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Chapter 1

Waking up in an unfamiliar bed should have disoriented me, but the first thing I understood was warmth, and the second was an arm draped across my chest that didn’t belong to anyone I’d ever woken up beside before. Pale morning light leaked around the edges of the heavy hotel curtains and laid a thin gold line across the carpet. Somewhere down the hall a cart rattled past, wheels humming over the floor, and then the sound faded and the room went cozy again.

I turned my head on the pillow. Brandi was already awake. She lay on her side facing me, one hand tucked under her cheek, her long blonde hair spilling across the white sheets in a way no photographer could have staged. She wasn’t wearing a drop of makeup, and she looked better for it. The confident woman who ran conventions and negotiated with sponsors was still in there somewhere, but she’d left the boardroom posture at the door and kept only the smile.

“Good morning,” she said, and leaned in and kissed me before I could answer. When she pulled back, her blue eyes were bright with mischief. “Did you dream sweetly?”

“I did,” I said. “Though I’m fairly sure I was in it.”

“Good answer.” She kissed me again, and the pleased curve of her mouth lingered afterward as if she was keeping the moment for later. “I’d have been offended if you said otherwise.”

Neither of us made any move to get up. The bed was too comfortable, the room too peaceful, and the world outside the curtains felt like a problem belonging to someone else. Brandi inched closer and rested her head on my shoulder, and I wrapped my arm around her and felt her breathe out, a long contented sound. Her fingers traced idle patterns on my chest. I let her. I’d spent the last several weeks watching those hands work and wave at exhibitors and gesture through spreadsheets, and it was strange and wonderful to feel them wandering with no agenda at all.

“Can I tell you something embarrassing?” she said.

“Please.”

“I stood in front of my bathroom mirror for twenty minutes before dinner last night. Twenty minutes. I own a company, Tyler. I’ve talked a fire marshal out of closing down my convention. And I could not decide which earrings to wear.”

“The ones you picked were perfect.”

“I know they were. That’s not the point.” She poked me lightly in the ribs. “The point is you made me nervous, and I haven’t been nervous about a man in years.”

I laughed, and she laughed with me, and for a minute we just lay there shaking the bed. Then I said, “If it helps, I spent ages deciding between two shirts. I must have stood in front of that closet for twenty minutes.”

“Smart woman.” Brandi propped herself up on one elbow so she could see my face. “How long do you think it’s been? Honestly. Since the first time we both noticed.”

I thought about it. The convention floor, the crowd, Brandi sweeping toward me with that appraising look and a business card already in her hand. The first long video call where we’d both pretended to be talking about margins. The afternoon in her office when she’d leaned over my shoulder to check a mockup and neither of us had said anything for a few seconds longer than the mockup required.

“The first day. I just didn’t have the nerve to admit it.”

“Weeks, then. Weeks of us being very professional at each other.” She shook her head, grinning. “We’re ridiculous. Two grown adults sending each other emails about fabric suppliers while we were both thinking about this.”

“You were thinking about this?”

“Obviously.” She said it like it was the most natural thing in the world. Then her expression gentled, and she looked down at her hand on my chest. “It was nice, you know. Last night. Not having to keep one eye on the partnership. Not wondering what it would do to the brand if it went wrong, or if it was smart, or if I was being a fool. For a few hours it was only you and me and a very good dinner.”

“It doesn’t have to be only a few hours.”

She looked up.

“I mean it,” I said. “The launch is done. The hard part is behind us, or at least the first hard part. I want more evenings like that one, Brandi. I’ll make the time. I’m good at making time when something matters.”

She smiled slowly. “Careful,” she murmured. “I might hold you to that.”

“I’m counting on it.”

“How’s the sex? Did I live up to your expectations?”

“Uh, fuck yeah,” I said, making her laugh. “I’ve never experienced something like that.”

“Good.” She kissed me one more time, and then she sighed and flopped onto her back and stared at the ceiling. “We have to get up. If I stay here another ten minutes I’m going to forget I have a life.”

“Is that so terrible?”

“Not at all. That’s the problem.”

We got up in stages, the way people do when they don’t want a morning to end. I found my shirt draped over the desk chair, wrinkled from a long night on the floor, and Brandi disappeared into the bathroom and came out ten minutes later with her hair brushed and a dress. She sat on the edge of the bed to fasten her sandals and glanced up at me.

“Rosalina’s supposed to be home sometime today,” she said. “She’s been away with friends, and she texted last night that she’d be back before dinner. If I know her, that means she’ll land on my doorstep at noon, starving and wanting to talk about everything.”

The name landed in my chest like a pebble dropped in a still pond. It had done the same thing the night before, when she’d mentioned her daughter over dessert, and I’d gone silent and distracted. I opened my mouth to say something, and her phone rang on the nightstand.

She picked it up, glanced at the screen, and smiled. “Speak of the princess.” She answered on speaker without thinking, setting the phone on her knee. “Hi, sweetheart.”

“Mom!” The voice that burst out of the speaker was bright and quick and thoroughly awake … and I recognized it. “I’m back early. My ride bailed on the second half of the day, so I’m already home and the house is empty and I’m starving. Are you free for lunch? Somewhere nice in Sacramento.”

Brandi laughed. “I think I can manage that. Actually, I’d like to bring someone.”

There was a pause on the line, and I could roughly hear the gears turning. “Someone.”

“My boyfriend.”

“Your what?” The pitch of the voice climbed. “Mom. You have a boyfriend? Since when? You haven’t said a single word. I’ve been asking you for weeks why you keep smiling at your phone, and you kept saying it was work.”

“It was work, in part.”

“Oh my God. Is he the one from the convention business? Is he old? Is he rich? What does he do? Please tell me he isn’t a golf person.”

“I’m not telling you anything over the phone,” Brandi said, clearly enjoying herself. “You’ll meet him at lunch.”

“That’s so unfair. Give me one thing. His name.”

“No.”

“His job.”

“No.”

“At least tell me he’s nice.”

Brandi’s gaze teasingly slid to me. “He’s very nice. And you’re going to like him. Trust me.”

“I’ll be the judge of that,” came the reply, in a tone of mock suspicion that made me smile in spite of myself. They settled on a restaurant and a time, and Brandi said goodbye and ended the call and set the phone down with the satisfied air of a woman who’d just won a small, private war.

I was still standing there with one shoe in my hand. “Rosalina,” I said. “Is that really her name, or is it a nickname?”

“Her real name. I named her after a character in a game I loved, and she’s never let me forget it.” Brandi tilted her head. “You went strange on me last night when I said it. I figured you’d tell me eventually.”

“Eventually is now.” I sat down on the bed beside her. “At the convention, there was a girl in a Princess Rosalina cosplay. Pale blue gown, silver crown, the whole thing, and she was good at it. Tall, blonde, the type of smile that gets people into trouble. Lily and Julia introduced us, and she immediately started flirting with me. Then the next day, I ran into her again in the gaming hall, and she informed me that I owed her a tribute.”

Brandi’s eyebrows rose. “Tribute.”

“A kiss on the cheek, apparently. She said she’d been waiting all day for it.” I rubbed the back of my neck. “And the day before, she’d asked if I was single. Julia and Lily jumped in and made a game of it. I walked away thinking that was the last I’d ever see of her.”

For a second Brandi didn’t move. Then her mouth twitched. Then her shoulders began to shake, and a moment later she was laughing so hard she had to press the back of her hand against her lips. She fell sideways onto the pillows. Tears gathered in the corners of her eyes.

“She flirted with you,” she said. “My daughter. At my convention. And neither of you knew.”

“I didn’t know she was yours.”

“I know you didn’t, that’s the beautiful part.” She wiped her eyes. “What did she say, exactly? Tell me everything. Word for word.”

So I did, and with every line her laughter grew. By the time I got to the part about the kiss on the cheek, she was wheezing.

“Should we warn her?” I asked, when she’d calmed enough to hear me. “Before lunch? A text, maybe. Something so she doesn’t walk in blind.”

Brandi sat up so fast the mattress bounced. “Absolutely not.”

“She’s going to be shocked.”

“She’s going to be wonderful.” Her eyes sparkled. “Tyler, I have waited eighteen years for a moment like this. My daughter has embarrassed me in restaurants, in airports, and once in front of a bishop. I want to see her face when she realizes who’s sitting at that table. Promise me you won’t spoil the surprise before lunch.”

I looked at her, at the flushed cheeks and the wicked grin, and I understood that the poised businesswoman I’d been working with all these weeks had a streak of pure mischief I’d only just begun to glimpse. It was impossible to say no to.

“I promise,” I said.

“Good.” She patted my cheek and stood to collect her purse, still giggling under her breath.

* * *

We collected my car from the lot where I’d left it the night before, and the drive across Sacramento took on the loose, giddy feel of a conspiracy. Brandi sat in the passenger seat with her sunglasses pushed up into her hair, giving directions she didn’t need to give, and every few blocks she glanced over at me and bit her lip as if the whole thing might spill out of her before we arrived. I kept my eyes on the road and tried to look like a man with nothing on his mind.

The restaurant sat on a quiet tree-lined street downtown, a long brick building with striped awnings and window boxes crowded with geraniums. Diana would have approved of the geraniums. Inside, the dining room was cool and dim and smelled of spices and warm bread, and a hostess led us to a corner table by the window where white linen draped to the floor and the silverware looked fancy. Brandi chose the seat facing the door. I took the one beside it, angled so I could see who walked in.

“She’ll be late,” Brandi said, unfolding her napkin. “She’s always late. It’s a point of pride with her.”

“You sound like you’ve made peace with it.”

“I made peace with it around age seven.” She smiled at the water glass the waiter set down. “That was the year she decided she was the queen of the neighborhood and that queens don’t arrive on time, they are awaited. She gave out titles on the playground. Her best friend was Duchess of the Sandbox. There was a boy who got demoted to jester after he refused to share his juice.”

I laughed. “That tracks, based on what I’ve seen.”

“Oh, it gets better. When she was nine she wrote a formal letter to her school principal requesting a larger desk, cursive and three paragraphs. She cited precedent.” Brandi shook her head fondly. “She’s always been imaginative and outspoken, and absolutely certain that if she asks loudly enough the world will reorganize itself around her. The terrifying part is that it usually does.”

“So I’m in trouble.”

“You are in a world of trouble.” She leaned closer and lowered her voice, though no one was near. “A warning, though. She loves embarrassing me in public. It’s her favorite hobby. She’ll say something outrageous with a perfectly straight face and then watch me squirm. But I’ve gotten good at returning fire, and I have eighteen years of ammunition. If she goes after you, I’ll cover you.”

“That’s reassuring.”

“It should be. I’m a very generous ally.”

Ten minutes after the time they’d agreed on, the front door opened, and I felt Brandi go still beside me in a pleased, expectant way, like a cat watching a bird land on the sill.

I’d only ever seen Rosalina in a gown. Without the pale blue satin and the silver crown, she looked younger and more ordinary and somehow more memorable. She wore a pair of cuffed jeans and a soft cream top with a little gold necklace, and her hair hung loose past her shoulders, bright as sunlight on a wheat field. The resemblance to Brandi hit me all at once. Same blue eyes, same cheekbones, same quick tilt of the chin as she scanned the room. If you’d put them side by side and told me they were sisters, I’d have believed it for about a second before the difference in age caught up.

She spotted her mother and lit up. “Mom!” She was already crossing the room, one hand lifted in a wave. “You look amazing, are you wearing the new perfume? Where’s the mystery man, did you hide him in the kitchen? I want to inspect him.”

Then she reached the table, looked at me, and stopped. The change in her face was something to see. First came blankness, then recognition, then a dawning, delighted wonder that broke across her features like a sunrise. Her mouth fell open. She pointed at me with her whole arm.

“You,” she said.

“Hello,” I said.

“My missing knight!” She planted her hands on her hips. “Do you have any idea how long I searched for you? You vanished from the convention without a word. No farewell, no apology, and above all, no tribute. A princess does not forget an unpaid debt. I should have you thrown in the dungeon.”

“I was told there’d be a trial first,” I said.

“The trial is now in session.” She grinned so widely I thought her face might crack. “I can’t believe it. Mom, this is the guy I told you about. The photographer. The one who ran away. He is so cute, I knew I’d see him again, I just knew it, and look, here he is, and he’s at our lunch. What are the odds? It’s destiny.”

Brandi, beside me, was pressing her lips together hard. “Rosalina, sit down.”

“I will, I will, hold on.” Rosalina dragged out the chair across from me and dropped into it, still beaming. “This is the best day. I came here expecting to meet some boring businessman in a polo shirt and instead I get my knight. Mom, you should’ve seen him at the convention with his girlfriends, he had this expression like a deer in headlights, it was so adorable.”

“Sweetheart,” Brandi said sweetly. “I’d like to introduce Tyler. My boyfriend.”

Rosalina’s smile stayed in place for exactly two more seconds. I watched it freeze. Her gaze went from her mother, to me, to her mother again, with the precision of someone trying to solve a puzzle that refused to come out right.

“Your what?”

“My boyfriend.”

“Tyler is your boyfriend.” Rosalina said it slowly, a word at a time. “My Tyler. The knight.”

“He’s not exactly yours, dear.”

“Are you serious? You’re serious.” She slapped both hands flat on the tablecloth. The silverware jumped. “Mom! You stole my knight!”

“I did no such thing!” Brandi was laughing now, helplessly. “I had no idea you’d even met him!”

“I was flirting with him first!”

“You didn’t tell me his name!”

“You didn’t tell me you were dating anyone!” Rosalina flung out a hand toward me, appalled. “I asked him if he was taken, in front of witnesses. I even talked him into kissing my cheek. I was all in. I was planning a second encounter. And you swooped in with your hair and your perfect posture and your mysterious smiling at your phone, and now he’s yours. You always do this. You always manage to get what you want.”

“Tyler isn’t a prize to be claimed,” Brandi said, wiping her eyes. “He’s a person, and he’s also sitting right here.”

“I’m aware of that,” Rosalina said, and shot me a look so wounded and so theatrical that I had to look at the ceiling to keep my face straight. “He’s very real. That’s the tragedy.”

I cleared my throat. “For the record, I didn’t know either.”

“Oh, I know you didn’t.” She waved a hand. “It was part of your charm.” She sighed, folded her arms, and slumped back in the chair. “I’m not upset about the girlfriend thing, by the way. Lily already told me about all of it. You, her, Julia, the others, the whole big happy farmhouse. I’m not judging. I think it’s kind of awesome, honestly. What I can’t get over is that the hot guy from the convention turned out to be my mom’s secret boyfriend. That’s all. It’s just such an enormous coincidence.”

“The universe has a sense of humor,” Brandi said.

“The universe is a menace.” Rosalina picked up her menu and glared at it. Then, after a pause, she peeked over the top at me. “You look good, though. Just so you know.”

