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Chapter 1

Iwoke to birdsong, which was still strange enough that I lay there for a full minute just listening to it. No garbage trucks. No car doors slamming. No neighbor’s mower starting up at an hour that felt like a personal grievance. Instead, there were wings in the eaves and, somewhere below the window, the low huff of a horse who had opinions about breakfast.

Sunlight came through the curtains in long pale bars and laid itself across the quilt. I stretched until my shoulders cracked and let the calm settle over me like something I’d earned.

A few months earlier, I’d have been braced for Frank by now. Frank from next door, who treated our house like a crime scene in progress and had the police on speed dial for anything louder than a whisper.

But we had found somewhere else. It was the best thing that ever came out of Frank’s complaining, and I’d never tell him so.

The farmhouse sat at the end of a gravel drive on forty acres outside Sacramento, close enough to the city that I could still run my business on a good connection, far enough that the nearest neighbor was a quarter mile of fence and pasture away. Riley had owned it for years. It had a deep wraparound porch, a kitchen big enough to lose a conversation in, and more bedrooms than we knew what to do with, which had turned out to be exactly the right amount of problem to have. The floors creaked in friendly ways. The walls were thick. Nobody had to lower their voice or check the window before they laughed too loud.

I thought about how fast it had all happened. Not so long ago I’d come home to Sacramento to help with my stepmother’s struggling flower shop, and I’d never have guessed that decision would unravel every assumption I had about my own life. The shop had sold. Diana’s years of thorn-scarred hands and sleepless bookkeeping had ended in a signature and a hug that went on a very long time. Vanessa’s debt was gone. Julia and Lily had built a following that grew faster than either of them could explain. And somewhere in the middle of all that motion, the people I loved had folded themselves together into one household, one big messy unconventional family, and somehow it worked. Also, my business was doing well, more than well.

Some mornings I still waited for the catch. It hadn’t shown up yet.

I pulled on a pair of gray sweatpants and a T-shirt and followed the smell of coffee down the stairs. The kitchen was already awake. Diana stood at the stove with her hair twisted up in a clip, stirring something in a skillet, and Riley leaned against the counter beside her with a mug in both hands and mud on her boots.

“Look who joined the living,” Diana said, and turned to kiss me, her hand flat against my chest. She wore a thin cotton robe belted loosely at the waist, and the neckline did a poor job of staying where she’d put it. After years of watching her trudge through twelve-hour days at the shop, she looked softer now, rested, her skin glowing in the morning light. I let my eyes follow the line of her collarbone before I caught myself, and she saw me do it and smiled like a woman who had no intention of stopping me.

Riley set down her mug and took her turn. She smelled like hay and cool air and the faint sweetness of a beautiful woman, and her red hair was still damp at the ends from the morning shower. She kissed me, then patted my cheek.

“You’re up before noon,” she said. “Growth.”

“You’re up before dawn,” I said. “Concerning.”

“Somebody has to feed the horses.” She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “Your stepmom thinks retirement means sleeping until nine.”

“Your horses think retirement is a rumor,” Diana shot back. “I’ve offered to buy her an alarm clock that plays whale sounds. She says she’d rather be kicked by a mare.”

“Farm animals don’t recognize retirement,” Riley said, with great dignity. “They never got the memo.”

I took a mug from the shelf and filled it, watching how easily the two of them worked together. Their jeans and sweaters fit them in ways I tried not to catalog too closely at seven in the morning, though I failed. Diana’s hips swayed as she reached for the salt. Riley bent to check the oven, and the denim stretched tight across her ass, and I found something fascinating at the bottom of my coffee.

Footsteps sounded on the back stairs. Vanessa came into the kitchen with her chestnut hair wet from the shower and combed straight back, wearing a fitted tank top and yoga pants that clung to the legs she’d spent half her life keeping flawless. She walked straight to me, took my face in both hands, and kissed me deeply.

“Good morning,” she murmured against my mouth. “I’ve been up since six going through the last set of photos. The new rowing machine shots came out better than I expected.”

“Everything you shoot comes out better than expected.”

“Sweet talker.” But her eyes warmed, and she squeezed my arm before she turned to pour herself coffee. “The light out here is ridiculous. Natural, soft, no harsh shadows. I spent years in studios chasing light like this.”

I loved spending time with Vanessa, Julia’s mom, a former supermodel and now my fitness model.

“How are you finding it? Really?” I asked. “The farm.”

She considered the question. “I never imagined myself in the countryside,” she admitted. “I thought I’d go stir-crazy in a week. But I wake up and there’s no one to impress, no one to owe, nowhere I have to be except exactly where I am. It’s surprisingly easy to love.” She glanced at me over the rim of her mug. “Among other things.”

I looked around the kitchen then. Diana at the stove, Riley at the counter, Vanessa beside me with her hair drying in loose waves. Three gorgeous, capable, grown women who had every reason to be somewhere else and had chosen to be here instead. It was a ridiculous amount of luck for one man to be standing in the middle of, and I wasn’t fool enough to take it for granted.

The back stairs creaked again, heavily this time, with the shuffle of people who had gone to bed far too late. Lily appeared first, wrapped in an oversized Nintendo shirt that hung to her thighs, her glasses crooked and her brown hair a complete disaster. Julia trailed behind her in a sleep shirt, rubbing one eye, a pink crease from her pillow printed across her cheek.

“Why is everyone so loud,” Lily said, to the room in general.

“We’re cooking,” Riley said. “It’s called breakfast. You may have heard of it.”

“It’s the crack of dawn.”

“It’s seven forty,” I said.

“That’s the crack of dawn for people who were editing clips until three.” Lily dropped into a chair and laid her head on the table. “We had a whole render problem. Julia cried a little.”

“I did not cry,” Julia said, sliding in beside her. “I got emotional. That’s all.”

Lily lifted her head just long enough to squint at me. Then she pushed back her chair, crossed the kitchen, and wrapped both arms around my waist, pressing her face into my chest. “Love you,” she mumbled into my shirt. “Even though you’re awake and smug.”

Julia came up on my other side and hugged me too, her cheek against my shoulder. “Love you too,” she said softly.

I kissed the top of each head.

We ended up around the big oak table with plates of eggs, thick-cut bacon, and the toast Diana insisted on making from scratch. The talk drifted. I mentioned a supplier delay on the weight benches. Vanessa said she’d have a fresh batch of images ready for the product pages by Wednesday. Lily said that she and Julia had a new cosplay series planned and that it would absolutely require a trip to a fabric store. Diana and Riley traded gossip about the old neighborhood, laughing at how little they missed it.

Nobody was performing. Nobody was holding anything back. I looked down the table and felt something loosen in my chest. I loved this life … no matter how taboo or unconventional it might be.

Riley pushed back her chair and drained her coffee. “I’m headed to the stables. Somebody needs to make sure Bella hasn’t eaten her stall door.”

Lily’s hand shot into the air before Riley finished the sentence. “I’m coming.”

“You just said it was the crack of dawn.”

“Horses are different. Horses are a lifestyle.” Lily was already hunting for her boots.

I watched her go, then glanced at the stack of emails waiting on my laptop upstairs. They’d keep for an hour. Julia was lacing her sneakers with a hopeful little smile, and Diana gave me a look over her coffee that said clearly she knew where I’d end up.

“I’ll come with you,” I said, and stood.

We went to the stables. The grass was still wet, and somewhere past the fence line a meadowlark was running through the same four notes over and over like it had forgotten the rest of the song. Lily marched ahead in borrowed boots two sizes too big, her glasses finally straightened, with Julia matching her pace and Riley walking beside me, hands in her back pockets, looking like a woman showing off her kingdom without wanting to say so.

The stable smelled like hay and leather and warm animal, a smell I’d have called unpleasant a year ago and now found weirdly comforting. Bella leaned her long head over the stall door the moment we came in, nostrils working, and Lily gasped like she’d been introduced to royalty.

“There she is!” Lily said.

Riley led Bella out into the aisle and clipped her to the cross-ties, running a hand down the mare’s neck in a slow stroke. Then she handed Lily a stiff brush and a hoof pick. “Start at the shoulder. Long strokes, the way the hair lies. Then I want you to check every foot.”

Lily attacked the job like a speedrun. The brush flew, dust rose in golden clouds through the light slanting in from the high windows, and within two minutes she was already reaching for the next tool.

“Slow down,” Riley said. “You’re not polishing a car. She can feel your hurry through the brush.”

“I’m being efficient.”

“You’re being loud with your hands.” Riley stepped in, laid her palm over Lily’s, and drew the brush down in a single unhurried stroke. Bella’s skin rippled, and her eyes went half-lidded. “See that? That’s what listening looks like. Now the feet. Run your hand down the back of her leg, lean your weight into her shoulder, and she’ll lift it for you. Don’t yank.”

Lily crouched, tongue caught between her teeth, and Bella obligingly lifted a hoof. Lily picked at the packed dirt with enormous seriousness, holding the leg like it might shatter, and I felt something warm and ridiculous in my chest watching her.

Julia hovered at the edge of the aisle with her arms folded tight. She hadn’t taken a step closer since we came in. “I prefer riding horses in video games.”

We all laughed.

“You can come closer,” Riley said gently. “They don’t bite.”

“I know. I know they don’t. It’s just that she’s so big. When she lifts her head I do the math on what would happen if she changed her mind about me.”

“That’s called respect,” Riley said. “It’s a healthy instinct. I’d worry about you more if you weren’t a little nervous.”

“She’s been looking at you like a sandwich,” Lily told Julia, not looking up.

“That’s not helping.”

“I’m saying it with love.”

I leaned against a post and watched Lily finish the last hoof, then straighten triumphantly and dust off her hands. “I’m a natural,” she said. “I think I was a stable girl in a past life. The horse whisperer. Gifted.”

“You’re gifted at something,” I said. “Never thought it would involve a creature that doesn’t have a screen.”

She turned slowly, one eyebrow lifting over her glasses. “Look who finally noticed I have hobbies that don’t need a power outlet. Does this mean you’re ready to admit the outdoors has its charms?”

“I’m admitting you’ve discovered a thing that doesn’t require a charger. Mark the calendar.”

“Careful.” She pointed the hoof pick at me like a wand. “I have access to spells. One more crack like that and you’ll be on stable duty. Mucking stalls, shoveling, the unholy rites of hay. I’ll cast it with my own hands.”

“I didn’t know magic worked on chores.”

“It works on anyone who keeps flirting with disaster.” Then her mouth curved into the kind of grin that always preceded trouble. She dropped her voice just low enough that Julia, still rooted by the stall door, could pretend not to hear. “Besides, big guy, I’m learning to ride properly. Someone’s going to get a lot of practice sitting on top of something that bucks. I’d think you’d be nicer to me.”

Heat crawled up the back of my neck. “You’re terrible.”

“I’m improving.”

Riley had turned away to hide a smile, and when she turned back she had her face arranged into something resembling stern. “All right, you two. I love the banter, I truly do, but I mean this part. A horse isn’t a toy and it isn’t a game. They need patience, and they need you to show up on the days you don’t feel like it. Feeding, cleaning, checking their legs, watching for trouble. You walk away from that, you owe them more than an apology.”

Lily stopped grinning and gave me a genuine smile. “Yes, ma’am. I mean it. I’m not a tourist.”

“Good. Then let’s ride.”

We saddled up in the warm hush of the stable, Riley moving down the line with her quick sure hands. She’d chosen a placid bay gelding for Julia, so broad and unbothered that he looked half asleep, and she walked Julia through the mounting slowly, one step at a time, keeping a steadying palm on the saddle until Julia was upright with her fingers knotted in the reins and her breath held. “You’re doing beautifully,” Riley said. “He’s got the temperament of a couch. I’ll stay at your side the whole way.”

I took a rangy chestnut who seemed to find me mildly amusing, and Lily got Bella, who tossed her head once as if to confirm the arrangement was acceptable. Then we rode out through the yard and into the light.

The farm unrolled around us in layers. First the open pasture, long grass combed flat by the wind and shot through with wildflowers, yellow and violet and a white. Beyond it ran a slow rise topped with oaks, and past the oaks the land dropped into a wooded trail where the sun fell through the leaves and the horses’ hooves went soft on the packed leaf-litter. The trail wound down to the stream, and just beyond it lay the clearing where I’d licked her months ago, the start of our unconventional relationship. I’d been thinking about that afternoon ever since, and judging by the way Lily glanced at me across Bella’s neck as we passed it, so had she.

“My grandfather bought this land when I was small,” Riley said, riding close to Julia’s shoulder. “I used to come out here in summer and not see another human being for days. Every time I thought I’d sell it, I’d drive up the gravel road and change my mind.” She breathed in the green air. “For years it was only me and the animals. I got used to the quiet. Used to it so well I forgot I wasn’t a hermit by nature.”

“And now?” I asked.

“Now there’s laughter in the kitchen at dawn and somebody always stealing my good mug.” She smiled. “Having this house full of people again is the best surprise I’ve had in a long time. I didn’t know how much I missed it … Especially you Tyler. It feels good to have a man under the roof.”

Her words warmed my heart, especially her last sentence.

Somewhere on the long slope back through the pasture, Lily broke into a trot and then, shrieking with delight, a short wobbly canter, her hair whipping out from beneath her borrowed helmet. Bella took it in stride. By the time she’d looped back around to us, she was sitting taller.

Julia, meanwhile, had loosened by degrees, so gradually that I hadn’t noticed it happening. Her shoulders dropped. Her grip eased. Somewhere around the stream she’d started laughing at something Riley said, and now she was pointing out a hawk circling over the oaks, her whole face lit.

We let the horses drink at the stream. I swung down and stretched my legs on the bank while Lily sprawled across a flat boulder like a cat, and Julia sat on the grass with her knees pulled up, tugging at a blade of clover.

“We should make this our permanent set,” Lily said, waving a hand at the water. “Imagine a stream stream. Nature stream. Chill vibes, fireflies, probably a three-star review from someone complaining about frogs.”

“The Wi-Fi out here is already pushing it,” Julia said, laughing. “I like streaming from the farm, though. Everyone says the backdrops look gorgeous. But breaking down the setup every night is killing me. All the cables, the lights, the mic arms.”

“And the costumes,” Lily said, sitting up. “Julia’s wig collection alone is taking over my closet. We need a room. A real one. Gaming gear permanently plugged in, a whole wall of cosplay, shelves for props, a corner for photoshoots.” Her eyes lit up. “The old shed past the barn! Riley said it hasn’t been used in years. Convert it into a studio. Gaming on one side, cosplay workshop on the other. Neon signs. A couch. The dream.”

I picked a flat stone from the bank and turned it over in my palm. “Before you start picking paint colors, figure out what you actually need. Power, internet, climate control, lighting, storage. A shed might be perfect or it might be a money pit with a roof.”

“Boooo,” Lily said.

“Not boooo. Homework.” I skipped the stone across the water; it hopped four times before sinking. “Make a list. How many people work in there at once, what equipment stays assembled, how much costume storage you honestly need. Then we’ll see whether the shed fits the plan or the plan needs a different building.”

Julia nodded slowly. “That’s actually smart. I don’t even know how many outlets we use at once.”

“I know exactly how many we blow,” Lily muttered. “Fine. Research phase. But I’m already naming it.”

The ride home was pleasant, the horses plodding with their ears relaxed, the sun climbing toward noon. As the stables came back into view, Julia drew a breath and said, almost to herself, “Riley? Could I help you with the horses again tomorrow? I mean, with the real work. Not just riding.”

Riley’s face softened. “I’d love that.”

Lily twisted in her saddle and pointed a gloved finger at her best friend. “See? I’m doing it. Slowly but surely I’m turning her into a country girl. Next thing you know she’ll be churning butter and complaining about the price of feed.”

“I will never complain about feed,” Julia said with great dignity.

“That’s what they all say.”

* * *

The office was the one room in the farmhouse where I could close the door and hear nothing but the whir of my laptop fan. It held a wide oak desk, two monitors, a shelf of sample resistance bands in neat coils, and a window that looked out over the south pasture, which meant that whenever I got stuck on a spreadsheet I could look up and watch a horse do absolutely nothing with total confidence.

After lunch, I sat down and let the numbers come to me. The store was healthy. More than healthy. Orders had stacked up overnight, a steady scatter of kettlebell sets, adjustable dumbbells, doorframe pull-up bars, the occasional rowing machine that always made me wince at the shipping weight. I worked through them in order, confirming payments, flagging two addresses that looked off, forwarding a pallet request to the warehouse. A supplier in Ohio had emailed to apologize for the bench delay and offer a discount on the next shipment, which I accepted with a short reply and a note about holding them to the new date. Another wanted to know if I’d consider a bulk order on yoga blocks before the fall season. I made a note to look at margins.

Then the advertising dashboards. This was the part of the job I’d never admit to enjoying, since admitting it would make me a person who enjoys dashboards. I checked click-through rates, cost per acquisition, the little green and red arrows telling me which campaigns were pulling their weight and which were burning money for sport. Two of the video ads were outperforming everything else by double. One of the static banners had gone cold and needed replacing. I paused it, drafted a note to try a new angle, and moved on.

None of it was dramatic. That was the point. A business like mine didn’t run on lightning bolts. It ran on a hundred small decisions made the same way every day, and the money I’d spent the last few years learning to be patient about was the reason my stepmother had a savings account now instead of a stack of overdue notices.

I scrolled down to the product pages and stopped on one. The compact folding squat rack. A solid piece of equipment, I’d tested it myself in the old garage, with a smart hinge design that let it fold flat against a wall and a price that undercut every competitor I could find. Traffic to the listing was strong. People were landing on the page by the hundreds. And almost none of them were buying.

I clicked through the images one by one, studying them the way a customer would. The rack sat against a white backdrop, shot straight on, a guy in gray shorts standing beside it with the glazed expression of someone waiting for a bus. Nothing wrong with the lighting. Nothing wrong with the sharpness. But it looked like a diagram. It didn’t look like something you’d actually want in your home.

I sat back in the chair and rubbed my jaw. People weren’t leaving because they doubted the product. They were leaving because the pictures didn’t show them what owning it would feel like.

I knew who could fix that.

I found Vanessa in the sunroom at the back of the house, curled in a wicker chair with her laptop on her knees and a glass of iced tea sweating on the table beside her. She looked up as I came in and her mouth quirked.

“You have your business face on,” she said.

“I have a problem I think you can solve.”

“Flattery and work. Now I’m suspicious.” She closed the laptop and followed me back down the hall, her bare feet quiet on the old floorboards, and settled into the second chair I pulled up to the desk. I brought the squat rack listing up on the big monitor. “Lots of visitors, almost no sales. I think the photos aren’t selling it.”

She leaned in, her shoulder pressing mine. She scrolled slowly through the images, lips pursed in concentration.

“Okay,” she said. “You’re right. These are technically fine and emotionally dead. It’s a product catalog. Nobody pictures themselves in this.” She tapped the screen. “Three problems. The pose is stiff. He’s standing next to it like a mascot. The lighting is flat, so there’s no depth in the metal. And there’s nothing showing how it actually works. You want someone to see a woman or a man mid-squat, bar on their shoulders, in a room that looks like their room.”

“Natural poses, better light, real use,” I said.

“Exactly. And give people a sense of scale. A garage wall, a corner of a living room, somewhere believable.” She glanced at me sideways. “You didn’t ask me to just stand there and look pretty. You wanted notes.”

“I wanted yours. I always do.”

She smiled. “That’s why I like working with you.”

We settled on the afternoon. The sun was good until around four, and the wide stone patio off the kitchen had a pale brick wall behind it that would give us texture without clutter. I hauled the rack out from storage, unfolded it with a clang, and set it against the bricks. I laid a black sports bra and matching compression shorts on one of the lounge chairs, then checked the camera settings. When I turned around, Vanessa was standing in the middle of the patio with her hands on her hips, looking at me with a seductive smile.

She pulled her tank top over her head and dropped it on the lounge chair. Then her leggings, sliding them down over her hips and stepping out of them, kicking them aside with a bare foot. She wore nothing underneath, and for one long second she simply stood there in the open afternoon, tanned skin gleaming, chestnut hair falling over her shoulders, her breasts full and perfect, her toned belly flat, the soft triangle between her thighs just a shade darker than the rest of her. The breeze lifted a few strands of her hair. A bird sang somewhere in the oaks. And my whole body went tight.

“Careful,” she murmured, eyes dropping to the front of my shorts, a pleased smile curving her lips. “You have a camera in your hands.”

“I’m aware.”

“Good. Hold that thought. I’ll make it worth your while.” She took her time pulling on the athletic set I’d laid out, a fitted black sports bra and high-waisted compression shorts that hugged every curve like a promise, then wound her hair up into a high ponytail. By the time she walked toward the rack, the transformation was complete. The woman who’d stood naked in the sunlight was gone, replaced by someone sharp, focused and hot.

I lifted the camera. “Start with the bar on your back. Easy stance.”

She stepped under the bar and set it across her shoulders. “Like this?”

“Chin up a little. Look past me, like you’re staring down a goal.”

She adjusted without being told twice, her spine lengthening, her weight settling evenly. The shutter clicked. “Now sink into it slowly.”

She lowered into a perfect squat, thighs flexing, and the light caught the definition in her legs. “Don’t hold your breath,” I said. “Let it out when you rise.”

“Yes, boss.” But she smiled and did exactly that, and the next frame caught her mid-exhale, eyes bright, mouth relaxed. She was a natural.

“Try the doorway angle,” she said after a few minutes. “From low and to the left. You’ll get the rack and the sky behind it. It’ll look aspirational.” I moved to where she pointed and crouched, and she was right. The frame opened up brightly, the metal catching the sun. She moved through setups with an ease I’d never get from any hired model, trusting her instincts, offering a tilt of the head, a hand on the upright, a laugh at nothing when I told her to look like she’d just hit a personal best.

“You know what makes these work?” she said between frames. “You tell me what you need and then you shut up and let me deliver. Half the photographers I knew couldn’t do that.”

“Half the models I’ve met couldn’t take direction.”

“The other half couldn’t take a joke.” She winked, and I fired off three frames in a row.

I was lining up another shot when a shadow crossed the edge of the patio. Julia stood at the corner of the house with a laundry basket on her hip, frozen in mid-step, watching with wide eyes.

“Don’t mind me, Mom,” she said quickly. “I was just going to the line.”

“You’re not interrupting,” Vanessa said, lowering the bar back onto its hooks. “Come see.”

Julia set the basket down and wandered closer, hugging her elbows. “You make it look so easy. Just the way you turn your head. It’s like you know exactly what the camera wants.”

“Years of practice.” Vanessa stretched, rolling her shoulders. “Want to try? Just a few shots.”

“Oh no. I’m not a model.” Julia took a step back, laughing. “I wouldn’t know what to do with my hands.”

“That’s the first thing everyone says.”

“I’d look like I was being arrested.”

Vanessa crossed to her daughter and tucked a lock of hair behind her ear. “It’s harder than it looks, sweetheart. You need practice. You need to know where your body is every second. And you need to look confident even when a pose feels ridiculous. Especially then. Nobody wants to see the discomfort.”

Julia peered over my shoulder as I pulled up the preview on the back of the camera and flipped through the shots. “These are really good,” she said softly. “It’s funny. Cosplay photos are like that, too. You can’t just look pretty. You have to be the character, in every frame. The posture, the expression, everything. If you’re even a little off, people notice.”

“Dressing up as someone from a video game sounds easier than this,” Vanessa said lightly. “You already know the story. The costume does half the work.”

Julia’s eyebrows went up. “It does not. The costume doesn’t do anything if you can’t sell it. It’s totally different, Mom, you have to…”

“Julia!” Lily called urgently from the kitchen door. “Stream starts in an hour and the lights aren’t set!”

Julia grabbed her basket with a groan. “We’re not done with this conversation.”

“Looking forward to it,” Vanessa called after her.

I watched her go, then looked back at Vanessa, who was stretching her arms overhead with a satisfied smirk, utterly certain she’d won. And I realized, with growing amusement, that Julia had walked away equally certain she had.

* * *

Once dinner was over, we all ended up in the living room. The room was the biggest on the ground floor, a long low space with a stone fireplace nobody needed in now but nobody wanted to give up.

Diana had claimed the end of the larger couch with her feet tucked beneath her and a glass of wine balanced on her knee. Riley sat on the arm of the same couch, close enough to share the blanket, her red hair falling forward as she picked at a bowl of cherries. Vanessa took the armchair by the fireplace, one leg crossed over the other, looking relaxed and a little smug in a way I was beginning to recognize. I dropped onto the second couch with my arm along the back, and a moment later Lily and Julia came barreling in from their stream, still buzzing, and landed on either side of me in a tangle of limbs and laughter.

“Chat was unreal tonight,” Lily said, hooking her chin over my shoulder. “Someone gifted us a hundred subs because Julia fell out of her chair.”

“I did not fall,” Julia said. “I slid with intention.”

“You slid with momentum.”

Lily pulled her tablet out from under a cushion and woke the screen. “Okay, everybody has to see this. I’ve been saving these all week.” She turned it so the whole room could look, and a gallery of photographs scrolled past: a woman in a sweeping silver gown with a crown of woven light, another in battered armor with a sword nearly as tall as she was, a pale figure in a cloak stitched with tiny glowing stars. Every outfit looked sewn from a dream, every pose frozen on the edge of motion.

“These are other cosplayers?” Diana asked, leaning in. “They look like movie stills.”

“That’s the whole idea,” Julia said. “Look at this one.” She pinched to zoom on the armored woman. “See the scuffs on the pauldrons? She weathered them by hand. The leather straps are dyed to match the game’s concept art exactly. And the pose is the pose from the cover. It’s not just wearing a costume. People who love this character look at the photo and feel like she stepped out of the screen.”

Vanessa squinted at the tablet, one finger resting against her lip. “I follow the effort,” she said. “I do. But I don’t understand why it matters so much. If someone wears a red dress instead of a crimson one, does it really change anything? Does it matter if the pose is a little off, or the expression isn’t quite right?”

Julia drew a breath like a woman about to defend her life’s work. “It matters because fans notice. A hundred strangers will spot a wrong stitch before they spot the whole costume. And if you don’t understand the character, no amount of fabric makes up for it. You can’t just look like her. You have to know how she moves, what she’s afraid of, what she’d never do in a million years. That’s what makes it good.”

“Some outfits take weeks,” Lily added, scrolling back to the silver gown. “Foam, thermoplastics, hand-painting. Lights wired into the seams. This one took a whole month, and then six hours to get into on the day of the shoot. You don’t even drink water for fear of ruining the lines.”

“Six hours,” Vanessa said. A slow smile spread across her face. “That’s nothing.”

“Excuse me?”

“I spent fifteen years being pinned, taped, clamped, and powdered by strangers who didn’t care whether I could breathe.” She settled back, warming to it. “I once did a winter catalog shoot in July, in a wool coat, under studio lights. Eleven hours. The photographer wouldn’t let me sweat, so a woman followed me around with a hairdryer set to cool. Another time they put me in a gown with so many hidden clips I couldn’t sit, and I had to look serene while I was being slowly stabbed in the ribs. Smiling, hands relaxed, chin up, like I was floating on a cloud.” She waved a hand. “Learning to hold a pose in a costume? Honestly, it sounds like a pleasant afternoon.”

Julia was right earlier. We’re not done with this conversation. Her mouth fell open. “Mom.”

“I’m only saying, if you’ve survived what I have, standing around in a nice outfit pretending to be a princess is hardly rocket science.”

“That is so not the same thing.” Julia sat up straight, cheeks coloring. “You’re underestimating it. Modeling is about looking beautiful. Cosplay is about becoming someone. You have to carry an entire story in your face.”

“Which is exactly what a good model does,” Vanessa said sweetly.

“Yes!” Lily cut in, pointing at Julia like an attorney. “And a good cosplayer does it with a thirty-pound prop and no studio lights. Mrs. supermodel, you’re acting like it’s a costume party. It’s engineering and acting and photography all at once.”

“Vanessa does have real experience,” Diana said, tipping her glass toward her friend, “and I’d say that counts for a lot. But I’ve also watched Julia hand-sew a cape at two in the morning, and I’d say that counts, too.”

All three of them looked at me.

“Don’t drag me into this,” I said, raising my hands. Then I thought about it. “I’m the one who actually photographs your mom, though. She makes it look easy because she’s been doing it half her life. She also makes me work for it. If I miss one frame she’ll stop and fix her posture until I get it right.” I glanced at Julia. “And I watched you on the stream, getting the exact tilt of that character’s head in under a minute, no coaching. You’re both good, and both of you make it look simpler than it is.”

“Diplomatic,” Vanessa said.

“Agree,” Lily said, but fondly.

Riley popped a cherry in her mouth and chewed thoughtfully. “You know what I think? You two have been talking in circles for ten minutes. Why not stop arguing and prove it? One of you does the other’s thing. See who’s right.”

The room went quiet for a heartbeat.

Julia turned toward her mother slowly, a spark kindling behind her glasses. “Fine. Pick a female video game character. Any character. And you do a proper cosplay photoshoot with the costume, the hair, the accessories, the expression. Tyler takes the photos. We’ll see how easy it is.”

Vanessa didn’t blink. “Done.”

“Vanessa, are you sure?” Lily sounded delighted.

“I’m confident.” Vanessa uncrossed her legs and leaned forward, and I caught the glint of mischief in her eyes. “But since we’re making terms, here’s mine. You do a real fashion shoot, sweetheart. Professional poses, professional direction. And not in a sundress and sneakers. Something glamorous. Something daring. Something you’d never normally leave the house in.”

Julia’s confidence cracked a little around the edges. “Daring how?“

“Daring enough that you have to hold your head high while you’re wearing it.”

“Oh.” Julia swallowed. “That’s… that’s a lot.”

“Are you backing out already?”

“No!” She straightened. “No. I said I’d take it seriously and I will.”

“Then we agree,” Vanessa said. “Both of us make a real effort. Neither one of us gets to wriggle out just because we feel silly halfway through.”

“Deal,” Julia said, and the two of them shook on it across the coffee table, Vanessa grinning, Julia only a little pale.

“I will take the photos,” I said, “for both of you. Same standards, same lighting, same everything.”

“And I’m doing costumes and styling,” Lily said, vibrating with joy. “Both of them. I have been waiting my entire life for someone to hand me this.”

Diana raised her glass. “To the most entertaining wager this house has ever hosted.”

“May the best woman win,” Riley said, clinking hers. “And may somebody record every second.”

Vanessa stretched back in her chair, victorious, and then her expression flickered. “Actually,” she said, slowly, “there’s one small problem. I don’t know any video game characters. Not one. I don’t even know which ones are women.”

Julia opened her mouth to gloat and stopped. “And I,” she said, in a smaller voice, “have no idea what a professional fashion shoot is supposed to look like. What do I even wear?”

They looked at each other across the rug, caught in their own trap, while Lily cackled into a cushion and Riley and Diana lost the battle to keep straight faces.

“We’ll figure it out,” I said, since I looked forward to seeing Vanessa in a video game character and her daughter wear something glamorous.

* * *

I came downstairs the next morning to find the kitchen table had been conquered. Lily’s laptop sat open in the middle of it, surrounded by a rubble of printed pages, highlighter caps, and a plate of toast she’d abandoned halfway through a sentence. Julia sat across from her with a bowl of oatmeal gone cold, one hand pressed to her forehead like a general watching a campaign go sideways.

“Okay, listen,” Lily was saying, scrolling at a speed that made my eyes ache. “Swordswoman. Archer. Sorceress. Space pilot. Bounty hunter. Forest guardian. Every single one of them looks incredible in photos, and I’ve narrowed it to eleven finalists.”

“Eleven,” Julia said.

“I could have gone with forty. I showed restraint.”

I poured coffee and leaned against the counter, enjoying this more than I should have. Sunlight poured through the window over the sink, and out past the glass I could see Riley crossing the yard toward the stables, a bucket swinging from each hand.

“She hasn’t even said which ones she likes,” Julia said. “You can’t just pick for her. It’s her wager. She should choose someone she actually connects with, or she’ll hate every minute of it.”

“I’m helping her connect.”

“You’re connecting her to your favorites.”

“My favorites are objectively the best.”

“Good morning, both of you,” Vanessa said from the doorway. She wore a silk robe the color of cream, her hair loose and slightly mussed, and she crossed to me first, brushing her fingers against my wrist as she took the mug from my hand and sipped from it before giving it back.

“Mom!” Julia turned the laptop around. “Lily has been busy.”

Vanessa studied the screen, eyebrows climbing as the images slid past. Armor and capes and impossible hair. A woman with a glowing bow. Another with twin pistols and a smirk. “I thought I was joking when I said you’d already started planning my transformation,” she said. “You’ve practically written my biography.”

“Choosing the right character is the biggest part,” Lily said, steepling her fingers. “You’ve got to consider the costume, the hair, the accessories, and how well you can sell her in photographs. Some outfits look great on a screen and terrible in real life. Some are so complicated you can’t sit down. Some need contact lenses, prosthetics, wigs, foam armor. A good choice makes the whole thing work. A bad choice makes it a nightmare.”

“And,” Julia added, “you want someone whose attitude you can actually feel. If you’re pretending, people see it.”

Vanessa slowly lowered herself into a chair. “I hadn’t realized there was so much to it before the camera even comes out.”

“There’s a lot before the camera,” Lily said gravely. “Welcome to the world of the dedicated.”

For a moment Vanessa looked like she might reconsider, her gaze flicking between the laptop and her daughter’s expectant face. Then she squared her shoulders. “I made a bet and I intend to honor it. But I’d like to choose for myself, thank you, Lily. Not from a list of eleven finalists.”

“I could pick a character in thirty seconds.”

“That’s what worries me.” Vanessa turned to me. “Tyler, would you help me look through some of these? Not now. I know you have work. But later, once you’ve handled your business? I want to see who’s out there, and I’d rather have your opinion on what would photograph well than a committee.”

“Of course,” I said. “I’ll pull up a list of the better-known female characters and we can go through them together. Mid-afternoon?”

“Perfect.” She sounded relieved, and a little thrilled, and the combination suited her. “I’m actually curious now. I never thought I’d say this, but I want to see what the fuss is about.”

Lily clasped her hands to her chest. “I will assist in any way possible. Wigs, makeup, accessories, prop sourcing, emotional support.”

“I’ll let you know when I need you,” Vanessa said, patting her hand. “But the final decision is mine.”

“Fine,” Lily sighed. “But when you pick someone with a complicated belt system, don’t come crying to me.”

Vanessa smiled then turned to her daughter. “And you, sweetheart. Don’t think I’ve forgotten your half. A proper fashion outfit and professional direction, remember? You can’t just stand in front of the lens and hope it goes well.”

“I know.” Julia lifted her chin, but her ears had gone pink. “I’m ready to take it seriously. It’s just that most of my wardrobe is cosplay, or sweatshirts, or both. I don’t really own anything glamorous.”

“Funny,” Lily said innocently. “Last night you were so confident when you challenged her.”

“That was before she turned it around on me.”

“I’m just saying, the girl who started this fight is suddenly quiet.”

“Lily,” I said. She grinned at me and zipped her lips. I looked at Julia, who was staring into her oatmeal, and softened my voice. “We’ll find something stylish that fits you and builds confidence, one step at a time. Nobody’s throwing you into the deep end. I promise it won’t be as bad as you think.”

She glanced up, and the worry in her face eased by a fraction. “Could we…” She hesitated, and her eyes flicked toward her mother, who was busy tapping at her phone. “Could you help me choose something? Before Mom starts making suggestions? Just the two of us.”

“Sure,” I said quietly. “Whenever you’re ready.”

She nodded, relief flooding her face, and went back to her oatmeal.

I carried my coffee up to the office and let the peace swallow me. The inbox had grown overnight: two customer complaints, a refund request, a distributor asking about new colors on the resistance bands. I answered them in order while the sunlight crept across the desk and the horses moved like painted figures in the pasture beyond the window.

Someone knocked a little before ten. Vanessa pushed the door open without waiting and leaned against the frame, arms folded, wearing jeans and a loose white shirt knotted at the waist. She looked like someone who’d just remembered a secret.

“Just confirming,” she said. “This afternoon, three o’clock, after you’ve dealt with your orders. I want to sit down with you and see who’s out there. I may not have slept very well.”

“Because of the wager?”

“Because I lay awake imagining myself in a foam breastplate.” She laughed softly. “It’s ridiculous. I’ve been photographed in couture on four continents, and a few plastic accessories have me nervous. But I’m looking forward to it. Really.”

“We’ll find someone who suits you.”

“Someone who isn’t too complicated,” she said. “And who doesn’t make me look like a lampshade.” She pushed off the doorframe, crossed the room and kissed me, her fingers sliding along my jaw. “Three o’clock. Don’t be late. Models who show up late don’t get booked twice, and photographers who show up late don’t get fed.”

She was gone before I could answer, her footsteps fading down the hall, leaving a trace of her perfume hanging in the air.

I turned back to the screen and managed about four emails before the door opened again, more cautiously this time. Julia stood in the gap with her hands clasped in front of her, her glasses sliding down her nose, looking like a student about to ask for an extension.

“Is this a bad time?” she asked.

“It’s never a bad time for you. Come in.”

She slipped inside and closed the door behind her, then hovered by the shelf of resistance bands, running a finger along one coil. “I wanted to ask about the outfit. For the fashion shoot. I know we said we’d talk later, but I couldn’t stop thinking about it, and I figured I should get ahead of my mom before she turns it into a family project.”

“She would.”

“She absolutely would.” Julia smiled. Then it faded, and she drew a breath. “Can I tell you something? I don’t just want to survive this. I know the point is the wager, and that it’s supposed to be fun, but I keep picturing her seeing the photos and being surprised. Not the nice kind of surprised where she says ‘good job, sweetheart.’ The other type. Where she realizes I can look confident, too. Like someone who belongs in front of a camera.”

“You do belong,” I said. “You don’t need me to tell you that, but I’ll say it anyway.”

“I’m not so sure.” She blushed. “But I want to try. I want the photos to look like something a professional would take. Something that shows a side of me nobody around here has really seen. Even me.”

I leaned back in my chair, watching her. “Then we’ll make it happen. Bring me what you’re thinking, and I’ll help you shape it. We’ll find something that feels like you, only braver.”

“Thank you.” Her whole face brightened. “And you won’t tell Mom?”

“Not a word.”

She bounced on her toes, then caught herself and tried to look dignified, and failed completely. “I’ll find you later,” she said, and slipped out the door.

I sat there a moment after she left, grinning at the empty room. An hour ago it had been a silly bet over a bowl of cherries, and now I was juggling two women, two photoshoots, and two sets of secret instructions, each of them determined to prove something to the other. My own part, taking pictures, suddenly felt like the simple one.

