressing up and have not fully transitioned for various reasons. Some of them also live double lives and are happy dressing up femininely part-time.

I get a lot of emails, but I can’t accommodate each and every one of them, so I created a community called Find Femboys. It’s a kink-positive platform allowing sissies, crossdressers, femboys, and people who love them to chat, exchange, meet, and more in a safe online space.

We have over 44,000 ACTIVE MEMBERS from around the world!

✓    44 Free Messages Daily

✓    View 44 Profiles/day

✓    Faster PHP system

✓    Support replies in 24–48h

App version in the works!

You don’t even need to upgrade to VIP to enjoy most of it.

Creating an account is as easy as 1-2-3. See you there!

Visit Find Femboys


Latest & Other Titles

Here’s the latest book from Lilly Lustwood…
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“A guy can’t be the leading lady!”

I was never one of the boys in Bellrose. I was too soft, too pretty, too easy to laugh at. The boys called me a sissy. The girls looked at me like I was something pathetic and unfinished. And Angela Princeton—cheer captain, queen bee, and girlfriend of star jock Perry Klein—made humiliating me her favorite hobby.

So I decided to destroy her in the most beautiful way I could.

When the school announced Swan Lake, Angela thought the starring girl role was already hers. I auditioned for it anyway. And when I won, I set out to become the kind of girl no one in this town could ignore.

I studied everything in secret—makeup, posture, voice, softness, elegance. I learned how a little lip tint could change a mouth, how a tighter waist could change a silhouette, how perfume, poise, and the right look could turn ridicule into obsession.

What started as revenge turned into something hotter, stranger, and far more dangerous. With every feminine change, I became more captivating. More wanted. More powerful. More like Dana.

Soon the same school that mocked me couldn’t stop watching me. Girls wanted my beauty secrets. Boys stared too long. And Perry Klein, the golden boy who used to stand there and let Angela tear me apart, started looking at me like I was the only thing in the room.

I should have hated that. Instead, I started recording every stare, every confession, every forbidden moment, planning to use his obsession as the final humiliation. But the deeper I fell into Dana, the less this felt like a role—and the more dangerous it became to pretend I could still control it.

Because revenge was easy. Becoming myself was the part that could ruin me.

Read Girl Role

Lilly Lustwood is a bestselling author of Transgender Romance. She has written hundreds of books but there are titles that truly helped introduce her to a wider range of readers. Here are just some of her bestselling books of all time.
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Want her classic works or check out some obscure ones? Feel free to check out these titles below.
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Author’s Message
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Dear Romantic Reader,

Thank you very much for purchasing and reading Billionaire’s Pretend Bride.

For a writer, I can’t seem to find the best word to describe how grateful I am for your support.

If you enjoyed this book, KINDLY (with puppy-dog eyes) give it a Rating and Review.

Let’s get it to the overall bestseller list <3

Should you feel the need to send me a message concerning this book, your love life, or just about anything, please feel free to follow the pages below and Subscribe to my Mailing List to get updates on Free Books, Promos, and New Releases.

You can also follow my author profile on Amazon simply by visiting the Amazon Page below, you will get e-mails from Amazon whenever I have a new book, xo.

Mailing List (stats.sender.net/forms/er756a/view)

Home Page (www.lillylustwood.wordpress.com)

Amazon Page (www.amazon.com/Lilly-Lustwood/e/B0B9X11BMR/)

Facebook | Twitter |(@LillyLustwood)

TikTok @LillyLustwoodTok

Goodreads (www.goodreads.com/lillylustwood)

Fansly(www.fansly.com/lillylustwood)
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