The waiter came, and we ordered. Rosalina asked for the salmon, Brandi chose a pasta dish, and I picked the first thing that sounded edible, since I’d stopped reading the menu some time ago. Once the waiter left, Rosalina folded her hands, leaned forward on her elbows, and fixed me with the stare of a prosecutor. “All right. I need details. Where did you take her on your first date?”

“Dinner.”

“Where?”

“Rosalina,” Brandi warned.

“What, it’s a reasonable question! Did he open the door for you? Did he pull out your chair? Did you wear the dress with the open back, the one I told you was too much?“

“That is none of your business.”

“So you did wear it.” Rosalina turned back to me. “Tyler, was she nervous? Mom gets this thing where she tucks her hair behind her ear when she’s nervous, it’s a giveaway.”

“I did notice that,” I admitted.

“Tyler!” Brandi swatted my arm.

“Ha! I knew it.” Rosalina clapped. “Mom, you can’t hide anything from me, I’m a trained observer.”

“Very well.” Brandi sipped her water, perfectly composed. “If we’re sharing, I could tell Tyler about the time you tried to bake a cake for my birthday and set off every smoke detector in the house. Or the Halloween you refused to take off a wizard hat for three weeks. Or the incident with the neighbor’s dog and the stolen…”

“You wouldn’t.”

“I have photos.”

“Oh, shut up, Mom,” Rosalina said, with enormous satisfaction, and then she burst out laughing, and Brandi laughed, and I found myself laughing too, so hard that the couple at the next table glanced over. For the rest of the meal the two of them traded barbs back and forth like a tennis match, each one landing a point and sliding out of range before the other could retaliate, and I mostly sat there and enjoyed the show.

Somewhere around the arrival of the bread basket, the conversation relaxed. Rosalina buttered a roll and asked, almost shyly, “So how did the launch go? The clothing line. Lily’s been posting about it nonstop.”

“Better than we hoped,” Brandi said. “Tyler’s marketing was talented.”

“It was a team effort,” I said.

“Well, congratulations to both of you. Seriously.” Rosalina raised her water glass in a small toast. “I love the designs. Lily sent me pictures. And speaking of Lily, we’ve been chatting about games ever since the convention. She wants me to come out to the farm and meet everybody properly. We even talked about a Mario Party night sometime next week.”

“That sounds fun,” I said.

“It does.” She set down her glass and pointed her butter knife at me. “But I’m only coming if you promise to be there. A princess can’t visit without her knight.”

“I’ll have to check my schedule.”

Beside me, Brandi gave me a knowing wink. “He’ll make room,” she told her daughter.

“Excellent.” Rosalina bounced in her seat. “Fair warning, Tyler, I plan to beat you at every single game. I don’t lose gracefully, but I do win loudly.”

When the plates had been cleared and the check settled, we stepped out into the afternoon, where the heat had begun to build and the sidewalk shimmered a little at the edges. Rosalina stopped in front of me, planted her feet, and held out both arms.

“You still owe me tribute,” she said. “I’ll accept a hug as a down payment.”

“Is that how it works?”

“It’s how I say it works.”

I laughed and stepped in, and she threw her arms around my neck and squeezed with enthusiasm, rocking us a little from side to side. She held on for longer than I expected, and I patted her back awkwardly and waited.

“Rosalina,” Brandi said from behind her. “Don’t monopolize my boyfriend.”

“I’m only borrowing him,” Rosalina said into my shoulder, then let go and stepped back, grinning, her cheeks pink. She pointed a finger at my chest. “Mario Party. Don’t forget.”

“I won’t.”

“Bye, Mom! Bye, knight!” She spun on her heel and strode off toward the crosswalk, hair swinging, waving without looking back. Brandi and I stood on the sidewalk watching her go, and when she turned the corner we looked at each other and started laughing all over again.

* * *

We walked without choosing a direction, which turned out to be the best way to walk. The streets around the restaurant were wide and shaded, lined with old maples whose leaves threw moving patterns across the pavement, and the afternoon was warm, with hardly any traffic. Brandi tucked her hand into the crook of my arm as if she’d been doing it for years. I matched my pace to hers and let the conversation go wherever it wanted.

“I can’t remember the last time I laughed like that,” she said. “My ribs actually hurt.”

“Mine too. I think the waiter was afraid of us.”

“He was terrified. He kept coming back to the table with his eyes on the floor.” She shook her head, smiling. “I’ll admit something. I knew Rosalina would be surprised, but I didn’t expect her to be quite so thrilled about it.”

I stopped and turned to look at her. “You knew she’d react like that?”

“Well, she’s mentioned a handsome photographer more than once since the convention. I had a feeling she liked you.” She gave me a sidelong glance that was entirely too innocent. “And once you told me what happened, I thought it would be a shame to spoil the surprise.”

“You arranged the whole thing.”

“I arranged lunch. The rest was nature.” She lifted her chin. “I refuse to apologize. I couldn’t resist.”

I laughed and shook my head, and we started walking again. A woman passed us pushing a stroller, and a pair of kids on scooters rattled by in the opposite direction. We drifted past a small bakery with its door propped open, and the smell of cinnamon followed us half a block.

“She does that,” Brandi said after a while, more softly. “The teasing, the flirting. It’s how she moves through the world. She picks someone, usually someone a little shy or a little serious, and she pokes at them until they blush, because she loves watching it happen. It’s never mean. She just likes making people react.”

“I noticed.”

“I’m sure you did.” Brandi was calm for a few steps. “But I saw her face when I said boyfriend. She was joking, mostly. She was also a little bit genuinely disappointed. She’d been looking forward to running into you again.”

I nodded slowly. The memory of that frozen smile at the table was still fresh, and so was the flicker that crossed it right before she covered it with a joke. I’d seen it. I’d decided not to dwell on it.

“Does that make you uncomfortable?” I asked. “Knowing she’s interested? She knows about the others, and she didn’t seem to mind. It’s a lot for anyone to take in, and she’s your daughter.”

Brandi considered the question without hurry, and it occurred to me that this was one of the things I liked best about her. She never gave a reflex answer. She turned a problem over in her hands until she could see all the sides.

“I don’t think I’m the possessive type,” she said finally. “Not in the way people usually mean. I’ve been on my own a long time. I built a company, I raised a child, I’ve had a lot of years to figure out what I can and can’t control. When I started things with you, I knew you weren’t a simple situation. I knew what I was walking into, and I walked in anyway.” She exhaled. “But I never imagined my own daughter might be one of the complications. That part caught me off guard.”

“You don’t have to decide anything right now.”

“No, I don’t. And I don’t want to invent a problem out of something that hasn’t happened. She flirted with you at a convention, she’s pouting about it over lunch, and she’ll probably forget the whole thing by next week.” She paused, and a rueful smile tugged at her mouth. “Although I know her well enough to suspect she won’t let go as easily as that.”

“I’m not assuming anything about her,” I said. “I want you to know that. What’s between us matters to me. I’m not going to be careless with it.”

Brandi stopped walking. She turned to face me on the sidewalk, her sunglasses pushed up in her hair, and studied my face for a moment with those unwavering blue eyes. Then something in her expression loosened.

“I believe you,” she said. “Thank you for saying it.”

“It’s true.”

“I know.” She laughed lightly and slid her hand down to rest on my chest. “I might have to compete with my own daughter for your attention, though. If Rosalina has her way, she’ll turn this into a campaign. A royal decree. Possibly a treaty.”

“You have a considerable head start.”

“Do I?”

“A very considerable one.”

“Good answer.” She went up on her toes and kissed me, right there on the sidewalk in the dappled shade, and it lingered long enough that a passing cyclist rang his bell in amusement. When she pulled back she was pink around the cheeks and smiling. “I like you, Tyler. I really do.”

“I like you too.”

We started walking again, and the conversation turned toward the practical. There were a few loose ends on the clothing brand, she said: reorders, a pair of vendor calls, the fulfillment spreadsheet we’d both been neglecting since the launch. She expected to spend most of Monday catching up on email. I told her I had a stack of invoices waiting at the farm. Neither of us sounded especially unhappy about it.

“But I’d like an evening that isn’t about any of that,” Brandi said. “Soon. Maybe dinner at my place this week? I’ll cook. I’m actually not bad.”

“I’d love that.”

“Then I’ll send you a day.” She tapped my arm. “And a word of caution about Mario Party. Rosalina is ruthless. She holds grudges over stolen stars. I once saw her refuse to speak to her best friend for an hour because of a blue shell.”

“I can handle a blue shell.”

“We’ll see,” Brandi said, with a look of such fond skepticism that I laughed out loud.

By the time we circled back to the parking lot, the shadows had stretched long across the asphalt, and I realized we’d been walking for over an hour. My car sat where I’d left it, the windshield warm and gleaming. I unlocked it and turned to her.

“Let me drive you home.”

“Absolutely not.” She shook her head. “You have a long way back to the farm, and I won’t be the reason you fight Sunday traffic. I’ll take a taxi.”

“It’s no trouble.”

“I know. That’s exactly why I’m refusing.” She stepped close, straightened the collar of my shirt, and looked up at me. “Instead, you can give me one more kiss before you go. That’s the only fee.”

I put my arms around her and kissed her, and this time there was no audience and no hurry. She melted against me with a small sound of contentment, one hand curled in my shirt, the other at the back of my neck. When we finally parted, she stayed there a moment longer with her forehead resting against my chin.

“I’m going to see you again very soon,” she murmured.

“I’ll hold you to that.”

I waited with her at the curb until the taxi arrived, a dusty yellow sedan that slid up with its blinker clicking. I opened the door for her, and she slid inside and glanced back through the window with a little wave and a smile I’d be thinking about the whole drive. The taxi pulled away. I watched it turn the corner. Then I got into my own car, rolled down the windows, and pointed the nose of it toward the highway and the farm.

* * *

The farm looked more relaxed in the late afternoon light, as though the whole property had exhaled after the long push of the launch. The gravel drive crunched under my tires. Horses grazed along the far fence, tails flicking at flies, and the big farmhouse sat at the end of the lane with its porch light already glowing even though the sun hadn’t set. I parked beside the barn and sat for a moment with the engine ticking, listening to the sounds of nature.

It never stayed peaceful for long. By the time I reached the porch steps I could hear music from somewhere upstairs, the muffled thump of a game soundtrack, and the clink of dishes from the kitchen. The screen door swung shut behind me with its usual squeak. In the living room, Diana and Riley sat together on the old sofa with their feet tucked up, a pot of tea between them, looking like two women who had decided that nothing was allowed to happen for at least an hour.

Diana saw me first. Her whole face brightened. “There he is. The man of the hour.”

“Hi, Diana.”

“Don’t ‘hi, Diana’ me.” She patted the cushion beside her. “Sit. We’ve been waiting for you since breakfast.”

Riley set down her cup and gave me a once-over that missed nothing. “He’s glowing. Diana, look at him. He’s absolutely glowing.”

“I’m not glowing.”

“You are, sweetheart,” Diana said. “It’s all over your face.”

I sank onto the sofa between them, and almost immediately I could feel the house gather itself. Footsteps came down the stairs, and Lily appeared in the doorway with her glasses crooked and a controller still in one hand, and Julia was right behind her, holding a mug. Vanessa drifted in from the kitchen drying her hands on a towel, and before I could draw a breath the whole circle had closed.

“Well?” Lily said. “How was it?”

“We want everything,” Julia added.

“Start with the dinner,” Vanessa said, perching on the arm of the sofa. “Don’t skip anything.”

I laughed and held up my hands. “Dinner was wonderful. The food was good, the conversation was better. We talked for hours.” I paused, then decided there was no point in dressing it up. “And we finally said it. Out loud. That we like each other, and not just as business partners.”

Nobody screamed, exactly, but the sound that went through the room was close. Julia clapped her hands over her mouth. Lily pumped her fist. Diana pressed one palm to her chest and looked at me with such open warmth that for a moment I had trouble meeting her eyes.

“We saw it coming,” she said. “We’ve been watching you two for weeks.”

“Weeks,” Riley agreed. “I said to Diana, that is not how people look at each other over spreadsheets.”

“You never said that,” Diana said.

“I thought it very loudly.”

I shook my head, grinning. “Fine. You were right. All of you.”

“Of course we were right.” Diana reached over and smoothed a hand down my arm. “Another beautiful blonde in an already crowded household. You’re going to need a bigger table, honey.”

“I’m already looking at a bigger table,” I said, glancing around the room, and they laughed.

“You know, I like what I’ve heard about her,” Riley said, tapping her chin. “She’s sharp. And she doesn’t take nonsense from anyone, which I respect. If your business meetings keep going like this, Tyler, I may have to start attending them.”

“Please don’t.”

“I’m just saying. They seem very productive.”

I let them tease me for another minute, because there was no stopping it, and because I didn’t mind. Then I took a breath, leaned back, and said, “There was something else. This morning. A surprise.”

“Oh no,” Lily said joyfully.

“Do you remember the girl from the convention? The one in the pale blue gown and the silver crown. Princess Rosalina. She tried to flirt with me while you two pretended to be my bodyguards. Then the next day, she demanded a kiss on the cheek as tribute.”

Julia’s eyes went round. “She was so good at it.”

“She was great,” Lily said. “We’ve actually been talking online ever since. She sent me about forty memes yesterday, and she’s obsessed with our streaming setup.” She frowned. “Wait. Why are you bringing her up?”

“Because,” I said, “it turns out she’s Brandi’s daughter.”

The silence lasted maybe half a second. Then Lily shrieked, and Julia collapsed sideways against the arm of the chair, and Riley began to laugh so hard that Diana had to rescue her teacup. Vanessa covered her mouth with her towel, shoulders shaking.

“No,” Lily said. “No way. You’re making that up.”

“I found out last night when Brandi said her daughter’s name,” I said. “I didn’t make the connection until then. And this morning she invited me to lunch with Rosalina and neglected to mention to her daughter who the boyfriend was.”

“She didn’t warn her?” Vanessa gasped.

“Not a word. I wanted to warn her, but Brandi made me promise not to spoil the surprise.” I rubbed my face. “Rosalina walked in, saw me sitting there, and lit up like a firework. She called me her missing knight. She teased me about that kiss on the cheek. And then Brandi said, ‘Sweetheart, this is my boyfriend,’ and I swear the poor girl’s smile froze solid.”

“Oh my God,” Julia wheezed. “What did she do?”

“She accused her mother of stealing her knight.”

That finished them. Riley slid down the cushions with her feet in the air, and Lily rolled onto the rug clutching her stomach, and even Diana had tears in her eyes. I sat there accepting the abuse, because there wasn’t a thing I could do to stop it, and honestly it was worth it just to see them so happy.

“This is the best thing that has ever happened,” Lily said from the floor. “She’s going to fit in here so perfectly.”

“Is she coming?” Julia asked, wiping her eyes. “To the farm?”

“She’s been dying to,” Lily said, sitting up. “She told me she wants to meet everyone properly. We were already talking about a Mario Party night sometime next week.”

“Yes!” Julia pumped a fist. “Okay, we need a plan. How many controllers do we have? Four? Five?”