I turned back to my emails, smiling, and looked forward to the afternoon, with no idea how far the photographs would travel once they left this farm.


Chapter 2

By Tuesday afternoon the store had stopped asking anything of me, which was how I knew I could safely lose a few hours. I cleared the last batch of orders, answered the supplier in Ohio with a sentence designed to be read twice, and shut the laptop with the smug feeling of a man whose inbox had been beaten into submission.

Vanessa and I were supposed to spend the afternoon looking through possible characters for her cosplay shoot. But after watching Lily and Julia go through one picture after another that morning, I had a better idea. Vanessa could spend hours studying costumes on a screen and still have no idea how they’d actually look or feel when she put them on. Why not go somewhere she could try a few things on for herself?

I found her and Julia in the sunroom, sprawled in the wicker chairs with their phones out, scrolling in the same unhappy silence.

“Let’s stop looking at screens,” I said. “Let’s go into Sacramento and look at the real thing. Costumes, fabric, fashion. You can touch it, try it on, and see if it works.”

Vanessa sat up so fast her tea sloshed. “Yes. Finally, a man with sense.” She pointed her glass at me. “You can’t judge a garment from a photograph. The weight of the fabric, the stitching, how it holds when you move, whether it pinches when you raise your arms. I once turned down a very expensive gown because the lining sounded wrong when I walked. Photographers will forgive a lot, but they won’t forgive a dress that fights you.”

“That’s a fair point,” I said.

“It’s the only point.” She was already standing. “When do we leave?”

Julia hadn’t moved. She chewed the corner of her lip. “I’m just not sure about the cosplay part. A real costume isn’t something you find in a department store. Most of the stuff in ordinary shops is Halloween quality. Thin satin, glued seams, wigs that look like roadkill.” Then her face brightened, and she sat up too. “But there are a few places I know. A gaming shop that actually carries decent cosplay. And a costume store near the old theater that does custom work. I could take you.”

“Then here’s the plan,” I said. “Julia guides us through the gaming and costume shops. Vanessa picks where we go for fashion. We make an afternoon of it, and nobody gets rushed.”

“Lily’s coming?” Vanessa asked.

“Lily’s with her mother,” Julia said. “They’re baking something that involves a worrying amount of butter. She told me to pick whatever I want, and then she said, and I quote, ‘but if you don’t send me photographs, I will haunt you.’”

“That sounds like her,” I said.

We were on the road twenty minutes later. I drove, Vanessa took the passenger seat with her sunglasses pushed up into her hair, and Julia settled in back, leaning forward between the seats. The gravel drive gave way to the county road, the road to the highway, and the farm shrank into a green smudge in the mirror. I hadn’t realized how long it had been since I’d left it for something that wasn’t a supply run or a bank. The air through the open windows smelled like cut grass and hot asphalt, and for a while nobody said anything because there wasn’t anything that needed saying.

“I want it noted,” Vanessa said eventually, “that this man is taking two women shopping. He should know what he’s volunteering for. By five o’clock he will be carrying bags, holding purses, and giving his opinion on shoes. Men have been broken by less.”

“I volunteered for the whole thing.”

“Famous last words.”

“Mom, I’m perfectly capable of shopping without supervision,” Julia said from the back. “I’ve been picking out my own clothes for years.”

“You’ve been buying hoodies, sweetheart.”

“Sometimes with a pattern.”

“This is a professional challenge,” Vanessa said, in her serious voice, which wasn’t very serious. “Not a trip to the mall for pretzels. We are both going to take it seriously.”

“I am taking it seriously. I’m also hungry. Both things can exist.”

I watched them in the rearview mirror, Julia with her chin propped on her fist, Vanessa twisting around to wag a finger at her, the two of them with the same stubborn tilt to the mouth. A few weeks ago Julia would have lowered her eyes and mumbled agreement. Now she gave back as good as she got, and Vanessa’s eyes lit up every time she did. It was like watching someone grow into a coat she’d been wearing for years.

* * *

The gaming shop sat in a long strip of storefronts between a vape shop and a nail salon, easy to miss unless you were looking for the wall of life-size cardboard heroes in the window. Inside, it smelled like new plastic and fabric glue. Shelves ran floor to ceiling with figures, controllers, and boxed games, and along the back wall stood a whole department of costumes in plastic sleeves, wigs on foam heads, and racks of props that looked like they could take a fall from a tall building.

“This is the place,” Julia said proudly. We parked, got out of the car and entered the shop. Julia led us down the aisle, touching hangers as she passed. “Okay, rule one. Most costumes look better in the photo than in person. You have to check the seams, the zippers, the thickness. If it feels like paper, it’ll look like paper. Rule two, if the character is famous enough, people will recognize her from the silhouette alone. That’s what you want.”

“Show me,” Vanessa said.

Julia pulled out a pair of shorts and a teal tank top. “Lara Croft. Adventurer, explorer, extremely good at climbing things and finding trouble. The brown boots and the braid do half the work.” She slid that rack aside. “Bayonetta. A witch with guns on her heels and hair that is also her clothing. It’s a nightmare to build, and I wouldn’t recommend it for someone’s first shoot.”

Vanessa tilted her head. “Hair that is her clothing?”

“It’s a long story.”

“I like the attitude,” Vanessa said. “But I’d spend the whole day worrying about the hair.”

“Jill Valentine, then.” Julia found a blue top with a skirt and a utility belt. “Survival-horror. Practical, brave, the tough one in the group. Very recognizable.”

Vanessa held the top to her chest and frowned. “It’s fine. It feels like a uniform.”

“It is a uniform.”

“Is there anyone who isn’t in a uniform?”

“Samus,” Julia said, and a wicked little smile crept across her face. She reached the end of the rack and drew out a slim plastic sleeve. “Samus Aran. She’s one of the oldest, most famous heroines in gaming. This is her Zero Suit.”

Behind the clear plastic lay a shimmering blue bodysuit with a metallic sheen. Gold trim ran along the seams, and a deep V neck dropped to a zipper that began somewhere near the sternum. I was a grown man and a professional, and I was almost positive I had stopped breathing for half a second.

Vanessa studied the packaging slowly, lifting it to the light. “It’s sleek,” she said. “Sexy, honestly. Very striking. This one fits my figure better than the others. But I’d like to know who she is, not just what she wears.”

“She’s a bounty hunter,” Julia said, leaning on the shelf. “Independent, capable, and tough. She travels alone, fights alien monsters, and survives everything. She’s not waiting for rescue. Most of the time she’s the one rescuing everyone else. Fans love her because she’s powerful and quiet about it.”

“A woman who gets the job done and doesn’t explain herself,” Vanessa said, and her mouth curved. “Now that’s a character I can respect.”

“And you’ll look sexy in it,” I said, before I could stop myself.

Vanessa raised one eyebrow at me, delighted. “Will I?”

“It’s a professional opinion.”

“Of course it is.” She turned back to the costume. “Let me see how it’s made.”

She slipped the suit from its sleeve and ran her fingers along the fabric, testing the stretch, pinching the seam, checking the inside of the neckline. Julia, who clearly knew more than she let on, pointed out the double stitching, the soft lining, and the weight of the zipper. It was a good one, far better than the cheap party-store versions. When Vanessa asked if she could try it on, the clerk waved her toward the fitting room.

The curtain swished closed. Julia and I stood outside, listening to the faint rustle of fabric and one distinct, startled laugh. When Vanessa stepped out a minute later, I had to remind myself to stand like a normal person.

The suit clung to her like it had been poured over her. The blue shimmered under the shop lights, tracing the long line of her waist, the curve of her hips, the strength in her thighs. The zipper rested low, a stripe of tanned skin showing beneath the V. She turned in front of the mirror, rolled her shoulders, and slid her hands down her sides.

“It fits,” she said, a little breathless. “The torso is a touch long. I’d need to adjust the shoulder straps, and the hem rides up when I raise my arms. But it moves with me. It doesn’t fight me.”

Julia giggled and covered her mouth with her hand. “Mom, you look hot.”

“Thank you, I think.”

“I mean it. People are going to lose their minds.” She wandered along the wall and returned with a pair of black gloves and tall boots, a blonde ponytail extension, and a sleek little blaster pistol. “You can’t just wear the suit. It has to look like her. Ponytail high and swinging, boots, gloves, and the paralyzer pistol. Otherwise it’s a blue bodysuit.”

“It would look good in the camera too,” I said. “The metallic finish picks up light beautifully. We’ll get strong highlights along the curves, and the dark gloves and boots give a clean contrast. With the right angle, it’ll feel like a still from the game.”

Vanessa studied her reflection a long moment, then lifted her chin. “Samus,” she said. “I’ll be Samus.”

I carried the suit, the boots, the gloves, the ponytail, and the blaster to the counter while the clerk rang everything up and Vanessa went back to change. Julia stood beside me, bouncing on her toes.

“She’s going to be fantastic,” she whispered. “I can’t believe she picked the best one.”

“You steered her there,” I said.

“I showed her the options. She picked.” Julia grinned and folded her arms. Then, as Vanessa stepped out in her own clothes, hair mussed, cheeks pink with excitement, Julia said to the entire store, “My mother has made an excellent choice.”

* * *

Once the Samus costume was safely bagged, Vanessa took command of the afternoon. She slid her sunglasses down, hooked her purse over her shoulder, and walked out of the gaming shop with a stride I hadn’t seen since the last time she’d modeled a bikini on a rocky shoreline. She didn’t ask where we were going. She told us.

“Boutiques,” she said, once we were back in the car. “Three of them, if they still exist. I worked with all three years ago, and if I remember correctly, they won’t treat us like tourists.”

She directed me through the grid of downtown streets, past the capitol’s white dome and the old brick buildings with their awnings and potted trees. The first boutique sat on a corner behind a wall of glass, its window dressed with a single mannequin in a column of black silk. The second was tucked up a flight of stairs above a bookstore. The third had a name painted in gold leaf on the door that I couldn’t have pronounced if you paid me.

“I need you both to understand something,” Vanessa said as we parked. “This is not another costume. This is a fashion shoot. The clothes have to look expensive, elegant, and effortless, even if you’ve been standing in them for four hours. It’s a different language.”

Julia gave a small, unhappy nod and followed us inside. The shop smelled of cedar and cold perfume. Racks of dresses hung with clear space between them, like paintings in a gallery, and a woman in a gray sheath glided across the polished floor to greet Vanessa by name. I stayed near the door, feeling suddenly aware of my sneakers. But Julia seemed to shrink from the moment we stepped across the threshold. Her shoulders drew in. Her eyes darted from one price tag to the next, and when a saleswoman asked if she needed help, she shook her head too quickly.

I touched her back lightly. “You okay?”

“It’s just… everything here looks like it belongs to someone else,” she said under her breath. “I feel like I walked into a museum with muddy shoes.”

Vanessa heard her anyway. She crossed the floor and took her daughter’s hands in both of hers. “Sweetheart, look at me. The point of this isn’t to make you uncomfortable. It’s to experiment. Nobody expects you to know any of this. I certainly didn’t at your age. We’re here to try things on and see what happens. If something feels wrong, we put it back.”

“And you don’t have to pick anything because it’s expensive or because it’s what your mother likes,” I added. “Pick what you actually like. That’s the only rule.”

Julia exhaled and let her shoulders drop. “Okay,” she said. “Okay. I can do that.”

For the next hour we moved through the racks like a small expedition. Vanessa held fabrics up to the light, explaining how satin glowed under studio strobes but showed every wrinkle, how matte jersey hid imperfections but swallowed highlights, how deep jewel tones photographed richer than pastels, and how a cut that looked flattering in a mirror could flatten completely on camera. She spoke with authority and experience. Julia listened carefully, nodding and running her fingers along the hems.

She tried on a green wrap dress and a navy skater dress, and a sleeveless dove-gray number with a ruffled neckline. Each time she stepped out, she tugged at the sleeves and gave an apologetic shrug, as if she’d been caught wearing someone else’s coat. They fit. They looked nice. But when I looked at her, I saw the same Julia I saw every morning at breakfast, only slightly better dressed.

“These are pretty,” Vanessa said, tilting her head. “But they’re safe. They look like the clothes you already own.”

“They look like me,” Julia said.

“That’s the problem.” Vanessa smiled gently. “You agreed to step outside your comfort zone, remember? I did the same by agreeing to wear a foam breastplate. Try something that scares you a little.”

Julia pressed her lips together. “Define a little.”

I was drifting through the far corner of the shop, half listening, when I spotted it. A long dress in deep midnight blue, nearly black until the light touched it. The fabric looked liquid. A high neckline in front, but the back dipped low, and a slit rose along one side from the floor to somewhere above the knee. Thin straps, clean lines, nothing flashy. It looked like it belonged on a woman stepping out of a car on a red carpet, and I realized, as clearly as if I’d seen the photographs already, that it would suit her.

“Julia,” I said. “Come here.”

She walked over, wary. “That’s a lot of dress.”

“It’s a lot of dress for someone who hasn’t worn it. Try it.”

“I’d look like I was playing dress-up.”

“You like dress-up,” I said. “That’s your whole thing.”

Her mouth twitched. She looked at the dress, then at her mother across the room, who was pretending very hard to examine a rack of scarves while listening to every word. “Fine,” Julia said. “But if I come out looking like a lamp, I’m blaming you.”

“Deal.”

She took the dress into the fitting room, and the curtain swished shut. Vanessa drifted over to stand beside me. We waited. Somewhere in the back a clock ticked. I heard the zipper, a long pause, a muffled “oh,” and then another pause.

“Julia?” Vanessa said. “Are you all right?”

“Give me a second.”

The curtain slid open. I didn’t say anything. I couldn’t have. The dress fell from her shoulders in a single dark line, brushing the floor, hugging the curve of her waist and hips, the slit parting just enough to flash a stretch of pale leg as she stepped forward. The blue made her skin glow. Her light brown hair, ordinarily tangled and pushed behind her ears, framed her face in soft waves. Her glasses were off, held loosely in one hand. She looked elegant and a little startled, like a woman who had opened a door and found a version of herself she hadn’t met.

“Oh,” Vanessa said softly. For once she didn’t tease. She crossed the floor, circled her daughter once, and tugged the strap an inch higher on one shoulder. “It fits beautifully. We’ll need to keep the hem clear of your heels. Lift your chin. Stand like someone is about to hand you an award. Not too stiff. Relax your hands. Yes, like that. Good.”

Julia turned to the mirror. For a long time she said nothing. She tilted her head, lifted one arm, let it fall. “I like it,” she admitted. “I like it way more than I thought I would.”

“You look great,” I said.

She glanced at me in the glass, and a slow, shy smile broke across her face. “You really think so?”

“I think when you stop worrying about whether it suits you, you carry it better than anyone I know.”

Vanessa cleared her throat. “I’m going to go look at accessories,” she said, entirely too casually. “Over there. Far away. For as long as it takes.” She drifted toward a case of jewelry on the other side of the room, her back intentionally turned.

Julia turned to face me properly, and I put my hands on her waist because it seemed like the only reasonable thing to do.

“It’s strange,” she said calmly. “When I do cosplay, I get to be someone else. If it goes wrong, it’s the character’s fault. But this is just me. Nothing to hide behind.”

“You don’t need a character to be captivating,” I said. “You never did.”

Her fingers curled into the front of my shirt. “Say that again later when I’m failing at a pose.”

“I’ll say it every time.”

She kissed me and then pulled back, laughing at herself, her cheeks pink. “Okay. Okay. I can do this.”

Vanessa returned with her arms full. “Silver heels, not too high. A pair of drop earrings, simple, so they don’t compete with the neckline. A thin bracelet and a clutch.” She held up each piece against the dress, nodding. “That’s a complete look. But listen to me, because this is important. The outfit won’t do the work. You will. I’ll give you some pointers before the shoot, and Tyler can help you with the poses when you’re in front of the camera. The dress is half of it. The other half is you.”

“I know,” Julia said. “I want the photos to look like something real. Like proof that I can do this.”

“Then we’ll make them look real.”

I paid for the dress, the shoes, and the jewelry, and we walked out into the late golden light with shopping bags knocking against my knees. Vanessa had been right about one thing: I was now officially the man carrying the bags. We stopped for coffee at a little corner café, where Julia insisted on ordering something with whipped cream and Vanessa pointed out, with great innocence, that models do not generally order whipped cream. They fought about it all the way through the first sip.

The sun slid low as we drove home, turning the fields along the highway amber. The two of them argued the entire way, in the back and front seats, about whose shoot would turn out better. Vanessa claimed the Samus suit gave her an unfair advantage. Julia claimed that fashion portraits required real subtlety, which cosplay did not. Vanessa said subtlety was overrated. Julia said that was an incredibly mother thing to say. I kept my eyes on the road and my mouth shut, smiling at the windshield.

* * *

Thursday morning was clear and sunny, with hardly a cloud in sight. The wind from the night before had died down, leaving perfect conditions for the photoshoot. I woke early, drank my coffee standing at the kitchen window, and watched the light creep across the pasture while the horses pretended not to notice it.

Lily and Julia had spent two evenings coaching Vanessa in the living room, with the furniture pushed back and a laptop propped on the coffee table showing reference images of Samus Aran in every pose the character had ever struck. Lily had narrated like a sports commentator. Julia had corrected the angle of Vanessa’s wrist. By Wednesday night Vanessa could crouch with a fist braced against the floor, sweep one arm across her body in a defensive guard, and tilt her chin in the narrow-eyed way the artwork seemed to demand. But when the three of us had gathered at the stairs that morning, Lily had held up both palms and said the session would be better without an audience.

I’d chosen the place the day before. About a ten-minute walk past the stables, beyond the oaks where we’d ridden earlier in the week, the stream curved around a clearing hemmed in by willows and old stumps. It was far enough from the house that no one would wander in, and the water gave a shimmer to everything it touched. There wasn’t a fence, a wire, or a distant car to spoil the frame. I carried my camera bag, a folding reflector, and a battery light on a stand over my shoulder, with a tablet full of reference art tucked under my arm. I set up the equipment in the dappled shade and checked the settings twice.

She arrived on the path a few minutes before three, and I forgot what I was doing.

She had pulled her hair into a high ponytail that swung with every step, bound with a gold band at the base. The blue suit shimmered in the filtered light as though it were wet. She wore the black gloves, the tall boots, and the little blaster pistol holstered at her hip, and the zipper rested a hand’s width below her collarbone. The costume fit her like a second skin, and she moved in it with the unconscious confidence of someone who had spent a lifetime being looked at and had made her peace with it.

“Well?” Vanessa said, stopping at the edge of the clearing, one hand on her hip.

“Julia was right,” I said. “You are going to make a lot of people lose their minds.”

She laughed. “I told myself I was too old to feel nervous. Apparently my stomach didn’t hear me.”

“You look perfect.”

“You say that to everyone.”

“I say it when it’s true.”

She walked into the sunlight, and I lifted the camera.

We started simple: standing shots, full-length and three-quarter, so I could check exposure and let her find her footing in the boots. She stood tall, one shoulder angled toward me, the other leg slightly forward, the pose I’d photographed a hundred times on the patio. The shutter clicked. I looked at the screen. It was lovely, technically flawless, and completely wrong.

“Vanessa,” I said. “That’s a fashion pose.”

She glanced at the back of the camera. “It’s a good fashion pose.”

“It is. But Samus doesn’t stand like she’s waiting for a magazine cover. She stands like she’s waiting for something to jump out of the bushes.”

She stared at the image, then at her own hands, and burst out laughing. “Oh no. Julia was right. It really is a different thing.” She shook out her arms. “Show me.”

I turned the tablet toward her and flicked through the artwork. In every frame Samus held herself low and coiled, weight forward, eyes locked on a target just outside the picture. The gaze was narrow and focused, the mouth set. There wasn’t a flicker of invitation anywhere. She wasn’t posing for the viewer. The viewer just happened to be there.

“I see,” Vanessa said slowly. “She doesn’t care who’s watching.”

“Exactly.”

She nodded, squared her shoulders, and let her face change. I watched it happen. The soft professional smile vanished. Her eyes sharpened, her jaw set, and she dropped into a half crouch with the pistol drawn and aimed past my shoulder, her braced elbow steady as a rock. The shutter fired five times in a row before I realized I was holding my breath.

“That one,” I said hoarsely.

“Yes?”

“That one is Samus.”

She straightened, grinning like a girl who’d just landed a jump. “Again,” she said. “Show me everything else.”

For the next half hour we worked through the pages of reference. She sprang from a crouch into a lunge. She arched backward with one arm swept behind her. She spun, ponytail whipping, and froze with the pistol raised. Some poses she nailed on the first try. Others went comically wrong, and she’d stumble out of them in her tall boots, laughing, and ask to try again. Sometimes she’d knowingly exaggerate, widening her stance until she looked like a wrestler, or narrowing her eyes into a squint so dramatic I had to lower the camera and wipe my face, and then she’d smooth it into something more believable.

Somewhere around the fourth set she reached up, hooked a finger in the zipper, and slid it down a few inches. The V opened, and sunlight slid across the swell of her breasts. She looked at me over her shoulder.

“Is this too much for the character?” she asked, perfectly innocent.

“I think it’s in the artwork,” I said, my mouth suddenly dry.

“Good. I’d hate to be inaccurate.”

I shot twenty frames of her like that, crouched on a flat boulder, one knee drawn up and the pistol held loosely at her side, her eyes burning into the lens. When I checked the playback, I laughed out loud. She’d gone from fashion model to video game heroine in the space of a morning, and the transformation was in every frame.

We broke at four. I spread a blanket under the willows and pulled two bottles of water from the cooler, and we sat close together at the edge of the clearing with the stream muttering over its stones. A breeze lifted her ponytail. She tilted her head back, closed her eyes, and let the sun fall across her face.

“You make this easy,” I said. “You always have.”

“You make me brave,” she said. “That’s different.”

She reached out and took my hand, lacing our fingers together. I could feel the faint tremble of residual adrenaline in her grip. For a while neither of us spoke. The water rolled by.

“Do you know what I was thinking about on the way here?” she said at last. “Not the costume. I thought about last winter. I was sitting in my kitchen with a stack of envelopes I couldn’t open. I counted my groceries to the dollar. I told Julia I’d already eaten so she’d have the last of the soup. I used to look in the mirror and see a woman who’d run out of chances.” She turned her head and looked at me. “And now I’m sitting by a stream in a blue bodysuit with a toy gun, laughing like a teenager, and the man who rescued me is taking my picture. It doesn’t feel real.”

“It’s real.”

“I know. That’s the part that undoes me.” She squeezed my hand. “Thank you for letting me have fun again. I didn’t think I’d remember how.”

I lifted her hand and kissed her knuckles, and she smiled. Then she leaned in and kissed me properly, our tongues twirling and her breath warm against my face, and her fingers curled against the back of my neck. When she pulled back, she was blushing like she hadn’t kissed me a hundred times already.

“Back to work,” she said. “The light’s getting good.”

It was. By five the sun had dropped behind the willows, throwing a long gold wash across the stream and turning every droplet to a spark. I moved the reflector, set the battery light low, and led her to the water’s edge where the shallow current ran over flat stones. She crouched on one, braced her boots, and brought the pistol up in both hands. The suit gleamed. The ponytail drifted. The whole scene looked lifted from a cutscene.

“Try this one,” she said suddenly, and slid backward into a deep lunge, one arm sweeping the air, the blaster pointed at some imaginary monster crawling out of the reeds. “How’s that?”

“Don’t move.” I fired a burst of frames. “That’s the best one yet.”

She suggested the next three setups herself, a low angle from the bank, a profile shot with her silhouette against the water, a defensive guard with her back to a stump. She was fully inside the character now, narrow-eyed and fierce, and only when I called “done” did the Samus mask slip and the grin return.

We sat on the grass and went through the photographs on the camera’s little screen, her chin resting on my shoulder. She grew quieter with every image. “That’s me,” she said finally. “I didn’t know I could look like that.”

“You look like someone who knows exactly what she’s doing.”

“I felt like it, too.” She turned her face toward me. “It’s harder than I thought, you know. Pretending to be someone else. It’s harder than modeling, and more satisfying. I understand Julia a little better now.”

“You should be proud.”

“I am.” She kissed my cheek. “I think I might be hooked.”

We packed up slowly, folding the reflector and winding cables while the shadows stretched across the clearing. As we walked back toward the farmhouse, the lights in the kitchen window already glowing yellow, Vanessa slipped her arm through mine.

“Let’s not show anyone yet,” she said. “Not until Julia finishes her shoot. I want everyone to see them together. Besides,” and her eyes sparkled, “I’d like to see Lily try to sit still for that long.”

* * *

On Saturday afternoon I turned the farmhouse’s east sitting room into a studio. It was a pleasant, high-ceilinged room at the end of the hall, rarely used, with tall windows that let in light and a bare plaster wall the color of warm cream. I pushed the armchairs back against the bookshelves, hung a gray paper backdrop from a stand, and set one softbox at forty-five degrees to the left with a reflector opposite it to fill the shadows. Nothing fancy. The goal was to keep the room out of the way so that the person in front of the lens became the only thing worth looking at.

Vanessa had offered to help Julia with her hair and makeup upstairs, and then she’d done something unexpected. She’d shut herself in the bathroom with her daughter for an hour, and when the door finally opened, she’d walked straight past me down the hall without a word, humming. Lily had followed, grinning like a conspirator and pressing a finger to her lips. Julia, they said, wanted to do this part alone.

I checked the camera, adjusted the white balance, and stood in the middle of the room, trying to organize my thoughts.

When I’d first met Julia, she had been Lily’s shy, and only, friend with the loose cardigan and the habit of speaking in half sentences, apologizing before anyone could object to what she hadn’t said. She was still shy at times. But somewhere between the late nights of streaming, the loud laughter at the dinner table, and the weeks of living under a roof with a man who loved her, she had started to unfold. She argued with her mother. She dared to joke at my expense. She’d stood in a boutique in a midnight-blue dress and declared that she liked it. I wasn’t sure she even noticed how much she had changed. I did.

Someone knocked on the door. “Hi,” Julia said.

She stood on the threshold with her hands folded in front of her, wearing the dress. Her hair fell in loose, glossy waves over her shoulders. Her makeup was light but purposeful, a smoky shadow along her lids, a muted rose on her mouth. She had traded her glasses for contacts, and without the frames her eyes looked enormous. The silver heels made her taller, and the slit in the skirt showed the line of her leg as she shifted her weight.

“You’re early,” I said.

“I was afraid if I waited any longer, I’d turn around and go back to bed.” She tried a laugh. It came out thin. “I feel like I’m about to take an exam I haven’t studied for.”

“You look like you studied for a year.”

“Stop. You’re being nice.”

“I’m being accurate.”

She stepped into the room, and I saw her hands tremble where they clutched the clutch Vanessa had chosen. “It’s different,” she said. “When I do cosplay, people are judging the character. If it’s bad, it’s because I got the armor wrong. Here, if it’s bad, it’s me. My face. My body. There’s no one to blame but me.”

“There’s nothing to blame at all,” I said. “This isn’t a test. We have the whole afternoon. If a pose doesn’t work, we throw it out and try another. There’s no scoreboard.”

“Mom has a scoreboard.”

“Your mom is in the kitchen eating shortbread and pretending she isn’t listening at the door.”

A muffled thump came from down the hall. Julia snorted, and some of the tension left her shoulders. I crossed the room and took her hands, warm and a little damp, and brought them to my chest.

“Listen,” I said. “You’re the only person in this house I’d rather photograph. Because when you forget to be nervous, there isn’t anyone else who looks like you.”

Her cheeks darkened, and she stepped closer. For a second I thought she might kiss me. Instead she rested her forehead against my chest and breathed out slowly. “Okay,” she murmured. “Okay. Put me in front of the camera.”

I led her to the center of the backdrop and stepped back. “We’ll start easy. Stand like you normally would. Weight on one leg. Arms relaxed.”

She stood, and the stiffness hit me at once. Her shoulders rode up around her ears. Her smile was fixed. Her hands hung at her sides like they belonged to a mannequin. I took a frame anyway, to give her something to react to, and she winced at the shutter.

“I look like a hostage,” she said.

“You look like someone trying very hard. Let’s loosen up. Shake out your arms. Roll your shoulders. Take a breath and let it out slowly, like you’re fogging a window.”

She laughed, shook herself like a wet dog, and the next frame caught her mid-giggle, eyes crinkled, mouth open. It was the best photo of the afternoon so far.

“Don’t freeze,” I told her. “Move between poses. Don’t hold still and wait for me to shoot. Turn your shoulder, shift your hip, look away and back. I’ll catch you in between.”

She tried it. Slowly her body began to remember what her mother had taught her. Her chin lifted. Her spine lengthened. She angled one shoulder toward the light and let her weight settle into the back leg, and her hand rose lightly to the strap at her collarbone. I could almost hear Vanessa’s voice in her movements. Breathe from the belly. Soften the knees. Let the face follow the body.

The shutter clicked again and again. I called out small corrections, turn a little, drop your chin, now look at the window. She followed them, and the stiffness bled away. By the tenth minute she had stopped checking my face for approval, and by the twentieth she was moving with a grace that startled me.

“Come see,” I said, and angled the camera so she could look at the screen.

She leaned over my arm, and I felt her go still. The woman in the photograph stood against the cream wall in a gown the color of deep water, her head tilted, her eyes looking just past the lens with a calm that wasn’t acting. The line of her neck curved down to the curve of her shoulder like a brushstroke.

“Is that me?” she whispered.

“That’s you.”

“I look… I look like I know what I’m doing.”

“You do. You just didn’t know it yet.”

She straightened, eyes bright. “Can we try something else? I had an idea. What if I turned my back to you and looked over my shoulder? Mom showed me that one. She said it works with a dress like this.”

“Show me.”

A cheerful rap on the door frame interrupted us. Lily stuck her head into the room, glasses perched on top of her head. “Don’t mind me,” she said, “just checking that nobody has died of embarrassment.” Her eyes swept the lights, the backdrop, and her best friend standing in a ballgown with her chin held high, and her grin widened. “You look unreal. You’re gaining serious experience points in there.”

“Is that a compliment?”

“It’s a mathematical certainty.” She gave a thumbs-up, blew a kiss, and vanished down the hall. Julia and I looked at each other and burst out laughing.

We worked for another hour in the sitting room. Julia tried the over-the-shoulder pose, a seated pose on a stool with her ankles crossed, a standing pose with one hand resting against the wall. Between sets I put the camera down and we talked, her perched on the stool, me crouched at her feet adjusting the reflector.

“I want my mom to be proud of me,” she said, picking at the edge of her clutch. “I know that sounds silly. But she’s done so much. She worked so hard. And I want to show her I can do something that’s hers, and do it well.” She hesitated. “But it’s not only that. I want to prove it to myself. That I’m not just the shy one who hides behind a costume. I’m tired of feeling like I’m waiting for permission to be seen.”

I took her hand. “You already have my permission, for what it’s worth. I’ve admired your creativity from the first time I saw you sew a cape at midnight. You’re stubborn and funny and you never quit. These photos are one more way to show it.”

Her eyes shone. She leaned forward and pressed her lips to mine, her fingers resting on my jaw. When we parted, she was smiling.

“Take me outside,” she said. “Let’s try the light out there.”

Behind the farmhouse, a stone wall ran along the edge of the kitchen garden, weathered gray and furred with moss. Beyond it a row of apple trees stood in long afternoon shadows, and the old pump house leaned against a trellis of climbing roses that Riley had planted years ago. The contrast was exactly what I’d hoped for: an elegant woman in a ballgown against crumbling stone and tangled green.

Julia moved through the garden as if she’d been born in it. She leaned against the wall with the slit of her dress parted over one knee. She walked slowly between the apple trees, trailing her fingers along the bark. She turned in the doorway of the pump house and glanced back at me with an amused smile that almost made me forget to press the shutter.

“You’re a natural,” I called.

“I’m a work in progress,” she called back, but she was beaming.

We finished as the shadows reached the fence. When I showed her the best frames on the camera’s screen, she covered her mouth with both hands. They looked like a magazine spread, rich with color and softness, every detail sharp.

“Okay,” she said. “Okay, my mother deserves a medal. This is so much harder than it looks. You have to hold your whole body together and make it look like you aren’t trying at all.”

“You did it.”

“We did it.” She turned and slid her arms around my neck. “Thank you for making me feel beautiful as myself.” Her voice caught on the last word. “I didn’t think I’d ever say that out loud.”

“You don’t have to say it to me,” I said quietly. “I’ve been looking at you all afternoon.”

She laughed and pressed her face into my shoulder. I held her there, the evening air cool on our arms, the apple trees rustling above us, and neither of us moved for a long while. Then she tipped her head back and kissed me, her hands sliding into my hair, her heartbeat quick against my chest. When she finally drew away, her gaze was affectionate and her lips were slightly swollen, and she looked entirely like herself.

“Come on,” she said, tugging my hand toward the house. “Let’s go show them. Before I lose my nerve.”

“You’re not going to lose it.”

“Maybe not.” She squeezed my fingers and glanced back at the garden, the wall, the long golden light. “But I want you beside me when I find out.”

* * *

On Sunday evening we turned the living room into a small theater. Riley dragged the big couch closer to the television, Diana brought out a bowl of popcorn that had been buttered with a heavy hand, and Lily dimmed the lamps. I ran a cable from my camera to the television, pulled the memory card’s folders up on the screen, and glanced around the room. Every face I loved was turned toward me, glowing in the blue light.

Vanessa sat in the armchair by the fireplace with her legs crossed and her hands folded, looking like a woman waiting to hear a verdict. Julia perched on the arm of the couch beside me, knees pulled up, her thumbnail between her teeth. Neither had seen the other’s photographs. They had agreed to wait, which had made the last two days a long exercise in not looking over each other’s shoulders.

“Samus first,” Lily said, bouncing on the cushion. “Because she’s a legend and because I have waited my whole life for this.”

“It’s been three days,” Julia said.

“It’s been forever.”

I pressed the button. The first image filled the screen: Vanessa in the clearing, crouched low on the boulder with the pistol raised, ponytail swinging out behind her, the blue suit shimmering under the green shade. Nobody spoke. Then Lily let out a gasp and a squeal.

“Oh my gosh. The pose is perfect. That is exactly her stance from the Metroid art. The weight, the line of the shoulders. How did you know to hold the gun like that?”

“Julia taught me,” Vanessa said, a little pink. “And you.”

“I told you, you were a natural,” Lily said.

I clicked forward. The next frame showed her in the lunge, one arm sweeping, her face fierce. The next, her profile against the water. Then a shot with her chin lifted and the zipper dipping low, her eyes burning straight into the lens.

“Mom,” Julia whispered. She slid off the arm of the couch and moved closer to the screen. “Those are fantastic. I thought you’d look like someone wearing a costume. You look like her. Like you’ve been doing this for years. Honestly, they’re better than a lot of first attempts I’ve seen from people who’ve been at it a long time.”

“I couldn’t have done it without the two of you,” Vanessa said. “I kept trying to model, and Tyler had to remind me that Samus doesn’t smile at the camera.”

“She really doesn’t,” Lily said solemnly. “She looks hot, ready for action.”

“Well,” Riley said from the corner of the couch, one eyebrow lifted, “I’m not an expert on bounty hunters. But I know a gorgeous woman when I see one. Vanessa, that is a lot of woman in a very small amount of fabric.”

“Riley!” Vanessa said, blushing.

“I’m only being honest.”

“She’s right,” Diana said, leaning forward with the popcorn bowl balanced on her knee. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you look like this. You’re sexy as hell, honey. I’d say I’m jealous, but I’m too busy staring.”

Vanessa laughed and covered her face with both hands. “Stop it. You’ll embarrass me in front of my daughter.”

“I’m not embarrassed,” Julia said. “I’m proud. Is that allowed?”

“Always.”

I let the slideshow run to the end, the last shot of Vanessa at the stream’s edge with the late sun burning gold behind her, and the room stayed calm a moment longer. Then Lily shot to her feet and began to clap, and everyone joined in. Vanessa stood and took a mock bow.

“Now Julia’s,” she said, dropping into the chair again. “I’ve been dying to see mine against hers.”

I glanced at Julia. She gave a tiny nod and tucked her hand into mine. I pulled up the second folder. The first frame appeared on the screen, and for a moment the room fell so silent I could hear the clock on the mantel. Julia, in the midnight-blue gown, against the cream wall, her head tilted and her eyes lifted toward the window. Elegant, calm and a little mysterious. Nothing like the girl who had walked into the boutique with her arms folded.

I clicked forward. The over-the-shoulder pose. The stool. The garden wall with the roses spilling behind her.

“That’s the one I taught you,” Vanessa said suddenly, pointing at the screen. “The shoulder turn. You kept your chin low and let your eyes do the work. And the way you shifted your weight onto the back foot, I told you that makes the leg line longer. You remembered everything.”

“You said it had to look like I wasn’t trying.”

“And it does.” Vanessa’s voice wavered. She pressed her fingertips to the corner of her eye. “I’m so proud of you, sweetheart. I don’t think you know how good you are.”

Julia’s lip trembled. “I was so nervous. I almost didn’t go through with it. But once Tyler got me laughing, I started to enjoy it. And then I just wanted to see what I could do.”

“You could do this.” Vanessa gestured at the screen. “And I owe you an apology, because I teased you about cosplay. I thought it would be easy. It wasn’t. It was harder than modeling in some ways. You have to believe in someone else completely.”

“And I teased you about fashion,” Julia said. “I thought it would be easy to stand there and look pretty. It’s exhausting. You have to hold your whole body in place and keep your face calm and make it look natural. It’s like acting without lines.”

“So we were both wrong,” Vanessa said.

“Completely.”

“Then I propose a tie.”

“Seconded.” They crossed the rug and fell into each other’s arms, laughing and wiping their eyes, while Lily clapped and Riley raised her glass to the happy ending. Diana reached over and squeezed my knee, and I covered her hand with mine.

“Okay, okay,” Lily said, wiping her nose theatrically. “Now we post them. Both sets. Mother-daughter showdown. The internet will lose its mind.”

Julia’s smile faltered. She pulled back from Vanessa’s embrace and looked at the screen, where her own face glowed in the garden light. “Actually,” she said slowly, “I’m not sure I want to post mine.”

“What? Come on, they’re gorgeous.”

“I know. I love them. I’m really proud of them.” She twisted her fingers together. “But they’re different from cosplay. Cosplay is about the character. These are me. Just me, in a dress, looking like someone I don’t entirely know yet. I’m not ready for strangers to see that. Is that silly?”

“Not silly at all,” I said immediately. “We can keep them private. They’re yours to share or not share.”

“Thank you.” She let out a breath. “Maybe someday. Not yet.”