“We have enough,” Lily said. “And we should make it a tournament. Best of ten boards. Winner gets a ridiculous prize.”

“What kind of prize?”

“I’m thinking a trophy. A terrible one. Something spray-painted gold.”

“I love that,” Julia said. “We can make an actual trophy out of a gravy boat.”

Vanessa laughed. “I could do a batch of those little pastries, and maybe some sliders.”

“I’ll make something special for our guest,” Riley offered. “A princess deserves a proper welcome. I’ve been wanting to try that cherry tart recipe for ages.”

“Only if you let me help,” Diana said.

“Of course I’ll let you help, you’re the one who ruins the crust.”

“I do not ruin the crust.”

“You do a little.”

They bickered happily while the plans multiplied. Somewhere in the middle of it, Vanessa glanced my way. “Will Brandi be coming too?”

I paused. “I haven’t asked her yet. But I think she’d like it. She’d enjoy seeing everyone in a more relaxed setting.”

“Then ask her,” Diana said at once. “She’s more than welcome. After everything she did to help get your new business off the ground, it’s the least we can do.”

“Absolutely,” Riley agreed. “Tell her we’re making a tart.”

“I’ll text her tonight,” I said.

“And Rosalina?” Julia asked, her eyes dancing. “How do you think she’s going to act around you now? Now that she knows you’re dating her mom?”

“You’re all exaggerating,” I said. “She was teasing. It’s what she does.”

“Mm-hm,” Lily said, in a voice that told me she had no intention of letting that stand. “She’s already made it clear that you’re required to attend. I’m going to lock in a date with her tomorrow. You’d better clear your calendar, hero.”

I looked around at the circle of faces, flushed with laughter and eager with plans, and realized with some amusement that they were looking forward to meeting the mischievous princess almost as much as she was looking forward to meeting them.

* * *

The house was settling down after dinner. I could hear dishes clinking downstairs and someone laughing in the kitchen. I shut myself into the bedroom with my phone and the lingering warmth of a long day and sat on the edge of the bed the way you sit at the end of a good shift, not tired exactly, just ready to see what the world had done without me.

The world had been busy. The clothing brand launch had stirred up more feedback than I’d dared to expect. Messages stacked in the inbox, comments under the announcement post, a handful of customers already tagging photos of pieces they’d ordered that morning. Someone wanted the jacket in a different colorway. Someone else asked if the hoodie would run oversized. A gaming account with a respectable following had shared our lookbook with a string of fire emojis that made me smile at the screen like an idiot. I answered what I could, flagged what needed a longer reply, and felt that hum of satisfaction that comes from watching something you built start to move on its own.

Brandi’s name sat near the top of my recent messages. We traded a few texts about the coming week, a call with the fulfillment partner, a possible shoot at one of the outdoor locations she liked, a reminder that she wanted to review the second batch of samples before anything went live. It was easy, the way working with her had become easy, her sentences quick and confident, my replies a half step behind and happy to be.

Then her last message arrived.

Thank you for today. I’m going to be smiling about Rosalina’s face for days. I don’t think I’ve ever seen her speechless before.

I laughed out loud, alone in the room. Speechless was generous. For a few seconds at that lunch table, Rosalina had looked like a game that had crashed mid-load.

Wouldn’t have missed it, I typed. Thank you for lunch. And for the company. Sleep well, Brandi.

I added nothing more, though I thought about it. Some things sat better unsaid. I set the phone on the blanket beside me and rolled the tension out of my shoulders.

It buzzed again before I’d finished.

An unfamiliar number. No name, just a string of digits and a message underneath.

Good evening, my favorite knight. Have you recovered from the shock of discovering that your princess and your girlfriend are mother and daughter?

I read it twice. There was only one person who talked like that, with that type of blend of regal confidence and barely contained mischief.

Rosalina, I wrote. How did you get this number? I never gave it to you. I suspected Lily since I knew she had Rosalina’s number.

The reply came almost before I’d lowered my thumbs. I borrowed Mom’s phone after I got home and went through her contacts until I found you. Perfectly reasonable methods for a princess trying to reclaim her missing knight.

Stealing someone’s phone number isn’t exactly proper royal behavior.

Royalty has always had special privileges. Look it up.

I shook my head, grinning against my will. I’ll consult the history books.

You do that. Did you enjoy lunch? Did my mother behave herself?

Your mother was perfectly charming, I wrote. Unlike a certain princess who spent half the meal accusing her of theft.

Wrongful accusations were NOT made, she shot back. She was stealing my knight. I flirted with you first, remember? I was flirting with you way before I found out she was interested. That’s practically a prior claim.

Is that how it works?

In every kingdom I’ve ever read about.

I leaned back against the headboard, the phone glowing in my hand. Her texts had the same vibe as her voice, always daring me to keep up. The convention came back to me without effort, the crowd and the noise, the blonde wig, the dress with its enormous skirt, and Rosalina stepping into my path to ask if I was single.

Do you remember our first meeting as clearly as I do? she wrote, as if she’d reached into my head.

A beautiful blonde flirting with me in the middle of a gaming convention is hard to forget, I admitted.

Three dots appeared and disappeared and appeared again.

Good answer. I was hoping I’d see you again after that. I just didn’t expect it to happen over lunch with my mother.

Neither did I.

Fate is dramatic like that. Anyway! Lily said she’d set up Mario Party night at the farm this week. You’re coming. Promise me.

I’ll be here, I wrote. Don’t expect me to let you win, though.

I won’t need your help. I will absolutely make you regret challenging me.

I haven’t challenged anyone yet.

You will. Also, I’m excited to meet the other women properly. Lily and Julia talk about them constantly. Apparently it’s a very interesting household.

I snorted. That’s one word for it.

The typing dots hovered a long time before her next message arrived, and when it did, the tone had changed, still light but with an edge of something more honest underneath.

Okay, real talk. Finding out you were dating Mom surprised me. But it didn’t change the fact that I liked you when we met.

I stared at the screen, thumb hovering. The room had gone silent around me, just the little creak of the old house and the low murmur of voices downstairs.

Does your mother know you’re texting me? I asked.

Probably not yet. She’ll figure it out. She always does.

That felt about right. Brandi struck me as a woman who noticed everything, whether or not she mentioned it.

One more question, Rosalina wrote. Do you think Mom would mind sharing her knight?

I read the line slowly. It was exactly the kind of thing she would say, playful and sideways and utterly unafraid of the answer. But I’d also spent enough time around people to recognize when a joke had something real folded inside it. Maybe you should ask your mother rather than me, I wrote.

I intend to. I wanted to know what you thought first.

I sat with that for a moment. Rosalina was bold and funny, and I liked her genuinely, in the easy way you like someone who makes a room brighter. But the situation was tangled enough without me rushing to untie any knots with a text message.

I think we should get to know each other better, I typed finally. Before worrying about anything else.

Fine. But I should warn you, I’m very good at getting to know people when I put my mind to it.

I don’t doubt that for a second.

Sweet dreams, Sir Tyler. Save a few for your princess.

The conversation ended there. I held the phone for a sec, then let it fall to the blanket.

The door swung open without a knock. Lily came in first, wearing a set of black lace that left very little to the imagination, her glasses perched on her nose and her hair already tousled. Julia followed a step behind, in pale blue silk that made her look cute and nervous and entirely lovely, her cheeks tinged pink as she closed the door.

“We’ve decided,” Lily said, “that we’re both sleeping with you tonight.”

“Nobody asked my opinion?”

“You were busy,” Julia said, climbing onto the bed beside me. “Who were you texting? You’ve got the smile.”

“What smile?”

“The one you get when you’re in trouble,” Lily said, dropping onto my other side. “Who was it?”

“Rosalina.”

Lily’s grin spread. “What did the princess want?”

She lunged for my phone. I lifted it out of reach, and she laughed and threatened to investigate for herself, one hand braced on my chest.

“She stole my number from Brandi’s phone,” I said.

Both women stared at me for a heartbeat, and then the laughter broke over them. Julia pressed her face into my shoulder. Lily threw her head back against the pillow.

“That is exactly something Rosalina would do,” Lily said.

“Has she started flirting with you again?” Julia asked, wiping her eyes.

“Maybe a little.”

They traded looks, before the teasing began in earnest, something about mother and daughter, something about me collecting royalty. I told them they were enjoying my predicament far too much. Neither of them offered the slightest sympathy.

Lily burrowed against my side while Julia slid beneath the covers on my other flank, and we talked about the coming week, about Mario Party night, about the farm with its long table and its loud kitchen. Lily promised that Rosalina would fit right in. I believed her.

I kissed them both, one and then the other, and put the phone in the drawer of the nightstand. Lily reached for my sword. “I want to play with the master sword before we go to bed.”

I chuckled. “You’re more than welcome.”


Chapter 2

Monday morning found me at my desk, my laptop humming beside a stack of invoices while I listened to the usual clatter of everyone getting up downstairs. The launch was a few days old now, and the strange thing about a launch is how fast the roar of it drops away. For a week I’d lived inside a storm of notifications. Now the weather had settled, a drizzle of orders instead of a flood, and I sat in the office with a mug of coffee going cold at my elbow and watched the numbers the way a farmer watches a field after the first good rain.

They looked good, good in the way that matters more. The initial rush had been friends and followers and people who’d seen the convention photos. What worried me was the second wave, the strangers, and the second wave was arriving. Orders still trickled in every hour from names I didn’t recognize, from towns I’d never visited. Somebody in Ohio had ordered three hoodies. Somebody in Oregon had ordered a jacket and left a note asking whether we planned to make it in green. People were finding us on their own, which was the only kind of finding that lasts.

I worked through the morning in the order the work demanded. First the fulfillment queue, which I cleared line by line, flagging the items running low. Then the restock spreadsheet, a sprawling thing with more tabs than I liked, where I matched projected sales against what the supplier could deliver and what our storage could hold. Two of the jackets and one of the hoodie colorways had vanished from the shelves faster than I’d modeled, and I sat for a while staring at the cells, doing the arithmetic on how many more we’d need if the trend held. Then came the inbox. A woman wanted to know whether the sleeves ran long. A man asked if the fabric was machine washable, and whether it shrank. Three different people asked, with varying degrees of politeness, when the sold-out pieces would return. I answered each one myself, in plain language, because I’d learned that a short honest reply built more loyalty than any marketing trick I knew.

But then there was also my fitness business that needed attention. I had to answer emails, update products, update the website and so on. But it was the same old routine and luckily didn’t take too much time.

Between emails, I opened the folder from the last shoot with Vanessa and let myself scroll through it. She was a natural in front of a lens, and getting better, and she’d told me over lunch the day before that the work made her feel like herself again. The photos showed it. She stood in the sunlit doorway of the barn in the black jacket with her chin lifted and one hand in her pocket, and she looked like someone who knew exactly how good she looked and wasn’t afraid of it. The shots had gone up on the brand’s page that morning, and the comments were already stacking. People asked where she’d come from. People asked if she’d be modeling more. I smiled at the screen and made a note to tell her.

My phone lit up at ten past ten with Brandi’s name. I snatched it up before the second ring.

“Good morning,” she said, and I could hear the smile in her voice. “Have you looked at the sales report yet?”

“I’ve been staring at it for an hour.”

“Then you’ve seen the jackets.”

“I have. Gone by Friday night.”

“Faster than either of us predicted.” There was a rustle on her end, papers or a keyboard, the sounds of a woman who ran an office the way other people ran marathons. “The black jacket, the charcoal hoodie, and the green overshirt. All three nearly cleaned out. I want to restock them first, and I want to talk about quantities, because if we undershoot again we’ll frustrate everyone who’s been waiting.”

We spent the next half hour going through it together. She had supplier numbers I didn’t, and I had the sales curve she didn’t, and between us we built a schedule that made sense: a rush order on the three fast sellers, a standard reorder on the rest, and a hard rule that nothing new would launch until the backlog was clear. A few customers had asked for extended sizing, bigger ranges on the hoodies, and she agreed it was worth looking into. But she was firm about the order of operations, and I was glad of it.

“Finish what we’ve sold before we sell anything else,” she said. “A brand is built on the second purchase, and the second purchase depends on the first one arriving on time.”

“I couldn’t have said it better myself.”

“You’d have said it with a spreadsheet.” Her tone warmed. “And Vanessa. Tyler, those photos are wonderful. I forwarded three of them to a contact who books models for regional campaigns, just to see the reaction. She called me back within the hour asking who the woman was.”

“I’ll tell her. She’ll be thrilled.”

“Please do. She deserves it.” A pause. “And you deserve credit too. You handled this launch better than people with ten times your experience. I mean that.”

“I had a lot of help.” I leaned back and the old chair creaked. “Honestly, I couldn’t have gotten here without your connections. The convention, the vendors, the sponsors who signed on early. I’d still be pitching to an empty room.”

“We make a good team.”

“We do.”

For a moment neither of us said anything, and the silence on the line was full. Then she said, lightly, “Now that business is out of the way. Are you looking forward to tonight?”

“The farm visit. Yes. Everyone’s been preparing since yesterday.”

“I’m glad. Rosalina hasn’t talked about anything else.” I could hear her getting settled, the way a person does before telling a good story. “I swear, Tyler, she’s brought you up at every opportunity since lunch. Over breakfast she wanted to know what you’re like when you’re not working. Last night she asked how you keep track of so many girlfriends without a calendar. And then, with a perfectly straight face, she asked me a question I won’t repeat about the size of your master sword.”

I had been about to take a sip of coffee. I put the mug down with great care before I spat it all out. “She asked you that.”

“In the middle of dinner. I nearly spat out my wine.” Brandi was laughing, a laugh I’d come to love. “I told her it wasn’t appropriate. She said she was simply curious, as a student of mythology.”

I laughed until my eyes watered. “Is she still angry about the knight?”

“Oh, she hasn’t let that go. I think she’s decided it was theft, and the crime will stand until the end of time. But I’ll admit, it’s hard to take her seriously when she’s grinning the whole way through the accusation.” Brandi’s voice relaxed. “Honestly, I find it funny. Watching her work out how to be indignant and joyful at once.”

“Does she know about the horses?”

“She’s been counting down. She rode for years, Tyler. Competitively, for a while, before she lost interest in the shows. She’s good, so don’t worry about lessons or supervision.”

“Then we could ride before dinner. If you two get here early enough.”

“She’ll love that. I’ll bring her in boots.” There was a pause. “While you’re out with the young ones, I thought I’d spend some time with your mother and the others. I’d like to know them properly.”

“They’d like that too.”

“Good.” And then, in a voice that dipped teasingly low “And Tyler? I’m not only delivering my daughter to your door. I’m looking forward to seeing you.”

My neck went warm. “I hadn’t forgotten.”

“See that you haven’t.”

We said goodbye, and I sat with the phone in my hand for a minute, grinning at the wall like a fool. Then I pulled the invoices back toward me and finished the work. I sent the rush order to the supplier, replied to the last of the morning’s questions, and set the whole thing humming along without me. By the time I closed the laptop, the sun had climbed over the barn roof and thrown a bar of light across the floor.

From the hallway came Lily’s bright voice, followed by Julia arguing back. Something about which game board was best for newcomers. Something about snacks. I paused to listen for a moment, then headed toward their bedroom.

I found Lily and Julia in their shared bedroom at the end of the hall. The room looked like a stage between acts. Lily knelt on the rug with a tangle of cables across her lap, the television pulled away from the wall at an angle that had to be wrong, while Julia stood on the bed pushing a small dresser a few inches at a time toward the window. Controllers lay scattered across the quilt like fallen leaves. A half-eaten bag of candy balanced on the arm of a chair.

“Don’t say anything,” Lily said without looking up. “We have a plan.”

“It looks like a plan that lost a fight.”

“It’s a plan in progress.” She jabbed a cable into the back of the console dock and frowned at the screen, which stayed stubbornly black. “Julia, is the HDMI in the right hole?”

“There’s only one hole it fits in,” Julia said from the bed.

“Then why isn’t it working?”

I crossed the room, crouched beside her, and tugged the cord out of the wrong port and into the right one. The screen flickered, brightened, and filled with the Switch menu. Lily sat back on her heels and gave me a look of such dignified suffering that I had to bite the inside of my cheek.

“I was getting to that,” she said.

“Of course you were.”

“Which Mario Party are we playing?” Julia asked, hopping down from the bed. “The newest one has the team boards, but the older one has that bonus star everyone fights over.”

“The team boards are chaos,” Lily said. “That’s the point.”

“The old bonus star is a tradition.”

“You just want it because you always win it.”

“I want it because it’s fair.”

They went another round on the subject, voices rising and falling in the cheerful way of two people who had made this argument many times and enjoyed it more each time. I settled it by telling them to let the guest pick, and they both stopped and stared at me as though I’d invented a new form of mathematics. Lily said that was annoyingly sensible. Julia said it would still be the old one. I let them fight about that while I turned my attention to the furniture.

The room was too cramped for four people and a snack table, so I carried the small table from the hallway while Julia cleared a spot on the floor. We pushed the dresser flush against the wall and dragged a heavy armchair out of the corner to make a pathway. Then I went downstairs for cushions, because Lily insisted that proper Mario Party required a nest of cushions, and I came back up with an armful from the living room, wedged under my chin, and another load from the linen closet. By the time we were done, the floor in front of the television had become a low island of pillows and blankets, with room for four controllers and a bowl of something crunchy.

“We should do a tournament,” Lily said, dropping onto the island with her legs folded. “Best of ten boards, loser buys a drink. Or does something embarrassing.”

“Like what?” Julia asked.

“I don’t know. Sings a song. Wears a ridiculous hat all night.”

“I love that.” Julia flopped beside her. “We’ll need snacks.”

“Riley is making cherry tarts, so we’re covered on sweets. Maybe I can raid the pantry for chips.” Lily paused and a smile crept across her face. “Rosalina said she’s bringing her own energy drinks. A whole case.”

I leaned against the dresser. “She told you that?”

“We’ve been texting every day since the convention. Do you know she plays the same online games I do? Not just Nintendo, I mean actual obscure stuff. We found a dungeon crawler we both loved that nobody else has heard of.” Lily’s eyes were bright. “She streams too. She’s funny. She narrates her own deaths like a nature documentary.”

“I can’t wait to meet her properly,” Julia said. “I only had a few minutes at the convention, and we were both so busy. It’s going to be so much better with time to talk.”

“It’s a little funny, though,” Lily said, and now the smile had a sly edge. “The blonde who flirted with you at the convention … Who would’ve guessed you’d end up dating her mother?”

“Certainly not me.”

“I’m not counting,” Lily said sweetly. “I’m marveling at the mathematics. You find a woman, her daughter finds you, and now there’s a whole new branch of the family tree.”

Julia pressed her lips together to keep from laughing and failed. “He collects them. It’s like a hobby.”

“I do not collect people.”

“You’re building a collection of blondes,” Lily said. “Soon you’ll need a display case.”

I held up both hands. “Rosalina is coming here to play games and meet everyone. That’s all. She isn’t coming to cause trouble, and nobody is going to make her feel like she’s walking into some kind of trap.”

“Of course not,” Lily said. “We’d never.”

“I mean it.”

“I know you do.” She tilted her head. “But playing games and causing trouble aren’t mutually exclusive, hero. Not where Rosalina’s concerned.”

There was no good answer to that, so I pushed off the dresser and told them I was going to help downstairs. Their laughter followed me down the hall like a pair of bells.

The kitchen smelled of butter and cherries and something savory simmering in a pot. Vanessa stood at the counter with her sleeves pushed up and flour on her wrist, working a lattice of dough with a knife, while Riley hovered at the stove, stirring and tasting and muttering to herself about salt. Diana swept through from the dining room with a stack of folded napkins and set them at the head of the table.

“There you are,” she said. “Set the extra chairs by the wall. The good ones, not the wobbly ones.”

“Which ones are wobbly?”

“You’ll know when you sit on them.”

I hauled the chairs, straightened the tablecloth, and carried two pitchers of iced tea from the fridge. Vanessa handed me a tray of tarts to bring to the counter and told me, with a smile, not to steal one. I stole one anyway. The pastry was warm and the filling was tart and sweet, and she pretended not to notice when I swallowed it in two bites. Outside, the afternoon wore on, and the light slanted gold across the porch boards, and a pleasant tension gathered in the house as the minutes crept toward the hour we’d agreed on.

I heard the engine approaching from down the road before the vehicle came into view. A black Porsche SUV rolled up the gravel lane and drew to a stop beside the barn, its windshield flashing sunlight. I wiped my hands on a towel, told Diana I’d be right back, and went out to meet it.

Brandi stepped out first, in slim jeans and a soft white blouse with the sleeves rolled, her sunglasses pushed into her hair, her blonde hair loose, enhanced breasts straining against her blouse. She looked more relaxed than I’d ever seen her. She crossed the gravel, slid her hands up my chest, and kissed me. When she pulled back, her eyes were bright.

“Hello, handsome.”

“Hello yourself.”

The passenger door slammed. Rosalina came around the front of the car with her arms crossed and an expression of tremendous patience, one eyebrow raised high. She wore a fitted tee, a pair of worn jeans, and sturdy boots, her blonde hair braided down her back, and she looked less like a princess than a girl ready for an afternoon in the saddle.

“Well?” she said. “Does the princess get a greeting, or only the queen?”

I laughed. “Come here.”

She didn’t need to be asked twice. She threw her arms around my neck and squeezed, rocking on her toes, and I held her for a second while she made a contented humming sound. When she let go she spun in a slow circle, taking in the barn and the fields and the sprawling farmhouse with its wide porch.

“This place is gorgeous,” she said. “Tyler, you didn’t tell me it was this big.” Then her gaze snagged on the fence line, where three horses grazed in the amber light. “Oh. Oh, hello.”

“They’ll want to meet you,” I said.

“I should hope so.”

The screen door banged and Lily and Julia came racing down the porch steps, calling Rosalina’s name. The three of them collided in the middle of the yard in a flurry of hugs and squeals, trading questions faster than any of them could answer. I stepped back and let them have it, and Brandi laughed beside me.

“She’s going to be impossible to pry away from them,” she murmured.

“I’m not complaining.”

Diana stood waiting on the porch with Riley and Vanessa at her shoulders, and Brandi crossed to meet them with her hand extended. They skipped the handshake and went straight to an embrace, and I watched Diana hold Brandi’s shoulders and look her over with a mother’s quick appraisal. Then the thanks came out in a rush, from all three of them at once. They said they were so grateful for everything she’d done, for the connections and the convention and the way she’d helped me launch the brand. Riley said she’d never seen me so energized. Vanessa squeezed her hands and said the shoots had changed her life.

“Tyler did the real work,” Brandi said, flushing a little. “I only opened a few doors.”

“Don’t be modest,” Diana said. “Come in, sit, we’ve got iced tea and tarts.”

Rosalina bounded up before the introductions finished, tugging on my sleeve. “Can I see the horses before dinner? Please? I’ve been dreaming about them since Mom mentioned it.”

“I’ll show you the stables,” I said.

“We’re coming too,” Lily said at once, Julia nodding beside her.

Brandi looked at me over the heads of the women. “I’ll stay here, if no one minds. I’d like to catch up with your mother.”

“Go,” Diana said. “We’ll keep her entertained.”

“Back for dinner,” I promised.

Rosalina patted her mother’s arm with the grave dignity of a girl about to embark on a quest. “Don’t worry, Mom. I know how to behave around horses.”

“It’s the people I’m worried about,” Brandi said dryly, and Rosalina grinned and hurried toward the fence.

* * *

The stables stood at the end of a worn dirt path behind the barn, a long low building of weathered boards with a tin roof that ticked and sighed in the heat. Rosalina walked ahead of the rest of us, boots crunching in the dust, and she slowed as we neared the fence without anyone telling her to. I noticed that first. Most visitors rushed the horses like they were meeting celebrities, all outstretched hands and loud voices. Rosalina stopped a few feet from the rail and simply stood there, letting the nearest mare lift her head and consider her.

“Hi, beautiful,” she murmured. “I’m not going to grab you. I just wanted to say hello.”

The mare took a step forward, nostrils flaring, and Rosalina held out the back of her hand at about chest height and waited. It was textbook, the way a trainer would have taught it, and she did it without a trace of showing off. The mare sniffed her knuckles, huffed a warm breath over her wrist, and pushed her nose into Rosalina’s palm. Rosalina laughed under her breath and began to scratch the spot under the jaw.

“You’ve done this before,” I said.

“A lot.” She didn’t look away from the horse. “I started when I was nine. Lessons at first, then a few years of showing, then I got bored with the ribbons and just wanted to ride.” She shrugged one shoulder. “Mom drove me to the stables twice a week for almost a decade. I don’t get out there nearly as much anymore, with the streaming and the conventions. I miss it more than I admit.”

“You’re good with her.”

“Horses can tell when you’re nervous. You have to be calm first, and then they trust you.” She finally glanced over her shoulder, and her eyes were calm in a way I hadn’t seen on her before. “It’s the one place I stop talking. You’ve noticed I talk a lot.”

“I hadn’t.”

“Liar,” she said, but she was smiling.

Lily came up on her other side and propped her elbows on the rail. “That’s Willow,” she said, nodding at the mare. “She’s the sweet one. She’ll follow you around the paddock if you let her. Don’t trust the brown one by the trough, though. That’s Duke. He looks innocent, but last summer he figured out how to flip the latch on the feed bin, and Riley found him up to his knees in oats at three in the morning.”

“No,” Rosalina said, delighted.

“He ate until he couldn’t walk straight. Riley had to coax him out with a carrot like he was a toddler.” Lily grinned. “And that’s Bella, over there with the white blaze. She’s the queen of the stable. She’ll bite your sleeve if she thinks you’re ignoring her.”

“Has she bitten yours?” Rosalina asked.

“Twice,” Julia said. “And once she stole my sandwich.”

I leaned on a post and let them swap stories. Rosalina listened with her whole face, laughing at the right moments, asking questions that proved she actually wanted the answers. Where did Bella get the scar on her flank? How long had Duke been at the farm? Did Willow like carrots or apples better? By the time she’d worked her way down the whole row, each horse had come to the rail to say hello, and she knew their names the way you know your friends’ dogs.

She clapped her hands once and turned to the rest of us. “Okay. I could stand here all evening, but it would be a crime to waste this weather. Let’s ride.”

“Before dinner,” I said.

“Obviously before dinner. I’m not a monster.”

“We can’t stay out long. Diana will have my head if the food gets cold.”

“Your stepmom adores you. She’ll forgive anything.” Rosalina was already unlatching the gate to the tack room. “Come on, hero. Show me where you keep the good saddles.”

We fell into a loose, easy routine. Lily and Julia knew exactly where their gear hung, and they had Willow and Duke saddled in minutes. I led Bella out, tightened the cinch, and ran a hand down her neck while she shifted her weight. Rosalina hovered nearby, running her fingers along the leather as if she were appraising it, and when I looked up she was watching me with an expression I couldn’t quite read.

“Can I ride with you?” she asked.

“With me.”

“On Bella. Together.” She said it lightly, like she was asking to borrow a pen. “She’s big enough for two, right?”

“She is. But you can obviously ride on your own. You just spent ten minutes proving it.”

“I know I can.” She tilted her head. “I’d rather ride with you.”

Behind her, Lily and Julia traded a look so loaded with amusement that I nearly laughed out loud. Julia pressed her fingers over her mouth. Lily mouthed something that I was fairly sure contained the word princess. I ignored them both.

“You’re sure?”

“I’m very sure.”

I shrugged. “Then climb up.”

She swung into the saddle like she’d done it a thousand times, then scooted forward to leave room behind her. I mounted, settled into the space she’d made, and found myself with my arms on either side of her and Bella’s mane at my wrists. Rosalina sat straight and still for a moment, as if memorizing the feel of it, and then relaxed against me with a satisfied sigh.

“Perfect,” she said. “Let’s go.”

We rode out through the gate and along the fence line, and the farm opened up around us. The afternoon had mellowed into that rich, slow light that makes everything look painted, golden on the grass and amber in the leaves. A warm wind pushed across the fields, carrying the smell of hay and wildflowers. The horses moved at an easy walk, hooves thudding gently on the packed earth, and the sky was big and clean and almost cloudless.

Rosalina talked, as promised, but it wasn’t the rapid-fire chatter I’d expected. She spoke easily, in a low voice, pointing out a hawk circling over the pasture, wondering aloud what the hills would look like at sunset, comparing everything to the city. At home she’d never see a sky like this, she said. There were too many buildings and too many lights. She loved Sacramento, but she’d never realized how much she missed open space until she was standing in it.

“Do you ever get tired of the farm?” she asked.

“Not yet. It’s still new, in a way.”

“What about the games? Do you play with Lily and Julia every night?”

“Most nights. Sometimes I lose on purpose.”

“Liar again,” she said, and I could feel her laugh through her back. “I bet you’re ruthless.”

“Only when it matters.”

She was quiet a moment, swaying with the motion of the horse. “I should tell you, I’m kind of fascinated by all of this. Your house. How everyone gets along. I know it’s none of my business, but I can’t stop wondering how it works.”

“It works because everybody wants it to,” I said. “That’s the honest answer. There’s no secret. We talk a lot, we’re patient with each other, and nobody expects it to be easy.”

“That makes sense.” Her voice dropped a notch. “Is it hard? Keeping everyone happy?”

“Sometimes. But it’s the best kind of hard.”

She nodded slowly. We rode on for a while without speaking, and I found myself noticing the warmth of her back against my chest and the sweet scent of her hair. When she spoke again, the playfulness had crept back into her tone.

“You know, a knight is supposed to hold his princess properly and firmly. I could slide right off if you’re not careful.”

“I’m holding you.”