“Then they stay in the vault,” Lily announced, hugging her. “Best friend privileges. Your fashion era is classified.”

“I’m perfectly happy to share mine,” Vanessa said. “With the right caption.”

“I will write it,” Lily said.

“We will write it,” Julia said, grinning again.

They curled up on the rug with Lily’s laptop, heads together, whispering and giggling, while I sat beside them and sifted through the Samus photographs for the strongest eight. The crouch on the boulder had to open the set. The lunge came next, then the stream silhouette. I left out the frames where the zipper dipped too low for a first impression and saved one for the end, a teaser. Julia typed a caption that began, “My mom took on the ultimate cosplay challenge: Zero Suit Samus,” and ended with a line about a friendly wager and a very proud daughter. Lily added a few emoji, Vanessa vetoed three, and I trimmed the hashtags. At 8:42 that evening, Lily hit post.

For the first ten minutes, nothing happened. We ate popcorn. Diana told a story about a customer who had once tried to return a bouquet of funeral lilies for a refund because they were “too sad.” Riley poured more wine. Then Lily’s phone buzzed. Then it buzzed again. Then it began to vibrate continuously, skittering across the coffee table like a trapped insect.

“Uh,” Lily said.

She picked it up and her eyes went round. “Uh. Guys.”

“What?” Julia said.

“Fifteen hundred likes. Two thousand. It’s going up while I’m looking at it.” She scrolled. “People are sharing it. People are sharing it a lot.”

She angled the screen so we could all see. The comments scrolled past faster than I could read them.

“Okay, but who IS this?? Best Samus I’ve ever seen.”

“That suit was built for her. Instant favorite.”

“MILF Samus has entered the chat.”

“The Zero Suit has never looked this good, respectfully.”

“Mom, mommy, whatever you want me to call you, take my money.”

“She could arrest me and I’d thank her.”

“Vanessa!” Lily shrieked, rolling onto her back on the rug. “They’ve named you MILF Samus! It’s already a thing!”

Vanessa stared at the phone, her mouth open, color climbing from her neck to her hairline. “Please tell me that’s a joke.”

“It’s a hundred jokes.” Lily was crying with laughter. “One guy just said he’d follow you into any dungeon. Another one wrote a haiku.”

“A haiku?”

“It’s a Japanese poem, three lines, five-seven-five syllables, and this one’s About your curves. It’s actually pretty good.”

“Oh my God.” Vanessa buried her face in a throw pillow, shoulders shaking, and I couldn’t tell if she was laughing or dying of embarrassment. Julia sat beside her, red to the ears and giggling helplessly, patting her mother’s back.

“Mom, you’re a famous model … again.”

“I’m mortified.”

“You’re smiling,” Diana said gently, and Vanessa peeked out from behind the pillow, caught, and let a helpless smile through.

* * *

Later, after Riley and Diana had gone to bed and Lily had dragged Julia upstairs to work out a schedule of replies, Vanessa and I stayed on the couch with her phone between us. The fire had burned to embers. The house had gone quiet around us, creaking in its comfortable way.

The numbers had kept climbing. Vanessa scrolled through the comments with one hand over her mouth, reading the bolder ones aloud in a scandalized whisper. “This one says the blue suit has never been worn so well. This one wants to know if I’m single. This one says I’ve ruined him for other Samuses.” She laughed again, helpless. “These people are ridiculous.”

“They’re enthusiastic.”

“Do you think it will last? I mean, it’s the internet. Tomorrow they’ll be arguing about something else.”

I took the phone and tapped over to the share list. Three large gaming accounts, the kind with hundreds of thousands of followers, had reposted her picture in the last hour. A fan page dedicated to the Metroid series had pinned the crouch shot to the top of its feed. A cosplay aggregator had listed her name in a headline.

“Maybe,” I said slowly, taking her hand and giving it an intimate squeeze. “But I wouldn’t count on it fading. It looks like we’re just getting started.”


Chapter 3

Iwoke early to a calm house. Birds chirped outside, the old house creaked, and I heard one of the horses neighing near the stables, probably impatient for breakfast. Sunlight lay across the quilt in a stripe, and for a minute I stayed exactly where I was and let the memory of the night before roll over me. Vanessa in a blue bodysuit, crouched on a boulder with a toy blaster. Lily’s phone skittering across the coffee table. A stranger writing a haiku about her curves.

It still sounded like something I had invented.

I pulled on sweatpants and a T-shirt and padded down the stairs. I smelled tea, and sure enough, Vanessa sat at the big oak table with her legs tucked under her and a cup cradled in both hands, her chestnut hair loose and a little wild from sleep. She wore a thin gray tank top and the soft shorts she slept in, and her phone leaned against the sugar bowl, lighting her face with a restless glow.

She didn’t look up when I came in. She was staring at the screen like it had asked her a question in another language.

“You’ve been up a while,” I said.

“Since five.” She finally glanced at me, and the astonishment on her face was so honest that I laughed. “Tyler, I don’t understand it. I went to bed with two thousand likes and I woke up to…” She turned the phone so I could see. “I stopped counting. I truly don’t know what to do with this.”

I pulled out the chair beside hers and took the phone. The number at the bottom of the post had climbed into a range that made my stomach tilt. Shares, saves and comments stacked on comments. I scrolled slowly, and she leaned her head against my shoulder to read along.

A good half of the replies were exactly what I’d hoped for. People zooming in on the stitching of the gold trim. Someone praising the way the metallic fabric caught the light along the water. A cosplayer with a large following wrote that the crouch on the boulder was the most accurate Samus pose she had seen outside official art, and another asked who the photographer was because the framing was unreal.

“They like your photographs,” Vanessa said, pleased. “Read that one. ‘Whoever shot this knows how to light a suit.’”

“I’ll take it.”

“You should. Now keep scrolling.”

I did, and the tone changed. The accuracy talk gave way to emoji, then to captions that left very little to the imagination. A man wrote that the Zero Suit had been designed with her in mind. Another asked, with great sincerity, whether she was available to rescue him from a space pirate. Three separate people had typed the same two words, and the phrase had spread through the thread like a rumor: MILF Samus.

Vanessa hid her face behind her hand. “They’ve given me a title. I did not apply for this.”

“It seems to be catching on.”

“Don’t you dare enjoy this.”

“I’m not enjoying it,” I said, which was a lie, and she knew it, because she poked me in the ribs. I caught her wrist, set the phone down, and turned her chair a few inches toward me. Her cheeks were pink. Her eyes were bright. She looked younger than she had in months, and I felt something warm and fierce settle in my chest.

“I’m happy for you,” I said quietly. “You did something you wanted to do, and you did it well, and a lot of people noticed. That’s all.”

“It’s strange. I spent years being photographed for work, and nobody ever sent me poems.” She laughed, then went a little shy. “It’s different when it’s for something I actually enjoyed.”

I leaned in and kissed her, her fingers curling into my shirt. When we parted, I rested my forehead against hers.

“For the record,” I murmured, “they’re not wrong. You are a MILF.”

She gasped and swatted my arm, but she was grinning. “Tyler!”

“I’m only agreeing with the public.”

“Did you honestly expect your photography to make me famous among gamers?”

“No. But I’m not the one who picked the costume.”

“Julia steered me.”

“You said yes. You always get to take credit for the yes.”

She narrowed her eyes at me, hunting for a comeback, and found none. “Fine,” she said. “I’ll accept partial responsibility.”

Footsteps and voices sounded on the stairs, and we eased apart just as Diana walked in, her robe belted loosely at the waist. Riley followed in jeans and a flannel shirt with straw clinging to the cuffs, carrying a basket of eggs.

“Look at the two of you, up before the roosters,” Riley said, setting the eggs on the counter. “What’s the occasion?”

“Vanessa is famous,” I said.

“Tyler.”

“It’s true. Show them.”

Vanessa hesitated, then passed the phone across the table. Riley took it first, scrolled for about four seconds, and let out a whoop that must have startled every chicken within a hundred yards.

“They’re still calling you MILF Samus!” she crowed. “Oh, honey, this just keeps getting better. Someone wants to follow you into a dungeon. Another one says you should be illegal in several galaxies.”

“Please stop reading them out loud.”

“I can’t. They’re too good.”

Diana took the phone more gently and read in silence for a moment, her eyebrows rising now and then. Then she looked at Vanessa over the screen, and the teasing slipped out of her face. “Are you all right with this? Strangers talking about you like that?”

Vanessa took a breath. “Some of it is quite forward,” she admitted. “More than I’m used to. But most of it makes me feel good. People saw something I worked on and liked it. The flirting is a bit much, but the appreciation is real, and I can tell the difference.”

“As long as you’re comfortable,” Diana said, handing the phone back and squeezing her hand. “And if it ever stops being fun, you tell us.”

“I will. Thank you.”

The back stairs thundered, and Lily burst in with her glasses crooked and her Nintendo shirt on inside out, Julia trailing behind in her sleep shirt with a yawn. Lily did not say good morning. She lunged for the phone, stopped herself, and instead pulled out her own and opened it.

“Okay,” she said. “Okay, okay, okay. Vanessa, you are not going to believe this. Three of the big cosplay accounts reshared your post overnight. One of the gaming news pages put you in a roundup. It’s hitting audiences that have never heard of us. Real fans, thousands of them.”

“Thousands,” Vanessa said in a hushed voice.

Julia came around the table and hugged her mother from behind, resting her chin on her shoulder. “I’m so proud of you,” she said. “Even though some of these comments are really thirsty.” She squinted at the screen and rolled her eyes. “This one just says a string of flame emojis. That’s not even a sentence.”

“It communicates the point,” Riley said.

“Barely.”

Vanessa twisted around to look at her daughter, a mischievous glint rising in her eyes. “You know, sweetheart, your photographs turned out just as beautiful as mine. People would love them. Why don’t you post one?”

Julia’s smile gentled but didn’t waver. “No, Mom. I mean it. I love them, and I’m glad I did the shoot. But those are mine, for now. I’m not ready to share them.”

Vanessa studied her for a heartbeat, then nodded. “Understood. They’re yours.”

“Thank you.”

“I’m only sorry I teased.”

“You always tease.”

“It’s one of my best qualities.”

Julia laughed and squeezed her tighter. Everyone seemed relaxed, and the conversation carried on without anyone worrying about what to say.

* * *

The afternoon belonged to spreadsheets, and I was glad of it. After a morning spent watching the internet adopt Vanessa like a lost kitten, there was something soothing about columns of numbers that behaved exactly the way I expected them to.

I sat at the oak desk in the farmhouse office with the window cracked, letting the smell of cut grass drift in from the south pasture. The store hummed along, and I continued to work. Out past the glass, one of the horses stood at the fence doing absolutely nothing with total confidence. I envied the horse a little.

I was halfway through a reply to the supplier in Ohio when a new message slid to the top of my inbox. The subject line made me stop typing.

Invitation: Cosplay Competition Guest Contestant.

I almost deleted it out of habit. Most unsolicited invitations I received involved a prince, a lottery, or a very urgent warranty. But the sender’s name was attached to a convention I recognized, and something about the phrasing of the subject line didn’t match the usual junk. I opened it anyway, with one finger hovering over the report button.

The message began politely. The organizers of the Sacramento gaming and cosplay convention wrote that they had seen my photographs of Vanessa as Zero Suit Samus circulating through several fan communities, and that they were impressed by both the costume portrayal and the quality of the images. They would be delighted, they said, to invite her to their upcoming gaming and cosplay convention, with a place reserved for her in the cosplay performance competition.

I read it twice. Then I did what any person with a small online business learns to do, which was assume it was a trap and prove otherwise.

I checked the sender’s address. It came from a domain that matched the convention’s name, no strange characters, no misspellings. I opened a new tab and pulled up the official website, found the contact page, and compared the names on the organizing team against the signature at the bottom of the email. They matched. I scrolled the event calendar, the vendor listings, the photographs from previous years, and the page of press mentions. Everything looked legitimate, almost boringly so. Rows of gamers in capes, panel schedules, exhibitor booths, a smiling group shot of staff in matching black shirts.

I went back to the email and read the rest more slowly. The event was scheduled for this coming weekend, starting Saturday morning. A contestant had withdrawn at the last minute, which had opened a slot, and the organizers thought Vanessa’s recent attention made her a natural fit. The competition involved registration on arrival, a short presentation in front of a panel of judges, and an opportunity for selected contestants to be photographed and featured on the convention’s channels. Contestants would be judged on presentation, character portrayal, and costume craftsmanship. Entry included a weekend pass. They asked for a reply within a couple of days.

At the very bottom, the company information noted that the convention was operated by a gaming events firm founded and owned by a woman named Brandi, whose name was printed in small type beside a logo of crossed controllers. The email itself was signed by her organizing team.

I leaned back in the chair and read the email again, grinning. I could hardly believe we’d been invited.

I stood, opened the office door, and called down the hall. “Vanessa! Can you come here? Bring Lily and Julia if they’re around. It’s good news. I think.”

Footsteps answered almost at once. Vanessa arrived first, in leggings and a sweater, a smudge of flour on her cheek from whatever she was baking. Lily and Julia came barreling behind her, Lily already talking.

“What’s wrong? Did the server explode? Did someone dox us?”

“Nothing exploded,” I said. “Come look.”

I turned the monitor so they could read. Vanessa stood closest, her lips moving silently as she scanned the message. Lily leaned over her shoulder, and halfway down the page she grabbed Julia’s arm so hard that Julia yelped.

“Julia. Julia. That’s the Sacramento one.”

“I know,” Julia said in a low voice. “I saw it at the top.”

“You know that convention?” Vanessa asked.

“Everybody knows that convention,” Lily said, eyes widening. “It’s one of the biggest in the region. Thousands of people. Vendors from all over, huge cosplay competitions, panels with voice actors. We’ve been following it online for years. We always said we’d go someday and never could afford the tickets.”

“Last year’s winner got featured on four gaming sites,” Julia added. “I watched the videos on repeat.”

Vanessa straightened slowly and pressed a hand to her chest. “They want me to compete? In a real contest? I’ve done exactly one photoshoot in a costume I bought off a rack.”

“They saw the photos,” I said. “They liked them.”

“I think I need to sit down.” She dropped into the spare chair, staring at the screen as if it might change its mind. “This morning I was a woman who had never heard of half of these people, and now I’m being invited to an event I’d have to look up on a map.”

“It’s right here in Sacramento,” Lily said. “You’d barely need a map.”

“That’s not the point.” Vanessa turned to me, and I saw the worry rising behind her eyes. “Tyler, I’m flattered. I truly am. But I’m not qualified. These people spend months building armor and sewing seams. I wore a costume I bought in an afternoon. I’ll stand next to someone who hand-carved a helmet and look like a tourist.”

“You’re not a tourist,” Julia said firmly. “You’ve done the research. You learned how Samus stands, how she moves. You’ve got the attitude down.”

“And you’re a professional model,” Lily said. “You know how to hold a pose and carry a room. Half the cosplayers I’ve seen have amazing costumes and zero presence. They freeze up when the judges look at them. You wouldn’t.”

“Posing for Tyler in the woods is different from standing in front of a crowd.” Vanessa shook her head. “It’s easy to be brave when it’s a man you love and some willows.”

“It might be,” I said gently. “But you don’t have to decide this second.”

The door creaked wider, and Diana appeared with a dish towel over her shoulder, followed by Riley, who had evidently been drawn by the sound of squealing. They squeezed into the room, and I handed Diana a printout of the email while Riley read over her arm.

“Well, I’ll be,” Riley said, grinning. “You couldn’t possibly have guessed that taking Julia’s silly dare would end up with an official invitation. You started the week as a mother and finished it as a celebrity. I want a cut.”

“I want a nap,” Vanessa said.

“Joking aside,” Diana said, setting down the page, “this sounds like a wonderful opportunity. But before you make any decisions, you should find out exactly what the competition requires. Do you have to perform onstage? What are the rules about props? How long is the presentation? You don’t want to say yes and then discover you’ve signed up for something you can’t do.”

“That’s sensible,” Vanessa said, with obvious relief. “I’d feel better knowing the details.”

“Then let’s ask,” I said. “I can write back on your behalf. Thank them for the invitation, tell them you’re interested, and request the schedule, the costume and prop guidelines, and whether contestants perform on a stage or are judged in a different format. We don’t commit to anything until we’ve heard what they say.”

Vanessa looked around the room at the faces watching her, hopeful and supportive. Her shoulders loosened. “Do that,” she said. “Please. I’m intrigued. I’m also terrified. I think both can be true.”

“They usually are,” Diana said, and squeezed her arm.

I turned back to the keyboard and began to type. I thanked the organizers for their kind invitation, said that Vanessa was flattered and interested, and asked for more information about the competition schedule, costume regulations, and presentation format, including whether she would be expected to perform onstage. I kept it professional and warm, and I signed it with my name and a note that I was her photographer and assistant. I read the message once more aloud, and when nobody objected, I clicked send.

The little whoosh of the outgoing mail faded, and the room fell quiet.

“Well,” Riley said at last. “Now we wait.”

Vanessa sat very still with her hands in her lap, looking at the empty reply box. The decision remained open, exactly as I had intended, a door left ajar to see what might come through.

* * *

The reply arrived Tuesday afternoon, shortly after lunch, and it was longer than I expected.

I was in the office with the door open when the notification chimed, and I called Vanessa in before I’d finished reading the first paragraph. She came quickly, still carrying a dish towel, and perched on the arm of my chair with one hand resting on my shoulder. Together we read it line by line.

The organizers thanked us for our prompt response and laid everything out clearly. Vanessa’s invitation included contestant registration, a scheduled presentation before a panel of judges, a chance to be photographed in the convention’s featured contestant area, and full access to the weekend’s activities. Presentations lasted about ninety seconds. Contestants could walk, pose, perform a short routine, or simply present the character in whatever way suited them. Replica props were permitted as long as they were lightweight and safe for a crowded hall, and a small blaster like hers would be no trouble at all.

Then came the part I liked best. The organizers wrote that they welcomed both experienced and newer cosplayers, and that judging would be based on presentation, overall portrayal of the character, and costume craftsmanship. They emphasized that craftsmanship was only one category, and that every year a few first-time entrants surprised the panel with how well they inhabited a role.

“Only one category,” Vanessa murmured. She tapped the screen with a fingertip. “They list craftsmanship third. That’s something.”

“It’s something,” I agreed. “They also say they welcome newer cosplayers. That’s not a polite line. They’ve specifically invited you.”

“Yes, but my costume.” She rubbed her forehead. “Tyler, I bought it. I took it out of a plastic sleeve. Other contestants will have spent weeks sculpting foam and painting by hand. I’ll walk onto that stage next to a woman who built an entire power suit from scratch and I’ll feel like I showed up to a potluck with a store-bought pie.”

“Then don’t pretend it’s anything else.”

She turned her head. “What do you mean?”

“Nobody says you have to claim you made it. Be honest. It’s a good costume, well fitted, nicely finished. The judges can see that. But the craftsmanship category is one slice. You win the others by doing what you already do better than almost anyone I know.” I took her hand. “You walk into a room and people look. You know how to hold yourself under a hundred pairs of eyes. You’ve spent a lifetime learning how to present a character, even if the characters were catalog brands. Put that into Samus. Let confidence do the work the sewing machine didn’t.”

She went silent. After a moment she asked, in a lowered voice, “Be candid with me. Do you believe I can stand in front of a crowd and do this?”

“I believe you walked runways in front of strangers and photographers for years,” I said. “I believe the pressure won’t be new to you. The setting will be. The costume will be. The audience will be a different kind of audience.” I smiled. “But you’ve never backed down from something new.”

“I’ve avoided plenty.”

“Not lately.”

She laughed, and then her expression changed. She looked down at our joined hands for a while, and then she said shyly, “Can I tell you something silly?”

“Always.”

“Part of me wants to do it for no reason except that I don’t know if I can.” She turned my fingers over in hers. “For so long I did what I had to do. Take the job, pay the bill, keep Julia fed. I forgot what it felt like to try something just because it was interesting and a little scary. When I crouched on that boulder with the blaster, I felt something I hadn’t felt in years. Like a door I’d closed was open again. I’d like to see how far it goes. I’d like to surprise myself.”

“Then do it for that,” I said. “Not because strangers on the internet expect it. Not because of the comments. Because you’re curious.”

“Because I’m curious,” she repeated, and smiled, and the smile reached her eyes. She leaned in and kissed me. When she pulled back, her cheeks were flushed, and I felt a pleasant heat settle behind my ribs.

“You’re a very good influence,” she whispered.

“I try.”

Footsteps thudded in the hall, and Lily’s voice rang out. “Are we approved? Is it happening? Please say it’s happening.”

“She’s thinking,” I said, as Vanessa slid casually off the arm of the chair.

“Thinking is good,” Lily said, bouncing in with Julia right behind her, a notebook tucked under one arm. “But thinking is better with research. We brought supplies.” She flopped onto the rug, spread the notebook open, and propped Julia’s laptop against a stack of books. Julia settled beside her with a pen between her teeth.

“Okay,” Julia said, taking the pen out. “Samus. Personality first. She isn’t chatty. She’s capable and composed and almost never panics. When something terrible happens, she handles it. You can see that in her posture. She’s always balanced, ready to move, like she’s listening for something.”

“That’s why the fashion pose didn’t work,” I said. “It was too inviting.”

“Exactly,” Julia said. “Samus doesn’t care whether you like her. She’s busy. So you can’t walk onto the stage like it’s a runway. No big smile, no swaying hips.”

“Though a little sway can’t hurt,” Lily added. “It’s still a pretty suit.”

“Lily.”

“I’m being helpful.”

“Short entrance,” Julia continued. “A purposeful walk, maybe a quick scan of the room as if she’s checking for threats. Then three or four strong poses. The crouch with the blaster. A guard stance. A final one where she faces the judges and just holds. The prop helps. It gives you something to do with your hands.”

Vanessa stood in the center of the rug, hands on her hips. “All right. Show me.”

“You show us first,” Lily said. “We’ll critique.”

Vanessa rolled her shoulders, took a breath, and tried. She marched across the room with her chin jutting forward and her elbows jerking like a toy soldier, then dropped into a crouch so dramatic that she nearly tipped onto her side. She swung an invisible blaster in a wide arc, narrowed her eyes into a squint that would have frightened a small child, and finished with a bellow that sounded something like “For the galaxy!”

I put my hand over my mouth. Lily collapsed sideways onto the rug. Julia made a strangled sound and pressed her face into her notebook.

“What?” Vanessa said, her cheeks coloring. “I’m intimidating.”

“You are,” Julia wheezed. “But you look like you’re auditioning for a pirate musical. Mom, less. She’s not angry. She’s calm. Everything is smaller and more controlled.”

“Show her,” Lily suggested.

Julia climbed to her feet and stood next to her mother. She lifted her chin a fraction, dropped her shoulders, and let her weight settle. Her gaze fixed on a point at the far wall. She crouched slowly, one hand resting on her knee, the other extended as if holding a blaster, and held the pose without moving. She didn’t smile. She didn’t posture. She simply looked ready.

“See?” she said quietly. “It’s not about being big. It’s about being sure.”

Vanessa studied her daughter for a long moment. Then she copied the stance slowly, tightening her core, lowering her gaze and letting the exaggeration drain out of her limbs. When she finally held still, I felt the difference at once. It was the posture from the clearing, only sharper.

“There,” Julia said. “That’s her.”

“Oh,” Vanessa said. A smile spread across her face. “I see it now. I was acting. You want me to be.”

“Exactly.”

Vanessa straightened and turned to her daughter. “I can’t believe you know all this. Years of watching me fuss over runway walks, and you’ve been quietly mastering an art I never noticed.”

“I just like it,” Julia said, ducking her head.

“I’m proud of you,” Vanessa said. “And I never expected a silly wager to introduce me to something this much fun.”

Julia flushed with pleasure and leaned into her mother’s shoulder. “I’m proud of you too, Mom. For actually listening.”

Lily waved a hand in the air. “Okay, group hug is cute, but the clock is ticking. Vanessa, are we in or are we out? Say yes. Please say yes.”

Vanessa glanced at me, then at the two girls, then at the window where the afternoon light slanted over the pasture. She breathed in, and for a second she looked like the woman who used to walk runways, poised and unreadable. Then she grinned.

“Yes,” she said. “I’ll do it, provided the rules don’t require anything I can’t reasonably prepare in a few days.”

Lily screamed and tackled her, and Julia joined in, and I let them have their moment before I pulled the registration form onto the screen. It took ten minutes to complete. Vanessa filled in her name and character, confirmed the prop details, and signed the waiver. When I clicked the final button, a confirmation page loaded, and Lily cheered as though Vanessa had already taken the crown.

Vanessa stood a little apart from the celebration, one hand pressed to her stomach, watching the screen. She wasn’t just a woman who had posed for photographs anymore. She had a date, a stage, and a panel of judges waiting.

“It’s real,” she said quietly. “I have something to prepare for.”

“You do,” I said, and slid my arm around her waist. “And you’re going to be great.”

* * *

By Wednesday afternoon, the sun was out and traffic in Sacramento was light. I drove with the windows down and one elbow on the door, Vanessa in the passenger seat with a notebook open on her knee, Lily and Julia in the back arguing amiably about the precise shade of a wig.

“It has to be golden blonde,” Lily insisted. “Not yellow. Not platinum. Samus has a very specific shade in the official art.”

“You’re not wearing the wig,” Julia pointed out. “My mom is.”

“I’m invested.”

“I’d like it noted,” Vanessa said, pencil tapping her notebook, “that I once did a catalog shoot in front of a wind machine for nine hours, and I’ve never felt as underprepared as I do right now.”

“That’s because you’re learning a new language,” Julia said.

“A language I’m about to speak in front of a panel of judges.”

“You’ll be fluent by Saturday.”

“You’re very sure of yourself.”

“I’m very sure of you,” Julia said, and Vanessa turned in her seat to smile at her over the headrest.

I found parking half a block from the shop and fed the meter. The familiar wall of cardboard heroes grinned from the window, and when we stepped through the door the smell of new plastic and fabric glue wrapped around us like an old friend. The same clerk stood at the register, a lanky young man with a lanyard full of enamel pins, and he brightened when he saw Vanessa.

“Hey! You’re back. How did the suit work out?”

“It worked beautifully,” Vanessa said, a little shy. “More than I expected. I’m competing in a convention this weekend, and I need to finish the look properly.”

“Oh, that’s awesome. What do you need?”

Julia stepped forward before her mother could answer. “Accessories, mostly. We already have the gloves and boots. We need to improve the wig situation, find a more accurate hair tie, maybe some body-safe adhesive for the edges of the suit so nothing shifts under the lights. And I’d like to see what you have in props.”

The clerk raised his eyebrows, evidently impressed by her tone, and led her down the aisle. I watched Julia go, her shoulders square, speaking in fluent shorthand about fiber types and heat resistance. Vanessa trailed after them, listening with the focus of a student at the front of the class.

“Hold on,” she said, catching up. “What does heat resistance have to do with a wig?”

“Styling,” Julia explained. “If you want a ponytail that holds a shape under convention lights, you need synthetic fiber that can handle a curling iron on low. Otherwise it frizzes the second you walk under a spotlight.”

“I see.” Vanessa wrote in her notebook. “And I assume the cheap ones frizz?”

“Spectacularly.”

Lily had already wandered to the wig wall, where rows of foam heads wore every color from neon pink to coal black. She pulled a golden-blonde one off its stand, ran her fingers through the strands, and held it to the light. “Feel this,” she said, thrusting it at Vanessa. “Soft, no tangles, good weight. This one’s decent. The shine is almost right.”

Vanessa touched it, frowned, touched the one next to it. “They’re completely different.”

“Because one is a party-store wig and the other one is built for cosplay,” Lily said. “You can tell by the lace at the front. It disappears against your forehead, so you don’t see a hard seam.”

“I never looked at seams before.”

“Welcome to the sacred and sorrowful art of noticing.”

Vanessa laughed and shook her head. “It’s remarkable. I thought my modeling experience would make this effortless, and here I am, taking notes from two women half my age, trying to understand why one ponytail costs three times as much as another.”

“Does it bother you?” Julia asked.

“Not at all.” Vanessa smiled. “It’s wonderful. I haven’t been a beginner in so long that I forgot how pleasant it can be.”

Lily pressed a hand to her heart. “I’m going to cry. We’re teaching Mrs. Supermodel.”

“Behave,” Vanessa said, but she was pink with pleasure.

I wandered between the shelves with my hands in my pockets, watching the three of them work. The wig they settled on was a rich golden blonde with a long, silky ponytail, heavy enough to swing. Julia examined the stitching, tugged at the hairline, and gave her approval. Next came a slim black elastic cuff for the wrist, a small pouch for the zipper pull, and a tube of skin-safe tape to keep the neckline of the suit from shifting. Lily spotted a holster with a molded clip that matched the blaster at Vanessa’s hip, and she held it up triumphantly.

“Check the convention rules before you buy,” I reminded them. “They said replica props are fine if they’re lightweight and safe, but I’d like to confirm the holster is allowed. No sharp edges, no metal.”

Julia pulled out her phone and scrolled through the guidelines. “It says soft materials only and nothing that could snag in a crowd. This holster is molded plastic with a rounded edge. We should be fine.”

“And the blaster?”

“Foam core and plastic. Light. Rounded barrel. It’s actually one of the examples they list as approved.”

“Then we buy it,” I said.

The clerk rang up the items as Vanessa turned to him with a pensive frown. “One more question. How do people move these costumes around? I can’t imagine carrying a wig and a suit and boots through a crowded hall and then changing in a bathroom stall. Is there a trick?”

He grinned. “Costume bags. Garment bag for the suit, a hard case for the wig so it doesn’t crush, a small kit with safety pins, extra tape, and a mirror. Most conventions have a changing room for competitors, but they can get busy, so people often arrive already half dressed under a coat. And bring a bag for your regular clothes. You’d be surprised how often people forget.”

“Practical,” Vanessa said, writing it down. “Thank you. That’s very helpful.”

While the girls debated whether a garment bag with a clear window would show the suit off or just make it sweat, I drifted toward the far side of the shop, where a long wall of apparel hung under a neon sign shaped like a controller. T-shirts printed with pixel art, fitted jackets stitched with game logos, leggings patterned with constellations, hoodies in colors that didn’t exist in nature. It was the part of the store I’d skimmed past on our first visit, but now I slowed down.

Two customers stood beside the rack, a young woman in a denim vest and an older man in a faded band shirt. The woman held up a graphic tee, turned it inside out, and made a face.

“Look at the seams. They’re crooked. And the print’s already cracking at the edge. I would love to wear something like this to the convention, but I swear every shirt I find either looks cheap or only comes in two sizes.”

“Same,” the man said. “My wife wants a good jacket with a game logo that doesn’t look like a children’s costume. Everything either falls apart after two washes or costs a fortune. And when it fits, it’s boring.”

“Right? Where do people buy the nice stuff?”

“I have no idea.”

I stood very still, pretending to study a rack of socks. A memory surfaced, the comments under Vanessa’s photograph, dozens of them asking the same question in slightly different words. Where did you get the suit? Does anyone make a version like this? Is it available in my size? I had scrolled past those questions on Monday morning without thinking much about them. Now I heard them again in the mouths of real people, standing in a real store, frustrated by exactly the same problem.

The employee had drifted toward me, restocking a shelf. I picked up a folded hoodie and said, casually, “Do these sell well?”

“The basic ones, yeah,” he said. “People love them, but they complain a lot. Quality varies. Sizes are all over the place, and anything fitted tends to sell out in the small and medium. We get customers asking for stronger fabrics, nicer cuts, more options for different body types. A lot of the good stuff sells before it hits the rack.”

“Interesting,” I said, and folded the hoodie back where I’d found it. I didn’t ask anything else. I didn’t need to.

I walked back toward the others, my mind turning over something I had no name for yet. Fitness equipment was simple. A kettlebell weighed what it weighed. A bench either held or it didn’t. Game clothing was a different animal, full of fabric choices and fit and taste and sizing charts. But the principles underneath weren’t so different. People wanted a thing that worked, looked good, and arrived without drama.

“Tyler?” Vanessa called. “Come settle an argument. Does this holster look better on the left or the right?”

“Left,” I said, setting the thought aside. “Samus is right-handed.”

“See?” Julia said, vindicated.

I paid for the haul, took the bags in both arms, and followed them out into the afternoon light, the idea still humming quietly at the back of my mind.

* * *

Thursday morning the living room stopped being a living room. Lily dragged the coffee table against the wall, Julia rolled back the rug, and by nine o’clock the space in front of the stone fireplace had become something between a dance studio and a military briefing. A strip of blue painter’s tape marked the edge of the “stage” across the floorboards. My phone sat clamped to a tripod at the far end of the room with its red light blinking patiently, the way a good witness does.

Vanessa stood on the tape in her Zero Suit with the golden ponytail swinging against her shoulder blades, the black gloves pulled snug, the blaster holstered at her hip. She had slept in the wig the night before, she told us, to see whether it would survive the experience. It had, and so had she, mostly. She rolled her neck and shook out her hands the way I’d watched her do before a hundred shoots, except that now her eyes kept flicking to Julia, who held a stopwatch in one fist and a clipboard in the other.

“Ninety seconds,” Julia said. “Entrance, three poses, final hold. The timer starts the moment your foot crosses the tape and stops when you freeze. Go over and you lose points. Go under and the judges think you panicked.”

“Do they really deduct points for going over?”

“I have no idea. But I’d rather you fear it.”

“She’s learned to lead from the front,” Lily said, flopping onto the arm of the couch with a bowl of grapes. “I’m the commentator. I provide atmosphere and criticism. Tyler handles the footage, Julia handles the clock, and Mrs. Samus handles the galaxy.”

“Please stop calling me that,” Vanessa said with a giggle.

“Never.”

I pressed record. Vanessa breathed in, set her face, and walked.

It was better than Tuesday. The pirate-musical stomp had gone, and the stiff elbows with it, but something else had crept into the gap. She was thinking too hard. I could see it in the half second she paused before each movement, as if she were checking a list. She dropped into the crouch, aimed the blaster at the television, and held it for a count of three before rising into the guard stance, one arm sweeping across her body. Julia’s stopwatch clicked off at one minute and fifty-one seconds.

“Over,” Julia said gently.

“By a lot?”

“By twenty seconds.”

“Judges make their coffee in the time I’m wasting.”

“You’re thinking between poses,” I said, and I lifted the phone off the tripod and carried it over. “Come watch yourself. It’s easier to see than to hear.”

We crowded onto the couch with the phone propped against the bowl of grapes. Lily, naturally, took the fast-forward button as her personal property. On the little screen the Vanessa of two minutes ago strode across the floor, froze, glanced down, adjusted her grip on the pistol, crouched, froze again. Every freeze looked exactly like what it was, a woman waiting for the next instruction from her own brain.

“Oh,” Vanessa said very quietly. “I look like I’m reading a menu.”

“A little,” Julia said.

“A lot,” Lily said.

“A little lot,” I said, and Vanessa elbowed me.

“Here’s the thing,” I said. “Samus doesn’t check anything. She doesn’t need to. She already knows where the threat is. So your head should lead the movement. Eyes first, then shoulders, then hips. If you glance down to grip the blaster, the whole illusion cracks. Practice the draw until your hand finds it without your eyes.”

She nodded slowly and began again. We ran the sequence eleven times that morning. Each time I recorded it, and each time we watched it back, frame by frame, with Lily pointing at the screen like a coach at a whiteboard and Julia noting the seconds on her clipboard in tidy handwriting. The fourth run shaved off fifteen seconds. The seventh run found her rhythm. By the ninth, her entrance carried an unhurried menace, each step landing squarely and her gaze sweeping the far wall as if she’d heard something shift in the dark. She dropped into the crouch without looking at her hands, the blaster rising with the smooth certainty of a thing she’d done a thousand times, and she held it, still as a held breath, until the stopwatch clicked.

“One minute twenty-six,” Julia whispered.

Nobody said anything. Lily had stopped chewing a grape halfway through.

“That,” Lily said, “was her.”

Vanessa straightened slowly, and her stern Samus face cracked into a grin so wide it made her look twenty. “I felt it that time. It was like I stopped acting and just did what she would do.”

“That’s the whole secret,” Julia said, almost shyly. “When it clicks, you stop thinking about the costume.”

“And your hands,” I said. “You stopped fiddling with the glove.”

“Was I fiddling with the glove?”

“Constantly. It’s been the most expressive part of the whole performance.”

She laughed and shook her head. I replayed the ninth run for her one more time, and she watched with her fingertips resting against her lips, taking in the woman on the screen.

We took a break around eleven. Diana brought out sandwiches, and the four of us ate on the back steps while the girls argued happily about their own outfits. I’d been hearing the details all week in pieces, but now they spilled out in one long cheerful stream.

“Princess Peach,” Lily said, ticking it off on her fingers. “The pink one, obviously. Full skirt with the petticoat I spent three weeks sewing, gloves, crown, the whole thing. Yes, it’s puffy. Yes, I can’t sit down in it. That’s the commitment.”

“Princess Daisy,” Julia said, tucking her hair behind her ear. “Yellow gown, orange sash, flower earrings. I made the crown last summer and I’m still annoyed at how heavy it is. It slides every time I turn my head.”

“We already own our costumes,” Lily said to Vanessa, with great importance. “We’re not making a single new thing for the convention. We’re pros. We’re simply showing up and being magnificent.”

“And you?” Vanessa asked me. “You’ve been awfully quiet about what you’re wearing.”

I sipped my water. “I figured I’d keep it simple.”

“Simple how?”

“Link.”

Lily shrieked so loudly that a bird exploded out of the hedge. “I knew it. I knew you were going to say Link. You’re always link.”

“It’s a tradition,” I said, with dignity. “You’ve been dragging me to this since I was seven.”

“I’ve been dragging you since you could hold a controller.”

“Fine. Since I could hold a controller.”

The costume sat folded in a box in my closet upstairs, because I’d packed it for the move and never quite unpacked it: the forest green tunic with its gold trim, the leather belt, the bracers, the pointed cap. I’d ordered a new sword last week, a foam-core replica of the Master Sword, lightweight, with a rounded tip and a blade that bent when you pressed on it, convention-safe in every particular way. It sat beside the box in its bubble wrap.

“It’s going to be the three of us,” Julia said, smiling at the sky. “Peach, Daisy, and Link. I love that. We all get to dress up together.”

“And the best part,” Lily added, “is that we get to stand next to the winner and look supportive.”

“I intend to be very supportive,” Vanessa said sweetly.

“You intend to be very Samus.”

“That too.”

* * *

The afternoon belonged to the store. I took my laptop to the office, closed the door, and spent two hours with the orders and messages that had piled up while I’d been watching a supermodel learn to crouch. Three kettlebell sets, a pull-up bar, a pair of adjustable dumbbells. The supplier in Ohio had apologized again and attached a revised delivery date. I thanked him with a sentence he’d have to read twice. A customer in Oregon wanted to know whether the folding squat rack could handle her husband’s lifting numbers. I wrote back with the weight rating and a photo of Vanessa demonstrating the stand, and she answered within ten minutes to say she was buying two.

By three o’clock the dashboards were green and the inbox was empty, and I did what I never normally allowed myself to do. I opened a blank browser tab and typed game apparel into the search bar.

I told myself it was idle curiosity. The thought had followed me out of the shop on Wednesday and stayed with me through dinner and sleep and half of Thursday morning’s rehearsal. Two strangers by a rack of mediocre T-shirts. A pile of comments under Vanessa’s photograph that asked where she’d bought her suit, whether it came in tall, whether anything like it existed in a size twenty. People wanted something. They didn’t know quite where to find it.

The first page of results was predictable. Cheap graphic tees, thin and shiny, advertised with mockups so blurry the logos could have said anything. I clicked through a few and found the same pattern repeated. Sizes ran small. Print quality was a coin toss. Customer reviews were a stack of three-star ratings that all complained of the same things in slightly different words: the fabric pilled after one wash, the cut was boxy on women, the colors faded. I opened a spreadsheet and began collecting what I found, the way I’d collected data on kettlebell suppliers years ago: fabric weights, blend percentages, claimed return rates, how many sizes each seller offered and how far those sizes extended in either direction.

By the end of the first hour I had a rough picture. Most of the market sat in two camps. At one end, print-on-demand sellers sold a flood of cheap designs on blank shirts bought in bulk, with almost no control over fit or fabric. At the other, boutique makers produced handsome pieces in tiny runs at prices that made my eyes water. In the middle, where people actually lived, the pickings were thin. There were a few small brands doing things properly, decent fabric, clean cuts, careful sizing. They sold out fast and restocked slowly.

I followed a thread into manufacturer directories, noted minimum order quantities, and bookmarked three suppliers that listed ethical production, custom sizing options, and fabric samples available by mail. One of them offered a heavier cotton blend I thought would hold up to a hundred washes. Another did embroidered patches that made the ordinary logos on the shirts look suddenly serious. I didn’t contact anyone. I didn’t price anything. I jotted a handful of notes in a file I named maybe and closed the laptop lid.

It wasn’t a plan. It was the first small stirring of a question, and I’d learned from the store that the questions worth following rarely announced themselves. The equipment business had started with a single bench I couldn’t find in the right weight. I didn’t know yet whether this would grow into anything. For now it was a quiet curiosity, kept in a folder, to be taken out when I had both hands free.

When I came downstairs, the rehearsal was in full swing again. Vanessa was nailing the final hold. Lily was doing judge impressions in a gravelly voice. Julia was refilling her tea and pretending not to laugh. I recorded two more runs for the evening, handed Vanessa the phone to review on her own, and stepped out into the long gold light, feeling pleasantly useful.

* * *

Friday afternoon was warm, with hardly any wind. By two o’clock the girls had retreated to the sitting room with a sewing machine and a mountain of tulle for last-minute alterations, Vanessa was upstairs steaming her suit and murmuring to herself, and I had found, for the first time all week, a pocket of nothing to do.

The farmhouse porch ran the whole length of the front of the house, deep and shaded, with a swing at one end and a trio of old rocking chairs at the other. Diana had claimed the nearest rocker with a glass of lemonade sweating in her hand, her bare feet propped on the rail. Riley sat beside her with her boots kicked off. I took the third rocker and let the afternoon settle around me.

Out past the porch rail, the south pasture rolled away in long green waves. A pair of horses grazed near the fence, their tails flicking lazily at flies. Bella lifted her head, regarded us with deep suspicion, and went back to eating.

“I have a confession,” Diana said after a while.

I turned my head. She wasn’t looking at me. She was watching the horses, one hand resting on the arm of her chair, the other turning the glass slowly in her fingers.

“When Riley first offered us the farm, I almost said no,” she went on. “Not because I didn’t want it. Because of you.”

“Me?”

“You’d been in the city for years. Your business, your friends, all of it. I thought, what’s a grown man supposed to do in the middle of nowhere? I figured you’d stay a week, go stir-crazy, and start making excuses to drive back to Sacramento. I lay awake that night imagining you pacing the porch, bored out of your mind, too polite to tell me.” She finally looked at me with such affection that I couldn’t help smiling. “But you didn’t. You’ve been happier here than I’ve seen you in years. And watching you with everyone, with Vanessa, with Lily and Julia, helping Riley with the horses, it set my mind at ease. I’m sorry I ever doubted it.”

“Diana.” I reached across the gap between our chairs and took her hand. “There’s nothing to apologize for. I’d have worried too.”

“Would you?”

“Of course. But it turns out I love it here.” I looked out at the pasture and let the stillness fill me. “I love waking up to birdsong instead of garbage trucks. I love not rushing anywhere. I love that I can walk down the hall and find everyone I care about within thirty feet of me. The city never gave me that. I was always in motion, always chasing the next order, and I didn’t notice how tired I was until I stopped. Here, I get to just be, and I get to be with you.”

Her fingers tightened around mine. Her eyes were suddenly wet, and she laughed and wiped them with the back of her wrist. “You always did know how to say the right thing.”

“I learned from the best.”

“Oh, please.” But she was smiling, and she leaned over and kissed my cheek, lingering a moment, her breath warm against my skin.

“Peaceful,” Riley said dryly, from the next chair. “That’s the word you used, isn’t it? Peaceful?”

“Yes,” I said.

“I’d like to invite you to the stables at five in the morning when Bella decides it’s time for breakfast and kicks her stall until the whole building shakes.” She propped her chin on her fist. “Or the day last month when two of them got into a feud over a fence post and I spent forty minutes trying to negotiate peace between a mare and a gelding. Farm life is lovely, sweetheart, but ‘peaceful’ is a rumor spread by people who’ve never owned livestock.”

“I stand corrected.”

“You should.” She grinned, then tipped her head against the back of her chair. “Still, I wouldn’t trade it. I’ve rattled around this place on my own for years. Now there’s laughter in the kitchen and a man on my porch who listens. I’m starting to think I got the better end of the deal.”

“A man on your porch who listens,” I repeated. “That’s a low bar.”

“You’d be surprised how many fail it.”

Diana snorted into her lemonade. For a while none of us spoke. The rockers creaked in a counterpoint, a breeze moved through the oaks, and the sun slid another inch down the sky. I let my head fall back and closed my eyes.

I felt Diana’s hand slide from the arm of her chair onto my thigh. It rested there lightly at first, warm through the cotton of my shorts, her thumb tracing a slow absent line. I opened one eye. She was gazing at the horses with perfect innocence, as though her hand had wandered there by accident and she hadn’t noticed.

“What are you doing?” I asked quietly.

“Enjoying the afternoon.” She turned her head, and the innocence dissolved into something warmer. “I haven’t had you to myself in days. Between the shoot and the convention and all the rehearsal, it feels like we’ve barely spoken.”

“We spoke five minutes ago.”

“Not the way I mean.”

On my other side, a chair creaked. Riley had leaned in, resting her forearm on the rail between us, her face close enough that I could see the fine freckles along her cheekbones. She smelled like hay and sun-warmed skin and a faint sweetness of soap. “She’s right, you know,” Riley murmured. “It’s been a long week. A girl starts to wonder if she’s being neglected.”

“I’d never neglect you.”

“Prove it.”

I kissed her. Her lips were soft, and she made a small contented sound against my mouth, her fingers curling into the front of my shirt. When I eased back, Diana’s hand had slid higher on my thigh, and she was watching us with an expression of frank, fond hunger.

“My turn,” she said.

I turned and kissed her, longer this time. The porch went still around us. I felt her fingers slip beneath the hem of my shorts, a slow questing touch that sent a shiver straight down my spine, and my breath caught in my throat. She smiled against my lips, delighted with herself.

“The girls are in the sitting room with a sewing machine,” I said. “Vanessa is upstairs.”

“The sewing machine is loud,” Riley said, sliding her palm across my chest. “And Vanessa has a steamer and a deadline. We have time.”

“How much time?”

“Enough for a forbidden quickie,” Diana said, in a voice that went straight through me. She rose from her chair, took my hand, and tugged me up beside her. Riley was already on her feet, her boots forgotten, her hair sliding loose from its knot, her eyes dark and bright and wicked. “The tack room behind the stables has a nice thick door. Nobody goes there until evening.”

I hesitated for the space of one breath. The pasture shimmered in the heat. A horse whinnied somewhere. Then Riley pressed her body against my side, and Diana’s hand tightened around mine, and my pulse thudded in my ears like a drum.

“Lead the way,” I said.

They laughed, and together we stepped off the porch and down into the golden afternoon, the three of us moving toward the stables, Diana’s hand sliding into my back pocket, Riley’s fingers already working at the button of my shorts as the tack room door came into view.

The tack room door closed behind us, the smell of leather and saddle soap thick in the warm air. Sunlight filtered through a high dusty window and laid pale stripes across the wooden walls and the pile of folded blankets that Riley kicked into a makeshift bed. My shorts were already open by the time I turned around. Diana and Riley sank to their knees on either side of me without a word, their hands working together to free my cock.

They shared it from the first touch. Diana’s mouth slid over the head while Riley’s tongue traced the underside, their lips meeting in the middle, wet and open. Diana took me deeper and hummed around me, her hand stroking the length her mouth could not reach. Riley licked along the shaft until she could kiss the base, then they swapped places so that Riley sucked me in while Diana’s tongue moved over my balls. They traded back and forth without stopping, mouths brushing, spit shining on my skin and one of them always taking me while the other stroked or kissed. Diana looked up at me with her lips stretched around the head, eyes hungry, then passed me to Riley again. Their hands overlapped on the shaft and slid together, and the wet sounds filled the small room.

I was already throbbing when Diana pulled back, lips swollen. She said they wanted me inside. Riley stood first and stripped naked, then dragged two saddle pads side by side on the floor. Diana followed, undressing till she was nude. They lay down next to each other with knees bent and open, shoulders touching. I knelt between them. Riley reached for my cock and guided it into her first, wet and tight around me. I sank in deep and she gasped, hips lifting. Diana’s hand rested on my thigh while she watched, her own fingers stroking herself as I moved inside her friend in long steady strokes.

After a dozen thrusts I pulled out, shiny and dripping, and shifted left. Diana took me more easily, hotter and softer, clenching the second I pushed inside. It felt good to fuck my stepmom again. She moaned my name and wrapped her legs around my waist, pulling me deeper while Riley’s fingers rubbed her own clit beside us. I stayed with Diana longer, grinding and feeling her flutter around me, then switched again. Riley took me easily now, slick from both of them, and she reached over to pinch Diana’s nipple while I drove into her. I moved from one to the other, back and forth. Each time I left one the other was ready, open and waiting, their thighs brushing and their hands wandering. Diana’s fingers slid through Riley’s wetness and Riley’s palm cupped Diana’s breast. The motion grew faster and less careful. Leather creaked under us. Diana’s breath hitched every time I bottomed out, and Riley’s moans went higher when I angled my hips.

I was close. Diana felt it first in the way my thrusts shortened and my cock swelled. She pulled me back into her, legs locking, and whispered that I should finish in her. Riley turned her head and kissed Diana’s shoulder, still rubbing herself, watching my face as I sank deep one last time. Diana gripped me hard. I came with a groan, pulsing thick inside her, heat spreading with every spurt. She held me there and rocked gently, milking the last of it while Riley moaned beside us and came on her own fingers. When I finally eased out, cum leaked from Diana onto the pad beneath her. Riley leaned over and kissed her then looked up at me with a satisfied smile.

“About time,” Diana said, still catching her breath, her hand finding mine. “We have been waiting all week for a proper quickie, and this was barely long enough.”

Riley laughed and settled back against the pad. “Next time we lock the door earlier and stay until one of us asks for mercy.”

“Deal,” I said.

* * *

By Friday evening the farmhouse looked as though a costume shop had exploded in it. Garment bags hung from every doorframe. A foam sword leaned against the stair rail. A pink gown the size of a small tent was draped across the arm of the sofa, and somewhere in the kitchen a hair dryer roared against a wig.

Dinner had been loud and hurried. Diana carried the casserole to the table with a flush still lingering high on her cheeks, and Riley kept catching my eye over her fork with a secret little smile that I tried very hard not to answer. Nobody noticed. Nobody was paying attention to anyone but Vanessa, who had checked her phone four times between the salad and dessert.

“It’s here,” she said finally, setting the phone down beside her plate. “The confirmation. Registration complete. Contestant number, check-in time, the room where I’m supposed to report. I’m on the schedule for two o’clock tomorrow.”

“Two o’clock,” Lily said reverently. “Prime time. Good lighting, full crowd, nobody hungover.”

“You make it sound like a battle.”

“It is a battle. A glittery one.”

After the plates were cleared, we gathered in the living room for what Lily called the final inspection. She went first, disappearing upstairs and returning in the Princess Peach gown, the pink skirt belling out around her like a cake. The white gloves reached her elbows. The golden crown sat perfectly straight on her brown hair, and she had swapped her glasses for contacts. She twirled in the middle of the room, the fabric flaring, and curtsied so low that the crown slid forward.

“Behold,” she declared, steadying it with one hand. “Royalty.”

“Magnificent,” Riley said, applauding.

Julia followed, shy but beaming, in the orange and yellow of Princess Daisy. Her flower crown rested lightly in her hair, and the dress swept just above her ankles. She had decorated the bodice with tiny hand-sewn petals, and when she lifted the skirt to show off the stitching, Vanessa pressed her fingers to her lips.

“You made all of that?”

“Mostly. Lily helped with the zipper.”

“It’s beautiful, sweetheart.”

“Okay, okay,” Lily said, clapping her gloved hands together. “The real moment. Tyler. Link. Upstairs, now, and don’t bother arguing.”

I climbed the stairs under protest. The tunic hung from the bedroom door, deep forest green with gold stitching at the cuffs, a leather belt coiled beside it, a pointed cap folded on the dresser. I changed slowly, feeling slightly ridiculous, then stood in front of the mirror and almost laughed. The tunic still fit well. I adjusted the belt, pulled on the boots, and settled the pointed cap over my hair. I looked in the mirror and laughed. Link was ready for another adventure.

When I came down the stairs, the room went silent. Then Lily shrieked.

“The Hero of Time!”

“Don’t,” I said.

“You look fantastic!”

“I look like a boy scout.”

“A very handsome boy scout,” Julia said, smiling with her whole face.

Riley crossed her arms and studied me from hat to boots with undisguised approval. “If Zelda had half a brain, she’d have married him on the spot.”

“Riley.”

“I’m only reading the script.”

Even Diana pressed a hand to her chest. “Oh, honey. I haven’t seen you this silly in a while. It suits you.”

I drew the foam sword from its sheath and struck a pose before I could stop myself, and the whole room dissolved into laughter. Vanessa laughed hardest of all, bent double, wiping tears from her cheeks.

When the noise subsided, Diana set down her glass. “We’ve decided,” she said, nodding toward Riley. “We’re coming with you tomorrow. Both of us. We wouldn’t miss it for anything.”

“Absolutely,” Riley added. “Somebody has to cheer from the front row. I’ve got a sign, and it’s very loud.”

“A sign?” Vanessa said, alarmed.

“It says ‘Go, Samus.’ In glitter.”

“Please don’t.”

“Too late.”

Vanessa covered her face with both hands, then lowered them slowly. The fear was still in her eyes, but now it danced alongside brightness. She looked around the room, at her daughter in a flower crown, at the girl in the pink gown, at the two women who had become her closest friends, at me in my ridiculous hat.

“I’m nervous,” she said quietly. “I won’t pretend otherwise. I haven’t been this nervous since my first runway show.”

“That’s a good sign,” Julia said. “It means you care.”

“It’s also exciting,” Vanessa admitted. “I’m excited and terrified at the same time. And I think the reason I can feel both is because all of you are here.”

“We’ll be right there,” Diana said. “Front and center.”

“Loud,” Riley added.

Vanessa crossed the room and pulled them both into a hug, and Lily and Julia joined in, and I stood back with the foam sword hanging from my hand, smiling as I watched everyone.

* * *

The house had fallen quiet by eleven. The costumes hung ready by the door. Riley had locked up the stables, and the last light on the first floor went dark. I sat on the edge of the bed in the guest room, still in my sweatpants, with my laptop balanced on my knees.

I told myself I was only checking the event schedule. Parking, doors, the location of the contestant check-in … practical things. But the convention’s website was well designed, and I kept clicking.

The About page was where I slowed down. The email footer had listed Brandi as the events director, which was why I’d assumed she ran the show, but the About page set me straight. The founder and owner was a woman named Brandi, and the page credited her with building a regional gaming and cosplay convention from a small hotel ballroom event into a weekend that filled an entire convention center. There was a short biography, a few lines about her love of games and community, and a section describing how the event had grown each year.

I kept reading. The exhibitor map showed dozens of booths, long rows of them. Artists, indie game studios, prop makers, collectors. And a surprising number of merchandise vendors selling apparel: hoodies, jackets, graphic tees, fitted dresses printed with game worlds. I clicked through a few of the brand pages and found some of the same problems I’d seen in the reviews. Uneven sizing. Limited ranges. Prices that didn’t match the quality.

It was interesting. The scale of the event, the sheer amount of money moving through those aisles over a single weekend, made my mind turn over in a way that spreadsheets about kettlebells didn’t. But I didn’t push it. It was Friday night, tomorrow was Vanessa’s day, and the only business I needed to think about was getting her to the stage on time.


Chapter 4

We left the farm at six. I carried the garment bags to the car two at a time, the foam sword tucked under one arm, and tried not to think about how ridiculous a grown man looked marching across a gravel drive in a green tunic at dawn.

Nobody else seemed troubled by the picture. Lily came out of the house sideways, because the Princess Peach gown refused to fit through a door any other way, the pink skirt bunched in both fists and the crown clamped in place with what looked like a dozen bobby pins. Julia followed in Daisy’s orange and yellow, her flower crown riding a little crooked, carrying the shoe box and the repair kit as though she were a field medic. Vanessa came last, wrapped in a long gray coat buttoned to her throat, the golden ponytail swinging beneath it. Only the black boots and the glint of the blue suit at her collar gave her away.

“I’m not walking through a parking lot in a bodysuit,” she said, catching me looking. “I’ll surrender the coat at the door.”

“Very wise,” Riley said, from the porch steps. She and Diana had dressed for the day the way people dress for a picnic, jeans and sneakers and light blouses, sunglasses pushed up into their hair. Riley held a rolled poster tube under one arm. I decided not to ask.

“You three look like you wandered out of a cartoon,” Diana said, taking in the princesses and the hero with a grin she didn’t try to hide. “I don’t know whether to take photographs or call a doctor.”

“Take photographs,” Lily said regally, and swept into the back seat, where the gown immediately swallowed two-thirds of it.

I drove. Vanessa rode beside me with her hands folded in her lap, and Lily and Julia occupied the back seat, their elaborate skirts taking up most of the space. Diana and Riley followed in Riley’s car. The road stretched through the farmland, and for the first twenty minutes the girls argued excitedly about what they wanted to see first.

“The Nintendo booth first,” Lily said. “They have a photo area and I want my picture with the giant mushroom before the lines get stupid.”

“After the art alley,” Julia said. “There’s a woman who does enamel pins of the Galaxy characters. If she sells out, I will lose my mind.”

“We can do both.”

“We can do both if you stop stopping to take selfies.”

“I do not stop for selfies. I stop for lighting.”

I watched them in the mirror, Lily with her hands slicing the air, Julia counting off points on her gloved fingers, and I thought of the two girls who used to spend an entire weekend hunched over a couch with controllers because it was too hard to go anywhere else. They were still the same people. They just had a place to bring the costumes now.

Beside me, Vanessa had gone quiet. She was looking out the window at a barn sliding past, and her thumb kept rubbing the seam of her glove.

“You’re thinking about it,” I said, low enough that the back seat wouldn’t hear.

“I’m trying very hard not to.” She laughed softly. “I walked a runway in Milan once with a broken heel and a smile nailed to my face. This should be easier. Yet here I am, feeling like a girl waiting outside the principal’s office.”

“It’s different because you care about it.”

“I suppose so.” She turned her head. “What if I forget everything? The crouch, the guard, the timing. What if I freeze and the judges stare at me, and all those people in the audience.”

“Then you freeze for a second, you breathe, and you start again. Nobody remembers the pause. They remember what you do after it.” I covered her hand with mine for a moment before returning it to the wheel. “And the important thing is to enjoy it. You’ve already won what you set out to win. The rest is a bonus.”

Vanessa smiled, and some of the tension left her shoulders. By the time the first signs for Sacramento appeared, she had stopped twisting her glove and was asking Lily what kind of food to expect at the stalls.

* * *

The convention center sat low and wide beside a river of parked cars, its glass front catching the early light like a long mirror. We found two spaces near the far end of a lot already half full. Diana and Riley climbed out of their car and joined us as I locked mine.

“Honey, we’re not here to watch you win a prize,” Diana told Vanessa. “We’re here because we’re proud of you for trying something new. If you walk onstage and wave at us, we’ll still be on our feet.”

“I’ll bring the poster,” Riley said.

“Please don’t.”

“It’s got glitter.”

Vanessa laughed, and we headed toward the entrance. Around us, other visitors were making their way inside. A knight in dented plate crossed the pavement with a thermos.

Two women dressed as witches from some anime I half recognized, arguing about a wand. A man in a full-body suit of purple fur stooping to fit through the doors, and a child in a cardboard robot costume towed along by an exhausted-looking mother.

Inside, the noise hit me first, a wall of voices and music and the muffled thump of game soundtracks played through a dozen sets of speakers. Banners hung from the ceiling in loud saturated colors. Long aisles of booths ran away in every direction, glowing with screens, plastered with posters, stacked with plush toys and boxed figures and shelves of games. I caught the smell of popcorn, warm plastic, and fabric glue, and under it, hairspray.

Vanessa surrendered her coat at the coat check, and the blue suit shone beneath the hall lights. Heads turned. She squared her shoulders and walked on as though she hadn’t noticed.

Lily and Julia had gone silent for exactly three seconds, taking it in. Then Lily seized Julia’s wrist and said, “Oh, we are home,” and the two of them plunged into the crowd like swimmers who had found the sea.

I followed more slowly, with Diana on my arm and Riley at my other side, and it was a pleasure to simply look. I recognized more than I expected. A warrior woman from a role-playing series I’d played for a whole summer. A plumber in red and a plumber in green, standing shoulder to shoulder with a kid’s eager pride. A blue hedgehog, a trio of ghosts, a mage with a staff taller than the door frame. Every few steps another character surfaced out of the crowd, and every time it felt a little like meeting an old friend on the street.

“Look at that,” Diana said, stopping in front of a man wearing an enormous suit of armor built entirely out of what looked like foam and paint. She stepped close and touched the edge of a pauldron with one finger. “It’s all hand cut. The seams, the layering. Do you know how long that must have taken?”

“Probably weeks,” I said.

“Months,” Riley muttered. “I spent less time on my wedding dress.” She pushed her sunglasses higher and surveyed the aisle. “Never in my life did I imagine people would put this much effort into dressing as someone who doesn’t exist. I’m both horrified and impressed.”

“Welcome to our world,” I said.

“Your world is full of lunatics.”

“Talented lunatics.”

“Fair.”

A few steps on, a stranger stopped us. He wore a dragon helm and a long red cloak, and he pointed at my chest with obvious delight. “Link! Man, that’s clean. The belt’s perfect. Where did you get the cap?”

“Online,” I admitted. “I’ve had it a while.”

“It looks great. Can I get a picture?”

I posed. Then a woman in a witch’s hat asked the same thing, and two teenagers with matching plush swords, and by the third request I understood that the pointed hat functioned as a kind of passport. Lily and Julia found me in the middle of it, took one look, and swept in to flank me. Lily struck a regal pose with one gloved hand raised. Julia clasped her hands before her and tilted her head. I held the foam sword up in a heroic stance. Diana, enjoying herself enormously, took the phone from Lily and shot half a dozen frames.

“The Hero of Time and two princesses,” Riley said, wiping a tear of laughter from her eye. “I spent my twenties in bars. I didn’t know there was a better way to meet people.”

“Rescue is a very efficient icebreaker,” I said.

Vanessa had hung back a little, watching with her arms folded, and it was in that pause that someone spotted her. A young woman in a hoodie and cat ears stopped dead in the aisle, mouth open.

“Wait. Are you the Samus? The photos from the stream, the one with the boulder?”

Vanessa blinked. “I… suppose I am.”

“Oh my gosh. You were amazing. That crouch was perfect. Would you mind if I got a picture with you?”

Vanessa glanced at me, startled, then smiled. “Of course. Thank you. That’s very kind.”

It happened twice more before we reached the end of the aisle. A woman in a plush Metroid hat complimented the fit of the suit. A pair of friends asked if she was competing and wished her luck, and one of them added, grinning, that she looked stunning. Vanessa thanked each of them with a gracious little nod, and each time color crept a little higher up her throat.

“That’s my mom,” Julia told one of them proudly, and then Lily took over entirely.

“Her pictures have been going around online all week,” Lily told the cat-eared girl, loud enough that half the aisle could hear. “People have been calling her, like, an actual internet sensation. She doesn’t even know how to react.”

“Lily,” Vanessa said weakly.

“It’s true.”

“It is not.” Vanessa covered her cheeks with both hands. “A few people liked some photographs. That’s all.”

“Several thousand people,” I said mildly.

“Not helping, Tyler.”

I kept my smile politely neutral and took the group’s picture instead, lining up the shot in the crowded aisle with the banners gleaming behind them: two princesses and a mother in a space suit, all laughing at something Riley had just said. I took another, and another. Riley leaned over my shoulder to look at the screen.

“You realize you’ve been surrounded by nothing but princesses all morning,” she murmured. “At some point a man starts to wonder what he did to deserve it.”

“Something very good, apparently.”

“Or very suspicious.” She patted my arm. “Don’t let it go to your head, hero.”

We found the schedule board near the main atrium, a long wall of laminated sheets and arrows, and Julia traced the afternoon with a gloved finger until she found it. The cosplay performance contest began at two in the main hall, with registration open in the east corridor until noon. Below the heading ran a short line of text: Purchased and modified costumes welcome. Judging focuses on character portrayal and stage presence.

“That’s the one,” Julia said, and read the line aloud. Vanessa let out a breath.

The registration table sat at the end of a short corridor, manned by a cheerful young person with a lanyard and a clipboard. Vanessa gave her name, confirmed her character and her prop, and received a numbered badge, which she pinned to her hip with fingers that were almost steady.

“Two o’clock,” she said, rejoining us. “They’ll call us back an hour before. I have time.”

“Plenty of time,” Lily said. She seized Vanessa’s hands and squeezed them. “You’re going to be amazing. Remember, eyes first, then shoulders, then hips. Don’t glance at the blaster. Be bored by danger.”

“Bored by danger,” Vanessa repeated, and laughed.

“And breathe,” Julia added, hugging her. “I’ll be right in the front row. Look at me if you get lost.”

Diana stepped up last. She took Vanessa’s face in both hands for a moment, the way she used to take mine when I was little and about to be brave, and said, “I’m proud of you for trying something unfamiliar. That’s the hardest part, and you’ve already done it.”

Vanessa’s eyes shone. She nodded, unable to speak, and Diana let her go with a smile.

“All right,” Riley said, shouldering the poster tube. “Now that the weeping is over, can we please go look at the stalls? I was promised pretzels.”

We turned together toward the main exhibition floor, where the lights glowed warmer and the crowd thickened into a slow river of costumes and voices. Lily and Julia surged ahead, arguing happily about the mushroom, and I fell in beside Vanessa with the sword on my shoulder and the strange, pleasant sense of a day that had only just begun to open.

* * *

The Nintendo display occupied a whole corner of the main floor, and you could feel it before you saw it. A cheerful orchestral loop poured from hidden speakers, bright and bouncing, and above the crowd a giant inflatable mushroom nodded gently in the air currents from the ventilation. Beneath it a ring of demo stations glowed with everyday worlds, and beyond them stood the thing Lily had been looking forward to: a photo area dressed as a sunlit castle courtyard, with a painted backdrop of green hills and a papier-mâché warp pipe.

Vanessa had slipped away to examine a stall of prop blasters, with Diana and Riley drifting after her to offer opinions on holsters, and I’d paused near the edge of the Nintendo space to let my head settle. After two hours of noise, a quiet corner of attention felt like a gift. From there I could watch Lily and Julia sweep into the courtyard like a pair of queens arriving at their own coronation.

They were noticed at once. A group of cosplayers waiting for the photographer turned, and the compliments came in a friendly rush. A woman in a Zelda gown touched the layers of Lily’s petticoat and asked how she kept it from collapsing. A girl dressed as a Koopa Troopa shouted that Julia’s flower crown was the best she’d seen all weekend. Lily accepted each remark with a courteous little nod, and Julia, to my private joy, answered a question about her stitching in complete sentences without once looking at her shoes.

They took their place in front of the backdrop and began to pose. Lily swept her skirt out in a wide pink arc. Julia clasped her hands and tilted her head, and the photographer’s shutter chattered. I smiled to myself and almost looked away, and that was when I saw the third girl.

She stood a few paces off, waiting her turn at the courtyard, in a long pale-blue gown that fell from her shoulders like water. A crown of silver stars sat on her head, and her blonde hair swept across one eye in a deep side part, the way it did in the games. A slender wand shaped like a star hung from her hand. She was young, I guessed about their age, and tall and slender, with a face that seemed to be constantly on the edge of laughter. But what held my eye was how at ease she looked, as though a crowd of strangers were an old and friendly audience.

Lily saw her at the same moment. I watched her mouth fall open.

“Julia,” she hissed, loud enough that I caught it from twenty feet away. “Julia. Rosalina.”

“I see her.”

“We have to.”

“We absolutely have to.”

They glided across the courtyard as if it were choreographed, and the blonde girl turned at the sound of their skirts. For a heartbeat all three just looked at one another, three princesses from the same galaxy, and then the girl in blue broke into a grin that could have lit a stage.

“Oh, you are not serious,” she said. “Peach and Daisy. This is going to be the best photo of the day, and I haven’t even had breakfast.”

“We were thinking the exact same thing,” Lily said, beaming. “A Nintendo royal summit.”

“Obviously. I’m Rosalina, by the way.” The girl gave a little curtsy, then laughed at herself. “Yes, really. My name is Rosalina. And yes, I picked this costume partly because the universe wouldn’t stop handing me the joke.”

“Shut up,” Julia said, delighted. “That’s amazing.”

“I know. My mother has never let me forget it. Strangers ask if I’m named after the character, and I tell them it’s the other way around.”

I’d edged closer without quite deciding to. Rosalina moved her wand to her other hand and looked from Lily to Julia, and something sharpened in her expression.

“Wait,” she said slowly. “Hold on. Are you the girls who stream? The ones with the Zelda marathons? The wolf-pack thing last month?”

Lily and Julia stared at her.

“I was in your chat during the dungeon run,” Rosalina went on. “Under a username that probably meant nothing to you. I laughed so hard at the part where Lily fell off the bridge three times in a row that I woke up my entire house.”

“That was a very difficult bridge,” Lily said, with great dignity.

“It was a flat bridge.”

“It was a conceptually difficult bridge.”

“You’re the one who suggested the strategy where you sacrifice the bomb,” Julia said suddenly, pointing. “You were in the comments. You were funny.”

“I contain multitudes,” Rosalina said, and flipped her hair, and the three of them dissolved into laughter right there in the middle of the courtyard.

They made room for the next group at the photo area and drifted to the edge of the display, where a low wall gave them a place to lean. I followed at a respectful distance and found a spot against a pillar. The conversation had already gone far past introductions.

Rosalina streamed too, it turned out, though only for the past year. She mostly played platformers and the occasional puzzle game, and she talked with her hands, describing a boss fight that had cost her a controller. Lily matched her story for story. Julia, who normally took ten minutes to warm up to a stranger, was leaning forward with her chin on her fist, asking questions about camera angles and overlays.

“The hardest costume I ever made was a mushroom kingdom guard,” Rosalina said. “I used actual chain mail. I couldn’t sit down for two days.”

“I made a Zelda dress with fourteen layers,” Lily said gravely. “I still find pins in the carpet.”

“Daisy’s crown is my personal nemesis,” Julia said. “It’s gorgeous and it weighs a pound. I think I have a permanent dent.”

“Wear a thin headband underneath. It spreads the weight. Do you want me to show you?”

“Yes,” Julia said at once, and Rosalina was already reaching into her bag.

It was a good half hour before I allowed myself to wander closer. The sunlight through the roof panels made a bright square on the floor, and the three of them sat in the middle of it with their heads together, talking over one another. Lily spotted me first.

“Tyler!” she called, waving the whole of her arm. “Come here. You have to meet Rosalina.”

“I’d like to,” I said, stepping into the light.

Lily took my elbow. “This is my stepbrother. Tyler, this is the other Rosalina.”

“The real one,” Rosalina said, extending a gloved hand with the air of a queen granting an audience. Her blue eyes ran over me from the pointed cap to the boots, and a mischievous smile spread across her face. “Oh, wow. Link. And you actually look like him. I was expecting somebody in a Halloween store tunic.”

“I try to keep standards,” I said, taking her hand.

“It’s working.” She didn’t let go right away. “Please tell me you’re single. I need to know before I make a fool of myself.”

Lily lunged for my right hand. Julia, a beat behind, took the left. They stood on either side of me like a pair of guards.

“He’s taken,” Lily announced.

“Very taken,” Julia agreed.

“But this is a fantasy world,” Lily continued, lifting her chin, “and in a fantasy world, there are no rules.”

Rosalina stared at us for a full second. Then she threw her head back and laughed. “Oh, I love this. I love all of you. You’ve been running a protection racket this whole time.”

“We prefer ‘consortium of princesses,’” Julia said.

“I stand corrected.” Rosalina wiped her eye, still grinning, and bumped my shoulder with her own. “Handsome hero, surrounded by Nintendo royalty, being guarded by two of them. It’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever seen. Please never change.”

“I’ll do my best,” I said, and felt my face go warm. The truth was I didn’t mind. She was teasing in the way young people tease when they feel entirely at home, and there was nothing in it but friendly mischief.

“Photo,” Lily decided. “Right now. The courtyard is empty.”

We marched back to the painted hills. I handed Lily’s phone to a passing volunteer and then thought better of it, took my camera out of its bag, and set up the shot myself. The three girls posed together before the warp pipe, Rosalina in the center with her wand lifted, Lily and Julia flanking her with their skirts spread. I shot fast and loose, catching the moments in between, Lily pretending to bow, Julia fixing Rosalina’s crown, the three of them collapsing into laughter. When I lowered the camera and glanced at the screen, I knew at once I had at least five frames I would keep.

“Send me those,” Rosalina said, peering over my arm. “Please. I need them for my feed. And honestly, we should all stream together sometime. A princess crossover.”

“Yes,” Lily said. “Immediately. Today. Right now.”

“Let’s not rush,” Julia said, but she was smiling. “Though I’d love that.”

They traded numbers in a flurry of thumbs and gloved fingers. Rosalina tapped her contact into Lily’s phone and then into Julia’s, adding a row of star emoji, and Lily promised to send the photographs before sundown.

When I looked up, Diana and Riley were crossing the floor toward us, Vanessa a few paces behind with a bag from the prop stall. Diana raised her eyebrows at the sight of the three princesses and the star-shaped wand.

“Making friends?” she asked.

“Mom, this is Rosalina,” Lily said. “She’s a streamer. She’s awesome.”

“A pleasure,” Rosalina said, with a little bow. “I love your daughter’s laugh.”

“So does everyone,” Diana said warmly, and shook her hand. Riley introduced herself with a grin and a compliment on the gown, and Rosalina thanked them both with a politeness so easy that I knew she’d been raised right.

“I have to check on my group,” Rosalina said at last, glancing at her phone. “They’ve probably started a riot without me. But I’ll message you, I promise. And Tyler,” she added, as an afterthought, a twinkle in her eye, “don’t get too comfortable surrounded by princesses. It’s a dangerous kingdom.”

“I’ve been warned,” I said.

She waved, gathered her skirts, and disappeared into the crowd with a flash of silver stars. Lily turned to Julia with the stunned look of someone who has just won a prize.

“That,” she whispered, “was the best random encounter of my life.”

“Agreed,” Julia said.

Riley hooked an arm through mine and began steering us toward the next row of stalls. “I’m starting to think you need a bodyguard,” she murmured. “Every girl in this building is flirting with you.”

“Only the ones in costume,” I said.

“That’s most of them, sweetheart.”

* * *

The preparation area was a long, low-ceilinged room behind the main hall, divided by rolling racks and curtains into little pockets of controlled chaos. Mirrors leaned against every wall. A woman in a feathered cape sat cross-legged on the floor while a friend glued rhinestones along her collar. A man in a full suit of armor was trying to explain to a volunteer that he could not, in fact, fit through the stage door sideways. The air smelled of hairspray and hot glue and nerves.

Vanessa found a corner by the end of a rack and stopped, and I watched her take her own measure in a cracked mirror. She checked the ponytail, then the seams of the suit at her hips, then the holster, then the ponytail again. She smoothed a glove over her wrist and let her hands fall.

“It’s different here,” she said very quietly. “I’ve stood in front of cameras my whole life. I know where to look and what to do with my face. But a camera doesn’t breathe. A camera doesn’t hold its breath while you walk toward it.”

“No,” I said. “It doesn’t.”

“What if they wanted Samus, and all they get is a woman who bought a costume?”

“Then they’ll get a woman who practiced for a week with two merciless coaches, and who learned more in those seven days than most people learn in a season.” I stepped closer and straightened the gold band at the base of her ponytail. “You know what Samus does when something frightens her?”

“She doesn’t let it show.”

“She goes quiet. She gets very still and very sure. You’ve been doing that all week in our living room, and it worked every time.” I lowered my voice. “Remember the ninth run. One minute twenty-six. You didn’t look at the blaster once. You didn’t think. You just were.”

She breathed out. Her eyes lifted to mine, and the fear in them thinned. “You make it sound easy.”

“It isn’t easy. But you can do it.”

She laughed, and then she lifted her chin and kissed me, a brief warm press of her mouth that left the taste of lip balm behind. Her fingers curled into the front of my tunic. When she drew back, a little of the color had returned to her cheeks.