“You’re barely touching me. Higher, Sir Tyler. Hold a little higher.”

I raised my arms, and my forearms settled against her ribs, and then my hands drifted up another inch and found the swell of her breasts through her thin shirt. I froze. She made a pleased sound, moving her weight back against me, and didn’t pull away.

“There,” she said. “That’s better. Now I feel secure.”

Heat climbed my neck. I kept my grip steady, my breath controlled, and tried to concentrate on the path ahead. She wasn’t wrong that the hold was more secure. She also wasn’t blind to what she was doing, and the sly curve of her mouth, glimpsed in profile, told me she knew it perfectly well. I decided there was no use pretending otherwise, so I let my thumbs rest where they were and said nothing at all. She smiled to herself and looked out at the hills.

From the saddle beside us, Lily cleared her throat loudly. “If you two are finished, there’s a gate coming up.”

“We’re not finished,” Rosalina said sweetly, “but I suppose we can pause.”

Julia was laughing so hard she had to grab her horse’s mane. Lily rolled her eyes with great drama and rode ahead to unlatch the gate. As we passed through, she fell into step beside us and began telling Rosalina about the time Duke had broken out of the paddock and trotted all the way to the road. Julia chimed in with her own contributions, a farmhand’s lost hat, a rainstorm that sent them galloping for cover, the afternoon Lily tried to teach me to bareback and landed in a hay bale instead.

“That was a strategic landing,” Lily said.

“It was a face-plant,” Julia said.

“A strategic face-plant.”

Rosalina laughed so hard she shook against me. The trail curved upward, climbing a gentle slope toward the line of hills where the pasture thinned into scrub and oak. We were nearly at the tree line when Lily slowed her horse and angled it toward a fork in the path.

“Let’s take the left trail,” she said. “I want to show you something.”

My stomach did a slow flip. I knew that fork. I knew the twisted oak that marked it, the flat gray stone half buried in the weeds, the narrow track that wound through the brush before opening onto a place I hadn’t visited in a long while. Memories surfaced in a rush: sunlight through leaves, a wooden stick in my fist, a grin on Lily’s face.

Lily glanced over her shoulder and caught my eye. A secret smile curved her lips, and I felt my own mouth answer.

“What?” Rosalina asked, twisting in the saddle to look at me. Her eyes moved from my face to Lily’s and back again. “You two just had an entire conversation without saying a word. What’s down this trail?”

“You’ll see,” Lily said.

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the best one I’ve got.” Lily nudged Willow forward. “Trust me. You’ll understand when we get there.”

Rosalina studied me for another second, one eyebrow lifted, and then faced the front again with a curious smile. I tightened my hold, urged Bella after the others, and followed the trail into the trees.

* * *

The trees thinned all at once, and we rode out into the clearing. It lay cupped in the hills like an open hand, a wide oval of grass ringed by oaks, with a gap in the canopy pouring sunlight into the middle of it. Wildflowers dotted the edges in small yellow clusters. A shallow stream ran along the far side, bright and thin over its stones. I hadn’t seen the place in months, and it hit me the way an old song does, all at once and in the chest.

Nothing had changed. The same flat boulder sat at the edge of the grass where I’d once propped a stick against it and declared it a castle wall. The same crooked oak leaned over the water. The air even smelled the same, green and warm and a little sweet.

Rosalina twisted in the saddle and studied my face. “You’re doing it again,” she said. “Whatever this is, it matters to you.”

“It does.”

“To both of you.” She looked at Lily, who had already slid off Willow and stood with her hands on her hips, gazing around with a smile. “Why were you so eager to come here? You practically dragged us.”

“Let’s get down first,” Lily said. “Then I’ll tell you.”

We dismounted and led the horses to the stream, where they dipped their heads to drink. Julia looped the reins over a low branch and flopped onto the grass with a contented groan. Rosalina kicked off her boots, pulled her braid over her shoulder, and sat cross-legged in the sun like she’d been born to it. I sat beside her. Lily stood a moment longer, then dropped down opposite us with her knees drawn up.

“A long time ago,” she began, “back when Tyler and I were still figuring out what we were to each other, we came out here on a hot afternoon with nothing to do. We’d grown up playing Zelda, you know, on the couch, with controllers, mashing buttons. That day I got this idea that we should act it out.”

“Act it out,” Rosalina repeated with a grin.

“Tyler was Link. I was Zelda. He found a stick in the grass and decided it was the Master Sword, and I decided I’d been kidnapped by Ganon, who lived behind that rock.” She pointed. “I stood by the stream, very dramatic, wringing my hands. And he took it so seriously.”

“I was being a convincing hero,” I said.

“He crept through the weeds like a commando. He did these sound effects.” Lily’s voice cracked with laughter.

Julia was already wheezing into the grass. “Please tell me he swung the stick.”

“He did,” Lily said. “He was leaping around, dodging attacks from a Ganon only he could see. Then he struck the final blow and shouted, ‘He is slain!’”

“I was a very convincing hero,” I said with great dignity.

Rosalina covered her mouth with both hands. Her shoulders shook. “Oh my God. You fought an imaginary monster.”

“And won,” I said.

“Ganon never stood a chance,” Lily agreed, wiping her eyes, and she plucked a blade of grass and rolled it between her fingers. “But that’s not why the day matters. It mattered because afterward, when he came over to rescue me, he looked at me and I looked at him, and we both knew.”

Nobody said anything. The stream murmured. A bee droned past.

“We kissed,” Lily said. “Right there, in the pasture. It was the first time it felt real. And when it was over I was so happy I didn’t know what to do with myself, so I took out my ocarina and played him a song.”

Rosalina’s eyebrows rose. “Wait. The song from the game?”

“No. One I wrote. It just came to me that afternoon, like it was waiting.” She glanced at me, and her cheeks went pink. Then she leaned across the gap between us, took my face in both hands, and kissed me, with the sun on her hair. When she drew back, her eyes were shining. “I love you,” she said.

“I love you too,” I said.

Rosalina let out a long breath. “That’s the sweetest thing I’ve ever heard. You wrote a song.”

“It’s not that impressive.”

“It’s really impressive.” Rosalina scooted closer. “Do you have the ocarina? Please say you have the ocarina.”

Lily paused, then reached into the pocket and drew out a small ceramic instrument glazed in pale blue. “I brought it.” She turned to me. “Do you want me to play it?”

“Please,” I said. “I’d love to hear it.”

She lifted the ocarina to her lips and closed her eyes. The first note rose thin and clear into the open air. It was a slow melody, tender and a little wistful, climbing in small steps and settling again like a bird returning to a branch. I knew it at once. I’d heard it on that afternoon, lying on my back in the grass with her head on my shoulder, and I’d never forgotten a single phrase. The notes wove in and out of the sound of the stream. When the last one faded, Julia sniffled, and Rosalina sat very still.

“It’s exactly as beautiful as I remember,” I told her.

Lily opened her eyes and smiled, a little shy.

“Lily, that was gorgeous,” Rosalina said. “I had no idea you could compose. Honestly, I can’t even whistle.”

“I just fiddle around. It’s nothing.”

“It’s not nothing.” Rosalina shook her head slowly. “You should record it. Put it in a stream. People would melt.”

“Maybe someday.”

“I’m starting to see the pattern,” Rosalina went on, her mouth curving wickedly. “A Link who fights imaginary monsters, a Zelda who composes ballads. Tyler, you realize you keep attracting princesses. It must be your cursed destiny.”

“Everyone says that.”

“Everyone’s right.”

She grinned, rolled onto her side, and rummaged in the small pack that had been strapped behind her saddle. When her hand came out, it held a deck of cards in a worn paper sleeve. “Speaking of destiny,” she said, “I brought something.”

Lily blinked. “Cards?”

“Poker cards.” Rosalina tapped the box against her knee. “I thought we might play a few hands of dress poker while we’re out here. Strip rules. Lose a round, lose a layer.”

Julia let out a joyful shriek. Lily clapped a hand over her mouth, eyes dancing. I just stared.

“You planned this,” I said.

“I like being prepared for unexpected opportunities.”

“You packed poker cards for a trail ride.”

“A good princess always has contingencies.” She tilted her head, entirely unrepentant. “So? Are we doing this, or are you all going to sit there looking scandalized?”

Lily and Julia exchanged a glance. Then Julia shrugged and said, “Why not?” and Lily said, “I’m in,” and all three of them turned to look at me.

I raised my hands. “I’m outnumbered.”

“Wonderful.” Rosalina shuffled. “Simple rules. Five-card draw, one round of betting, high hand wins. Loser of each round takes something off. We’ll keep going until someone runs out of excuses.”

The first few hands were gloriously silly. Rosalina played confidently, bluffing with a straight face, and Julia kept squinting at her cards as if she could read the future in them. Lily accused Rosalina of cheating three times in ten minutes. Rosalina accused Lily of cheating back. I lost a boot, then a sock, then my vest. Julia lost a hairband and demanded it be ruled invalid. By the sixth round, the grass was littered with discarded layers, and the horses had given up watching us and gone back to drinking.

Then Rosalina made a bad call. She held two pairs and bet as though they were gold, only to be beaten by Lily’s quiet little flush. She stared at the cards for a long moment and sighed.

“Well,” she said, and pulled her shirt over her head.

I tried not to stare. I really did. But the sunlight lay across her shoulders like a hand, and her bare chest caught the glow, small, natural B-cups, high and firm, the pale skin almost translucent in the light. Her breasts sat lightly on her ribcage, the soft under-curve casting the faintest shadow, and her nipples were a cotton candy pink, already tightening slightly in the open air. As she stretched, the lean muscle along her sides shifted and her breasts lifted with the movement, the skin drawing taut over the swell before settling again. She was entirely unselfconscious about it, flinging the shirt into the grass, the slight bounce of her chest lingering for a second after the fabric left her hands.

“You’re staring,” Lily said sweetly, nudging my knee.

“I’m not.”

“You’re absolutely staring.”

“It’s rude not to look at a princess,” Rosalina said, shaking out her braid.

The next hand was mine to lose, and I lost it without a fight. Julia tilted her head, waiting. I swallowed, stood, and peeled off my jeans and the last of my clothes, standing there in the sunshine while three sets of eyes tracked me. My body responded the way bodies do, and I turned half away and cupped one hand in front of me as casually as I could manage. Lily was biting her lip. Julia had given up pretending to look elsewhere.

Rosalina plucked two broad leaves from the nearest bush and held them over her nipples with a straight face. “There,” she said. “Modesty restored.”

I laughed, and the tension broke. Julia was crying with laughter. Lily lay back in the grass with her arm over her eyes.

“You’re ridiculous,” I said.

“And you’re gorgeous,” Rosalina said, studying me without any embarrassment. “Truly. Lily, you have excellent taste.”

“I know,” Lily said from under her arm.

“You’re pretty great yourself,” I told Rosalina. “Leaves and all.”

“Naturally.” She lifted her chin, and the leaves slipped a little, and she caught them with a squeak that set us all off again.

We played a few more hands, and by the time the sun had slid noticeably lower, I realized the shadows were stretching across the grass. “We should get back,” I said. “Diana will be wondering.”

“Tragic,” Rosalina sighed, but she was already gathering her clothes. We dressed, shaking grass from our shirts, matching boots to feet, and Julia swept up the cards and tucked them into Rosalina’s pack. We left the clearing as we’d found it. The horses stood patiently while we tightened cinches.

Before she mounted, Rosalina went to Lily and took both her hands. “Thank you for telling me about this place,” she said. “I understand why it means so much. And honestly, I think the two of you are kind of adorable. The whole thing, I mean. The story, the song, how you look at each other. I think it’s sweet.”

Lily’s face lit like a lantern. “That means a lot.”

I pulled Lily into my arms and kissed her, and she melted against me with a happy sound, and when I turned to Julia, I kissed her too. When we finally broke apart, Rosalina was grinning from the saddle.

“Now I have two reasons to remember this clearing,” she announced. “Lily’s beautiful music, and the fact that Tyler is nowhere near as good at poker as he thinks.”

“I’m very good at poker,” I said.

“You lost your pants in round seven.”

I had no defense, so I climbed onto Bella and took the reins, and the others laughed all the way down the trail.

* * *

We came down off the hill with the sun sitting low and orange on the ridge behind us. The horses knew the way home without any urging from us. Bella picked up her pace as the barn came into view, ears forward, and the others followed suit, hooves drumming a faster tune on the packed dirt. By the time we reached the yard, long shadows lay across the gravel and the porch light had winked on, a small yellow star against the dusk.

We took the horses around to the stable and set about the evening routine. Lily and Julia unbuckled girths and lifted saddles onto their racks while I filled the water buckets and measured out feed. Rosalina didn’t wait to be asked. She pulled a brush from the shelf, found Willow’s flank, and began working in long, even strokes, humming under her breath. I watched her for a moment from across the aisle. She brushed lovingly, checking each leg for scrapes, running her palm along the mare’s neck, murmuring that she’d been a very good girl. Willow leaned into it, eyes half closed.

“You’re making the rest of us look lazy,” Julia said.

“I’m just thorough.”

“You’re showing off.”

“Maybe a little.” Rosalina grinned over her shoulder. “But she deserves it. Look at that face.”

When every horse had been rubbed down and watered and tucked into her stall for the night, we stood together at the stable door, brushing straw off our clothes. Dust hung gold in the last of the light. Somewhere inside the house, Riley called for us. Dinner was ready.

“That’s us,” I said.

“Finally,” Rosalina groaned. “I could eat an entire cow.”

“Please don’t tell Riley that.”

We washed up at the pump by the porch, flicking cold water at one another, and went in through the screen door. The warmth hit first, then the smell: roasted chicken, spices, fresh bread, and the sweet tang of cherries cooking down in sugar. The long dining table had been set with the good dishes, candles flickering at either end, and every chair was filled or waiting. Diana sat at the head with a glass of wine, Riley at her right, Vanessa across from them. Brandi had taken a seat midway down the table, between Diana and an empty chair that I realized with some amusement had been saved for me.

“There you are,” Diana said. “We were about to send a search party.”

“Sorry. The horses needed a proper goodnight.”

“Never apologize for that.” She waved us into our seats, and the table broke into the pleasant clatter of dishes being passed, serving spoons clinking against platters, and a dozen small conversations starting at once.

Brandi leaned toward her daughter, eyes bright. “Well? Tell me everything. How was the ride?”

Rosalina set down her fork the way an orator might set down her notes. “Mom, it was incredible. The horses are so well-trained, and the farm is gorgeous. We went up through the pastures and into the hills, and the whole sky was gold, and there’s this little clearing way up there with a stream and a giant oak, and Lily took us to it because it’s where she and Tyler had this magical afternoon.”

“Magical,” Lily said, flushing.

“She told us the whole story. They used to play Link and Zelda out there, with sticks and everything, and Tyler fought an imaginary Ganon.” Rosalina paused for the laughter, which came right on cue. “And then Lily got out her ocarina and played this beautiful melody she’d written herself. I almost cried. It was seriously the loveliest thing I’ve heard in a long time.”