“Thank you,” she murmured. “For not telling me to relax. People always tell me to relax. It never works.”

“I wouldn’t dare.”

A volunteer with a clipboard called her number, and Vanessa nodded to me, pressed my hand once, and sat down on a folding chair to wait. I stayed long enough to see her settle, her spine upright, her eyes on the stage monitor, and then I slipped out through the side door and followed the signs to the photographers’ line.

The main hall had filled while we were away. Rows of folding chairs ran from the stage back to the doors, and every seat was taken. People stood three deep along the walls. A pair of banners hung over the stage in electric blue, and a long table of judges sat just below it, five of them, with notepads and water bottles and the tired, patient faces of people who had seen a great many capes. A volunteer waved me toward a roped-off strip along the side of the stage, where a handful of other photographers had already staked out their spots.

I scanned the audience and found them without trouble. Lily and Julia sat in the second row, pink and orange against a wall of black T-shirts, waving frantically. Diana and Riley had claimed the seats beside them. Riley held up her poster, and I was dismayed to discover that it said, in letters of silver glitter nearly a foot tall, GO SAMUS. She saw me wince and grinned without a shred of remorse.

The contest began with a brisk welcome from an emcee in a top hat. I learned a few things quickly. The performance contest was a separate event from the craftsmanship showcase, which had been judged that morning in another room. Here, the judges looked for presentation, stage presence, and how well each contestant embodied the character they’d chosen. Props and purchased costumes were welcome. It was a performer’s competition, and Vanessa, who had spent half her life in front of lenses, fit it better than I’d first realized.

The early contestants were a varied lot. A tall woman in a dark cloak walked on as a mage from an anime, delivered a thundering monologue with a staff in her fist, and drew a roar from the audience. A boy in a samurai kimono performed a slow sword drill. Two friends in matching school uniforms staged a hilarious three-minute skit about stolen pastries. Some were polished and some were wobbly, and every one of them was greeted with applause.

I kept my camera ready and my eyes on the curtain at the back of the stage. At last the emcee leaned toward his microphone. “Next up, we have a first-time competitor portraying one of gaming’s most iconic heroines. Please welcome Zero Suit Samus!”

The curtain parted, and she walked out. She had stopped being Vanessa somewhere in that corridor. She walked unhurriedly, her eyes sweeping the hall as if she’d heard something in the dark. The blue suit shimmered in the stage lights. The ponytail swayed for each step. A ripple moved through the audience, and a few voices called out, “It’s the one from the photos!” and “Boulder woman!” A small cheer rose from somewhere near the back. She didn’t acknowledge it. She kept her gaze moving, and the hall stilled around her like a held breath.

At center stage she dropped into the crouch. The blaster came up in one smooth motion, no glance, no fumble, her braced elbow steady as stone. I fired the shutter and heard it echo in my own ears. She held the pose for three seconds, then rose into the guard stance, one arm sweeping across her body, her head turning slowly as though tracking something that moved just past the edge of the lights. A hush spread over the crowd. She spun, ponytail whipping, and froze with the pistol leveled at the back of the hall, her jaw hard, her eyes unblinking.

I had seen her do this a dozen times in our living room, and none of those rehearsals had looked like this. Whatever she had done with her nerves, she had left them behind the curtain. The professional discipline of thirty years of runways lived in every line of her body, the control, the timing, the way her face told a whole story in a flicker. Lily’s lessons lived there too, and Julia’s. I caught the flash of Julia’s gloved hand pressed against her mouth in the second row.

She finished in the final hold, facing the judges, the blaster lowered, her chin lifted a fraction, and then she simply stood there, completely still and utterly sure. Ninety seconds had passed. For a heartbeat the hall was silent.

Then the applause came, loud and warm and long. Lily was on her feet, pink skirt billowing, screaming something that I couldn’t make out. Riley waved her glitter poster over her head like a flag. Vanessa turned, stepped off the stage, and vanished behind the curtain.

I slipped around the side and found her standing in the wings with one hand pressed flat to her ribs, breathing hard, her eyes bright and a little dazed. She saw me and laughed breathlessly. “Was it all right?”

“It was better than all right.”

“I think I blacked out for most of it.”

“You were extraordinary.” I took her face in my hands and kissed her forehead. “You were Samus.”

She leaned into me, shaking a little, grinning against my shoulder. We stayed like that until the next contestant brushed past with an apologetic smile.

The rest of the contest went by in a blur. A girl in a cat-eared hood performed a flawless duel with an invisible opponent. A couple in matching armor staged a dramatic farewell. When the last performer exited, the emcee called the contestants back onto the stage in a long line, and the judges rose to hand out the awards. They moved through the categories briskly, announcing the winners for Best Performance, Best Group, Audience Favorite. Each triumphant cosplayer collected a ribbon or a small trophy to enthusiastic cheers.

I stood at the edge of the stage with my camera, watching Vanessa in the line with her hands behind her back, her face composed. Then one of the judges leaned toward the microphone.

“We have a special recognition this year,” she said. “Our panel was impressed by one first-time contestant who walked onto this stage and carried it as though she had done it a hundred times. Her command of the character, her stillness, and her restraint reminded us that a great portrayal is not about the costume, it’s about belief. The award for Best Character Portrayal goes to Zero Suit Samus.”

For half a second Vanessa didn’t move. Then Lily’s scream tore through the hall, and the audience rose to its feet. Vanessa pressed both hands to her mouth. The judge held out a small gold trophy shaped like a joystick, and Vanessa took it, her fingers trembling, her eyes shining. She bowed, a short, real bow, and the hall roared.

I raised my camera and caught her face as she turned, laughing and tearful at once.

* * *

We found each other in the aisle afterward, in a happy collision of tulle and glitter. Lily launched herself at Vanessa first and nearly knocked her off her feet. Julia followed, hugging her mother so hard the flower crown tilted over one eye.

“You did it,” Julia kept saying. “You actually did it, Mom. I’m so proud of you. When you walked out, I cried.”

“You cried?”

“Obviously.” She sniffed. “I started this whole thing with a silly bet.”

“It was a very good bet,” Vanessa said, and kissed her daughter’s hair.

Diana held her for a long moment, and when she finally released her, her own eyes were wet. “Honey, that took courage. I watched you out there and thought, there’s a woman who isn’t afraid of anything.”

“I was terrified,” Vanessa said with a laugh.

“That’s what courage is,” Riley said, flinging an arm around her shoulders. “Being terrified and doing it anyway. Also, I made a sign, and it worked.”

“It did not make a difference.”

“It made a difference to me.”

I raised my camera and said, “Everyone, together.” They crowded in, Vanessa in the middle with her trophy held up, Lily and Julia on either side, Diana and Riley squeezed in at the edges. I took five frames and could have kept going all afternoon. In the last one, Vanessa was looking directly at me, her smile luminous, and I knew without checking that it was the best of the lot.

“Okay,” Lily said, wiping her eyes. “The competition is over. The prizes have been awarded. And I have waited an entire year to try the cream puff stall by the east entrance. Everyone, with me.”

“A cream puff sounds perfect,” Vanessa said.

“It’s mandatory,” Julia said.

They set off together, laughing, the glitter poster waving above the crowd, and I slung my camera over my shoulder and followed them back out into the noise and color of the afternoon.

* * *

The merchandise hall lay on the far side of the building, past the food court and the artists’ alley, and I reached it with a cream puff in one hand and a head full of residual adrenaline. Lily and Julia had commandeered Vanessa for a second tour of the Nintendo display, and the three of them had vanished into the crowd, chattering about the trophy like it was a living thing. I’d promised to find them in an hour. For now I wanted to walk, and I wanted to look.

The vendor aisles ran in long, glittering rows under the high ceiling, each booth hung with banners and strings of lights. Plush dragons crowded one shelf. Another table offered replica swords in a hundred lengths. But it was the clothing that drew me, rack after rack of it, and I found myself slowing without meaning to.

I started at the nearest stall, a modest booth hung with graphic tees. The designs were bright and clever, a pixelated heart, a retro console, a joke about save points. I lifted a shirt off its hanger and rubbed the fabric between my fingers. It was thin. The print sat on top of the cotton like a sticker, stiff already, with a faint chemical smell. I turned it inside out and checked the seams, and found one hem sewn a quarter inch off line. The price tag read thirty-two dollars.

The next stall was better. Fitted jackets, black and gray, with small embroidered logos on the chest. I tried the zipper, which ran smoothly, and examined the stitching around the cuffs, which held clean and tight. The fabric had real weight. The tag said ninety-five dollars, and the line to buy one wound halfway down the aisle.

I moved on. A booth of leggings printed with galaxy swirls, soft to the touch but sized only from extra small to large. A rack of cosplay-inspired dresses in sleek jersey, two of which were sold out in the middle sizes, with handwritten signs apologizing for the shortage. A display of enamel pins, tote bags, and scarves arranged with such care that I stood and admired the presentation for a full minute before realizing that the person arranging it had spent more energy on the display than on the product. I kept looking, and without quite deciding to, I began filing it all away in the part of my mind that tracked margins and fulfillment times.

“You’ve got that look,” someone said behind me.

I turned. Riley stood at my elbow with a paper cup of lemonade, her sunglasses perched on her head, her eyes glinting with amusement. “The one you get when you’re pricing something in your brain. I’ve watched you do it with resistance bands.”

“I’m only browsing.”

“Mm-hm.” She sipped her lemonade and nodded at the jacket in my hand. “That’s nicely made.”

“It is. The stitching is clean. The fabric’s heavy enough to last.” I turned it so she could see the embroidery. “Though the line outside says they probably could have charged more.”

“You learn that in retail,” she said. “When I first opened the flower shop with Diana, I priced everything too low. I was scared of scaring people off. Then I noticed the customers who bought the most were the ones who didn’t blink at the tag. It’s about the feeling more than the number.” She glanced along the aisle. “Also, presentation. Look at that booth over there. Nobody can find a thing, and they look miserable. Now look at that one.” She pointed with her cup at a small stall draped in soft lights, with each item folded in tidy stacks and a mirror propped by the entrance. “People linger there. They try things on. It’s the same with a bouquet. If it looks cared for, folks will pay.”

“That’s useful,” I said, and meant it.

“I’m full of wisdom.” She bumped my arm. “You should listen more often.”

Diana appeared a moment later, slightly out of breath, her shoulder bag slung across her chest. “There you are. The girls are still at the Nintendo booth, arguing with a woman about a poster. I thought I’d see what you two were up to.” She looked at the jacket in my hand, then at the rack, and her eyebrows rose. “Well, that’s certainly popular. I counted fifteen people trying those on in five minutes.”

“It’s nicely made,” I said.

“It looks nicely made.” She ran a finger along the sleeve. “People keep stopping at this row and then drifting past the others. They look at the cheap ones for a moment, put them back, and go straight for the good ones. It’s the same when we sold flowers. Customers could smell the difference.”

“You two are making me feel like I’m back at the shop,” Riley said.

“Don’t start,” Diana said, laughing.

I handed the jacket back to the rack and let the three of us wander on together, down a side aisle where the crowds thinned. Diana paused to examine a table of hand-sewn pouches, and Riley drifted toward a booth of leather bracers. I stopped near the end of the row, in front of a display of limited-edition tees, and let my gaze unfocus while my mind turned over everything I’d just seen. Quality was the scarce thing. The designs were easy to find. A shirt that fit a real body and survived a real washing machine seemed to be the part nobody could manage.

“That costume suits you,” a woman said, close beside me. “Though I suspect you’re quite handsome underneath the pointed cap.”

I turned, and for a moment I forgot what I’d been thinking about.

She stood a pace away, medium height and unhurried, with the kind of poise that made the crowd around her look slightly rushed. Her hair was a long fall of golden blonde, glossy and perfectly arranged, and her eyes were a clear, bright blue that took me in with frank interest. She wore a fitted black dress with a tailored jacket thrown over it, a lanyard resting against the neckline, and heels that had no business surviving a convention floor. Her figure was the sort that made the dress look like a decision. She smiled at me warmly, and a degree more direct than I was prepared for.

“Thank you,” I said. “I think.”

“It’s meant as a compliment.” She tilted her head. “The belt is a nice touch. Most people forget the belt.”

“I almost did.”

“I’m Brandi,” she said, and held out her hand. “I own the company that puts this circus together, so if the lights fail or the coffee runs out, you may feel free to blame me.”

My brain made the connection a half second late. Brandi. The founder on the About page, the name in the email footer. I took her hand, which was warm and firm, and said, “Tyler. I read about you this week. You turned a hotel ballroom into this.”

“Someone has been doing his research.” Her smile deepened. “I walk the floor a few times a day. Exhibitors like to know I’m paying attention, and I like to see how everything is actually going, rather than how people tell me it’s going. I noticed you earlier near the Nintendo booth, posing with two princesses. I remember thinking that Link had a very patient expression.”

“I’ve had practice.”

Her eyes narrowed in thought. “Tyler. Wait. You wouldn’t be the photographer who wrote to us about the Zero Suit Samus invitation, would you? Very polite email. Very well organized.”

“That was me.”

“Then I owe you a compliment of a different kind.” She laughed. “Those photographs were beautiful. The lighting by the water, the composition. I’ve seen a hundred cosplay shoots this year, and yours made my team stop scrolling. How did Vanessa enjoy competing?”

“She was nervous,” I said. “But she’s been glowing all day. She just won an award for Best Character Portrayal.”

“Did she really?” Brandi pressed a hand to her chest. “I heard the applause from the east corridor and wondered whose it was. That’s wonderful. I’ll make sure the judges know how much it meant.”

“It meant a lot to her. To all of us.”

“Tell me about the rest of your group,” she said, with an easy tilt of her head that invited a longer answer. “You came with quite a crowd.”

“My stepsister Lily and her friend Julia are the gamers,” I said. “They stream, they cosplay, they’ve been planning this weekend for months. Vanessa is Julia’s mother. She was a model, and this whole costume adventure started when the two of them dared each other into a fashion shoot versus a cosplay shoot. She’d never touched a prop blaster in her life.”

“Ah, a wager.” Brandi’s eyes sparkled. “Those are the best origin stories. And you?”

“I’m the photographer, apparently. And Link, when required.”

“That’s not an answer.”

I paused then shrugged. “I run an online fitness equipment store. Clothes, kettlebells, benches, resistance bands and so on. I started it out of a spare room, and it’s grown into something I can’t quite believe.”

“Now that’s interesting.” She leaned in a fraction, and her tone changed from social to attentive. “Do you handle your own photography for the products?”

“Everything. Product shots, listings, ads.”

“Suppliers?”

“Several, in different states. It took a few bad shipments to learn which ones to trust.”

“And the website, the fulfillment, the returns?”

“All mine, with some help from a few good contractors.”

She nodded slowly, as though turning something over. “That’s rare, you know. Most people can do one of those things well. Very few can do all of them without losing their minds.”

“I lose mine on occasion. I just keep it quiet.”

She laughed. “I like you.”

The words landed lightly, and I felt the warmth rise in my face and told myself it was only the heat of the hall. “Something happened with Vanessa’s photographs I didn’t expect,” I said, steering us onto firmer ground. “People kept asking where she’d bought the costume. How it fit. Whether there was a version in their size. It made me realize how many people want good gaming clothes and can’t find them. I’ve been curious about it ever since.”

Brandi’s expression sharpened. “Go on.”

“I’ve been walking these aisles for half an hour. The designs are clever. The fabric is usually thin, the sizing is inconsistent, and the good pieces sell out before noon.”

“There’s strong appetite,” she said. “And a shortage of anyone willing to do it properly. A lot of the vendors here are artists who started selling shirts because friends asked. They’re wonderful at ideas and less wonderful at logistics. The ones who get the fit and fabric right tend to be small and slow, and the big companies slap a logo on whatever they can mass-produce.” She tapped one finger against her lanyard. “Reliable products and appealing designs together are surprisingly hard to find.”

“That’s what I was thinking.”

“Of course you were.” She smiled at me in a way that made it hard to look at anything else. “It’s a good eye. Not everyone has it.”

Neither of us said the obvious next thing. The idea hung between us like a coin tossed in the air, not yet landed. I felt it there and left it alone, and I had the distinct impression she did too.

Behind her, a few paces down the aisle, Diana had stopped inspecting the pouches and was watching us with an expression I knew well. Riley stood at her shoulder, lemonade forgotten in her hand. She leaned close to Diana’s ear and murmured something I could not hear, and Diana’s smile widened. I looked away before my face could betray me.

Brandi’s phone buzzed. She glanced at the screen and a flicker of regret crossed her face. “I am so sorry. There’s a problem at the loading dock. Someone’s truck is blocking the vendor entrance, and nobody else will deal with the driver.” She slipped the phone back into her jacket. “Duty calls. But I’ve enjoyed this more than I expected to.”

“So have I.”

“Are you attending tomorrow?”

“Wouldn’t miss it.”

“Good.” She drew a business card from her pocket, turned it over, and wrote a number on the back with a silver pen. “That’s my direct line. Call or text, whichever you prefer. I’d like to hear more about your fulfillment setup, and I’d like to know what you think of the floor tomorrow once the crowds thin. Perhaps over coffee.”

“I’d like that.” I took the card, and I gave her my own number, which she saved into her phone with a quick efficient tap. Her fingers brushed mine as she handed back the pen.

“Until Sunday, Link,” she said, and she gave my shoulder a light squeeze before turning away.

I watched her go. She moved through the crowd, the jacket swinging. Vendors straightened as she passed. A volunteer stepped aside without being asked. At the far end of the aisle she glanced back over her shoulder, found my eyes, and smiled, then vanished behind a stack of banners.

“Well,” Riley said, arriving at my side with her eyebrows arched high. “That was efficient.”

“It was a business conversation.”

“Of course it was,” Diana said, patting my arm with perfect innocence. “She seemed to enjoy talking business.”

“She owns the convention.”

“So she does.” Diana looked at Riley, and Riley looked at Diana, and the two of them dissolved into a muffled, delighted laughter that I chose to ignore. I tucked the card into my tunic pocket, next to my wallet, and stared down the aisle at the place where she’d disappeared, still feeling the weight of her attention like a warm hand on my shoulder.

* * *

The hotel stood three blocks from the convention center. We straggled through the doors in a long, exhausted line. Lily had hiked the Princess Peach skirt over one arm to keep it from dragging, and the crown had slipped so far down her forehead that she looked like a very tired monarch returning from a lost war. Julia trailed behind her with the flower crown in her hand and a gleam of satisfaction on her face. Vanessa carried her trophy in both palms, the way you carry a bird you’ve found on a doorstep, and Riley held the glitter poster rolled under one arm like a rifle. Diana brought up the rear, and I could see in the set of her shoulders that she was happier than she’d let herself say.

The clerk at the front desk, a gray-haired man with half-moon glasses, took one look at us and smiled with the weary kindness of someone who had been welcoming costumed guests all weekend. “Convention?” he asked.

“Is it that obvious?” I said.

“Sir, you’re wearing a pointed hat.”

I had forgotten. I took it off, and Lily laughed so hard she had to lean on the counter. We sorted the rooms in the lobby. Vanessa, Diana, and Riley had the corner suite, which had two beds and a pull-out and, according to Riley, a bathtub big enough to hold a small horse. Lily, Julia, and I had the room next door, with a king bed, a rollaway, and a window that looked out on the parking lot and a strip of dusk-colored sky.

“Dinner in forty minutes,” Diana said, taking the key cards. “The restaurant off the lobby. Change out of whatever you’re wearing if it’s going to leave glitter on the chairs.”

We scattered to wash our faces and shed the worst of the costumes. I traded the tunic for jeans and a gray henley, rubbed the pinch marks off my ankles, and sat on the edge of the bed for ten seconds with my eyes closed, listening to Lily and Julia argue happily in the bathroom about who got the mirror. Then I went down.

The restaurant was warm and dim, all dark wood and brass lamps and a long window onto the street. We took the round table in the corner, the one big enough for six, and Vanessa set her trophy in the center between the bread basket and the water pitcher as though it were a candle at a wedding.

Julia and Lily came in last, scrubbed and pink-cheeked, in soft sweaters and leggings, their hair still damp. They sat on either side of me, and for a few minutes everyone ordered. Diana asked for the roasted chicken. Riley ordered a burger and a glass of red wine and defended both choices before anyone questioned them. Vanessa asked for a salad and then, after a pause, added a plate of fries.

“I think I’ve earned the fries,” she said.

“You’ve earned the whole menu,” Julia said.

The food came. The conversation unspooled, one thread tangling into the next, and I let it carry me like a river. Lily took the lead, and the story she told was Rosalina.

“So we’re at the courtyard,” she began, gesturing with a fry, “and I look up, and there she is. Pale-blue gown, star crown, the little wand. She looks exactly like the artwork. I almost dropped my phone.”

“I almost dropped my crown,” Julia said.

“And then she talks. And she’s hilarious. And it turns out she watched our dungeon stream. She was in the chat. She remembers the bridge.”

“Please don’t bring up the bridge,” I said.

“The bridge is a legend now,” Lily said. “She laughed so hard she woke up her house.”

“She said that?” Diana asked, laughing.

“She said that, word for word. And she streams, and she’s making a whole bunch of platformer content, and she wants to do a princess crossover. Julia and I are going to message her tomorrow. We’re thinking a three-way collab with a Mario Party night.”

“We have to coordinate schedules first,” Julia said. “She sounded busy. Her mom runs a business, I think she said, and she helps out.”

“She also called Tyler handsome,” Lily added.

I put down my fork. “She teased me for about twelve seconds.”

“She asked if you were single.”

“She asked if I was single because she needed to know before she made a fool of herself.”

“And we said you were taken,” Julia said, grinning. “We have a protection racket.”

“Consortium,” Lily corrected.

Riley howled into her wine glass. “The more I hear about this place, the less I understand why anyone leaves.”

“They don’t,” Vanessa said, her eyes bright. “That’s the trouble. I had a woman stop me in the aisle after the competition to say she’d traveled eleven hours to be here. Another woman said it was her sixth year in a row. They talked about this convention like it was a place they went to be themselves.”

“I think that’s exactly what it is,” Julia said.

The dishes were cleared. Dessert menus arrived and were studied with attention, and Julia ordered a slice of chocolate cake for the table. The talk wandered into new territory, what Sunday’s schedule might hold, whether the panel on indie developers would be worth the early start, what they’d buy if they won a lottery. I sat back in my chair, listening with a smile.

* * *

Then it was time to go to bed. I said good night to Diana, Riley and Vanessa. Vanessa stole a kiss and I embraced her warmly. “You were amazing today.”

“Thank you … have fun with my daughter and your stepsister. You’ve earned it.”

I chuckled. They’d already snuck inside. I stopped at our door and let myself in with the key card, easing it shut behind me.

The room was lit by a single lamp on the dresser. The window had been cracked open an inch, and the sounds of the parking lot drifted in on a cool breeze. Lily and Julia were already on the king bed, tucked under the sheet with their hair spread across the pillows, wearing nothing but the soft glow of the lamp. Julia lay on her side with her chin propped on her fist, her glasses off, her eyes dark and warm. Lily had stretched out on her stomach with her bare shoulders showing and her chin resting on her crossed arms. Both of them were watching me with the same slow, knowing smile.

“You took forever,” Lily said.

“I had to say goodnight to the ladies.”

“Sure thing … you have that look.” She sat up, and the sheet slid down to her waist. “The one you get when you’re thinking about something that isn’t us.”

“I’m thinking about you right now.”

“Are you?”

“Very much.”

I crossed the room, pulling my shirt over my head and dropping it on the chair. My boots came off next, then my socks. The air was cool on my bare chest. Lily rolled onto her side to watch, and her gaze traveled down my body and back up again, and I felt the heat start to gather low in my stomach.

“You looked good in that tunic,” Lily said. “Very Hero of Time. I kept wanting to drag you behind the courtyard backdrop.”

“You were wearing a crown the size of a hubcap.”

“A crown is sexy if you own it.”

“I think the whole outfit was sexy,” Julia said, and a flush crept across her cheeks. “Not that I’d say so in front of Mom. Or anybody.”

“You’re allowed to say it to me.”

“I’m saying it now.” She smiled shyly, and my chest went tight.

I unbuckled my belt. The leather slid free, and I let it fall. Lily whistled. When I pushed my jeans and boxers down together and stepped out of them, I was already half hard, and Julia’s eyes darted down and away and back again, her lips parting.

“Come here,” Lily murmured, patting the mattress. “I want to wield the master sword.”

I knelt on the edge of the bed, and she rose onto her elbows and kissed me. Julia crept up behind her and pressed her mouth to the side of my neck, her hand sliding up my thigh. Between them, I began to relax and enjoy myself.

I rested my forehead against Lily’s and let my mind drift back across the day. The long drive at dawn with the garment bags. Vanessa stepping out onto the stage and walking into a spotlight as if she’d been born there, the roar when they handed her the trophy, her laugh in the wings. Lily and Julia sitting on a low wall in a pool of sunlight with a girl they’d just met, three princesses with their heads together, trading stories as if they’d known each other for years. Diana and Riley bickering over a lemonade on a convention floor, so plainly happy it hurt to look. And at the end of it, a woman with golden hair and a perfect smile who had stopped in an aisle to compliment my belt, whose card rested in the pocket of the tunic folded on the chair.

I thought of her handwriting on the back of that card, the quick confident loops of the numbers, and a small pulse of anticipation went through me. Tomorrow I’d walk the floor again. I’d find her, and we’d talk about suppliers and sizing and whatever else came up, and I would see what shape the conversation took. I didn’t know what I wanted from it yet. I only knew that I wanted to find out.

“You went somewhere again,” Julia whispered against my ear.

“I’m back.”

“Are you?” Lily’s fingers closed lightly around me, and a shiver ran up my spine. She smiled up at me, wicked and sleepy and entirely herself. “Because I think someone needs to be reminded who’s here … And I need sexual experience points from my master.”

I chuckled. She always had to talk funnily. “Go on, you can rack up your points all night. I won’t be going anywhere.”

“What about me?” Julia asked shyly.

Lily grabbed my cock and pointed it at her friend. “Plenty for you too.”

Lily slid off the bed and onto the carpet, her knees settling on the rug between my legs, and looked up at me through her lashes with a gaze that stopped my breath. Behind me Julia’s hands drifted across my shoulders, kneading, soothing, and she pressed a kiss to the back of my neck.

I let my head fall back. My stepsister’s tongue traced one slow, teasing line along the underside of my cock, and then her lips closed around the head, warm and wet and eager, and the whole day dissolved into the soft hush of the room and the heat of her mouth taking me in.


Chapter 5

Iwoke before the alarm, which almost never happened, and lay still in the gray seam of light that slipped past the curtains, letting the room assemble itself around me. The rollaway bed sat empty against the wall. The tunic hung over the chair where I’d left it, the pointed cap balanced on top like a small green flag. Somewhere beyond the window a delivery truck rumbled through the parking lot and faded.

Lily lay against my left side with one arm thrown across my chest, her brown hair a wild tangle over the pillow, her breath warm against my ribs. Julia had curled up on my right, her cheek pressed to my shoulder, her glasses folded on the nightstand where she’d set them. The sheet had twisted around the three of us in a way that suggested a long and determined struggle, and I decided it had lost.

I stayed there a while, because I could. I thought about the night before, about Lily on her knees on the carpet saying that she needed experience points from her master, and Julia behind me, shy at first and then not shy at all. They’d gone at me in shifts and in pairs, trading places, sucking me off and riding me until the three of us had collapsed in a heap some time past two. Lily had mumbled something about leveling up before she fell asleep mid-sentence. I’d laughed into her hair. It had felt good in the way that good things sometimes do, and I let myself feel it without turning it over for deeper meaning.

My phone buzzed against the nightstand, the alarm at last, and I silenced it before it could wake anyone. But it was too late. Lily groaned and burrowed her face into my side.

“No,” she said into my skin. “Whatever that was, no.”

“It’s seven thirty.”

“Then it’s a lie.”

“The convention opens at nine.”

There was a pause. Then her head snapped up, hair flying, eyes wide and suddenly very awake. “The convention. We have to play the Smash tournament demo. And the new racing game. And the thing with the motion controllers that Julia said looked stupid.”

“I said it looked fun,” Julia murmured, stirring. She blinked up at the ceiling and found her glasses by feel. “I said it looked stupid and fun.”

“We never got to any of it yesterday,” Lily said, sitting up and dragging the sheet with her. “We spent the whole day on the contest and the photographs and the cream puffs. Today is for games. Only games. We are going to play until our thumbs fall off.”

“Your thumbs are already in a precarious condition,” I said.

She threw a pillow at me. I caught it, and Julia laughed, and the room filled up with the chaos of two people trying to get dressed at the same time. Lily claimed the bathroom first, shouting through the door about toothpaste and the mysterious absence of her second sock. Julia dug through the duffel bag with a notebook-clutching sort of focus, laying out a plan for the day in tidy bullet points that she read aloud to nobody in particular. I pulled on jeans and a clean T-shirt and sat on the edge of the bed to lace my boots, enjoying the noise.

Lily burst out of the bathroom in leggings and a game shirt, her glasses back on, and flopped down beside me with a toothbrush still in her mouth. She took it out, pointed it at me like a wand, and said, “So.”

“So?“

“Rosalina.”

“What about her?”

“She was flirting with you like a professional.” She grinned around the foam. “She asked if you were single before she’d even finished shaking your hand. She said you looked exactly like Link. Tyler, that girl has seen a lot of cosplayers, and she singled you out.”

“She was teasing.”

“She was teasing with enthusiasm,” Julia said from across the room, looking up from her notes. A wicked little smile curved her mouth. “Maybe we should invite her.”

“Invite her where?”

“Into the harem.” Julia said it with perfect composure, and then her cheeks went pink, but she pressed on. “A princess foursome. Peach, Daisy, Rosalina, all of us in our crowns. And you could stand in the middle as our heroic escort. You’d just have to hold the sword and look dashing.”

Lily choked on her toothpaste. “Julia! That’s the best idea you’ve ever had.”

“I’m full of them.”

“You’ve been spending too much time with me.”

“I know. I love it.”

I put my face in my hands, laughing too hard to answer. When I could speak, I said, “You’ve known her for a total of thirty minutes.”

“Forty,” Lily corrected.

“Forty minutes, and she hasn’t agreed to anything except to exchange numbers and maybe stream with you.”

“Details,” Lily said grandly, spitting into the sink. “We’ll work on that part.”

“Please don’t recruit her.”

“We’d never recruit. We’d only offer opportunities.”

Julia tied her hair back and gave me a sweet look that fooled nobody. “It’s only a joke, Tyler.”

“Mostly,” Lily added.

I shook my head and herded them toward the door.

* * *

The hotel restaurant looked brighter in the morning, sun pouring through the long window onto the white tablecloths. A line of covered trays ran down one wall, and the smell of coffee and warm pastry drew me forward as though I were tied to a rope. Diana and Riley had already claimed the round table by the glass, and Vanessa sat between them in a soft cream sweater with the gold trophy placed carefully beside her water glass, as if it might wander off if left unattended.

“Good morning, sleepyheads,” Diana said. “We were about to send a search party.”

“We were getting ready,” Lily said with dignity, and slid into a chair.

Vanessa was still glowing. I could see it from across the table, a lit-from-within quality that hadn’t been there a week ago. She turned the trophy a quarter turn so the joystick caught the light, and said, “I keep waking up and thinking I imagined it.”

“You didn’t imagine it,” Julia said. “It’s very real. It’s right there. It’s very shiny.”

“I know. I held it in the elevator and nearly cried.”

Riley buttered a piece of toast and waved the knife like a conductor’s baton. “While you were all asleep, I took a stroll through the vendor area. The things people sell. I saw a woman hawking hand-knitted hats shaped like slimes. I saw a man with a table of foam swords that looked suspiciously like cut-up pool noodles. And there was a booth selling plush dumplings with faces. I bought one.”

The talk drifted, as it did, toward the day. Lily and Julia laid out their plans in rapid, overlapping bursts, each idea more ambitious than the last. The tournament demo at ten, the racing game at eleven, a puzzle cooperative booth that Julia had read about, a panel on voice acting that they might squeeze in if the lines were short. Diana listened with her chin on her hand and an expression of wholehearted contentment, nodding at each addition as though they were describing a military campaign she fully endorsed.

“And somewhere in there,” Lily concluded, “we eat. Probably another cream puff.”

“A balanced diet,” Diana said.

My phone buzzed against the tablecloth. I glanced down, and the name on the screen made me pause with my fork halfway to my mouth.

Brandi: Good morning, Link. Are you free to meet me at the convention this morning? I’d love to show you a few things.

I read it twice. Then I set the fork down and typed a reply. Good morning. I’d be happy to see you. Just tell me when and where.

The answer came before I’d put the phone down. Ten thirty at the administration office, east corridor. I’ll have tea waiting.

“Who’s that?” Lily asked, peering across the table.

“Brandi,” I said. “The woman who runs the convention. She wants to meet this morning.”

There was a short silence. Julia set down her orange juice. “The woman who runs the entire convention?”

“I met her yesterday in the merchandise hall. We got to talking about my business and about clothing, and she offered to show me around.”

“So you won’t be playing with us,” Lily said slowly.

“Not right away. Later this afternoon, I promise.”

“You’re abandoning us,” Julia said, with a wounded little pout that made my chest ache just a bit, “for the beautiful convention queen.”

“I’m not abandoning anyone. It’s a business conversation.”

“A business conversation with the owner of the biggest gaming event in the region,” Lily said, folding her arms. “While we mash buttons without our hero. I want it on record that I find this deeply unfair.”

“Noted.”

“You will be missed.”

“I’ll try to survive.”

Diana had been watching this exchange with her cup lifted, a smile tugging at the corner of her mouth. She set the cup down with a small clink. “Girls, the convention lasts all day. Tyler will have plenty of time to play with you after his meeting. You can save him a controller.”

“We’ll do our best,” Lily sighed.

“And honestly,” Riley added, spearing a strawberry, “you two seem perfectly capable of winning without him.”

“That is true,” Julia admitted.

* * *

The east corridor felt like a different building. A few steps past the food court, the roar of the main hall dulled to a murmur, the carpet turned from scuffed industrial gray to something plush and dark blue, and the air lost its smell of popcorn and hot plastic. A pair of potted ferns flanked a frosted glass door marked ADMINISTRATION in neat silver letters. I stood in front of it for a second, straightening my shirt, feeling absurdly like a boy waiting outside the principal’s office, and then I knocked.

“It’s open,” Brandi called.

The office was small and tidy, with a long window overlooking the loading dock, a desk stacked with labeled folders, and a low sofa against the wall. A tray with a teapot and two cups waited on the coffee table, steam curling from the spout. And Brandi stood beside the window with her back half turned, one hand resting on the sill, and when she looked over her shoulder at me I forgot what I’d been about to say.

Yesterday she had worn a black dress and a tailored jacket, polished and businesslike. Today the polish had a different edge. She wore a deep emerald dress that wrapped across her body and dipped into a V at the neckline, deep enough to draw the eye and not so deep as to be vulgar. The fabric clung to her waist and flared over her hips, and the color made her blonde hair look like poured gold. Her breasts were full and high in a way that hinted expert surgical work, round and perfect against the green, and I caught myself noticing before I could stop. I dragged my gaze up to her face, where her blue eyes were watching with something like amusement.

“Good morning,” she said.

“Good morning.” I cleared my throat. “You look great.”

“Do I?” She turned fully and smoothed a hand down her hip, a casual gesture that was not entirely casual. “Thank you. I get to dress up now and then, you know. Yesterday I was crawling around the loading dock in flats and a lanyard, hauling cable. A woman is allowed to remember she owns a closet.”

“I’m not complaining.”

“I should hope not.” She smiled and nodded toward the sofa. “Sit. I made the tea myself, which should tell you how seriously I’m taking this meeting.”

I sat. She poured, and the smell of bergamot and honey rose between us. She handed me a cup, took the other, and settled on the far end of the sofa with her legs crossed, the hem of the dress sliding just above her knee. She never once suggested she’d chosen the outfit for my benefit, and I didn’t ask. It felt safer to take the compliment she’d allowed and leave the rest alone.

“How did the rest of your evening go?” she asked. “I heard the hotel bar was a zoo.”

“We skipped the bar. We had dinner and went back to our rooms. Everyone was wiped.”

“Smart. Vanessa must have been in a daze.”

“She slept with the trophy within arm’s reach, I think.”

Brandi laughed. “I love that. I’ve handed out a lot of trophies over the years, and I still get the same thrill when a first-timer wins. It reminds me why I do this.”

“She’ll be talking about it for months.”

“Good. Tell me about where you live. Are you based in Sacramento?”

I told her. It came out easily, and I was surprised by how much I wanted to say. The old stone farmhouse that belonged to Riley, the pastures where horses grazed lazily at the fence, the long porch where we sat in the evenings, and how peaceful it was. I told her I’d been living in the city for years, chasing orders, and that I hadn’t noticed how tired I was until I stopped. I told her my stepmother had sold her flower shop and we’d all moved in, and that I’d been working from an oak desk with a view of the south pasture ever since.

“That sounds idyllic,” she said. “A little chaotic, but idyllic.”

“It’s chaotic,” I admitted. “It’s also the best thing that’s happened to me.”

She turned her cup slowly in her fingers. “And you all live together? Your stepmother, Riley, Vanessa, her daughter, your stepsister?”

“All of us.”

“That’s a lot of women in one house.”

I decided that an honest answer was easier than a careful one. Something in the way she looked at me made me want to be plain. “It’s a very close household,” I said. “Closer than most. My stepmother, Riley, Vanessa, Julia, and Lily. We’re all together. In every sense.”

Her eyebrows lifted slowly. She set the cup down on the table. “All of them? Together with you?“

“Together with me.”

For a long moment she simply stared at me, her lips parted. Then she began to giggle. “Tyler. You’re serious.”

“I am.”

“Your stepmother. And your stepsister. And a woman and her daughter. And a farm owner.” She pressed her fingertips to her lips. “How on earth do you keep up?”

“Carefully,” I said. “I have a high sex drive.”

“You’re brave to be intimate with your stepmom and stepsister. I know it’s a popular niche, but it’s rare I hear anyone actually trying it.”

“I love them deeply,” I said.

“I’m amazed. Truly. I’ve heard some interesting stories at these events, but that tops the list.” She shook her head, eyes bright. “Does it work? Is everyone happy?”

“Everyone’s happy. It took time, and it’s not something we advertise, but it works. It feels natural to us.”

“I believe you.” Her gaze lingered on my face, thoughtful and a little warm. “You don’t look like a man who’s wearing himself out. You look like a man who’s well fed.”

I felt my ears heat, and she grinned, pleased with herself.