Diana pressed a hand to her chest. Riley sighed. Vanessa smiled at Lily with the open warmth of a woman who adored her. Lily ducked her head, ears pink, and fiddled with her napkin.

“Stop,” she muttered. “You’re embarrassing me.”

“I’m complimenting you.”

“It’s the same thing.”

I nudged her knee under the table. “You deserve every word,” I said softly. “That song is special. Don’t let anyone make you feel otherwise.”

She glanced up and the embarrassment melted into a smile. “Thanks, hero.”

“And then,” Rosalina went on, spearing a piece of chicken with enormous cheer, “we played dress poker for a while. It was so much fun.”

The room stopped for exactly one heartbeat. Then Julia giggled, and Lily covered her face with both hands. Diana’s eyebrows climbed toward her hairline. Vanessa pressed her lips together. Riley let out a scandalized laugh.

Brandi set down her fork. She turned her head very slowly toward her daughter, and her eyes rolled skyward with the weary patience of a woman who had known this moment was coming since the day Rosalina learned to talk.

“Sweetheart,” she said. “Could you not visit a farm for one single afternoon without introducing a ridiculous game?”

“It wasn’t ridiculous. Everyone had a wonderful time.”

“We did,” Lily said from behind her fingers.

“It was actually really fun,” Julia added, still coughing.

“I want it noted,” I said, “that she brought the cards with her. Ahead of time.”

Rosalina shrugged, utterly unrepentant. “Like I said, I like being prepared.”

Brandi shook her head, but the corner of her mouth was fighting a smile. “I should have known. You’re a menace. An absolute menace.”

“I get it from you.”

“I resent that.”

“Resent it all you want. It’s true.” Rosalina took a bite and chewed with deep satisfaction. Across the table, Diana was laughing into her napkin, and Riley had to refill her glass to steady herself.

After that, we carried on eating and chatting. Rosalina turned her attention to the women of the house, and I noticed how skillfully she did it, asking questions that sounded casual and curious but carried real interest. How did they split the chores? Who handled the animals, and who handled the books? Did they eat together every night or only on special occasions? Diana explained, with a grin, that the household ran on a loose agreement and a lot of improvising. Riley said her job was keeping the farm alive. Vanessa described the schedule of the shoots and working for my fitness brand as a model. Rosalina listened with her chin on her hand.

“It’s fascinating,” she said finally. “Everyone just gets along. I keep waiting to see the cracks, and I can’t find any.”

“There are cracks,” Riley said. “We just spackle them over.”

“With tarts,” Vanessa added.

Down the table, Brandi had drifted into her own conversation with Diana and Riley, swapping stories about running a business and keeping a home running at the same time. She talked about the endless parade of vendors and permits, about the year a fire marshal almost shut down her convention an hour before opening. Diana told her about the florist shop and the long years of struggle. Riley chimed in with horror stories about a delivery truck that had once dumped two hundred roses in a ditch. They traded advice and sympathy, and I caught Diana nodding with real respect.

“I’m curious,” Diana said, tilting her glass. “What did you do before the conventions? You seem like someone who’s had a few lives.”

Brandi paused, and the pause was brief, but I noticed it, the way you notice a skipped step on a staircase. Then she smiled and answered smoothly. “A little of this and that. I worked in entertainment for a while, behind the scenes, mostly. Then I realized I wanted to build something of my own, so I moved into business.”

“Entertainment,” Diana said, tasting the word.

“It was a long time ago.” Brandi lifted her wine. “I’d rather talk about the farm. Tell me about the chickens. Rosalina says there’s a rooster with an attitude.”

Diana caught my eye across the table for half a second, and I saw the thought pass over her face. She didn’t press, though. She simply let the subject drop and turned the talk to the rooster, whose name was Napoleon and whose crimes against the neighborhood were legendary.

Dessert arrived as the last of the daylight faded to indigo behind the windows. Vanessa carried out a platter of cherry tarts still warm from the oven, golden at the edges and glistening at the center, and the table fell silent in reverence. Rosalina inhaled hers in four bites. Then she pushed back her chair, licked a smear of filling from her thumb, and fixed Lily and Julia with a smile of purest menace.

“Okay,” she said. “Are you two ready to lose?”

Lily folded her arms. “You’re very confident for someone who has never played on our TV.”

“The TV is irrelevant. Skill is skill.”

“I’m going to win,” Julia declared, rising from her seat. “Tonight. I’ve been practicing.”

“You practice every night.”

“And I’m still getting better.”

“Don’t forget about me,” I said. “I’m still in this.”

“Of course you are, knight.” Rosalina grinned and pointed her fork at me. “I’ll defeat you last, so it hurts more.”

Brandi laughed outright and stood, smoothing her blouse. “I’ll come up and watch, if no one minds. I want to see this carnage firsthand.”

“Bring a helmet,” Lily said.

The four of us scraped back our chairs and started toward the stairs, with Brandi trailing behind. At the table, Diana, Riley, and Vanessa exchanged glances, then Diana nodded toward the porch and the cool dark beyond the screen door, and the three of them went out to enjoy the evening air.

By the time we reached the top of the stairs, darkness had settled outside, and the lights were on throughout the farmhouse. Voices drifted up from the porch, Diana’s laugh, Riley’s brighter one. Brandi paused at the threshold of Lily and Julia’s room, took in the nest of cushions, the glowing television, the four controllers lined up on the floor like weapons laid out before a battle, and let out an appreciative breath. Then, from below, Diana called her name and asked if she wanted the last glass of wine before it disappeared.

“I think I’ll leave the carnage to the professionals,” Brandi said, and she touched my arm as she turned. “Have fun.”

Her footsteps faded down the stairs, and Rosalina dropped onto the cushions like a queen taking a throne. She snatched a controller, spun it between her fingers, and surveyed the three of us with narrowed eyes.

“Before we begin,” she said, “I propose a wager.”

Lily lowered herself beside her, suspicious. “What kind of wager?”

“Something to raise the stakes. If I win tonight, the three of you have to come to my place for another gaming evening. I pick the games, I host, I make the snacks, and you all behave like guests.”

“And if you lose?” I asked.

“Then you pick what we play next time.” She said it grandly, as if offering me a province.

Lily shook her head. “That’s not equal. If she wins, she gets a whole evening. If she loses, Tyler gets to choose a game. That’s basically a gift.”

“Fair point.” Rosalina tapped her chin. “All right. If Tyler wins, I’ll follow his choice of games for an entire evening, without complaining once. Not a groan, not an eye roll.”

“You can’t go three minutes without complaining,” Julia said.

“Watch me.”

We shook on it, all four of us, the gesture silly and solemn at once. Then Lily loaded the game and the title screen blazed to life, bright and bouncy, the music filling the room. We picked our characters, argued over the board, and finally settled on a sprawling map full of shortcuts and traps. The dice blocks spun. The competition began.

Rosalina played cautiously at first, and it surprised me. I’d expected her to charge in like a storm. Instead she hung back, rolled steady numbers, and picked up coins on every pass while Lily and Julia fought over the first star like cats over a fish. She skipped the risky paths. She ignored the flashy items. Every so often, she’d glance up from the screen with a bright, secret smile, as though she were holding a hand no one else could see.

The minigames changed things. The first one, a frantic dash across crumbling platforms, she won in under thirty seconds. The second, a memory challenge, she cleared with a flick of her thumbs. I was holding my own, and I snagged an early lead with two stars to Rosalina’s none, and for a few rounds I allowed myself to feel smug.

Then the board changed, and Rosalina rolled a perfect seven, landed beside a star space I’d been guarding, and stole it out from under me with a card I hadn’t known she held. The screen exploded in confetti. She leapt to her feet with both fists in the air.

“The princess has claimed her prize!”

“You targeted him!” Lily cried.

“I targeted the leader. It’s strategy.”

“You targeted Tyler on purpose.”

Rosalina flopped back onto the cushions, grinning. “Okay, fine. Defeating my knight is especially satisfying. Sue me.”

She wasn’t done with the knight, either. As the game rolled on, she kept leaning closer, tapping my shoulder when she wanted my attention, dropping remarks about my terrible dice luck. At one point she reached across me for the snack bowl, and her hand landed squarely on my lap. We both froze. She looked down, then up at me, her eyes wide and wicked.

“Oops,” she said, not moving it for a full second.

“Rosalina,” Julia said, scandalized.

“It was an accident!”

“Sure it was,” Lily muttered.

She withdrew the hand with exaggerated dignity and plucked a chip from the bowl. Then, three minutes later, she won a minigame by a hair, and the force of her whoop sent her bouncing on the cushions. When she settled, one side of her top had slipped, and the cup of her bra had moved enough to let a breast tumble free. She glanced down, shrugged, and tucked it back without any apparent embarrassment.

“Gravity,” she said solemnly. “It’s undefeated.”

I was laughing too hard to answer. Julia was wheezing into a pillow. Lily slapped the floor and demanded a rematch of the last round on the grounds of distraction. The game rolled on through a haze of insults and gleeful sabotage. Alliances formed and dissolved in the space of a turn. Lily and Julia teamed up to knock me back a dozen spaces, then turned on each other when a star came up for grabs. I snatched a lead, lost it, snatched it back. Rosalina calmly hoarded coins in the background, spending them at exactly the right moments, until by the last few turns the scoreboard was a four-way tie of chaos.

The final results flashed, and the bonus stars came up one by one. Rosalina earned one for collecting the most coins and another for winning the most minigames. The tally ticked over, a drumroll rattled through the speakers, and the winner’s banner unfurled across the screen with Rosalina’s character dancing at the center.

Silence fell. I stared at the screen. Lily stared. Julia’s jaw hung open.

“No way,” Lily whispered.

“That’s not possible,” Julia said.

Rosalina rose to her feet very slowly, like a woman ascending a stage. Then she erupted. “I WON! I won! Bow down, girls!”

“We want a recount,” Lily said.

“There’s no recount in Mario Party.”

“There should be.”

“Congratulations,” I said, and I meant it, though I was laughing as I said it. “That was well played.”

“Thank you, Sir Tyler.” She curtsied, hand on her heart.

Lily and Julia were already arguing over who’d lost the game. Lily blamed a bad dice roll on the fourth turn. Julia blamed Lily for stealing her star. Their voices rose and tangled until I thought they might actually come to blows, and Rosalina watched with her arms folded and a smug little smile.

“You all remember the bet,” she said when there was a pause.

A knock sounded on the doorframe. Brandi stood there with her purse on her shoulder, eyes dancing. “I heard the screaming from the yard. I assume someone won.”

“Me,” Rosalina said. “I’m owed a visit from these three. A full gaming evening, at our house.”

Brandi laughed. “You’re all welcome anytime. Though I’d suggest you tidy up before you invite guests, sweetheart. Last I checked, your room needed an excavation.”

“Everything will be ready, Mom. I promise. I’m going to make it perfect.”

“I’ll believe it when I see it.”

The evening wound down slowly and with reluctance. Lily and Julia tossed pillows back onto the beds, and Rosalina made the rounds, throwing her arms around each of them in turn. Lily squeezed her tight. Julia lifted her off the floor. Then Rosalina turned to me with her hands on her hips.

“And you,” she said. “My goodbye hug.”

I laughed and opened my arms. She stepped into them and held on, her cheek against my shoulder, and I felt her smile through my shirt.

Brandi watched from the door. “Are you going to leave any attention for me?”

“Mom, you’ve had plenty of private time with him,” Rosalina said, pulling back. “I’m only borrowing for a second.”

“Borrowing.” Brandi shook her head. Then she crossed the room, slid her hand along my jaw, and kissed me, her tongue brushing mine for a heartbeat that seemed longer than it was. When she drew away, her eyes glittered. “Good night, Tyler.”

“Good night.”

“Come on, Princess,” she said, and steered her daughter toward the stairs.

* * *

The sound of the Porsche’s engine faded into the dark. I stood on the porch a moment, then went inside and found Diana in the kitchen, stacking glasses by the sink. I rolled up my sleeves and started drying.

“She’s lovely,” Diana said after a minute. “I really enjoyed meeting her.”

“I’m glad.”

“She’s also a little cryptic.” Diana handed me a plate. “She was happy to talk about conventions, but the second I asked what she did before, she went vague on me. Entertainment, behind the scenes. That’s all I got.”

“I noticed it too.”

“And?”

I shrugged. “She doesn’t owe anyone a detailed account of her past. She’s got her reasons, I’m sure. When she’s ready to tell me, she will.”

“I suppose.” Diana bumped the faucet off with her elbow. “I’m just curious. Aren’t you?”

“Of course I am. But I’m not going to push.” I smiled. “Besides, secrets seem to be a woman thing. Surely you’d understand.”

She swatted my arm with the dish towel. “Don’t you dare use me as an excuse for your older girlfriend’s mysterious behavior.”

“I’m just saying.”

“You’re just asking for another swat.” She was laughing, though, and so was I, and we finished the dishes side by side in the warm yellow light.

* * *

Upstairs, I sat on the edge of the bed and checked my phone. A message from Rosalina waited on the screen.

Thanks for tonight, knight. Best evening in ages. Don’t forget the bet. You, Lily, and Julia, my place, my rules. Next time, you’re in MY territory.

I grinned and typed back: Looking forward to it.


Chapter 3

By Tuesday morning the launch had stopped feeling like a storm and started feeling like weather, something steady I could plan around, which was somehow more alarming. I sat at the desk in the office with a fresh mug of coffee and the window cracked open to the smell of cut hay, watching the order dashboard refresh itself every few minutes. A new line appeared. Then another. Somebody in Texas wanted two of the green overshirts. Somebody in Maine had ordered a gown.

That last one made me smile every time. The gowns had been Brandi’s idea, a handful of long, structured dresses in deep jewel colors with laced bodices and flared sleeves, cut so they could pass for something a princess might wear to a ball or something a very stylish person might wear to a wedding. They’d sold faster than the jackets. They’d sold faster than the hoodies. I scrolled through the weekend’s numbers again, sorting by category, and the pattern was impossible to miss. Anything that looked like it belonged in a fantasy game was flying off the digital shelves. The fitted adventurer coats with their buckled straps. The long tunics with the embroidered hems. The boots we’d sourced from a small workshop that did leatherwork for renaissance fairs. People wanted to look like they’d just walked out of a quest.

My phone rang at nine-fifteen, right on schedule. Brandi had the sort of punctuality that made me suspect she scheduled her moods.

“Good morning, handsome,” she said. “Please tell me you’ve seen the weekend report.”

“I’m looking at it right now. Is it too early to say I told you so?”

“You never told me anything. I told you.” She laughed, and I heard a door close on her end, the muffled bustle of her office dropping away. “The fantasy pieces are carrying us. Gowns, the structured jackets, the little adventurer vests. Even the plain tunics with the gaming-inspired trim are moving. Tyler, people are buying clothes that feel like a story.”

“That’s a better pitch than anything I wrote.”