“Don’t worry,” she said. “I won’t repeat a word. Discretion is practically my profession.”

“I appreciate that.”

She leaned back against the cushion, relaxed now, her arm draped along the back of the sofa. “I should return your honesty with a little of my own. I have a daughter. She’s eighteen, and she’s a gamer to her bones. I swear she came out of the womb holding a controller.”

“Eighteen,” I said. “That’s a good age.”

“A frightening age.” She smiled ruefully. “She’s smart and stubborn and funny, and she tells me things I don’t want to hear. I’m very proud of her.”

“Does she come to the convention?”

“She’s around this weekend,” Brandi said, with a casual lift of her shoulder. “She likes to help out and wander the floor with her friends. She’s probably got her head buried in some demo as we speak.”

There was nothing in her tone to snag on. It was the easy answer of a mother talking about a daughter, and I took it as such, nodding and sipping my tea. It didn’t occur to me to ask a name, or to wonder about the color of her hair. I let the subject slide past me like any other.

“How did you get into this business?” I asked instead. “Conventions are a long way from fitness equipment, but I imagine the logistics have something in common.”

“More than you’d think.” She tucked her feet beneath her. “Before I started the convention, I worked in event promotion. Venues, exhibitors, advertising campaigns, crowd control. By the time I decided to build something of my own, I already knew how to herd a thousand people through a door without anyone getting hurt. The gaming part was the fun part. The structure was something I already understood.”

“What kind of promotion?“

“Entertainment, mostly.” She waved a hand. “It was a long time ago, and I decided I wanted to do something different.”

The answer was smooth and pleasant and told me nothing at all. I noticed the way her eyes slid briefly to the window as she spoke, the way her smile stayed in place a beat too long. She was steering around something, and she’d done it gracefully. I could have pressed, but it wasn’t my place, and the last thing I wanted was to make her regret a perfectly good morning.

“Fair enough,” I said. “What do you like most about what you do now?”

The change in her was immediate. Her shoulders loosened and her eyes lit, and she eagerly turned toward me. “The faces,” she said. “On Saturday morning, when the doors open, you see people come in who have been waiting a year for this. Strangers, and within an hour they’re laughing together over a game they both love. They trade pins and take photographs and swap stories. They find their people. I can’t think of anything better than building a place where that happens.”

“That’s a good answer.”

“It’s the true one.” She smiled, a little embarrassed by her own enthusiasm, and set her cup down. “Finish your tea. I’d like to show you the exhibitor area from my side of the fence. The part the visitors never see. How the booths are assigned, how the contracts work, how we move eight hundred people’s worth of product through the dock without losing a single box.”

“I’d love to.”

“Good.” She rose, smoothing the green dress over her hips, and held out her hand to help me up. I took her hand warmly. “Follow me. I think you’ll find it educational.”

I stood, and she didn’t let go right away. Her eyes held mine, and I realized I was becoming more attracted to her the longer we spent together. I liked her confidence. I liked her mind. And I liked the quiet places in her story that she hadn’t opened yet, the closed doors in a house I’d only begun to walk through.

* * *

Brandi led me out of the quiet and through a set of unmarked double doors, and the roar of the convention rose around us again, but from behind the curtain this time. We passed stacks of unopened crates, rolling carts piled with banner stands, and a harried man in a black staff shirt arguing with a clipboard. Nobody stopped her. Every few steps someone nodded or called her name, and she answered each one without breaking stride.

“The loading dock is where the weekend is won or lost,” she said, pointing through a wide door at the long concrete bay beyond, where a delivery truck idled with its back open. “If the vendors can’t get their stock in before Friday night, the whole floor looks sparse and everyone suffers. We schedule arrivals in thirty minute windows. It’s rigid, and half of them complain, but I haven’t had a booth sit empty on opening morning in four years.”

“How do you choose who gets a booth?”

“Application, then a lot of squinting.” She smiled. “We look at the product, the quality, the reviews, whether they’ve shown up reliably before. Space is limited, so we try to balance the floor. Not too many shirt vendors in one aisle, not too many plush sellers side by side. I want visitors to wander and discover, not hit the same stall five times.”

We turned a corner and came out into the merchandise hall, which looked different from this angle, like a stage seen from the wings. She showed me the floor plan, a huge laminated map pinned to a wall, color coded by category. She explained the tiered pricing for corner spots and end caps, the sponsorships that paid for the big banners and the main stage, the way she negotiated with the largest vendors to keep a few small artist tables at reduced rates. “They’re the heart of the place,” she said. “The big companies bring the money. The little ones bring the soul.”

“You balance them like a recipe.”

“A recipe with a lot of tantrums.” She laughed. “Contracts are mostly about clarity. If a vendor knows exactly what they’re getting and what’s expected, ninety percent of the arguments never happen.”

“That’s true of suppliers, too,” I said. “My first few were handshake deals. I learned quickly that a handshake was worth about what it cost.”

She stopped and looked at me, head tilted. “Tell me about the store. You mentioned fitness equipment, but I don’t actually know how you got there.”

So I told her, and I found myself skipping the polished version. I told her about the spare room and the single adjustable bench I couldn’t find at the right weight, about the cheap first shipment that arrived with a cracked weld and the week I spent writing apology emails. I told her how I’d tracked down a reliable factory in Ohio and a second in Texas, how I’d learned to read supplier reviews between the lines, how I’d taught myself to photograph a kettlebell so that it looked like something a person wanted to own. I told her about the advertising, the experiments that had flopped, the one campaign that had finally clicked and tripled my traffic in a month.

“And you’re how old?” she asked, when I finished.

“Twenty-one.”

“Twenty-one.” She shook her head slowly. “I was still figuring out how to balance a checkbook at that age. You built all of that from a spare room?”

“A spare room and a lot of stubbornness.”

“A young gun,” she said, and her eyes sparkled. “That’s what you are. A young gun with a head for business and no fear of the paperwork.”

“I’ll take it.”

“You should.” She squeezed my arm, just above the elbow, and let go. “Come on. I want to see what you notice.”

We started at the far end of the apparel aisle, the same stretch I had wandered the day before. This time I looked more carefully, and this time I had a guide. Brandi paused at each booth and asked what I saw, and she listened to the answers as though they mattered.

At the first stall I picked up a gray T-shirt printed with a pixelated heart. The cotton was thin and slightly rough, and the print had the stiff, shiny quality of ink sitting on the surface rather than soaking in. “This will crack in a few washes,” I said. “The neckline is sewn crooked. The size small is cut like a medium, so someone who orders by the chart will be disappointed.”

“Correct on all counts.” Brandi nodded. “That vendor sells two hundred of those a weekend, and I’d bet a third come back as complaints.”

At the next booth, a heavy black hoodie with a small embroidered logo on the chest hung beside a row of loud neon sweatshirts. I turned the sleeve inside out. The stitching ran tight and straight, and the fabric had a brushed softness on the inside. “This one’s well made,” I said. “Good weight. The embroidery’s clean. It’s pricey, but I can see why the line outside is long.”

“And there’s a small sign by the register apologizing that they’ve sold out of medium and large,” Brandi said dryly. “They could sell twice as much if they’d made more.”

We kept moving. A table of jackets that fit so poorly on the mannequin that the shoulders collapsed. A rack of graphic dresses in glossy fabric that clung to the hanger like plastic wrap. A neat display of scarves and tote bags where the presentation was wonderful and the quality merely fine. At each stop I noted the details, the fabric weight, the stitching, the range of sizes, the pricing relative to the quality, and Brandi added what she knew from the other side.

“Here’s the problem with gaming apparel,” she said, when we’d stopped near an end cap to let a crowd pass. “People love it, but they don’t want to look like a billboard. A lot of what’s out there is either cheaply made or plastered with a giant logo that screams ‘convention’ the moment you step outside. Customers buy one and wear it twice. They want something they can put on to go to dinner and have it feel like theirs.”

“Subtle,” I said.

“Subtle,” she agreed. “And well made.”

I leaned against a pillar, thinking aloud. “What if the designs were quiet? A small embroidered detail on a cuff. A line of text inside the collar. A pattern that nods to a game without naming it. Something a fan recognizes and a stranger just thinks looks good. Soft fabric, real fit, sizes that go up as well as down.”

“Go on.”

“And cosplay-inspired pieces. Not full costumes, but dresses and jackets that capture the feeling of a character. Julia’s Daisy gown, but something you could wear to a party. Vanessa’s Zero Suit, but cut as a sleek athletic outfit. People kept asking where she’d bought hers. If someone made that, in good materials, and offered it in real sizes, I think it would sell.”

Brandi stood very still, her gaze fixed on me. For a moment I thought I’d said something foolish. Then she exhaled. “I’ve had that exact idea written on a notepad in my desk drawer for two years.”

“Have you?”

“I’ve drafted lookbooks. I’ve sketched logos. I’ve emailed manufacturers.” She pushed a lock of hair behind her ear. “And then I put it away every time, because I don’t have the e-commerce knowledge to run an online store, and I don’t have the hours. I can plan a convention in my sleep. I can’t set up a checkout page, manage inventory across a website, or run product photography. Every time I got close, I realized I’d be building a second job I wasn’t equipped to do.”

“That’s exactly what I do,” I said.

“I know.” She stared at me, eyes wide and shining. “That’s what’s so ridiculous. You walk up to me in an aisle in a pointed hat, and you happen to have the one set of skills I’ve been missing.”

I was grinning before I could stop. “I know the suppliers. I know the advertising. I can photograph the line myself. Fulfillment, returns, customer service, all of it is already built. I’ve been doing it for fitness equipment for years.”

“And I know the audience,” she said. “I know the streamers, the exhibitors, the community. I know which games are about to blow up and which ones are fading. I can put a hoodie in front of ten thousand people with one phone call.”

“It’s like two halves of a puzzle.”

“It’s like a gift from the universe, wearing a very cute tunic.”

She seemed to hear herself and pressed her lips together, flushing faintly, and I laughed. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m getting carried away.”

“Don’t apologize. I’m carried away too.”

“You’re making it very difficult for me to concentrate on my job.” She tapped a finger against my chest, lightly. “I have eight hundred vendors to supervise and a stage schedule to keep, and all I want to do is sit down and sketch a product line with you.”

“Then let’s do it properly,” I said. “I give you my full attention, you give me yours.”

“I’d like that more than I should admit.” She studied me, then glanced at her watch and made a small face. “It’s nearly noon. The floor will be mobbed in an hour and every table in the food court will be taken. Let’s get out of here. I know a quiet restaurant not far from the center, with a table where nobody will interrupt us and a kitchen that doesn’t use a microwave. Have lunch with me, and we’ll talk about it.”

“Lunch sounds perfect.”

“Good.” She smiled and tucked her hand briefly through my arm as we turned toward the exit, her perfume drifting warm and sweet between us. “Because I have a feeling we’re going to need a lot of napkins.”

* * *

The restaurant sat at the end of a quiet side street, two blocks from the convention center and a world away from it. A hand-lettered sign over the door read Fennel & Thyme, and inside the room was small and warm, with exposed brick, a few plants in the windows, and a handful of tables mostly empty at this hour. The hostess greeted Brandi by name, smiled at me politely and curiously, and led us to a corner booth beside a window that looked onto a patch of garden. The din of the convention fell away behind us.

“I’ve been coming here for six years,” Brandi said, sliding into the booth. “Whenever I need to hear myself think. The soup is excellent and nobody has ever asked me for a refund.”

“That’s a high standard.”

“The highest.” She opened her menu and passed me a second one. “Order anything. Lunch is my treat. You’re doing me a favor by listening to my rambling.”

“You haven’t rambled once.”

“Give me time.”

We ordered, a roasted tomato soup and a chicken sandwich for me, a salad with grilled salmon for her, and a pot of iced tea to share. When the waiter withdrew, Brandi pulled a slim leather notebook from her bag, uncapped a pen, and turned to a blank page. She looked up at me over the rim of her glasses, which she’d put on to write, and I realized with some surprise that I liked them.

“All right,” she said. “Show me what you see.”

“Two halves,” I said. “You have the audience. You know the community, the streamers, the exhibitors, the vendors, the people who decide what’s cool. You’ve spent years earning their trust. I have the machinery to sell a product online without it falling apart. Sourcing, advertising, order fulfillment, photography, returns. The unglamorous work that determines whether a brand lives or dies.”

She wrote two columns on the page and labeled them, Reach and Machine. “Keep going.”

“The collection starts small,” I said. “Maybe six to eight pieces. A few T-shirts, a hoodie, a lightweight jacket, a pair of joggers, maybe a cap. All in good cotton, with fits that work on real bodies. The designs are original, quiet nods to games rather than copies. We avoid the legal headache of licensed characters and give people something they won’t see on every other chest.”

“Original gaming-inspired,” she murmured, writing. “A color palette that suggests a world instead of a logo.”

“Exactly. And alongside that, a cosplay-inspired line. Dresses, bodysuits, jackets that capture a character’s silhouette without being a costume. Things you could wear to a convention or to dinner.”

Her pen paused. She looked up, and her face split into a slow smile. “I was going to bring up the suit.”

“The suit?”

“Vanessa’s. Zero Suit Samus. I’ve been thinking about it since Saturday.” She tapped the pen against the page. “Every cosplayer in the building was talking about those photographs, and half of them were asking where to buy it. A sleek, sporty bodysuit in that blue, with the right seams and a proper range of sizes, would sell out before the first shipment landed. Put your woman in the campaign, and you won’t have to spend a dime on advertising.”

“She’d laugh at that.”

“She’d be right to. She’s a professional.” Brandi’s eyes gleamed. “She’s also the best-looking walking advertisement I’ve seen in years. You have a gift for photographing her. I looked at your pictures again last night, and they have a quality that most product photography lacks. They make you feel something.”

“That’s generous.”

“It’s accurate.” She turned a page and began to sketch a quick outline of a bodysuit in the margin, surprisingly deft. “You’re practical too. That’s the part I didn’t expect. A lot of people with ideas want to talk about the dream. You keep asking about fabric weights and sizing charts.”

“The dream is easy. The sizing chart is where you lose money.”

She laughed. “I’m going to quote you.”

The food arrived. We ate and talked at the same time, passing the notebook back and forth. She explained how the convention’s social channels could seed a launch, and how the streamers she worked with would likely agree to try samples. I described the supply chain I’d use, how I’d vet factories with sample runs before committing to inventory, how I’d stage the first drop in small batches to test demand. She asked about costs and I gave her ballparks, adding that they’d shift depending on materials and minimum orders.

“I have to be honest about something,” she said, setting down her fork. “Part of me wants to say yes right now.”

“And the other part?”

“The other part runs a business and knows better. We shouldn’t commit to anything today. We should look at the numbers, work out who handles what, decide on ownership and how profits are split, and put it on paper. I’ve seen too many partnerships built on enthusiasm collapse over a misunderstanding.”

“I agree completely,” I said. “Costs, responsibilities, ownership, all of it. I’d feel better with everything written down. I’d rather have a clear conversation now than a hard one later.”

“That’s what I thought you’d say.” She smiled with obvious relief. “I’m glad. It makes me trust you more.”

“I’d like to earn that.”

“You’re doing fine.”

She poured us each a fresh glass of tea. The conversation eased, the business talk settling into a pause, and for a moment we simply sat there in the warm light from the window. A bee bumped against the glass and wandered away.

“Do you ever get tired of it?” I asked. “Running everything. Carrying all of it.”

She considered this longer than I expected. “Sometimes. Not the work itself. I love the work. I get tired of being the only one who can answer when something goes wrong at two in the morning.” She rolled her glass between her palms. “And of being a mother and a boss and a face at the same time. My daughter keeps telling me I don’t know how to switch off.”

“Is she right?”

“Annoyingly, yes.” Brandi smiled, and the smile relaxed. “I had her young, and I built the business while raising her. Most of what I know about juggling I learned with a toddler on my hip and a phone in my hand. She grew up backstage, basically. She can set up a registration desk better than half my staff. And she’s still hilarious, still stubborn, and still convinced she knows everything.”

“Sounds like her mother.”

“Careful.” But she was laughing. “She’s the reason I’m careful with my time, honestly. She has a way of looking at me when I’ve promised to be home for dinner and I’m still answering emails at nine. I try not to see that look more than once a month.”

“How do you manage the balance?”

“Badly, most days. Lists, mostly. And learning to say no. And making sure that when I’m with her, I’m actually with her.” She tilted her head. “You asked that as though you were genuinely curious.”

“I watched Diana do the same thing for years. She ran a shop and worked harder than anyone I knew. I never once saw her sit down before ten.”

Something moved across her face. “That’s a lovely thing to say.”

“It’s only the truth.”

“You’re an unusual young man, Tyler.”

“You keep saying that.”

“Because I keep being surprised.” She reached across the table and set her fingertips lightly on the back of my hand, a brief touch, there and gone. “I don’t tell people about my daughter very often. Not in a first real conversation. You make it easy.”

“I like listening to you.”

“Do you?” Her smile deepened, and her eyes held mine a beat longer than the moment required. “That’s dangerous. I could talk for hours.”

“I’d stay.”

The color rose in her cheeks, and she looked down at the notebook, then back up at me. Neither of us said anything for a moment. I thought about asking again about the years before the convention, about the door she’d closed so smoothly in the office, but the question stayed in my mouth. She’d offered what she wanted to offer, and I was content to wait.

The waiter came to clear the plates. Brandi glanced at her phone, sighed, and began tucking the notebook into her bag. “The floor will need me in twenty minutes. Someone has already texted me about a missing tablecloth, which tells me everything about my afternoon.”

“Duty calls.”

“It does. But before I go.” She slid out of the booth and stood, smoothing her dress, and looked down at me with a tilt of her head. “Let’s meet again next week. Somewhere quieter than the convention, with a table big enough for spreadsheets. We’ll put the first numbers together, talk through what you’d need from me.”

“I’d like that.”

“And Tyler.” She hesitated, and for the first time all day she looked a little shy. “I’d enjoy seeing you outside a professional setting too. No notebooks, no contracts … just dinner.”

My pulse kicked. “I’d enjoy that very much.”

“Good.” Her smile spread slowly. “I’ll text you.”

We walked out together into the afternoon light. The street was quiet, and at the corner we stopped. She turned to face me. She didn’t lean in, and neither did I. She simply held my gaze, lifted her hand in a small wave, and walked away down the sidewalk toward the convention center, her heels clicking on the pavement.

I watched her go. Then I took a slow breath, pushed my hands into my pockets, and followed at a respectful distance, still smiling like a fool.

* * *

The walk back to the convention center felt longer than the walk out had, mostly because my head was somewhere else. Brandi’s perfume still seemed to cling to my sleeve, and the notebook with its two neat columns kept replaying behind my eyes. Reach and Machine. I touched the card in my pocket without thinking, as if checking that the whole lunch hadn’t been something I’d invented on the way.

Inside, the afternoon had taken on the loose, tired warmth of the last day. The crowds had thinned to a manageable current. Vendors were rearranging half-empty tables, marking down prices, trading the last of their stock for whatever cash was left in the pockets of the people drifting past. A knight in dented armor sat on the floor beside a pillar, helmet in his lap, eating a pretzel.

I found the gaming area by sound. A wall of cheerful chaos came rolling down the hall, controllers clacking, victory jingles overlapping and someone shouting about a blue shell. The space was a wide carpeted room lined with rows of demo stations, each with a glowing screen and a cluster of beanbag chairs. And in the third row, tucked in front of the biggest television, I spotted Lily and Julia with a familiar blonde wearing a little silver star crown.

Lily spotted me first. She put down her controller, pressed the back of her hand to her forehead, and fell sideways into Julia’s shoulder.

“He lives,” she said. “He has returned from the land of the beautiful convention princess.”

“Weary but intact,” Julia said, patting her friend’s head with exaggerated sympathy. “We thought he’d forgotten us. We thought we’d have to send a rescue party.”

“I said I’d come.”

“You said you’d come this afternoon,” Lily said. “It is now the afternoon of the afternoon. We have been abandoned for hours. I have been forced to play Julia, who cheats.”

I laughed and held up both hands. “I’m sorry. I promised, and I’m here. Hand me a controller and let me make it up to you.”

“Not so fast,” said a voice from the beanbag on the end, and the third figure unfolded herself with a smile that had not changed since yesterday. Rosalina had traded the gown for a soft white top and light jeans, though the little silver star crown still sat tucked into her blonde hair, slightly crooked, as if she couldn’t bear to take it off. She stood, brushed off her knees, and tilted her cheek toward me with great solemnity, one finger tapping it.

“You owe me something, hero.”

“Do I?”

“A debt of the heart. A tribute to the princess who spent the entire morning keeping your stepsister and her friend out of trouble.”

“She did not,” Julia said.

“She absolutely did not,” Lily agreed.

“I did spiritually,” Rosalina said, not moving. “Come on. One kiss on the cheek. I’ve been waiting all day.”

I should have been flustered. Instead I found myself grinning, because there was no pressure in it, only the same cheerful mischief she’d shown at the courtyard. “You’re cute,” I said, and meant it, and leaned down and pressed a quick kiss to her cheek. Her skin was smooth and youthful.

“Cute,” Rosalina repeated, with a satisfied sigh. “I’ll take it. I’ll frame it.”

“Don’t frame it,” Lily said. “He says that to everyone.”

“He does not.”

The game on the screen was the racing one they’d been hunting all weekend, a riot of bright tracks and hard shortcuts. Four players, six rounds, no mercy. I started badly. Julia took the first race by a margin that felt personal, and Lily came in second after bouncing off every wall on the course.

“Tyler, you’re driving like you’ve never seen a steering wheel,” Rosalina called, hunched forward with her tongue between her teeth.

“I am pacing myself.”

“You’re in last place.”

“It’s a strategy.”

“It’s a tragedy.”

By the third race I had found the flow. By the fourth I was trading the lead with Julia, who played with focus. Lily took a red shell to the face and wailed as though she’d been betrayed by family, which was not entirely inaccurate. Rosalina trash talked through every straightaway, a stream of cheerful insults that she delivered with such charm that nobody could mind them.

“You’re all so slow. I’ve seen snails with better lines.”

“Says the girl who just drove into a lake,” Lily said.

I lost the final race by a single frame to Julia, who threw her hands in the air with a squeak that made her glasses slide down her nose. I leaned back into the beanbag and let the noise of it wash over me. It had been a long time since I’d played with them without a stream running or a deadline waiting. I enjoyed the simple pleasure of it.

We moved on to the party game next, then a cooperative puzzle one that Julia insisted on, then another round of the racer because Lily demanded a rematch. Somewhere in the middle of it, Lily lowered her controller and glanced at Rosalina.

“We should do the collab,” she said. “Seriously. The princess stream. We talked about it, but we need to pick a date.”

“We should keep in touch and figure something out,” Rosalina said. “My schedule’s mostly free, I just have to check what’s happening at home.”

“Sounds good to us,” Julia said. “We could try the Mario Party thing. Four players, a ridiculous amount of betrayal.”

“I’m in. My chat would lose their minds.” Rosalina grinned at the screen. “They already ask me why I don’t play with other people more.”

“Because you’d destroy them,” I said.

“Exactly. But you three can handle it.”

Lily’s gaze slid slowly toward me, and a familiar glint crept into it. “You know, Rosalina, Tyler hasn’t stopped talking about you.”

“I have said maybe two words about her.”

“He said ‘cute.’ He said it out loud. On camera. In front of witnesses.”

“There’s no camera,” I said.

“Julia’s recording,” Lily said sweetly.

Julia lifted her phone with an innocent expression and a very guilty thumb.

Rosalina turned toward me, one eyebrow arched. “So. Did the big bad hero enjoy my cheek?”

“It was a perfectly fine cheek.”

“Rated?”

“Highly.”

“I told you earlier I was interested,” she said, with complete composure. She did not blush. She did not look away. She simply held my gaze with that bright, easy smile, as if she were reporting the weather. “I’m not going to pretend I wasn’t. You’re handsome and funny and you looked ridiculous in that hat, which is a rare combination. It’s true.”

The girls erupted. Lily smacked the carpet, and Julia buried her face in a pillow, shaking with laughter. I opened my mouth, found nothing in it, and shut it again.

“See?” Rosalina said, patting my knee once, kindly. “Don’t worry. I’m not going to chase you through the hall. I just like to say what’s true.”

“That’s refreshing,” I said.

“It’s exhausting, mostly.” She stood, stretched, and glanced at her phone. “And speaking of exhausting, I have to run. Family stuff.”

“Family stuff?” Lily asked.

“Boring paperwork, mostly.” She slung her bag over her shoulder, then pointed at the three of us in turn. “We’ll keep in touch about the stream. And keep that hat, hero.”

“Never,” I said.

She waved and slipped out into the hall, silver crown glinting, and I watched her go. Nothing about her departure seemed unusual. She was a friendly girl with a busy day, and she was gone.

Lily and Julia declared that they needed one more tournament, and I gave them twenty minutes of my full attention before I stood, stretched the stiffness from my back, and told them I’d find them in a bit. They waved me off without looking up, already deep in an argument about item boxes.

* * *

I found Diana and Riley in a calm corner of the lower concourse, where a ring of padded benches faced a wall of glass looking out over the parking lot. The light came in golden. Someone had left a half-finished crossword on the table, and Riley was filling it in with a stubby pencil. Diana sat beside her with her shoes off and her feet tucked under her, a paper cup of tea cooling in her hands. Across the concourse, Vanessa moved slowly between two stalls, holding up a scarf to the light and murmuring to a vendor, the trophy long since returned to its bag.

“There he is,” Riley said, without looking up. “The man of the hour. Sit down before you fall down.”

I sat, and Diana turned to me with that searching look I knew too well. She studied my face for a moment, then smiled slowly. “Did you enjoy yourself with Brandi?”

“I did. More than I expected.”

“I could tell from across the hall this morning,” Riley said. “You had a spring in your step that I haven’t seen since you won that online ranking.”

“It wasn’t only flirting,” I said, and I found myself leaning forward, my elbows on my knees. “We talked about the business, and it turned into something real. She’s been thinking for a long time about starting a gaming apparel brand. She’s sketched logos, drafted lookbooks, talked to manufacturers. She never pulled the trigger because she doesn’t have the e-commerce side. No store, no fulfillment, no product photography.”

“And you do,” Diana said.

“I do. And she has the other half. She knows the audience, the streamers, the exhibitors. She can put a product in front of ten thousand people with one phone call. We walked the whole vendor hall and went over everything that’s wrong with what’s out there. Thin fabric, bad sizing, designs that look like billboards. We could do it properly. Quiet designs, good materials and real fits. Maybe a cosplay-inspired line.”

“Like Vanessa’s suit,” Riley said.

“Exactly like that.”

Diana set down her tea. She was quiet for a moment, and then she spoke warmly. “Tyler, I want you to hear me. I am so proud of you. When you started that little fitness store in the spare room, I wondered if it would hold. Now look at you. You’ve built something impressive, you manage suppliers and customers and shipping on your own, and a woman who runs one of the largest events in the region sees that and wants to work with you. That’s not luck. That’s what you’ve earned.”

My throat tightened. “Thanks.”

“I mean it.” She reached over and squeezed my knee. “I think exploring it makes sense, especially with someone who understands the market that well. But go carefully. Don’t let anyone rush you, including her. Look at the numbers. Get everything in writing. If it’s right, it will still be right next week.”

“That’s what we agreed,” I said. “Costs, responsibilities, ownership. All of it on paper first.”

“Good.”

Between the two of them I felt braced, steadier than I had after lunch. “Both of you. Thank you.”

Diana tilted her head, and something knowing crept into her smile. “And aside from the business?”

I paused. “I liked her. As a person. I enjoyed her company. She’s smart and funny and she tells a story like she’s lighting a fire. I wasn’t expecting that.”

“Oh, honey,” Diana said sweetly. “I know. I noticed the first moment I saw you two in that aisle yesterday.”

“Noticed what?”

“How you looked at her. And how she looked back.” She laughed at my expression and squeezed my hand. “Don’t worry. I’m not scolding. I’m only saying that I’ve known you a long time, and I see you.”

“She sees everything,” Riley said. “It’s a curse.”

“It’s a gift,” Diana corrected, and the three of us sat together in comfortable silence, enjoying each other’s company. Outside the glass, the sun slid a little lower, and a family in matching wizard robes crossed the parking lot toward their car, tired and glowing.

Footsteps pattered across the carpet, and Lily and Julia came around the corner with their skirts bunched in their fists, flushed and breathless.

“We’re done,” Lily announced. “We have played every game in the building. I can feel my thumbs. They’re numb. I think I’m a hero.”

“We won the last tournament,” Julia said proudly. “Both of us. Together.”

“Technically, you won and I was supportive,” Lily said.

“That’s the same thing.”

Vanessa drifted over with a small paper bag, her face lit with the same radiance she’d carried since yesterday. “I think they’re closing the doors in an hour,” she said. “Shall we start packing the car?”

“Let’s go home,” Riley said, pushing to her feet. “The horses are going to be furious that we left them alone all weekend.”

We gathered garment bags and plush souvenirs and the glitter poster, which had by now lost a third of its sparkle, and began the slow shuffle toward the exit. As I lifted my bag onto my shoulder, my phone buzzed against my hip. I pulled it out.

Brandi had sent a photo. A mirror selfie, taken in what looked like her office, the emerald dress still wrapped across her body. The camera had been tilted down, framing her from the chin to the waist, and the plunging neckline was the whole picture, her full breasts pressed together and gleaming under the light. Below it, a single line of text.

I enjoyed our afternoon very much, Tyler. I look forward to meeting again soon.

I stared at it for a second, aware of the warmth climbing my neck. Then I turned the screen slightly away from Lily’s curious eyes and typed back with my thumb. I feel the same. I’m looking forward to it too.

I hit send, slid the phone into my pocket, and fell in step with the others toward the glowing doors. The angle of that photograph stayed with me, and I found myself wondering whether the offer behind it was only about dinner, or something more.


Chapter 6

Three days after the convention, the farm had folded itself back around us, and I woke to a peaceful house, glad to be home after the busy weekend. The horses were already loud at the fence. Light came through the curtains in a thin gold line that crept across the floorboards, and somewhere below me a kettle began its slow climb toward a whistle. I lay there and listened to the house wake up, the creak of the stairs, a door and Lily’s voice.

I got dressed and headed to my office. The store was waiting. Orders had piled up over the weekend, and I worked through them: confirm payment, print the label, message the warehouse, answer the customer who wanted to know whether a resistance band would survive a golden retriever and so on. It took the better part of the morning, and when I finished, the inbox was finally empty.

Then I opened a new browser window and started looking at fabric. I hadn’t planned to begin so soon. But Vanessa’s photographs were still traveling. Somebody had shared the boulder shot to a gaming forum and the comments beneath it ran on for pages, the same question asked in a dozen different ways. Where did she get that suit? Does anyone make something like it? Is there a version for people who aren’t a size four? I read through a few hundred of them with my chin in my hand. They weren’t idle compliments. They were people announcing, politely and in public, that they had money and nowhere to spend it.

I knew how to find answers like that. The process was the same one I’d used for kettlebells, only the vocabulary had changed. I started with the manufacturers, building a spreadsheet of every cut-and-sew factory that listed gaming, streetwear, or cosplay among its clients. I read their reviews the way I read everything now, hunting for the sentences between the lines. The ones who answered emails within a day went into one column. The ones whose customers complained about vanishing deposits went into the trash. I compared minimum order quantities and found the sweet spot somewhere around fifty units per style, small enough to risk and large enough to matter. I studied fabric weights, learning the difference between a flimsy hundred and fifty grams and a hoodie that could actually survive winter. I pulled sizing charts from a dozen brands and laid them side by side, and the inconsistency made me wince. A medium at one company was a small at another. No wonder people were frustrated.

By noon I had a list of six promising suppliers, three in California and three overseas, and a rough sense of what each piece would cost. A good tee landed around nine dollars at volume. A heavy hoodie, closer to twenty-two. The structured jacket, the kind I could imagine on Vanessa in a photograph, ran more than I liked, but the markup would absorb it if the quality held. I wrote the numbers in the margins and underlined the ones that worried me.

Then my phone buzzed against the desk. It was a DM from Brandi. Tell me you’re awake and that you’ve started without me.

I smiled at the screen. Awake, I typed. And yes. I have a spreadsheet. It’s rather beautiful.

Brandi: Send it immediately. I’m getting a thrill just imagining it.

We traded messages through the afternoon, quick back and forth bursts between my tasks and her meetings. She sent me three photographs of fabric swatches she’d collected over the years, a soft charcoal jersey, a deep moss green, a heathered navy that looked like twilight. I sent her my supplier shortlist. She asked sharp questions about lead times and I answered with what I knew. By four, we had settled on a video call for the next morning, ten o’clock, and she signed off with a line that made me laugh out loud.

Brandi: Wear the hat.

* * *

Her office looked interesting through a screen. The window behind her glowed with white morning light, and she had pulled her hair into a loose twist. She wore a cream blouse with a bow at the collar, simple and elegant and unfairly flattering, and when the connection steadied she smiled at the camera as if she’d been waiting there all night.

“There he is,” she said. “No hat.”

“I’m afraid I left it at home.”

“A shame. You were very convincing.” She picked up a pen and clicked it twice. “Shall we get started? I’ve been thinking about this since Sunday, and I’m afraid I’ve turned into a bore about it.”

“I’d love to hear the bore.”

She laughed and flipped open her notebook. “I’ve been going over everything we discussed on Sunday. The everyday gaming clothes, the subtle designs, the cosplay-inspired pieces. I think we’ve got the right idea. Now we need to decide what we can realistically launch with. I’ve made a list of what I’d like to see in the first collection.”

“That’s close to what I was imagining,” I said. “Though I’d like to be careful about size. I’d start small. A handful of tees, a hoodie, a lightweight jacket, and maybe three or four of the costume-inspired pieces. Fifty units each, maybe less for the fancier ones. If something sells out, we reorder. If something stalls, we haven’t buried ourselves.”

“A modest start,” she said slowly.

“A survivable one. I’ve watched too many people order five hundred of something and spend a year sitting on it. I’d rather be sold out and annoyed than overstocked and broke.”

She tapped the pen against her chin, and I watched the idea settle behind her eyes. “That’s sensible. More sensible than my instinct, honestly. I tend to want the grand opening.” She smiled ruefully. “I’m used to filling a convention center. Starting small feels like wearing a coat that’s too tight.”

“You’ll get used to it.”

“I’ll try.” She turned a page. “Let’s divide the work, then. I’ll handle the audience. Streamer contacts, convention booths, the community side, and the creative direction on the designs. You’ll handle the store, the suppliers, the photography, the fulfillment.”

“Agreed. And I’d suggest we build it as a separate venture. Its own name, its own website, its own accounts. I don’t want to bolt it onto the fitness store. Different customers, different feeling, different rules.”

“Entirely,” she said, nodding quickly. “A fresh start. We’ll talk about the legal structure and the split next week, with proper paperwork. But in spirit, yes. This is its own thing.”

“Its own thing,” I repeated, and felt something warm and slightly dizzying open in my chest.

She watched me for a moment, her expression relaxing. “You know, I’ve worked with a lot of people in this business. Vendors with big plans, exhibitors with bigger egos. Very few of them stop to think about what happens after the first excitement fades. You do. It’s a rare quality, and you’re twenty-one. I keep forgetting, and then I remember, and I’m impressed all over again.”

“You’re making me blush.”

“Good. I like it when you blush.” The corner of her mouth lifted. “It’s one of the few moments I get to feel older and wiser.”

“You are older and wiser.”

“Careful, young man.”

“I meant it as a compliment.”

“I know exactly how you meant it.” She propped her chin on her hand, and the look she gave me was long and amused. “I may need to put you on a leash. Otherwise I’ll spend every call trying to make you blush instead of working.”

“That sounds like a fine use of time.”

She tilted her head back and laughed, and the sound filled my small room. We went on for another hour, mapping the first six weeks on a shared document, a messy, happy sprawl of dates and names and question marks. When we finally ended the call, my cheeks hurt from smiling.

* * *

Dinner that night was a loud affair. Riley had made a pot roast big enough to feed a barn raising, and we crowded around the long table with the windows open and the evening air drifting in smelling of cut hay. I waited until the plates were half empty before I put down my fork.

“I want to tell you all about something I’m starting.”

The table stilled. Diana raised her eyebrows. Lily stopped mid-bite.

I told them. I kept it plain: the idea for a gaming apparel brand, the partnership with Brandi, the plan to start small with pleasant designs, good fabric, and real sizing. I mentioned the cosplay-inspired line and the photographs that had started it, and when I looked up, Vanessa had already set down her glass.

“Wait,” Lily said, bouncing in her chair. “You’re making clothes? Gamer clothes? With the convention lady?”

“With Brandi. Yes.”

“I want to help design them.”

“I was hoping you’d say that.”

“I have so many ideas,” Lily said, and began counting on her fingers. “A hoodie with a tiny triforce hidden inside the hood. A jacket with a sword down the back, but subtle, like a seam. A shirt that looks like a save screen.”

“A cardigan,” Julia added shyly. “Soft, with little pixel hearts on the cuffs. Something that doesn’t scream gamer but whispers it.”

“That’s exactly the feeling,” I said. “That’s the whole idea.”

Vanessa leaned forward, her eyes bright. “And you’ll need someone to model them.”

“I was going to ask.”

“Don’t ask. Assume.” She smiled. “I haven’t felt this alive in years. I’d love to be part of it.”

Riley had been quiet, chewing thoughtfully, and now she set down her knife. “Have you thought about what happens when something sells out? Give people a way to sign up for the next batch. That way you’ll know how many are interested before you order more.”

“That’s good,” I said, and wrote it on a napkin.

“I’m full of good,” she said. “Also, returns. Be generous about returns. Nothing builds trust faster.”

Diana had been watching me through the whole conversation, her fork resting against her plate. When the others turned to argue about colors, she reached over and laid her hand on my wrist.

“I’m proud of you,” she said. “And I’m glad you’re getting everyone involved. I think this could be something special.”

“I hope so.”

“I think you know what you’re doing.” She squeezed my wrist.

I looked around the table, at Lily and Julia hunched over a napkin sketching a hoodie, at Vanessa already pinning an imaginary jacket against her shoulders, at Riley topping off her wine with a satisfied grin. The kitchen light made everything gold. Whatever came next, I thought, I was not walking into it alone.

* * *

The photograph arrived that night, a little after ten. I was sitting on the porch with a mug of tea going cold, listening to the crickets argue in the dark, when the phone lit up. A mirror selfie again, taken in what looked like a bedroom this time. Brandi stood in a black satin slip that clung to every curve and stopped high on her thigh, one hip cocked, her hair loose now and tumbling past her shoulders. The neckline dipped low enough that her full breasts spilled gently over its edge. She held the phone with one hand and tugged at a strap with the other, and her expression was somewhere between innocent and wicked.