“Then steal it. Put it on the website.” Papers rustled. “Here’s what I keep coming back to. The convention crowd loves these pieces, obviously. But the orders from outside that world are the interesting ones. Women in offices, students, a man in Ohio who bought three hoodies. They’re wearing this to dinner. They’re wearing it to class. I want to build more of it. Designs that work at a convention on Saturday and at brunch on Sunday, with just enough fantasy in the cut that people who know can tell, and people who don’t just think it looks good.”

“Cosplay you can wear to the grocery store.”

“Exactly that.” I could hear her smiling. “A line with authentic range. A dress inspired by a sorceress that doesn’t scream sorceress. A coat with a ranger’s silhouette but a normal person’s price tag. We have the audience. We have momentum. If we sit on it, someone else will fill the gap.”

I leaned back in the chair and tipped my head toward the ceiling, turning the idea over. It was good. It was frighteningly good. And I could already feel the weight of what it would mean, because I’d spent the previous evening answering thirty-one customer emails by hand.

“I love it,” I said. “I do. But I have to be honest about the other side of the ledger. I’m drowning a little. Orders, shipping questions, sizing questions, people asking where their package is eleven minutes after they buy it. I’m happy to do it, but I can feel the ceiling. If the line doubles, I can’t handle both the growth and the inbox.”

“I know. I’m in the same boat.” She exhaled. “I was up until one this morning reconciling supplier invoices. I run a convention company, I have a daughter, and I’ve started a clothing brand. I’m good, but I’m not three people.”

“So what do we do?”

“We hire.” She said it as plainly as if she were ordering lunch. “Two people at least. One for customer service, someone patient who actually enjoys talking to strangers. One for logistics and fulfillment, someone who can manage the warehouse side, the shipping partners, the returns. Then you and I get to do what we’re actually good at, which is making the brand better instead of making it merely survive.”

I rubbed the back of my neck. Hiring felt like crossing a line, like admitting the thing I’d built in a spare room had become a real business that needed real structure. But Brandi was right, and I knew she was right, and some part of me was relieved that she’d said it first so I didn’t have to.

“Okay,” I said. “Let’s do it. I’ll draft the job descriptions this week. Maybe start with part-time and see how it goes.”

“Start with the best people you can find and pay them properly. The quality of the first hires sets the tone for everything after.” She paused. “I’ll look at budgets tonight. We can talk numbers over dinner this weekend if you like.”

“I’d like that.”

“Good. Now, the actual reason I called.” Her voice brightened. “The new samples arrived this morning. The whole second batch. Three gowns, a long coat, a hooded cloak, six everyday pieces. They’re gorgeous, Tyler. The fabric on the cloak alone made me want to wear it to bed.”

“Now I need to see it.”

“You will. I’m thinking we shoot tomorrow afternoon. There’s a park in Sacramento with old trees and a stone footbridge and a meadow behind the rose garden, and it would be perfect for this collection. Natural light, real scenery, none of that staged studio feeling. Can you bring Vanessa?”

“I’ll ask her today. I’m sure she’ll say yes.”

“Tell her I said she was wonderful on the samus shoot. The contact I mentioned is still asking about her.”

“She’ll be thrilled.”

“I’ll bring the samples and the equipment. You bring your charm.” She laughed. “And yourself. I don’t mind admitting I’ve been looking forward to it.”

“So have I.”

“Then I’ll see you tomorrow.” A beat, and her voice dipped lower, warm as a hand against my chest. “Think of me while you’re answering all those emails.”

“I always do.”

“You’d better.” I could hear her grinning. “Goodbye, Tyler.”

“Goodbye, Brandi.”

I sat there for a second after the call ended, phone in hand, reading the smile on my own face in the dark glass of the monitor. Then I closed the laptop, finished my coffee, and went to find Vanessa.

She was on the back porch in the sun, curled into the wicker chair with a cup of tea and a paperback open on her knee, her bare feet propped against the railing. She wore a loose linen shirt knotted at her waist and a pair of shorts, and her hair was twisted up in a clip that was already losing the battle. When the screen door creaked, she looked up, and her face relaxed.

“There he is. I was beginning to think you’d been absorbed by that desk.”

“Almost.” I dropped into the chair beside hers. “I need to ask you something.”

“That sounds serious.”

“It’s a business proposal. Brandi’s new samples arrived, and we want to shoot them tomorrow afternoon at a park in Sacramento. Gowns, a cloak, a long coat, some everyday pieces. She asked specifically for you.”

Vanessa set down her tea very slowly. A grin spread across her face, widening by degrees. “Specifically for me.”

“Her exact words were that you were wonderful.”

“Well. I can hardly turn down a compliment like that.” She tilted her head, eyes gleaming. “You know I’m always at your service, Tyler. Day or night. Business or otherwise.”

“I’m aware,” I said dryly, and she laughed.

“Tell me about the outfits. All of them. Don’t leave anything out.”

So I described what Brandi had told me and what I’d seen in the design sketches. The first gown was deep emerald with a laced front and sleeves that fell open at the elbow, like something a forest queen might wear. The second was pale silver-blue, with a high collar and a cape that clasped at the throat. The coat was dark leather with brass buckles, the cloak hooded and lined in a deep wine-colored silk. Then the everyday pieces, a tunic with embroidered cuffs, a vest with a ranger’s cut, trousers tailored with a swordsman’s stance in mind.

By the time I finished, Vanessa had pulled her knees up to her chest and was hugging them, eyes wide. “Oh, I want to wear all of them. At once, if I could.”

“I think you’ll get your chance.”

“The silver one sounds like something out of a dream. And the cloak, Tyler. A hooded cloak. I’ll be a mysterious wanderer. I’ll brood dramatically on a bridge.”

“There’s a stone footbridge. It’s basically in the script.”

She laughed, then pressed her hand to her heart in mock solemnity. “Then I accept the assignment. I’ll start planning my poses tonight.”

“Don’t plan too much. Just be yourself.”

“Oh, honey.” She reached over and patted my knee, wicked amusement in her eyes. “I would never dream of being anyone else.”

* * *

The following day, the drive into Sacramento took forty minutes, and I spent most of it trying not to look at Vanessa more than the road allowed. She sat in the passenger seat with the window down and one arm resting on the door, sunlight pouring across her chestnut hair and the line of her jaw. She’d dressed for comfort in a light cotton sundress the color of butter, with a cardigan folded in her lap in case the afternoon cooled, and a canvas bag at her feet packed with makeup, hair pins, and what she called emergency supplies. The wind tugged loose strands of her hair across her cheek, and she kept tucking them behind her ear without seeming to notice.

The highway unrolled between walnut orchards and fields of tomatoes, flat and golden under a cloudless sky. A hawk hung over the median, wings tilted against the thermals. I turned the radio down to a murmur, and Vanessa stretched her legs out and sighed with the contentment of a woman who had nowhere else to be.

“I keep thinking about the silver dress,” she said. “The one with the cape. I know I haven’t seen it yet, but I can already picture it. Something floaty and impractical and wildly romantic.”

“You’re hoping for impractical.”

“Always. Practical clothes are for people who have given up.” She turned to face me, one knee drawn up on the seat. “Do you know how long it’s been since someone let me wear a gown on purpose? Not for a wedding, not for a funeral. A gown for the sake of a gown. When I was modeling years ago, it was cocktail dresses and swimwear and catalog khakis. Nobody ever put me in a cape.”

“Then it’s overdue.”

“It’s long overdue.” She grinned. “I’ll make a very dramatic elf.”

“You’ll make a very dramatic everything.”

“Flattery will get you everywhere.” She watched the orchards slide past for a moment, then added, casually, “You know, it still amazes me how this started. A few photos of me in the zero suit, tossed together on a whim, and now there’s a whole company.”

“You’re not wrong.”

“I’m never wrong. Those cosplay shots got more attention than anything else and then we were at the convention and then you met Brandi, and suddenly you’re running a clothing brand with a woman who owns half the conventions on the West Coast.” She tapped a finger against her lip, a playful glint in her eye. “So technically, I made you a successful businessman.”

“Technically.”

“Technically, you owe me.”

“I’m aware of the debt,” I said gravely.

“What are you offering?”

“A free lunch, and the best photos of your life.”

“Hm.” She pretended to consider. “It’s a start. I’d also accept a foot rub, a standing ovation, and an exclusive night with you.”

“Done, done, and done.”

She laughed and swatted my arm. Then she looked out the windshield for a while before speaking again. “I’m kidding, of course. About the owing. It never felt like a debt. It felt like being invited into something.”

I glanced at her, and she was watching the road ahead with a little smile.

“You’re not a favor I’m repaying,” I said. “You’re one of the reasons it works. Brandi says it, I say it. The pieces look better on you than they would on any model we could hire. You know how to move in them. You know when to be playful and when to be serious. And when you smile at the camera, it makes people want to buy the clothes and then become the person wearing them. That’s not luck, Vanessa. That’s a skill.”

She didn’t answer right away. When she did, her voice had a roughened edge, and she kept her eyes on the horizon. “That’s the nicest thing anyone has said to me in a long time.”

“It’s the truth.”

“I know it is. That’s what makes it nice.” She reached across the console and laced her fingers through mine, her thumb sweeping over my knuckles. “I love working with you, Tyler. Everything about it. The way you talk to me during a shoot, like my opinion matters. The way you notice when I’m tired and call a break before I ask. After years of photographers who treated me like furniture, it feels like a gift.”

“I’m glad.”

“And I’m not just saying it because we sleep together, or you sleeping with my daughter.”

“I’d hope not.”

“Though it doesn’t hurt.” She winked, and I laughed, and the mood lightened again as the signs for downtown began to appear on the overpass.

For a while we talked about the logistics, which poses she wanted to try, whether the light would be right after two, how to keep the long skirts out of the grass without ruining the shot. She asked if I’d brought the reflectors, and I said they were in the trunk with everything else. She asked about the cloak, and I admitted I hadn’t seen it myself. Her excitement was contagious, and by the time we turned off the freeway onto the tree-lined avenue that led to the park, I was drumming my fingers on the steering wheel like a kid on the last day of school.

“So,” Vanessa said, in a tone so innocent that I immediately braced myself. “Brandi will be there.”

“She will.”

“Are you planning to behave professionally? Or should I expect you to spend the whole afternoon gazing at her like a lovesick teenager?”

“I can multitask.”

“You can’t, actually. I’ve seen the way you look at Brandi when she’s around.”

“I can still take photographs.”

“We’ll see about that.” She smirked. “Just don’t get so distracted that you forget who you’re supposed to be photographing.”

“My focus is excellent.”

“Mm-hm.”

“You think I’ll be too busy admiring my new girlfriend to notice you?”

“I think you’re a man, and she’s gorgeous, and you’re very, very fond of her.”

“I’m fond of you too.”

“Of course you are.” She pressed a hand to her chest with theatrical sweetness. “But I’m old news. I’m the reliable household model. Brandi is the shiny new thing.”

“You’re not old news.”

“Careful. You’ll make me blush.”

“Vanessa.” I slowed for a red light and turned to face her. “In case you’ve forgotten, I’m driving to a photoshoot with a stunning woman in the passenger seat. I’m not exactly suffering.”

Her smile relaxed, and she leaned across the console until her mouth was close to my ear. “Then remember that you have another beautiful woman right here,” she murmured. “And that she’d very much like to be appreciated.”

A horn honked behind us. The light had turned green.

“Impatient,” Vanessa said sweetly, and sat back in her seat.

I swallowed and eased the car forward, and the rest of the drive passed warmly and comfortably.

The park lay at the end of a winding lane shaded by enormous old oaks whose branches arched together overhead like the vaulted ceiling of a cathedral. I found a spot in the gravel lot near the entrance, beside a battered sedan and a pair of bicycles chained to a post, and cut the engine. A breeze drifted through the open windows, spreading the sweet scent of roses and cut grass.

Vanessa unbuckled her seatbelt and turned toward me with her head tilted and her lips slightly parted. I leaned in without thinking, and we kissed, the kind that said everything in the space between breaths, and when she drew back, her eyes were shining.

“For luck,” she whispered.

“Do we need luck?”

“I always take it when it’s offered.”

We climbed out and I opened the trunk, loading my arms with the camera bag and a folded reflector while Vanessa slung her canvas bag over her shoulder. The path wound through an arbor draped in wisteria, then opened onto a wide lawn dotted with benches. In the distance, past a hedge of trimmed boxwood, I could see the pale curve of a stone bridge arching over a narrow stream.

Brandi stood near the bridge beside a rolling rack of garment bags and a pair of equipment cases. She wore a fitted cream blouse tucked into slim black trousers, her blonde hair loose around her shoulders, a pair of sunglasses perched on top of her head. When she spotted us, her whole face lit up, and she lifted a hand and waved.

I crossed the grass toward her, and she met me halfway and slid her arms around my neck and kissed me, right there under the open sky. It was brief but recognizably warm, her fingers curling at the back of my head, and when she pulled away she gave me a look that I felt in my knees.

“Hello, you.”

“Hello yourself.”

Then she turned to Vanessa, and the look became a broad, radiant smile. “Vanessa! You came. I’m so glad.”

“I wouldn’t miss it,” Vanessa said, and Brandi folded her into a hug, rocking her gently from side to side. “Tyler has been describing the outfits all day, and I’ve been hanging on every word.”

“Oh, wait until you see them in person. I’m so proud of this collection.” Brandi squeezed her arms and stepped back, beaming. “And I owe you a thank-you. The response to your photos has been extraordinary. That contact I mentioned wants to know if you’d consider a regional campaign.”

“A campaign,” Vanessa said, flattered. “I’m busy working for Tyler though.”

“I get it, but for now, come see what we’ve got.”

She led us to the rack and unzipped the first garment bag. The emerald gown spilled out in a cascade of rich green, the laced bodice gleaming with a faint sheen. Vanessa gasped and reached out to touch the sleeve, running her fingertips along the embroidered edge. Brandi unzipped the second bag, and the silver-blue dress emerged, the cape draped over it like a sheet of moonlight.

“I’m in love,” Vanessa said.

“Wait until you try it on.”

“Which one first?” Vanessa asked. “The light’s good now, but it will soften in an hour or two. Maybe we start with the emerald under the trees and save the silver for the bridge when the sun is lower?”

“That’s exactly what I was thinking.” Brandi tapped a finger against her chin. “And the cloak in the meadow, last. It’ll glow when the light hits the lining.”

They talked, heads bent over the rack, trading ideas about poses and angles and which pieces would sit best together in the final layout. Vanessa held the emerald gown against herself and swayed. Brandi laughed and adjusted a lace tie. I stood a few feet away, watching two women I cared about talk with their hands, and it warmed my heart so strong it caught me off guard.

“Tyler,” Brandi called. “Make yourself useful, would you? The lighting kit and the second camera bag are by the car. And the folding screen for changing, if you can manage it.”

“On it.”