The message underneath read: Do you think I’d make a good clothing model?

I looked at it for a long moment. The porch seemed very quiet. Then I typed, slowly, and deleted, and typed again.

You’d make an incredible model. You’d sell out the entire collection in an afternoon.

The reply came almost at once. You really think so?

Honest, I wrote. Brutally honest.

Is that right? A pause, the little dots appearing and vanishing. Careful, young man. Mixing business with pleasure is a dangerous habit.

Is it a habit if I’ve only just started?

Oh, I think you started a while ago, she wrote, and I could practically hear her voice, low and teasing. Goodnight, Tyler.

I sat there with the phone warm in my hand and the stars thick over the pasture, and I did not move for quite some time.

* * *

After midnight, with the house dark and the others asleep, I sat at the desk and wrote the first email. Short, polite and specific. I attached a rough sketch of a hoodie, a request for a sample in three weights of cotton, and a question about minimum orders. I sent it to the first supplier on my list, then the second, then the third, and watched the little confirmations tick across the screen.

My phone buzzed once more before I switched it off. A message from Brandi, accompanied by a folder of images, mood boards, color palettes, a spreadsheet of names.

Brandi: Streamer contacts. Twelve who owe me favors and forty who are curious. I’ll start warming them up tomorrow.

I smiled, leaned back in the chair, and let the darkness of the pasture settle around me. The first samples would take a few weeks. But the work, finally, had begun.

* * *

The boxes came on a Wednesday, three of them stacked on the porch when I stepped out for the morning mail, taped so thoroughly that I needed Riley’s box cutter to get inside. I carried them into the old sewing room one at a time and set them on the oak desk, and for a moment I only stood there with my hands on the cardboard, feeling a little, foolish thrill. Two weeks of spreadsheets and email threads, and now there was something I could actually hold.

The first box held tees, folded in tissue so neatly that I almost felt guilty unwrapping them. A soft charcoal, a deep moss green, a heathered navy that did look like twilight. I ran my thumb along a seam and found it straight and tight. The second box held two hoodies and a fitted jacket in black twill, and the third held the costume-inspired pieces: a long indigo coat with a stand-up collar, a layered tunic in cream and gold, and a gown in dusty rose that fell in a column of fabric so graceful I held it up to the window just to watch the light move through it.

I laid everything out across the bed and the floor, sorted by type, and made a list. Then I went downstairs to find my model.

Vanessa was in the kitchen, reading something on her phone. She looked up as I came in, took one look at my face, and smiled. “They came,” she said.

“They came.”

“Give me ten minutes.”

I chose a spot on the east side of the farmhouse, where the morning light spilled across the porch and the white-painted wall reflected it back like a softbox. I hauled out the stands and the umbrella lights from my fitness shoots, the same kit that had made kettlebells look heroic, and hung a roll of gray paper against the siding. It was strange to work with the same tools on something so different. A kettlebell didn’t blink or shift its weight. Vanessa did both, constantly, and I found I preferred it.

She stepped out in the charcoal tee and a pair of dark jeans, barefoot on the boards, and walked to the paper. I took a test frame. She tilted her chin slightly, dropped one shoulder, and the shirt shifted on her body in a way that told me everything I needed to know about the cut.

“Hold that,” I said, and shot.

“You’re doing the face again,” she said, without moving her mouth.

“What face?”

“The serious one. The one where your eyebrows come together and you look like you’re defusing a bomb.”

“I’m concentrating.”

“You’re frowning at a T-shirt.”

“It’s a very important T-shirt.”

She laughed, and I caught the laugh, which was better than anything I could have posed. We worked through the tees first, then the hoodies, then the jacket, changing between frames behind a sheet draped over the porch rail. Vanessa adjusted her stance with each garment without being asked, wider and relaxed for the hoodie, upright and a little sharp for the jacket, one hand tucked casually in a pocket. Thirty years of runways lived in the way she turned her head, in the half second she held before each shot. I stopped giving direction after the first ten minutes and simply followed her.

By eleven, the plain-backdrop shots were done, and I carried the equipment around the side of the house for the lifestyle frames. I wanted the clothes in motion, in the world. We found a weathered fence rail near the paddock and a patch of long grass by the stream, and Vanessa climbed onto the bottom board of the fence in the moss green hoodie, hair loose, watching the horses with her chin on her fist. I shot her from low. The light turned the edges of her hair to copper.

“Is it too much?” she asked, glancing down at me. “Looking pensive?”

“It’s perfect. Keep looking at Bella.”

“Bella is eating.”

“Then look at her eat.”

She did, and the frame I got looked like an advertisement for a life everyone wanted.

Around noon, the screen door banged and Lily and Julia came across the yard with sandwiches and curiosity. They stopped at the edge of my setup and stared at the rack of clothes with the greedy attention of girls let into a candy store.

“Can we touch them?” Lily asked.

“You can do more than touch. I want your opinions.”

That was all the invitation they needed. They descended on the rack, pulling garments free, holding them up against each other. Lily seized the indigo coat and swirled it around her shoulders. Julia took the navy tee and held it to her cheek.

“This is so soft,” she said. “Tyler, it’s like a cloud. People are going to live in this.”

“Do you like the design?”

She turned it around, studying the small embroidered pixel-heart at the hem. “It’s perfect. It’s cozy. I’d wear it to class and nobody would know, but anybody who knew would smile. That’s the best kind.”

“Mine is the coat,” Lily said. “It needs a bigger sigil on the back, though. Something you can see from across a room. A crest, maybe, or a rune. And the collar should be taller. People should feel like sorcerers.”

“Some people will want that,” I said. “Others won’t.”

“Then make two versions.”

“We might.” I took out my notebook and wrote it down. “What about the colors?”

“The green is too bright in photos,” Julia said. “It’s lovely in person, but on a screen it looks almost neon. I’d mute it a little.”

“I like the green,” Lily said.

“You like everything bright.”

“I like personality!”

They argued for ten minutes while I scribbled. It didn’t bother me that they disagreed. That was the point. These two had spent years reading what other gamers wanted, in chats and comment sections and long late nights, and I trusted that knowledge more than I trusted my own guesses. When I reached the end of the notes, I had two pages of useful corrections and a growing certainty that the project would be better for having them.

After lunch, we shot the costume pieces. Vanessa slipped into the dusty rose gown and the effect was immediate. She stood in the long grass with the gown lifting in the breeze, and Lily gasped. Julia clasped her hands. I raised the camera and forgot to breathe for a moment.

But it was while she was changing into the black twill jacket for the last set that Vanessa frowned at the sleeve.

“Hold on,” she said. “Something’s wrong.”

“The fit?”

“The shoulders.” She rolled them back, then forward. “It looks beautiful. But I can’t lift my arms properly. If I reach for a shelf, the whole seam pulls.” She turned and showed me the line across her back, where the fabric stretched tight. “In the photographs, you’d never know. It sits perfectly. But anyone who wears it will feel it in an hour.”

I took the jacket from her and tested the seam myself. She was right. The cut was sharp and handsome, and the shoulder structure ran a quarter inch too narrow for any real movement. I felt my stomach drop. I had been so charmed by the way it photographed that I hadn’t thought to test it.

“And this one,” she continued, picking up the cream and gold tunic, “has a loose thread already. Look. Right here, at the hem. Give it a week of washing and it’ll unravel.”

I examined the stitching. She was right again.

“That’s the thing about photographs,” Vanessa said, not unkindly. “They lie. I’ve done enough of them to know. A customer sees the picture, orders the garment, and then she puts it on and judges it by how it feels and how long it lasts. That’s what decides whether she orders again.”

“You’re right,” I said. “Completely right.”

“I know.” She smiled, and brushed a lock of hair from her cheek. “I’m only reminding you.”

I opened the notebook and wrote the problems down plainly. Jacket: widen shoulder cut, add gusset. Tunic: reinforce hem, recheck all stitching. Beneath the notes, I wrote a line to myself. Do not approve until fixed. It stung a little to admit that the samples I’d been excited about weren’t ready. But it felt better than finding out from a customer.

* * *

That evening I sorted the photographs at my desk, culling the weak frames and keeping the strong ones. Vanessa in the moss hoodie by the fence. Vanessa in the gown among the grass. A pair of candid shots where she was laughing at something off camera. I picked twenty, built a quick contact sheet, and sent it to Brandi with the list of fit notes beneath.

Her reply came within minutes.

Brandi: Tyler. These are stunning.

I grinned and typed. Vanessa’s a natural.

Brandi: Vanessa is a professional, and I’m thrilled. But I’m even more impressed that you caught the jacket. Most people would have fallen in love with the pictures and shipped it.

I almost did.

Brandi: Almost. That’s the difference between you and everyone else. You stopped.

We went back and forth for an hour, trading comments about the colors and the gowns and which photos might lead the first campaign. She suggested we hold the rose gown for a separate announcement. I told her about Lily’s rune idea and she approved with delight. Somewhere in the middle, the conversation drifted off the topic of clothes and into something looser.

Brandi: You know, I keep waiting for you to disappoint me.

Why’s that?

Brandi: Because it’s absurd for someone so young to be this good at all of it. The business sense, the eye, the taste. And you look the way you do.

I stared at the last sentence for a long moment before I answered. I’ll try to disappoint you more often.

Brandi: Don’t you dare.

I sat back, laughing quietly, and heard footsteps in the hall. A moment later Lily leaned in the doorway, her glasses pushed up into her hair, and looked at the glow on my screen with a knowing squint.

“Working late?”

“Just finishing.”

“Uh-huh.” She raised one eyebrow. “Tell the convention lady we said hi.”

She disappeared before I could answer. I sat there a while longer in the lamplight, thinking about the day. Vanessa, whose years in front of cameras had taught her what a camera could not see. Lily and Julia, who knew without being told what a gamer wanted to wear. The whole household had walked into the project without hesitation and made it better, and I understood with sudden clarity that this wasn’t only my business. It was ours, and everyone had already begun to build it.

* * *

I found the dress on Thursday afternoon, tucked beneath a false bottom of tissue in the third box, where I’d somehow missed it the day before. It was an ivory gown with a bodice of pale blue brocade and long sleeves that flared at the wrist, and when I lifted it free the skirt unfolded in a soft cascade that seemed to hold its own light. Small silver threads ran through the hem like frost on a window. I held it against the window for a long time, and the same thought arrived that always arrives when a thing is beautiful: I knew exactly who ought to wear it.

The trouble was that she wouldn’t believe me. I found Diana in the garden behind the farmhouse, kneeling in the dirt with a trowel and a bucket of seedlings, her sleeves pushed to the elbow and her hair tied up in an old scarf. Sunlight fell through the apple branches in loose coins. She looked up as my shadow crossed the bed and shaded her eyes with the back of her wrist.

“You’re holding a dress,” she said.

“I am.”

“Is it for Vanessa?”

“No.” I took a breath. “It’s for you.”

She stared at me. Then she laughed and sat back on her heels. “Honey, I’m in the middle of planting. I’m covered in soil.”

“You can wash.”

“Tyler, no. I’m not a model. That’s Vanessa’s department. She’s tall and elegant and she knows what to do with her hands.”

“You’re elegant.”

“I’m a forty-year-old woman in a gardening scarf.”

“Vanessa is also in her forties, and you have a grace that I couldn’t teach if I tried.” I knelt beside her and held the gown across my arms so the light caught the brocade. “Look at it. It’s soft, it’s dignified, and it’s the kind of dress that a certain woman wears. Not a girl in a costume. A woman. I want the collection to reach people of different ages, and I can’t show that with only one kind of face.”

Diana looked at the gown. Her expression relaxed, then flickered into doubt. “It’s lovely,” she said calmly. “But I’d feel ridiculous.”

“You wouldn’t.”

“I would, and you’d see it on my face.”

“Then we’ll find a way to make the ridiculous part funny.” I smiled. “Please, try it on. If you hate it, I’ll never mention it again.”

She wiped her hands on her jeans, and I saw the corner of her mouth twitch. “Vanessa!” she called toward the house. “Come here and tell your employer he’s out of his mind.”

Vanessa appeared on the porch a minute later with Riley trailing behind, both of them drying their hands on dish towels. They crossed the grass, saw the dress, and Vanessa’s face lit up.

“Oh, it’s perfect for you.”

“It is not.”

“It absolutely is. Look at the color. It’s exactly your palette. I’d look like a candle in that. You’d look like a queen.” She turned to me with a triumphant smile. “I’d have suggested it myself, but I didn’t want to steal the idea.”

“She’s right,” Riley said, folding her arms. “I’ve known you for twenty years, Diana. You’ve spent half your life hiding behind a counter. Let someone point a camera at you for once.”

“Riley.”

“I’m serious. This is the best offer you’ll get this decade. A handsome young man wants to photograph you in a princess gown on a farm. Take it before he comes to his senses.”

Diana looked from one of us to the next. Her cheeks had turned pink beneath the dirt. “I’m going to regret this,” she murmured.

“Probably,” Riley agreed.

“Fine.” She sighed, a long exhale. “I’ll try it. But I want it understood, Tyler, that if I look foolish, you will not make a fuss. You will not coo or clap or say anything sweet. You’ll take your pictures and be quiet.”

“I promise.”

“I mean it.”

“I know you do.”

* * *

Getting her ready took the better part of an hour, and it was the most fun I’d had all week. Lily and Julia took charge of the operation like a pair of stylists. They sat Diana on a stool in the sewing room with a towel around her shoulders, brushed out her hair until it fell in loose chestnut waves, and pinned back the sides with a pair of small pearl combs from Julia’s costume bag. Lily dug through a jewelry box and emerged with a thin silver chain and a pair of drop earrings, which she fastened with such delicate concentration that her tongue poked out the corner of her mouth.

“Hold still,” she said. “You’re fidgeting.”

“I’m nervous,” Diana said.

“Nervous is fine. Nervous is where good faces come from.”

“Who told you that?”

“Vanessa.”

“I did,” Vanessa confirmed from the doorway, where she stood with her arms crossed and a smile. She stepped forward and tilted Diana’s chin with two fingers. “Listen to me. The camera doesn’t want perfect. It wants honest. Don’t try to look beautiful. Just let yourself look interested. When I used to freeze, someone told me to think of the nicest thing anyone had ever said to me and hold it in my chest. Give that a try.”

Diana closed her eyes. For a moment she was very still, and I watched the tightness around her mouth loosen. When she opened them again, she looked calmer.

“Posture,” Vanessa said. “Shoulders back but loose. Chin a little down, then lift it. Imagine a string pulling you up from the crown of your head.”

“Like this?”

“Exactly like that.”

When the gown went on, the room fell silent. Diana stood in front of the cheval mirror with her hands pressed to her stomach and looked at herself as though she’d glimpsed a stranger. The ivory skirt fell to her ankles. The blue brocade hugged her waist. Her hair, loose and glossy, framed a face I hadn’t seen in years, composed and luminous, a little startled by its own reflection.

“Oh,” she said softly.

“Yeah,” Lily whispered. “Oh.”

We carried everything out to the garden, where the afternoon had turned to honey. The apple trees threw lace shadows over the grass, and the creek beyond the fence ran loud and clear over the stones. I set up the camera on a tripod and angled a reflector to catch the low sun, and when Diana stepped out from behind the trellis in her gown, we all became silent.

“Where do you want me?” she asked.

“Anywhere you like. Just walk. Pretend I’m not here.”

“That will be difficult. You’re pointing a camera at me.”

“Pretend I’m a very polite tree.”

She laughed, and I took the shot. Then I took another, and a third. She started stiffly, hands clasped, shoulders high, and I let her find her own pace, murmuring small encouragements. A step toward the trellis. A glance over the shoulder. A moment where she paused to touch a blossom and forgot, for a heartbeat, that anyone was watching. That was the frame I wanted, and I caught it, her face turned toward the flower, her expression unguarded and full of wonder.

By the time we moved down to the stream, the stiffness had melted. She stood on a flat stone in the shallows with the hem lifted in one hand and the water chattering around her ankles, and she smiled. She lifted her face to the sun. Lily and Julia whooped from the bank, and Riley leaned against a tree with a mug of tea, grinning from ear to ear.

“Well, would you look at that,” she called. “The farm has its own queen.”

“Stop it,” Diana said, but she was laughing.

“Your Majesty,” Riley said, sweeping a bow, and Diana flicked a handful of water at her, and I captured that too.

When the light finally turned amber and long, I lowered the camera and stepped back. Diana walked toward me through the grass, cheeks flushed, the gown around her legs. She looked radiant. She looked, for lack of a better word, happy.

“Well?” she said. “Did I embarrass us?”

“Come see.”

I turned the screen toward her. She leaned in, hesitant at first, and then her lips parted. The first frame showed her at the trellis with the flower. The second showed her in the stream with her face tipped up. The third was the laughing one, caught mid-splash, her whole body alive with delight.

“Is that me?” she whispered.

“That’s you.”

“I look…” She trailed off, pressing her fingers to her mouth. “I look like someone’s idea of a good life.”

“You look like yourself,” I said. “On a very good day.”

Her eyes were bright. She shook her head slowly. “They’re beautiful, Tyler. They really are. But I don’t think I could stand having them online. Strangers looking at me. People I don’t know.”

“Then I won’t use them,” I said. “Not unless you say so. I promise you that. Nothing goes out without your approval.”

She studied the screen again. The others had gathered around us, Lily and Julia leaning on either shoulder, Vanessa murmuring appreciation, Riley grinning with the pride of a woman watching her friend finally walk through a door she’d held open for years.

“Maybe,” Diana said at last, tentatively. “Maybe a few. The ones by the stream. And the first one, with the flower.”

“Those are the best ones.”

“They are rather good,” she admitted, and the smile she gave me then was shy and radiant at once.

* * *

That evening, I sent the selected photographs to Brandi with a short note explaining that they were my stepmom, and that she’d consented to these three only. Brandi called me within ten minutes.

“Your stepmom?” she said, the moment I picked up. “Tyler, she’s breathtaking. I thought you’d hired a professional.”

“She’s never done it before.”

“It shows in the best way. There’s no polish, only presence.” I heard the clink of a glass on her end, and her voice warmed. “Do you realize what you’ve done? We’ve been talking about this collection as if it were for twenty-year-olds in hoodies. But that gown, on that woman, in that light, speaks to an entirely different customer. Someone who loves fantasy and has the money and taste to wear it. There’s a market there that nobody’s serving.”

“I was thinking the same thing.”

“Then we shouldn’t narrow it. Let’s present the line as a whole world. Casual pieces for the daily wardrobe, elegant ones for people who want to feel a little enchanted. Different ages, different bodies, same imagination.”

“A world,” I repeated, liking the sound of it.

“A world,” she agreed. “And you built it on a farm with your family. I think that’s rather wonderful.”

We said goodnight a few minutes later, and I stayed at the desk, looking at the three photographs. In the last one, the stream one, Diana stood with the gown lifted and her face tipped toward the sun, and she looked proud. It occurred to me that she had never once allowed herself that expression in all the years I’d known her, and now here it was, caught in a frame.

Downstairs, her laughter drifted up through the floorboards, mingling with Riley’s. I smiled into the dark and wrote one more line in my notebook beneath the others. Show them everyone. Don’t make the brand about one kind of person.

* * *

The drive into Sacramento took a little under two hours, and I spent most of it with the windows cracked and the radio low, watching the farmland thin out into outlying towns and then the long gray ribbon of the highway. The back seat held two garment bags and a hard case with my laptop, the revised samples carefully folded inside. The manufacturers had turned the corrections around faster than I expected. The black twill jacket had a new gusset across the shoulders, and when I’d tested it that morning I could lift my arms over my head without feeling the seam tug. Vanessa had inspected it with a critical eye and given me a short, approving nod, which was worth more to me than a dozen reviews.

Brandi’s office occupied the third floor of a converted brick building near the river. I took the stairs. At the top, a glass door bore the name of her company in clean silver letters, and through it I could see a bright open room full of desks and people and the gentle clatter of keyboards.

She was waiting just inside. She wore a fitted dress the color of dark plum, cut with a square neckline and a hem that stopped just above the knee, and it followed the line of her body so precisely that I had to remind myself to look at her face. Her hair fell loose over one shoulder in polished waves. Her heels were black and narrow. She held a tablet against her hip and watched me come through the door with a smile that took its time.

“You made it,” she said.

“I did.”

“I’ve been looking forward to this for days.” She crossed the floor and offered her cheek, and I kissed it lightly, catching the warm, spiced edge of her perfume. “Having you to myself, I mean, without an entire convention interrupting every other sentence.”

“You look wonderful,” I said, before I could stop myself.

“Do I?” She glanced down at the dress, then up at me through her lashes. “I wasn’t sure. I changed twice.”

“You didn’t need to.”

“Well, I’m glad you approve.” She tapped my chest once with a manicured finger. “We’re supposed to be working, young man.”

“I’m working. This is research.”

“Is it?” Her eyes glinted. “Come on. I’ll show you the kingdom.”

She walked me through the open floor at an unhurried pace, introducing me to a handful of employees as we passed. A young man in a cardigan named Teddy handled vendor contracts. A woman with silver bangles on both wrists ran the events calendar. Another, tall and freckled, managed the social media accounts and shook my hand with the damp, enthusiastic grip of someone who had already seen the photographs. “Vanessa is a legend,” she told me. “We’ve been passing her around the office like a holy relic.”

“I’ll tell her.”

“Please do. She’s made my month.”

The tour ended at a pair of heavy wooden doors at the far end of the room. Brandi pushed them open and ushered me through into her private office, a wide, sunlit space with a long desk, a leather sofa, and a window that framed the river like a painting. The walls were crowded with photographs, rows of framed prints from conventions past. A younger Brandi in a sequined blazer cut a ribbon in front of a banner. Cosplayers posed in exhibit halls. A cheering crowd filled a stage. Between them hung plaques and awards and a signed poster from a game studio I recognized.

“This is remarkable,” I said, stepping closer to the wall. “You built all this.”

“With a lot of help, and a great deal of coffee.” She came to stand beside me. “The first year, we had four hundred attendees and a leaking ceiling. I cried in the parking lot. By year three, we’d sold out.”

“What did you do before?”

I asked it lightly, an easy question after an easy answer. But something in her went still for a fraction of a second. Her hand drifted to the strap of her tablet and her smile adjusted itself, smooth as a mask settling into place. “A bit of everything,” she said. “Entertainment, mostly. Nothing that would interest you.” She turned away toward the desk. “Shall we see what you’ve brought?”

Once again, I let it pass. The door she’d closed was a polite one, and I had no business pressing my shoulder against it. But I noticed the way her laughter came a little too quickly afterward, and I filed the moment away without a word.

* * *

We spread the samples across her desk and the long table beside it, and for the next two hours the office became a laboratory. Brandi examined each garment intensely. She pinched the cotton between her fingers and held it to the light. She stretched the seams. She tried the zipper on the black jacket twenty times in a row.

“The shoulders are right now,” she said, nodding. “You can move in this.”

“Vanessa caught the problem.”

“I’m increasingly in love with Vanessa.” She laid the jacket aside and picked up the tablet, where I’d uploaded the photographs. “These are extraordinary. I’ve already shown three of them to my designer friend. She asked who shot them and I said my business partner.”

“Your business partner?”

“We haven’t signed anything yet, but I’m rehearsing.” She flashed a smile and flicked through the images, pausing at the stream photograph of Diana. “And this one. Your stepmom.”

“She agreed to three.”

“I’d advertise them as the centerpiece. This gown, this expression. It tells a story the other pieces can’t.” She looked up at me, her eyes soft. “She must have been nervous.”

“She almost backed out twice.”

“She did beautifully.”

We moved on to the practical questions, and the conversation picked up speed. Pricing: tees at thirty-four dollars, hoodies at seventy-eight, the structured jacket at one forty-five, the costume pieces in a range from one-sixty to two-eighty. Suppliers: she approved my shortlist and flagged two names she had worked with before. Promotion: a staged rollout, beginning with a teaser week among her streamer contacts, then a public launch with limited stock. Responsibilities: I would handle the site, photography, and fulfillment, and she would manage the creative direction, the promotional partners, and the community. A launch date began to take shape, five weeks out, scrawled on a whiteboard in her tidy hand and circled twice.

The excitement built between us in small increments. She talked faster. I found myself pacing. We interrupted each other without apology, and at one point we both reached for the same marker and our fingers collided. Neither of us let go right away.

“Five weeks,” she said, staring at the board. “Do you realize how close we are?”

“It feels unreal.”

“It feels like a dare.” She laughed breathlessly and capped the pen. “I think we’ve earned a drink.”

She poured two glasses of something amber from a decanter on the sideboard and led me to the seating area by the window, where the leather sofa faced a low table and the river glittered beyond the glass. We sat. The afternoon light slanted across her shoulders, and for a few moments neither of us spoke.

“I should say something,” she said at last, turning the glass in her fingers. “Even when we aren’t talking about work, I like talking to you. It surprises me. I don’t often feel that way with people.”

“I feel the same.”

“Do you?”

“I do.”

She inched closer on the cushion until her knee brushed mine. “You’re unusually charming for someone your age. I hope you know that. It’s a bit unfair.”

“I’m told it’s a gift.”

“It’s a menace.” Her voice dropped. She rested her hand on my forearm, her palm warm through the sleeve, and I felt every point of contact. The room seemed to narrow around us. I turned my hand over and took hers gently, and she let me, her fingers curling around mine. She was looking at my mouth. I was looking at hers.

We leaned toward each other slowly, the way you lean when you’ve already decided and are waiting for the other person to confirm it. Her eyes drifted half shut.

Then her phone rang. The sound cut across the room like a dropped plate. Brandi flinched, closed her eyes, and exhaled through her nose. She drew back an inch, glanced at the screen and her whole expression changed. She looked almost guilty now.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “It’s my daughter. I have to take this.”

“Of course. Take your time.”

She rose, smoothing her dress, and carried the phone to the window, turning her back to me. I stood and wandered to the opposite wall, giving her the privacy of distance, and pretended to study a framed print of a cosplayer in dragon armor.

“Hi, sweetheart,” Brandi said, and her voice was a different instrument entirely. “No, I’m still at the office. A meeting ran long. … Did you? Good. … No, don’t wait up, there’s leftover pasta in the fridge. … I know. I know, I’m sorry. I’ll be home for dinner on Sunday, I promise. … Yes, the whole evening. Phone off.” She laughed. “I love you too. Be good.”

She stood there a moment after the call ended, holding the phone against her chest. When she turned, the apologetic smile was back.

“Forgive me,” she said. “Mother duty.”

“Don’t apologize. It sounded like a good call.”

“It was. She worries I forget to eat.” She crossed the room slowly and stopped a respectful arm’s length away, and the careful distance between us felt louder than the moment we’d just lost. “And we were in the middle of something.”

“We were.”

“The timing,” she said, and let out a breath of rueful laughter.

“Perhaps our timing needs some work,” I offered.

That did it. She laughed, her head tipping back, one hand pressed to her collarbone. “Oh, Tyler. You may be right. The universe has a terrible sense of humor.”

“I’ll try to be patient.”

“Please don’t be too patient.” Her eyes lifted to mine, and the heat flickered back for a second before she tamed it. She glanced at the clock on the wall. “It’s nearly six. You have a long drive, and I have an inbox that has not forgiven me.”

I gathered the samples and zipped the garment bags while she watched, her arms folded loosely across her middle. At the office door she stopped me with a light touch on the sleeve.

“I’m glad you came,” she said quietly. “Truly. And I hope we find another chance to spend time alone. Somewhere without ringing phones.”

“So do I.”

She stepped forward and wrapped her arms around my neck, and I held her in return, my hands settling against her back. She was warm and soft and smelled of spice, and the embrace lingered a beat longer than any business partnership required. Neither of us mentioned the kiss that hadn’t happened. It stood in the room with us like a third person, and when she finally let go, her fingers trailed down my arm as if reluctant to break contact.

“Drive safely,” she murmured.

“I will.”

I descended the stairs two at a time, stepped out into the evening, and sat in the car for a full minute with my hands on the wheel before I started the engine.

* * *

Over the next few weeks, I enjoyed my routine of working at the desk in the mornings and spending evenings with everyone around the kitchen table. The grass in the south pasture went from green to gold. The horses shed the last of their winter coats in drifts along the fence. And inside the old sewing room, a brand came together piece by piece, each decision laid down like a stone in a wall.

I built the storefront in the early mornings, before the household stirred. The platform was familiar, the same one I used for the fitness store, but the design was nothing like it. I wanted the site to feel cozy and warm, with soft backgrounds and generous white space, product photographs that breathed, and a font that looked as if it belonged on a book spine rather than a spec sheet. I wrote the descriptions myself, line by line, trying to say what the clothes felt like rather than what they were made of. The charcoal tee: soft enough to forget you’re wearing it. The black jacket: built for moving. I tested the payment system until I could do it in my sleep, ordering a single pixel-heart tee on eleven different cards and refunding each one. I set up shipping tiers, return labels, and a tidy confirmation email that thanked the customer in a voice I hoped sounded human.

The suppliers settled into dependable routines. One factory in California handled the tees and hoodies. Another, a small family operation in Portland, took on the structured jackets, and the owner wrote me long, courteous emails about thread counts that I came to look forward to. The costume pieces came from a tailor Brandi knew, an elderly man with a shop full of dress forms who had apparently sewn for half the theaters on the West Coast. We trimmed the first order to what we could afford to lose and no more. Fifty of each, forty of the fancier ones, and a modest reserve I tucked into a spare room in the barn that Riley had cleared without being asked.

On Brandi’s side, the campaign grew steadily. She sent me spreadsheets of streamers and creators, color coded by audience size and temperament, and a calendar of teasers scheduled across two weeks. She wrote copy that sounded like a friend whispering a secret. She arranged for a handful of well-known players to receive early boxes, and on a Tuesday evening she called to tell me that one of them, a woman with a quarter million followers, had posted a photograph of herself in the navy tee with the caption I think I’m in love. I could hear her grinning through the phone.

“Do you realize what this means?” she said. “That’s the first domino.”

“I felt it fall.”

“I’ll be insufferable for a week.”

“You’re already insufferable.”

“Rude,” she said, laughing, “and accurate.”

* * *

Back at the farm, the work spilled into every corner of the house. Vanessa and I finished the remaining product photographs over three bright afternoons, working through the last of the casual line and the final costume pieces. By the second day she had stopped needing direction altogether. She would walk into the light, turn once, and give me exactly what the garment wanted. We shot the cream and gold tunic in the barn doorway with hay light spilling across her shoulders. We shot the indigo coat at dusk, her silhouette sharp against the pale fields. She teased me about my frown, as always, and I teased her about her patience, and we teased each other constantly, and I enjoyed every minute of it.

Lily and Julia took on the promotion with a seriousness that astonished me. They sat on the sewing room floor with their laptops balanced on their knees, plotting a two week content schedule. They would unbox the samples on stream. They would wear the pieces during their Zelda nights. They would run a giveaway on launch day, a signed photograph of Vanessa in the Samus suit and a free hoodie for one lucky viewer. Every few days one of them would appear at my elbow with a new idea written on the back of her hand.

They were streaming with Rosalina more often now, three princesses sharing a screen, and the chat had exploded. I wandered into the living room one evening to find them crammed together on the sofa, Lily in her bunny ears, Julia with her glasses glinting, a split screen glowing on the television where Rosalina’s bright face filled the corner.

“Tyler!” Lily called. “Say hi! Chat wants to see the hero.”

I leaned into the frame and lifted a hand. “Hello, chat.”

“Is that the hot Link guy?” Rosalina asked, delighted. “The one who wouldn’t answer whether he was single?”

“I answered. I was interrupted.”

“By bodyguards.” She grinned at the camera. “Hi, hero. Still sporting the hat?”

“It’s on the shelf. Hanging in a place of honor.”

“Good. Don’t forget us when you’re famous. Princesses have long memories.”

“I couldn’t if I tried.”

She winked, and the chat scrolled so fast I couldn’t read it. Lily shoved me out of the shot with her elbow, laughing, and I retreated to the doorway with my face warm. It was harmless, I told myself. She was only a teasing, sunny girl who liked to make people blush. I thought no more of it.

Diana’s photographs had become the quiet heart of the collection. We placed the stream shot at the top of the homepage, the gown pooled around her ankles and her face lifted to the light, and the response was immediate. Brandi forwarded me comments from her early readers. She looks like a storybook. Is she a real person? Where can I get that dress? Diana went pink whenever anyone mentioned it. She waved her hands and changed the subject. But I caught her more than once standing in front of the computer in the evenings, studying the picture with an expression that was part embarrassment and part pride.

Riley, meanwhile, became the logistics department. She hauled in a roll of kraft paper and a spool of ribbon and showed me how to fold a hoodie so it arrived looking like a gift. She insisted on handwritten thank-you cards, a few lines on thick cream stock, and wrote the first twenty herself at the kitchen table with her tongue between her teeth. She taught me to count inventory every Friday, no exceptions, and to keep a small shelf of spare packaging so a rush order never delayed a shipment. “It’s not the glamorous part,” she said, tapping the ledger with a pencil. “But it’s the part that keeps you alive.”

Through all of it, Brandi and I wrote to each other every day. Our messages had started as logistics and slowly shed the pretense. She sent me a photograph of her morning coffee with a note that said thinking of you. I sent her a picture of the pasture at dawn. She told me about a dream in which the entire collection sold out in an hour and she woke up laughing. I told her about the way Riley folded tissue paper, and she said she wished she’d been there to watch. Somewhere in the middle, the words began to carry an undertone neither of us bothered to hide. Good morning, you. Missing the sound of your voice. I’m counting days. It felt like leaning into a warm wind.

* * *

On the night before the launch, I gathered the household in the living room and projected the finished site onto the wall. Everyone crowded onto the sofas and the floor, Lily and Julia cross-legged on the rug, Vanessa and Riley in the armchairs, Diana beside me with a blanket over her knees. I clicked through the homepage slowly. The cozy background. The banner. The long scroll of product photographs, Vanessa in the moss hoodie by the fence, Vanessa in the black jacket against the gray paper, the indigo coat at dusk, and Diana in the ivory gown with the stream rushing around her feet.

Nobody spoke for a moment. Then Lily let out a shaky breath. “It’s beautiful,” she said. “It’s actually beautiful.”

“It looks like a real company,” Julia whispered.

“It is a real company,” I said.

Diana put her hand over mine. “Congratulations, honey. I’m so proud of you.”

“Of all of us,” I said.

“Of you,” she repeated firmly, and squeezed.

“The farm has become fashion headquarters,” Riley said, raising her glass. “I never thought I’d see the day. To the barn full of hoodies.”

“To the barn full of hoodies,” we echoed, and clinked our cups, and I let the laughter wash over me.

Later, after the others had gone to bed, I took my laptop out onto the porch and called Brandi. She answered on the second ring, her face filling the screen, soft and a little tired. She wore a cream robe, her hair damp and unstyled, and no makeup at all. I realized I had never seen her like that before, and the plainness of it undid something in me.

“You look nice,” I said.

“I look terrible. I’ve been staring at spreadsheets since dawn.”

“You look nice.”

She smiled, shy for the first time I could remember. “Is everything ready?”

“Everything. The site is live behind a password, the inventory is counted, the emails are scheduled for seven tomorrow. Your teasers are queued. If we sneeze, the whole thing goes out.”

“Then we shouldn’t sneeze.” She drew her knees up onto the sofa and rested her chin on them. “Tyler, I want to say something, and I want you to let me finish.”

“Go ahead.”

“I’m proud of what we’ve done. Not just the business. I’m proud of you. I’ve worked beside dozens of people over the years, and I’ve never met someone who put this much thought and effort into building something. You made me believe in an idea I’d given up on.” Her voice caught slightly, and she looked down. “I wanted to say it before tomorrow, in case it turns into chaos.”

“Thank you,” I said, and meant it more than I could express. “I wouldn’t have done it without you.”

“You’d have done something.” Her eyes lifted, glinting. “But I like to think it wouldn’t have been as fun.”

“It wouldn’t have.”

We sat in comfortable silence for a moment. A moth tapped against the porch light.

“I want to celebrate properly once it launches,” she said. “Not a toast in an office. A real celebration.”

“Dinner?” I offered. “I know a place near the river.”

Her smile turned slow and mischievous. “I had something more private in mind.”

My pulse stuttered. “Private.”

“Just the two of us. No convention, no phone calls, no emails, no one demanding my attention.” She tilted her head, and the robe slipped a fraction from her shoulder. “An evening to ourselves. Maybe a bottle of wine. Maybe nothing at all planned. I’d like to see where it goes.”

My cock stirred. “I’d like that very much.”

“Good.” She held my gaze through the screen, and her voice dropped. “Because I haven’t forgotten that we left something unfinished in my office.”

“Neither have I.”

“I know you haven’t.” A smile curved her lips. “Keep the night after the launch free, Tyler. All of it.”

“I will.”

“Goodnight.”

“Goodnight.”

The call ended, and her face dissolved into the dark reflection of my own. I sat on the porch with the laptop warm on my knees and the night loud with crickets. The pasture lay silver beneath the moon, the horses little shadows by the fence, and the farmhouse windows glowed behind me with the light of the people I loved.

The business was ready. Every box was packed, every page was written, and in a matter of hours a world we had built together would open its doors. But I smiled into the quiet, thinking of the night that followed, and I suspected the most memorable part of the celebration would have nothing to do with clothing at all.


Chapter 7

Iwoke before the alarm for the second time in a month, which at that point felt less like luck and more like a warning. The room was still gray. The curtains hung motionless, and beyond them the farm kept its own early hours, a rooster somewhere past the barn clearing its throat, the horses moving along the fence. I lay on my back and listened to my pulse, steady but a little too quick, the way it gets before a long drive on an unfamiliar road.

The launch was scheduled for seven. I’d been awake since sometime after four, and by five thirty, I gave up trying to sleep. I dressed in the dark, jeans and a charcoal tee. Then I went to my office.

The storefront was still locked behind its password, and I loaded it the way you check on a sleeping child. Homepage, banner and the long scroll of photographs. Vanessa by the fence in the moss hoodie, Vanessa against the gray paper in the black jacket, the indigo coat at dusk, and Diana in the ivory gown with the stream rushing around her ankles. It looked like a place where a stranger might wander in and want to stay.

I went through the checklist I’d written on an index card, because I trusted the card more than my memory at that hour. Inventory first. I opened the ledger and counted the numbers on the screen against the boxes I’d stacked in the barn the day before, fifty tees in each color, fifty hoodies, the jackets, the forty costume pieces tucked in tissue like sleeping birds. Everything matched. I ran a test order with a card I’d used a dozen times and watched the confirmation email arrive in my inbox, with Riley’s handwritten-style thank-you note at the bottom. I refunded it. I ran another. I checked the shipping tiers, the return labels, the tax settings, the scheduled advertisements that would go live at the stroke of seven across three platforms, and the newsletter that would land in Brandi’s list of eleven thousand people at the same moment.

By six fifteen there was nothing left to check, which was worse than having things to check. I sat back and looked at my hands. They were steady. My stomach wasn’t.

* * *

The kitchen was full when I came in. Riley stood at the stove in a faded robe, flipping pancakes. Diana sat at the long table with her hair down and a cup of tea cradled in both palms, and across from her Vanessa had already dressed for the day in a fitted gray sweater and leggings, her phone propped against the sugar bowl. Lily and Julia had colonized the end of the table with two laptops, a tangle of cables, and a ring light balanced on a stack of cookbooks.

“He lives,” Lily said, beaming at me.

“Love you too,” I said.

I ate. The pancakes were thick and golden and the syrup was warm, and for a few minutes I just sat there, enjoying the conversation around me. Lily and Julia traded notes about their schedule. They would go live at seven fifteen, in costume, unboxing the samples on camera with a countdown overlay and a pinned link. The giveaway would run until midnight. They had a banner for it, a little pixel-art heart that Julia had drawn in the margins of her notebook and then spent two evenings polishing.

“My chat is feral about this,” Lily said. “I’ve been teasing it for a week. They think I’m launching a game.”

“Aren’t you?” Vanessa asked, smiling.

“I’m launching a lifestyle.”

Vanessa laughed. She picked up her phone and turned it so I could see the screen, a photograph of herself in the blue Samus suit, thrown together on a grassy bluff, the one that had started everything. “I’m posting the new pictures,” she said. “The fence one, and the coat. The people who found me after the cosplay have been asking where I went. I thought I’d tell them.”

“They’re going to lose their minds,” Julia said.

* * *

My phone rang at six forty-six. I carried it out to the porch, where the air smelled of wet grass and woodsmoke and the sun had begun to climb in earnest over the south pasture, turning the fence rails gold.

“Tell me it’s all right,” Brandi said, without hello.

“It’s all right.”

“Tell me again.”

“Everything is checked. The site is ready, the ads are queued, the newsletter is waiting. We could launch right now and it would work.”

She exhaled. “I don’t understand it. I’ve run conventions for years. I’ve opened doors on twelve thousand people and not blinked. And I’m standing in my kitchen at dawn holding a coffee I haven’t touched, and my hands are shaking.”

“That’s how you know it matters.”

“That’s an irritatingly wise thing to say before breakfast.”

“I learned it from you.”

“I never said it.”

“You implied it. At lunch, over a salad.”

She laughed. “Tyler. If this fails, I want you to know I won’t regret it.”

“It’s not going to fail.”

“If it does.”

“Then we’ll try again, and I’ll be annoying about it.” I leaned against the porch post. “Brandi. Look at the clock.”

A pause. “Six fifty-one.”

“Nine minutes. You hold the newsletter, I hold the store. Same time, same breath. Can you picture it?”

“I can picture a great many things,” she said, and her voice had gone low and amused. “Most of them have nothing to do with a newsletter.”

“Focus.”

“I am focusing. On you.” I heard her smile. “Stay on the line, hero.”

We stayed on the phone, neither of us saying much as we waited for seven o’clock. At seven I pressed the button on my side, and she pressed hers, and for a heartbeat nothing happened at all.

Then my phone buzzed against my palm with the first order.

* * *

By seven thirty, there were forty-one. By eight, a hundred and twelve. I watched the numbers climb from the sewing room desk with the laptop open and a spreadsheet beside it, tracking each line the way you watch a pot you’re afraid might boil over. The charcoal tees went first, then the heathered navy. The black jacket, with its repaired shoulders, moved faster than I’d dared to hope. And the gowns, the elegant ones, the pieces I’d privately worried might gather dust, started vanishing from the inventory in tidy bites.

Vanessa’s photographs spread before she’d finished posting them. A forum thread bloomed under her cosplay account, then another, then a stream of replies that scrolled faster than I could read. Is this her?

Where do I get that coat?

Someone made a real Samus-style athletic set, I’m crying.

I heard Lily from her bedroom, narrating an unboxing to eleven thousand viewers with the exaggerated reverence of a priestess unveiling a relic, while Julia dropped link after link into the chat. Brandi’s contacts began to share the launch across their own channels, one after another, a chain of small fires catching along a ridge.

And then there was Diana. The stream photograph, the ivory gown, her face lifted to the light, started appearing in places I hadn’t planned for. A fantasy reading group. A cottagecore community. A woman with a modest following posted it with the single line, This is the dress I’ve been looking for my entire life, and underneath, a hundred strangers agreed. Diana stood in the doorway of my office at nine, holding a dish towel, and stared at the screen where her own picture glowed.

“They like it,” she whispered.

“They love it.”

“They don’t even know me.”

“They know the dress,” I said. “And what it feels like to put it on.”

She pressed the towel to her mouth and laughed then slipped away before I could say anything else.

I kept my head. That was the rule I’d set for myself in the dark that morning. I watched the inventory more closely than the revenue, flagging the sizes that were thinning out and drafting a note to our suppliers about a possible rush. I answered customer questions as fast as they came, does the hoodie run large, is the coat machine washable, will the rose gown ship before a weekend event, and every reply gave me more confidence that the brand could succeed. Early orders were a promise, not a guarantee. A launch was a spark. What mattered was whether the fire held.

Brandi called again around ten, and I picked up on the first ring.

“Tyler,” she said, breathless and glowing. “Have you looked at the dashboard?”

“I’ve done nothing else.”

“We’ve sold through half the tees. Half! In three hours. My phone has been vibrating off the table. Two of the streamers just asked if they can reorder for their mods.” She laughed. “I think we did it. I think we actually did it.”

“We did.”

“Congratulations, partner.”

“Congratulations to you.”

“Both of us,” she said. Then her tone softened, and I could picture her leaning against a counter with a smile curling at the corner of her mouth. “But I want to be clear about something. This isn’t the celebration. This is just the opening act.”

“I haven’t forgotten.”

“Good. Because I’m holding you to it.”

She hung up, and I sat for a long time in the room with the sunlight spilling across the desk and the orders still ticking in.

* * *

By three that afternoon the orders had settled into a steady current instead of a flood, and I decided it was time to stop watching the numbers alone. I carried the laptop into the living room, plugged it into the television Riley kept for movie nights, and pulled the dashboard up on the big screen where everyone could see it. The farmhouse was warm with afternoon light. Dust turned slowly in the beams from the west windows, and somebody had propped the front door open so the smell of cut grass drifted through.

They gathered around the screen, Riley bringing a plate of peaches, Diana settling into the armchair, Vanessa sitting down on the couch, and Lily and Julia sprawling across the rug with their laptops.

“Behold,” I said.

Four hundred and some orders. Eighty percent of the tees gone. The black jacket down to its last dozen. Even the expensive gowns had nearly sold out.

“We sold the jackets!” Lily said eagerly.

“People bought everything,” Julia whispered.

“Read the comments,” I said.

Lily grinned. “‘Finally, gamer clothes that don’t look like a toddler designed them.’”

“‘The navy tee is the softest thing I own,’” Julia added.

Riley laughed. “Sounds like you’ve got yourselves a business.”

Diana shook her head. “I still can’t believe the gowns sold.”

“Of course they did,” Riley said. “You looked so elegant.”

Diana blushed but didn’t disagree. Instead, she crossed the room and hugged me. “I’m proud of you, Tyler,” she whispered. “Prouder than I know how to say.”

“Thanks, Diana.”

Riley clapped my shoulder. “Now remember, a successful launch is one thing. Keeping customers happy is another.”

“I know.”

My phone buzzed against my thigh. I slid it out and glanced at the screen. Brandi.

Brandi: The table is booked. Eight o’clock, a restaurant near the river that I think you’ll like. And Tyler, I’ve also arranged somewhere private for us to spend the rest of the evening. If you still want to.

I read it twice, and the room seemed to tilt a little. Then I typed back with my thumb, not bothering to disguise the grin I knew was spreading across my face. I want to. Very much. I’ll be there.

The dots appeared at once. Good. Then: Wear something that makes me forget about my inbox.

I tucked the phone away, but not before I felt a pair of eyes on me. Diana had settled back into her armchair, and she was studying my face with a patient look that made me feel as though I’d been caught hiding something.

“That smile,” she said softly. “Is that Brandi?”

I paused then decided there was no point in pretending. “She’s taking me to dinner. To celebrate the launch.”

“Just dinner?”

“And after, maybe. If things go the way I hope.”

Diana’s expression warmed, and the corner of her mouth lifted. “Well. It’s about time you had an evening with a woman who isn’t trying to sell you something or be sold something by you.”

“Diana.”

“I’m only saying.” She laughed, then reached over and patted my hand. “Go. Enjoy yourself. You’ve worked hard enough for it. Don’t spend the evening checking the dashboard.”

“I’ll try.”

“Don’t try. Do.” She winked. “And be good to her.”

“I will.”

“I know you will.”

I left them still talking, a warm, overlapping din of voices in the golden light. Upstairs, I stood at the closet for a long while, deciding between a dark green shirt and a charcoal one, and finally chose the green. I trimmed my stubble, found a jacket that didn’t smell like packing tape, and checked my reflection in the mirror above the dresser. A young man looked back, a little flushed, eyes alive with something that wasn’t just nerves.

By the time I came down the stairs, the sun had begun to slide toward the western ridge. The air smelled of hay and cooling earth. I stopped on the porch, car keys in my hand, and breathed it in, and for a moment I simply stood there, listening to my family’s laughter drift out through the screen door.

Then I walked down to the car, started the engine, and pointed it toward the highway, my heart beating a little faster with every mile.

* * *

Sacramento at dusk looked just as I remembered it. I came in off the highway with the windows down and the last of the sun laying a copper stripe across the river, the bridges lit one by one as the sky deepened to violet. After a drive through hayfields and open pasture, the city felt like a different century. Brake lights, laughing couples on the sidewalks and the smell of garlic and warm bread drifting out of open doors. I found a parking space two blocks from the restaurant and sat in the car for a minute with my hands on the wheel, breathing, the way I had on the first day I ever walked into a room full of suppliers.

The place was called Aurelio, and it sat tucked into the ground floor of an old brick building near the water, with tall windows, low amber lamps, and a hostess stand carved from dark wood. Inside, the noise dropped to a murmur. White tablecloths, small flickering candles, the clink of glasses somewhere out of sight. I gave my name to the hostess, but I never needed to. I saw her first.

Brandi stood at the far end of the room beside a corner table, one hand resting on the back of a chair, turned slightly toward the window as though she had just that moment looked away from the river. She wore black, and it did something to the air. The dress was silk, long and sleek, with a deep V that plunged between her breasts and stopped just below her sternum, and a slit up the left side that rose nearly to the hip when she shifted her weight. The fabric moved with her like water. Her hair fell in loose golden waves over one bare shoulder. A single pair of diamond studs caught the candlelight, and her lipstick was a deep, bold red.

When she saw me, she turned fully, and I forgot, momentarily, how walking worked.

“You’re staring,” she said, as I reached her.

“I’m admiring.”

“Is there a difference?”

“One is polite.”

She laughed and offered her cheek. I kissed it. Her skin was warm, and her perfume was the same spiced sweetness from the office, deeper now, as if she’d chosen it for the occasion. “You look great,” I said quietly. “I’m not sure I’m dressed for you.”

“You’re dressed perfectly.” Her gaze traveled over the green shirt, the jacket, and returned to my face with open approval. “I’ve been looking forward to this since Tuesday. Possibly since the day I met you, if I’m honest.”

“I thought you were supposed to be unflappable.”

“I’m very flappable. I just hide it well.” She slid into her chair, the slit parting along her thigh, and I took the seat across from her. “Sit. I’ve already ordered wine.”

The wine was a deep red, poured into glasses so thin they seemed to vanish between my fingers. She raised hers, and I raised mine, and the candle between us trembled.

“To the first day,” she said.

“To the first day.”

We drank. The first sip was dark and warm, with a hint of cherry, and I felt the tension of the whole day loosen in my shoulders. A waiter in a crisp white shirt appeared with menus, which she waved away. “We’ll have the burrata to start, then the duck for me, and the lamb for him. And bring the good bread.”

“Bold,” I said, when he’d gone.

“I called ahead and asked what you’d like.”

“You called ahead?”

“I asked your stepsister.” She smirked at my expression. “She texted me three hours ago. She said you like lamb, you pretend you don’t like dessert but you always finish it, and if I let you order for yourself you’ll choose the cheapest thing on the menu.”

“That girl has no loyalty.”

“She has excellent judgment.”

We ate slowly. The burrata arrived in a pool of olive oil with tomatoes that tasted like summer itself, and for a while we talked about the launch, trading highlights the way you trade stories after a long trip. She had read every comment. And she had screenshots saved in a folder.

The numbers were better than either of us expected. We had passed seven hundred orders by dinner, with a waiting list forming for the charcoal tees and the black jacket. I’d already emailed the California factory about a restock and Brandi’s tailor about a second run of the rose gown. I explained all this over the lamb, which was tender enough to fall from the bone, and she listened with her eyes bright.

“You were very calm today,” she said. “I kept waiting for you to panic.”

“I panicked at five thirty this morning. By the time you called, I’d used it all up.”

“You didn’t sound panicked.”

“I was practicing.”

She shook her head, smiling. “I’ve worked with plenty of experienced people who would have unraveled during a smaller launch. You made decisions. You answered questions. You flagged the sizes that were running low before anyone asked. Tyler, I want you to know that I chose well when I handed you my card. Partnering with you may be the best decision I’ve made in years.”

“That’s generous.”

“It’s true. I’m not accustomed to feeling so well matched with someone I’ve known for a few weeks.”

I turned my glass slowly. “I could say the same. You have the creativity, the instincts, and the contacts. You called two dozen people and every one of them said yes. I couldn’t have opened those doors in a year. All I did was make the store work.”

“All you did,” she repeated dryly.

“It belongs to both of us.”

“It does.” She held my gaze a moment, and then she exhaled. “Do you know, I can’t remember the last time I sat at a table without checking my phone?”

I glanced at hers, face down beside the bread plate. “You haven’t touched it.”

“I turned it off in the car.” She lifted one shoulder. “My whole life is a series of obligations. The convention, the staff, the sponsors, the schedule. I’m good at it, and I love it, truly. But it’s rare that I give myself an evening that has no purpose except enjoyment. I almost forgot how.”

“You’re doing well.”

“Am I?”

“You haven’t mentioned a spreadsheet in twenty minutes.”

She laughed. “Don’t tempt me.”

The dessert menu came, and I did, in fact, finish the chocolate tart. Brandi watched me with an expression of triumph she didn’t bother to hide. Over coffee, the talk wandered into the past, and it was my turn to begin.

“I keep thinking about that first afternoon,” I said. “The aisle in the merchandise hall. I’d been walking for an hour in a pointed hat feeling ridiculous. And then you stopped me to talk about my belt.”

“Your belt was fascinating.”

“You looked at me like I’d said something clever.”

“You had.” Her eyes sparkled. “And you looked so handsome in that tunic that I nearly forgot what I wanted to ask. I told you so, remember? Handsome as Link. I think I might have blushed.”

“You did not.”

“A little. Behind the sunglasses.”

“You weren’t wearing sunglasses.”

“Behind my professional dignity, then.” She propped her elbow on the table. “I should apologize about the office. The phone call.”

“Don’t.”

“I was a little mortified. I’d been thinking about that moment all week, imagining how it might go. And then my daughter calls to ask if I’d eaten.”

“It was a good call.”

“It was terrible timing.” She exhaled, laughing. “But I’ll confess something. I’ve thought about that almost-kiss more than I’d like to admit. At night. In meetings. Once in the shower.”

My pulse jumped. “I’m glad it wasn’t only me.”

“Was it you too?”

“I thought about it the whole drive home from your office. I nearly missed my exit.”

Her smile slowly opened. She reached across the tablecloth and laid her fingers over mine, and her touch went through me like a current. “Then we’re agreed,” she murmured. “We were both thinking about it.”

“We were.”

“And we’re both here now.”

“We are.”

“With no phone calls.”

“None.”

She turned my hand over and traced a slow circle in my palm with her thumb, and I felt it in places that had nothing to do with my hand. For a long moment neither of us spoke. The candle flame wavered. A burst of laughter rose from a nearby table, and I barely heard it.

* * *

We left the restaurant a little after ten. The night had turned mild, and a warm breeze came off the river carrying the smell of water. Brandi slipped her arm through mine as we stepped out onto the sidewalk, and I felt the warmth of her side pressed to me, the silk of her dress sliding against my sleeve.

“Walk with me?” she asked.

“Anywhere.”

We went down toward the old wharf, along a promenade lined with lamps whose light pooled gold on the wooden boards. Strings of small bulbs glowed above the cafés. A busker played a slow guitar somewhere out of sight, and couples drifted past in clusters, murmuring. The river lay dark and broad beside us, riffled with silver where the lights touched it, and above it the bridge hung like a necklace.

She didn’t talk much, and neither did I. It was the first time I’d been near her without a dashboard or a deadline or a ringing phone, and I discovered I liked her quiet. She walked with her head tilted slightly toward me, and now and then she glanced up and smiled, a private smile that made my chest feel too small. Once she paused at the rail to look at the water, and I stood beside her, our shoulders touching, and listened to the slap of waves against the pilings.

“I haven’t done this in years,” she said at last. “Walked without a destination.”

“You’ve got one tonight.”

“Do I?” She looked up at me, eyes dark and luminous in the lamplight. “I suppose I do.”

She turned from the rail and took my hand in both of hers, lacing her fingers through mine. The red of her lips was a little faded now, and her cheeks had a flush that wasn’t from the wine.

“Tyler,” she said softly. “There’s one more place I’d like to take you before the night is over.”

* * *

The hotel stood four blocks from the river, a pale stone building with brass doors and a doorman in a long gray coat who nodded to Brandi as though he’d been expecting her. We crossed the lobby together, our footsteps muffled by a deep burgundy carpet, past a front desk where a woman in a black blazer glanced up, smiled, and returned her attention to her screen without a word. A chandelier burned low and gold overhead. And somewhere a piano played.

Brandi kept her arm in mine all the way to the elevators. She hadn’t said much since the promenade. I’d noticed that, the way her bright confidence had folded inward as we walked. In the mirrored wall of the elevator I saw the two of us side by side, her in the black silk with her hair tumbling over her bare shoulder, me in the green shirt, looking, I thought, a little dazed. She caught my eye in the glass and smiled, and then looked away, and I realized she was a bit nervous.

The doors opened on the ninth floor. She led me down a long hall with muted carpet and sconces that cast circles of light on the walls, stopped at a door near the end, and drew a key card from her clutch. The lock clicked. She pushed the door open, stepped aside, and let me go in first.

The suite was larger than I expected, and more beautiful. A sitting room opened off a short entry, with a cream sofa, two low armchairs, and a coffee table set with a bottle of champagne sweating in a silver bucket beside two glasses. Tall windows ran the length of the far wall, curtains drawn back, and beyond them the whole of Sacramento lay spread out in points of gold and white. The river curved like a dark ribbon through the middle, and the bridge shone above it. A door stood ajar at the other end of the room, and through it I glimpsed the corner of a bed with a pale coverlet and a heap of pillows. The air smelled faintly of lilies, and I saw a vase of them on the sideboard, white and fragrant.

I turned slowly in the center of the room, taking it in. Behind me, she shut the door. “I should explain,” Brandi said.

“You don’t have to.”

“I want to.” She set her clutch on the sideboard and stood with her hands clasped in front of her, an oddly formal posture for a woman in a dress like that. “I wanted somewhere we wouldn’t be interrupted. Not my office, not a convention hall, not a kitchen with a phone ringing on the counter. A place with a closed door, where nobody needs anything from either of us.” She drew a breath. “I know it’s presumptuous.”

“It’s not.”

“It might be. We’ve known each other a few weeks.”

“Brandi.” I crossed to her and took her hands, which were cool and a little unsteady. “It isn’t presumptuous. It’s thoughtful. I can’t think of the last time someone went to this much trouble for me.”

Her eyes lifted to mine. “I wanted our first proper evening to feel special. Not rushed, not squeezed between meetings. Something we’d remember.”

“I will.”

“Good.” She exhaled, and the corner of her mouth curved. “Then pour the champagne, young man. My hands are shaking.”

I reached for it, and I popped the cork gently and filled the glasses while she kicked off her heels and curled into the corner of the sofa, tucking her feet beneath her. The silk of the dress rode up her thigh through the slit, and I made an effort to look at the bottle instead. She accepted her glass with a murmur of thanks and patted the cushion beside her. I sat, and for a time we simply sipped and looked out the window.

The city glittered. A train crossed the bridge, a slow string of lit windows gliding over the water. Down in the street a couple laughed.

“I should tell you something,” Brandi said at last, staring into her glass. “I’ve been trying to decide how, all through dinner.”

“Tell me.”

“The first time I noticed you, it wasn’t the belt.” She smiled subtly. “It was before that. You were standing in the merchandise hall, in that ridiculous cap, studying the stitching on a hoodie as though it were a contract. You were so absorbed. Nobody else in that crowd was looking at the fabric. They were looking at the logos. And I thought, who is that? And then I thought, he’s very young.”

“I know.”

“I did think it, I’m sorry. I thought, he’s twenty-something, and I’m a woman with a business and two decades on him, and this is going to be awkward.” She turned the stem between her fingers. “And then you opened your mouth and talked about suppliers and sizing and the way fabric weight changes a garment’s fall, and I forgot to be worried. You were the most serious man in the building.”

I laughed, a little embarrassed. “I’m not sure that’s a compliment.”

“It’s the highest one I have.” Her gaze lifted. “Your age didn’t matter after the first ten minutes. You’re mature in the ways I care about. You listen. You plan. You don’t pretend to know what you don’t. I’ve sat across from men in their fifties who couldn’t do that.”

I set my glass on the table and turned to face her. “May I say something?”

“Please.”

“I noticed you the moment I saw you in the aisle. You stood there with a lanyard and a tablet and a voice that could part a crowd, and I thought, there’s someone who knows exactly what she’s doing.” I shook my head. “You were beautiful. You still are. But what held me was how sharp you were. How quickly you understood what I was saying. How you didn’t talk down to me, even though you could have.”

“Why would I?”

“Because most people would.” I held her gaze. “You’ve treated me as an equal since day one. You asked what I thought, and you meant it. I can’t tell you what that’s worth to me.”

Her eyes shone in the light from the window. She reached out and rested her palm against my cheek, her thumb brushing the line of my jaw. “That’s because you are an equal, Tyler.”

“Thank you.”

“I mean it.” She let her hand fall to my shoulder. “And I should tell you the last part, the one I’m least comfortable saying. I’m comfortable with you. In a way I rarely am. My life requires a certain face, you know. The poised one, the unflappable one, the woman who walks into a room and everyone sits up straighter. I wear it so often I forget it’s a costume. But with you, I keep forgetting to put it on.”

“I like the face underneath.”

“Do you?” Her voice dropped. “It’s not as polished.”

“It’s better.”

She smiled, and the smile broke slowly, the whole of it, warm and a little shy. The sound of the city fell away. I was aware of her breath, of the champagne warm in my chest, of her knee pressed against mine through the silk.

She set her glass down beside mine. Then she inched closer, one slow movement, until the whole length of her thigh lay against my leg and her face tilted up to mine. Her hand found mine on the cushion and folded around it, her fingers long and cool and sure.

“Do you remember my office?” she asked softly.

“Every second.”

“We were interrupted.”

“We were.”

“I’ve been thinking about that for weeks.” Her eyes searched mine. “I’d like to find out how it was going to end.”

“There’s no phone tonight.”

“I switched it off in the car.” Her lips curved. “I checked twice.”

My heart was pounding so hard I thought she must feel it through the sofa. I lifted my free hand and cupped her cheek, and her lashes fluttered. She tilted her face into my palm, and her breath came out in a small, unsteady sigh.

I kissed her. Her lips were soft and warm, tasting faintly of champagne, and she held very still, as if she were afraid the moment might break. I felt her hand tighten on mine. I felt the tremor in her. I stayed there, my mouth against hers, and let the kiss be as slow as it wanted to be, a question asked and answered without a word.

Then she moaned, and I pulled her closer. Her free hand slid up my chest and curled into my collar, and she kissed me back, more firmly, her lips parting. I tilted my head and followed her, and the tentative thing between us deepened into heat and lust. Her fingers slipped into my hair. My arm went around her waist, drawing her closer. She melted into me with a breathless laugh against my mouth, and I felt the whole day, the launch and the nerves and the long, bright wait, dissolve into the heat of her.

When we finally broke apart, only far enough to breathe, her forehead rested against mine and her eyes were closed. A smile played at the corners of her mouth.

She didn’t let the kiss end so much as pause it. Her lips stayed against mine for another heartbeat, then another, and when she finally drew back, her eyes opened slowly, and she rose from the sofa with my hand still in hers.

“Come with me,” she said.

The bedroom was dim, lit only by the glow of the city through the half-open drapes. The bed stood in the center, wide and pale, the coverlet already turned down. She led me to the foot of it and turned to face me, and I took her face in both hands and kissed her again so our tongues swirled. Her fingers found the buttons of my shirt and began to work them free, one at a time, patient and sure.

“Let me,” I murmured.

“Gladly.”

I found the thin strap at her shoulder and slid it down her arm. She turned slightly, lifted her hair out of the way, and I located the zipper hidden along her side and drew it down. The silk loosened, slithered, and pooled around her ankles.

I stopped breathing.

She stood in the amber half-light in nothing but a black lace thong, and she was gorgeous and sexy. Her breasts sat high and perfectly round from the silicone, full enough that even standing still they pushed a deep cleavage together. Wide dark-pink areolas framed stiff nipples that pointed slightly upward, and just looking at them made my cock thicken as I pictured sliding between that soft firm valley and fucking her tits until I came on her neck.

Her waist narrowed to a deliberate curve before flaring into wide, shapely hips, and her thighs were smooth and strong and gleaming. Everything about her body looked sculpted for attention. Then it was her long, lustrous blonde hair, like the icing on the cake.

The thought arrived before I could stop it. She looked like she belonged on a screen, like one of those women whose bodies seemed engineered for the adult camera, every curve exaggerated and flawless. A pornstar, I thought, and then I bit the inside of my cheek, because that was not a thing I was ever going to say aloud.

“You’re staring again,” she said, with a pleased smile.

“I don’t have a better option.”

“Then keep doing it.” She stepped out of the silk, hooked her thumbs in the lace at her hips, and slid it down her legs, and I stared even harder. Her pussy was completely bare, smooth and puffy, the lips plump and shiny with her arousal already leaking down. I could see the soft pink inside where she was open a little, her clit peeking out swollen and needy, and just looking at her made me hard enough to ache, picturing how tight and wet she would feel when I finally sank into her.

She pushed the shirt off my shoulders and let it fall. Her palms moved over my chest, down my stomach, her nails dragging lightly, and she hummed in approval. Then she undid my belt, and the button of my jeans, and the zipper, and drew them down with my boxers in one steady pull. My cock sprang free, already thick and aching and pointing directly at her, and she looked down at it and smiled.

“Well,” she said. “Aren’t you a gift.”

“I’m glad you approve.”

“Oh, I do.” She wrapped her fingers around the base, stroking and a shudder ran through me. “I really, truly do.”

She sank to her knees on the carpet. She looked up at me through her lashes, blue eyes steady, lips parted, and held my gaze as she leaned in and ran her tongue along the underside of my shaft, from root to tip. I groaned. She swirled her tongue around the head, tasting me, and then she opened wide and took me into her mouth.

It was obscene. It was glorious. She sucked with a hunger that felt entirely practiced, her cheeks hollowing hard as she slobbered over my cock, her tongue sliding firm and wet beneath the head while one hand cupped my balls with a steady, knowing pressure and the other braced against my thigh. She never looked away. Her eyes stayed locked on mine the entire time, tracking every change in my face as she took me deeper than I expected, past the point where most women would gag and pull off. Her throat opened around me instead, her nose pressing flat against my stomach as she held me there without flinching. I felt the muscles of her throat flutter and tighten around the head of my cock as if trained for maximum pleasure and had to grab the bedpost with one hand to stay upright, my knees already unsteady from the heat and the pressure.

“Brandi,” I gasped. “Jesus.”

She pulled back slowly, lips dragging tight along the length of me, strands of saliva trailing from her mouth to the tip before she smiled up at me, spit shining on her chin and lower lip. Then she went down again without pause, taking me in one long, controlled slide until her lips sealed around the base and her nose was buried against me once more. She bobbed her head in a smooth, relentless motion, humming low so the vibration ran straight through my shaft and into my spine, and every few strokes she would sink all the way down and hold there, swallowing around me for long seconds that stretched until my thighs started to shake and my fingers tightened on the bedpost. Her free hand stroked whatever she was not swallowing, twisting lightly on the upstroke, while her other hand kept a gentle rolling pressure on my balls, tugging just enough to make the ache sharper. She seemed to know exactly when to ease off and when to push deeper again, keeping me right on the edge without letting me tip over.

I tried to stay still and failed. My hips jerked once, and she adjusted without breaking the contact, one hand sliding up to my hip to steady me while she took the small thrust deeper into her throat. She pulled almost all the way off, tongue swirling slow circles around the head and dipping into the slit, then took me deep again in one motion, her throat opening so easily that I felt the wet heat of her all the way down. Saliva ran down my shaft and over her fingers, dripping onto the floor between us. She looked up at me through her lashes the whole time, eyes watering slightly at the corners from the depth but never breaking contact, and the sight of her like that, mouth stretched wide around me, cheeks hollowed, made the pressure coil tighter and hotter at the base of my cock. Every swallow, every hum, every time her nose pressed against me, I felt it low and deep, the type of skill that left me fighting not to thrust.

“If you keep that up,” I said, “this will end very quickly … Jesus, I’ve never been sucked like that in my life.”

She held me deep for another long moment, swallowing once more so I felt the tight ripple of her throat around the head, then released me with a wet pop. A thick strand of spit connected her lower lip to the tip of my cock before it broke and fell. She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, still smiling, still watching me like she was measuring exactly how close I was and how much more she could take from me.

“Then we should move to the bed,” she said, voice a little hoarse from how deep she had taken me. She stood, keeping one hand wrapped around my cock, and gave me a slow, firm stroke as she led me the few steps across the room. I followed, still trying to catch my breath, still hard and aching from the way she had worked me, already wondering how the rest of her would feel after a mouth that skilled and that hungry.

I pulled her up and kissed her hard, my hands full of her hips, and then we tumbled onto the mattress together. She lay back against the pillows with her legs parted and her golden hair spread around her, and I settled between her thighs and slid a hand down to find her. She was soaked. My fingers slipped easily through the slick heat of her, and she arched with a gasp.

“I’m clean,” she murmured. “I want to feel every inch of you.”

I guided myself to her entrance and pushed in slowly, and her hot, silky walls closed around me tight and wet, gripping me like she had been waiting for this. She moaned, her nails digging into my shoulders, and I paused halfway, groaning at the way she clenched and fluttered around the head of my cock. Then she hooked her legs around my hips and pulled me deeper, and I buried myself to the hilt, feeling her heat all the way to the base.

“Fuck,” she said against my neck. “You feel great.”

I started to fuck her with long, deep strokes, pulling almost all the way out before sliding back in until my hips met hers. She met every thrust, her hips rising to take me fully, her full silicone breasts bouncing and shifting with each drive. The deep cleavage between them looked hot and inviting, her dark pink nipples stiff and brushing my chest when I leaned down. But she wanted more than that measured pace. “Harder,” she whispered, her voice rough. “Don’t be careful with me. I can take it.”

I gave it to her. I drove into her harder, the bed creaking under us, the slap of skin on skin filling the room as I fucked her with deeper, faster strokes. She moaned and clutched at me, her nails raking down my back, and begged for more in a horny voice. She was drenched, the sound of it obscene every time I sank in, her inner muscles gripping me in tight pulses that made it hard to hold back. Her head thrashed against the pillow, blonde hair spilling across it, and she kept her eyes open and locked on mine, watching my face the way she had when she was on her knees.

I shifted my weight and hooked one of her legs higher over my arm, angling deeper so the head of my cock dragged against that spot inside her with every thrust. She cried out and arched, her breasts pressing up against me, the firm silicone rounds firm and high even as she moved. “Right there,” she gasped. “Don’t stop. Fuck me just like that.” I stayed there, driving into her with steady force, feeling her get tighter and wetter around me. Her moans grew louder and less controlled, her hips rocking up to meet me, taking everything I gave her without hesitation.

She was unbelievable in bed, entirely without inhibition, exactly as skilled and as shameless as she looked. Every time I bottomed out she rolled her hips just right, grinding against me, and when I slowed for a moment she used her legs to pull me back in hard. Her free hand slid up to cup one of her breasts, pinching the stiff nipple, and the sight of her touching herself while I fucked her made my cock throb inside her. She kept her eyes on me the whole time, flushed and open, and I could feel how close she was getting by the way her walls started to flutter and grip me in shorter, tighter pulses. I drove into her harder, chasing that feeling, already knowing I was not going to last much longer if she kept looking at me like that and taking me so deep.

“On your back,” she gasped suddenly. “Let me ride.”

I rolled onto my back, and she climbed over me, but instead of facing me she turned away, straddling my hips in reverse. She grasped my cock, lined me up, and lowered herself onto it in one long slide, taking me deep until her ass settled against my thighs. Then she began to ride, her back arched, her hands braced on my legs for balance. The view was extraordinary, the smooth curve of her spine leading down to the firm round of her ass, the sway of her hair as she moved, the sight of my cock disappearing into her again and again.

She lifted slowly at first, rising until only the head of my cock stayed inside her, the wet drag of her walls clinging tight around me the whole way up. For a moment she hovered there, teasing, then she crashed back down hard, taking me to the hilt in one smooth drop that slapped her ass against my thighs and drove the air from both of us. She did it again, lifting high so I felt every inch of that tight heat sliding off me, then dragging herself down in a controlled fall that buried me deep. Each crash sent a jolt through me, her ass clapping against my skin, her inner muscles gripping and fluttering as she took the full length.

She rolled her hips in a slow, hypnotic figure eight between the lifts, grinding so the head of my cock pressed and dragged against her in a different angle, then she sped up. The lifts got shorter and sharper, the crashes harder and faster, her moans rising into broken moans as she bounced on me. I watched my cock appear and vanish between her cheeks, shiny and wet, while her full silicone breasts swayed and bounced with every drop. She reached back with one hand and spread herself a little so I could see more, then slammed down again, taking me so deep I felt her ass press against me. Her thighs flexed as she lifted, the drag of her tight walls pulling at me, and when she crashed down the next time she stayed low and ground hard, rolling her hips in tight circles that made her moan louder. I gripped her hips and let her set the pace, feeling every lift and every heavy drop, already fighting the urge to thrust up and meet her when she came down.

“Brandi,” I groaned, holding onto her hips. “You’re going to kill me.”

“Not yet,” she panted.

She slid off me, onto her hands and knees, and looked back over her shoulder with flushed cheeks and glittering eyes. “Take me from behind.”

I knelt behind her, gripped her waist, and pushed in. The angle was deeper, tighter, and she gasped. Then she began to move with me, pushing back against each thrust as though we had rehearsed it, our rhythm locking in perfect sync. Every time I drove forward, she slammed back to meet me, the sound echoing off the walls.

“Yes, right there, don’t stop…”

She came with a shuddering moan, her whole body convulsing, her walls clamping around me in a series of tight, rippling squeezes. I held on through it, gritting my teeth, and when the tremors faded I eased out of her and turned her gently onto her back again.

“Come inside me,” she whispered, pulling me down. “Like this. I want to see your face.”

I slid back in, and she wrapped her legs around me, and I drove into her with long, deep strokes, my forehead against hers, our breath mingling. She stared into my eyes the whole time, lips parted, hands tangled in my hair. The pressure built and built, an unbearable coil in my spine, and finally it snapped. I pushed deep, groaning her name, and came in hot, pulsing waves, emptying myself inside her. She shuddered and moaned and held me tight as I spilled the last of it, and I collapsed against her, spent and trembling.

We lay tangled together in the wreckage of the sheets, our skin damp, our breath slowly steadying. Brandi’s head rested on my chest, her hair spilling across my ribs, her fingers drawing idle patterns on my stomach. The city lights flickered at the edge of the drapes.

“Well,” she murmured, after a while. “That was worth the wait.”

“I’ve never fucked like that in my life,” I said and looked at her as she giggled.

“Yeah … did you like it?”

“Uh, yeah?”

She laughed softly, and I felt it against my skin. “I’d like to do that again. Soon. And not only because you’re a gifted young man.”

“I’d like that too. Very much.”

“And the business.” She propped herself on one elbow and looked down at me, her eyes half closed and glowing. “We’ll keep working. Restock the tees, plan the second drop, the longer jackets Lily wanted. I don’t intend to let this distract us.”

“I don’t think it will.”

“Good.” She settled back against me. “I’m not looking for a secret, Tyler. I want this to be something authentic. At some point, I’d like you to meet my daughter properly. Not just in passing. She’s the most important person in my life, and I want her to know you.”

I stroked her hair. “I’d like that.”

“She’ll tease you mercilessly.”

“I can handle teasing.”

“You haven’t met her.” She smiled against my chest. “She’s a handful.”

I realized, then, that in all the weeks we’d talked, I had never once heard her daughter’s name. It struck me as strange, now that the subject was open. “What’s her name?” I asked.

She yawned, curling closer. “Rosalina.”

I blinked into the dark. I lay perfectly still, staring at the ceiling, the afterglow draining out of me and something far stranger taking its place. A playful girl in a pale blue gown and a silver star crown, demanding a tribute in the gaming hall and trying to hit on me.

Brandi’s breathing deepened. Her arm slackened across my stomach. And I started to chuckle quietly and helplessly, careful not to wake her, as I thought about how much more interesting everything was about to become.


Afterword

Thank you so much for reading Home Sweet Home 5! If you enjoyed it, please consider leaving a review. It’s the second-best way to support me as an author, right after purchasing my stories.

If you’d like to be notified when I publish a new story—and receive a free taboo story—you can sign up for my newsletter at tommysilver.com.

If you’d like to reach out, feel free to email me at author@tommysilver.com.

That’s all for now!

Best regards,

Tommy Silver
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