I jogged back along the path and gathered the remaining gear, stacking the cases and tucking the folding screen under my arm. By the time I returned, the two of them had picked out a stretch of lawn beneath the biggest oak, where the sunlight fell in dappled patches across the grass. I set the equipment down and began unfolding the screen, and Vanessa disappeared behind it with the emerald gown over her arm, humming under her breath.

Then Vanessa stepped out from behind the screen in the emerald gown, and for a few seconds the whole lawn went still around her. The dress fell from her shoulders in long dark folds that caught the afternoon light and turned it green and gold. The laced bodice hugged her waist, the sleeves opened at her elbows like leaves unfurling, and her hair, which she’d released from its clip, tumbled in loose chestnut waves down her back. She stood barefoot in the grass with an amused smile, as if she’d forgotten she was supposed to be dazzling and had simply decided to be.

“Well?” she said.

“Wow,” I said.

“That’s the best review I’ve had all week.”

Brandi gave a low whistle from beside the reflector. “Tyler, are you going to take the picture, or just stand there with your mouth open?”

I lifted the camera. It was a relief to have something to do with my hands.

Vanessa didn’t need much direction. She walked under the oak with one palm trailing along the bark, glancing back over her shoulder like a woman who had heard a distant bell. She sat on a low root with the skirt pooling around her. She stood with her chin raised, eyes fixed on something far off, the stern beauty of a forest queen listening to her people. Between frames she called out ideas in a cheerful voice. A step to the left to let the light skim the embroidery. A slight lean toward the trunk to lengthen the line of the sleeve. Brandi suggested turning her wrist so the lace caught the sun, and Vanessa did, and the shutter clicked, and I knew the shot was perfect before I looked at the screen.

We worked through twenty minutes of that, the air sweet with grass and warm earth, birds chattering in the branches overhead. Vanessa changed gowns without fuss, slipping behind the screen and emerging in the silver-blue dress with its flowing cape, and I walked her to the footbridge. The stone arch curved over the narrow stream, the water running clear and shallow over the pebbles. She stood at the crest with the cape drifting behind her in the breeze, and the light struck the pale fabric so that she seemed to glow from within. She rested one hand on the parapet and gazed down at the water as if she were reading a letter. I shot her from below, from the side, from the far bank. Every angle worked.

The third outfit was a different animal altogether. A cropped leather jacket, dark red, with a high collar and brass buckles, over a fitted black tunic and tailored trousers tucked into boots. Brandi unlatched one of the equipment cases and drew out a prop sword, a handsome thing of brushed steel with a leather-wrapped hilt, and handed it to Vanessa with a grin. Vanessa weighed it in her palm, twirled it once, and her whole posture changed. Her shoulders squared. Her feet slid apart. She went from forest queen to wandering swordswoman in a heartbeat, planting herself in the middle of the meadow with the blade angled low and a smirk playing at the corner of her mouth. Julia would have been proud to see her mother like this.

“Don’t you dare laugh,” she warned.

“I wouldn’t.”

“You absolutely would.”

I did, a little, but I kept shooting.

By the time she’d modeled the ranger vest, the embroidered tunic, and a pair of the everyday trousers with a cotton shirt, the light had warmed to honey. Those last pieces were my favorites, though I didn’t say so aloud. They proved the point Brandi had made on the phone. In the right setting, Vanessa looked like an adventurer. In a coffee shop, she’d just look like a very stylish woman. The fantasy lived in the cut and the stitching, in the shape of a collar or the fall of a hem, and nobody would need to know unless they wanted to.

“These are going to sell,” Brandi said, scrolling through the camera preview over my shoulder. “Tyler, these are beautiful.”

“It’s Vanessa.”

“It’s both of you.” She tapped the screen. “Now. Men’s line.”

I stiffened. “What about it?”

“We have three pieces left. The charcoal long coat, the laced shirt, and the field jacket. And you’re the only man here.”

“Brandi.”

“You’re perfectly handsome, and you have the build for it. Customers like seeing a real person in the clothes, not just a hanger.”

“I’m the photographer.”

“Today you’re also a model.”

“Absolutely not.”

Vanessa stepped around the screen in her own clothes again, her cardigan back over her shoulders, and gave me a smile so sweet it made my stomach drop. “Oh, this is going to be fun.”

“No, it isn’t.”

“It’s going to be wonderful. Hand me the camera.”

“Vanessa…”

“Sit down and let me see you in the coat, hero.”

Resistance, I discovered, was futile. Brandi had the long charcoal coat open and held out before I could finish the sentence. It was heavy wool lined in dark gray silk, cut close at the waist and flared at the hem, with a high collar and a row of pewter buttons. She slid it over my shoulders, and her hands lingered a moment longer than they needed to, smoothing the fabric along my arms. She stepped in front of me and fastened the top button, her fingertips brushing my throat.

“Stand up straight,” she murmured.

“I am standing up straight.”

“Straighter.”

She tugged the collar into place, then adjusted the lapels, then ran her palms flat down the front of my chest and stood back to evaluate her work. Her eyes were bright with amusement and warmth. “There,” she said. “Perfect.”

Vanessa, meanwhile, had taken over the camera with confidence. “Walk toward me,” she called. “Slowly. Look off to the left, like you’ve heard something in the trees.”

I walked. I looked.

“Not like you’re dumb. Like you’re mysterious.”

“I’m trying.”

“Try harder. Think of Brandi in that cream blouse.”

My face flamed. Brandi laughed outright. Vanessa took the shot.

We went through the laced shirt next, which hung open at the neck to show a triangle of skin and made me feel faintly ridiculous. Brandi insisted on retying the cords herself, and every time she tightened a lace she let her knuckles graze my sternum. “You’re blushing,” she whispered.

“It’s the sun.”

“Of course it is.”

By the time we finished the field jacket, I’d given up all pretense of dignity. Vanessa directed me with relentless good humor, turning me this way and that, tilting my chin, making me lean against a tree or stride through the grass or stare dramatically at the horizon. The photos, I had to admit when she showed me the screen, weren’t bad. They looked like a man in the middle of a story.

“Now,” I said, taking the camera back, “I think we’re missing something.”

“Are we?” Brandi asked innocently.

“There’s still the question of who models the women’s pieces that Vanessa hasn’t worn.”

Her smile faltered. “Vanessa has worn all of them.”

“There’s the burgundy gown. The one with the velvet bodice. You said we’d shoot that one last.”

“I said Vanessa would shoot it.”

“I think you should.”

She stared at me, then barked a laugh. “Me? Tyler, don’t be absurd. I haven’t modeled in years.”

“Years,” I repeated. “So you’ve modeled.”

Her cheeks colored a shade I couldn’t read, and she waved the question off. “A little, long ago. It’s not relevant.”

“Brandi,” Vanessa said, stepping up beside me, “he’s right. You designed half of this collection. You should wear it. Customers love seeing the person behind the brand.”

“You’re the professional.”

“And you’re the owner. It’s a better story.”

“I’m not dressed for it.”

“The dress is on the rack.” Vanessa looped her arm through Brandi’s. “Come on. Just one outfit. If you hate it, we delete the photos.”

“This is a conspiracy.”

“It’s a friendly intervention,” I said.

Brandi looked from Vanessa’s face to mine, and slowly her resistance crumbled into a rueful laugh. “Fine. One dress. Do not make me regret it.”

She took the burgundy gown behind the screen. We waited. I heard the whisper of fabric, a muffled curse, a zipper catching, Vanessa calling encouragement, and then Brandi returned.

She was beautiful. The gown was a deep wine red, with a velvet bodice that molded to her figure and a long skirt that fell in heavy folds to the grass. The neckline curved low across her collarbones, framing her throat, and the sleeves hugged her forearms before flaring at the wrist. Her blonde hair gleamed against the dark color like gold. She stood with her hands clasped in front of her and a hint of uncertainty in her eyes, and in that moment she looked like a queen who had stepped out of an old painting and wasn’t sure she was allowed to stay.

“Well?” she asked, with the first note of real nervousness I’d heard from her all day.

“You’re stunning,” I said.

Vanessa already had the camera raised. “Okay. Brandi, I want you to walk to the bridge. Slowly like a queen.”

“If only my daughter was here,” she said with a laugh. Brandi took a breath, squared her shoulders, and went. And the strangest thing happened. The nerves fell away with every step. By the time she reached the arch, she moved with confidence. She turned her head just so. She let the skirt trail behind her. She tilted her chin, lowered her lashes, and looked into the camera with a half smile that made my pulse stutter. Vanessa shot frame after frame, murmuring approval, while I stood a few feet away trying not to stare like an idiot.

“She’s a natural,” Vanessa called to me softly.

“She’s something.”

“Mm. I’d say so.”

When Brandi finally stepped down from the bridge, pink-cheeked and a little breathless, she looked at me with a shy pride. “Was that all right?”

“It was fantastic.”

“You’re just saying that.”

“I’m not. Look.” I took the camera from Vanessa and held out the preview. Brandi leaned close, her shoulder against mine, and studied the images. Her eyes widened by degrees. “Is that really me?”

“It’s you.”

She said nothing for a moment. Then she laughed under her breath and shook her head. “I’d forgotten I could do that.”

I wanted to ask what she meant, but Vanessa clapped her hands and chased the thought away. “All right, you two. Last set. Together.”

“Together?” I said.

“A couple in the clothes. Brandi in the burgundy, Tyler in the coat. It’ll look fantastic for the lookbook.”

We exchanged a glance, and neither of us argued. I shrugged the charcoal coat back over my shoulders, and Brandi took my arm. Vanessa positioned us on the footbridge with the low sun behind us, and for the next ten minutes she coaxed and cajoled. Stand closer. Look at each other. No, not like business partners, like you can’t wait to be alone. We laughed, and the laughing was the best part. In one shot, I had my hand at Brandi’s back and she was gazing up at me with her lips parted. In another she rested her forehead against my chest while I kissed her hair. Vanessa lowered the camera at last with an expression of pure satisfaction.

“Those,” she said, “are not going in the store.”

“No?” Brandi asked.

“No. Those are yours.”

Brandi looked at me, and I looked at her, and without a word we both understood. Some pictures were meant to be kept.

The sun had begun its long slide toward the western trees by the time we finished, the sky turning the color of peaches. We packed carefully, folding gowns into garment bags, wrapping the prop sword in a towel, snapping shut the equipment cases. Vanessa hummed as she worked, delighted with the haul. The variety was exactly what the brand needed, she said, from the sweeping gowns to the sturdy everyday pieces. Brandi agreed, tucking a stray hair behind her ear, her face glowing with the afterglow of a job well done.

“This collection is strong,” she said. “I can feel it.”

“The customers will feel it too,” Vanessa said.

I hoisted the last case onto my shoulder. Brandi waited until Vanessa had wandered off toward the car with her arms full, then touched my sleeve.

“Tyler.”

“Hm?”

“Are you free tomorrow?”

“I think so. Why?”

She glanced down, then back up, a smile curving her mouth. “I’d like to take you somewhere. A little trip. Just the two of us.”

“Where?”

“That’s the surprise.” Her eyes sparkled. “I want to show you somewhere special. Somewhere that means something to me.”

“You won’t give me a hint?”

“Not even a small one.”

“Then I’ll have to trust you.”

“Good.” She rose on her toes, kissed me on the corner of the mouth, and stepped back with a small, secretive nod. “I’ll send you the details tonight.”

* * *

Somewhere special happened to be Santa Cruz, and the drive took a little over three hours, and I spent every mile wondering what the coast meant to Brandi. Her message had arrived the night before. A pin on a map, a time, a line that read, Wear comfortable shoes and bring a sweater. Nothing else. I’d left the farm after lunch, with Diana pressing a travel mug of coffee into my hand and Lily calling goodbye from the porch in a teasing voice. The highway ran west through the foothills, then climbed into redwood country, where the light dropped through the trees in long green shafts and the air turned cool and damp. Somewhere past the summit, the first smell of salt drifted through the vents, and my chest loosened as if I’d been holding a breath since morning.

She was waiting at the edge of a parking lot above the waterfront, leaning against her black Porsche SUV with her ankles crossed. She’d traded her business clothes for a loose white linen shirt knotted at the hip, faded jeans rolled to her calves, and a pair of canvas sneakers. Her hair blew around her face in the wind. Without a drop of polish, with nothing but sunglasses and a grin, she looked ten years younger and entirely at ease.

When I climbed out of the car she crossed the pavement in a few quick strides and kissed me, a long warm kiss that tasted of mint. Her hands slid up my chest. When she pulled back, her eyes were bright behind the lenses. “You came.”

“You asked.”

“I wasn’t sure you would. It’s a long drive.”

“It’s a good drive. I enjoyed it.”

“Liar. You were dying of curiosity.” She laughed and caught my hand, lacing our fingers together. “Come on. I’ve been dreaming about this place all week.”

We walked down a sloping street toward the water, past stucco shops with striped awnings and surfboards propped against the walls. The ocean opened ahead of us, vast and glittering, gulls wheeling over the breakers. Brandi tugged me along, quickening her pace as the boardwalk came into view. I caught the faint sound of a calliope, and the clatter of an old wooden coaster rumbled somewhere beyond the buildings.

“We’re not going to the rides,” she said, reading my glance. “Not today. I thought you might think that’s the whole point of a seaside town, but it’s not. It’s the other stuff.”

“The other stuff.”

“The streets, the shops, the little places with the weird names. The food from the carts. The way the light hits the water at four in the afternoon.” She squeezed my hand. “When I was younger, I traveled constantly. Any chance I had, I’d throw a bag in the trunk and go. Sometimes with friends, sometimes alone. I loved arriving in a place where nobody knew me, where I could be anyone for a weekend.”

“Did you have a destination in mind?”

“Never. That was the joy of it.” She smiled at the memory. “The coast was my favorite, though. Mendocino, Big Sur, Monterey, here. I must have been to Santa Cruz a dozen times, usually with a sleeping bag and eleven dollars. I’d find a spot on the sand and stay until the sun went down.”

“And now you’re sharing it.”

“And now I’m sharing it.” She looked at me sidelong. “I thought you’d like it. It’s a part of me I haven’t shown you yet.”

My throat tightened a little, and I drew her closer by their joined hands. “I do.”

We spent the first hour wandering without a plan. Brandi led, and I discovered that she navigated by instinct, ducking down alleys, doubling back, stopping at any window that caught her eye. A bookshop crammed to the ceiling with secondhand paperbacks. A candle store that smelled of cedar and orange peel. A tiny gallery selling prints of tide pools, where she stood for ten minutes in front of a single photograph of a starfish clinging to a rock. In a vintage clothing shop, she held a lime-green scarf against my chest, laughed, and bought it for herself instead. A man selling kites on the corner spoke to her for several minutes, and she returned carrying a paper dragon with a long ribbon tail, which she handed to me.

“For safekeeping.”

“I’ll guard it with my life.”

“See that you do.”

We stopped for something to eat at a seafood cart painted bright blue, paper boats of fried calamari balanced in our hands, the steam fogging her sunglasses until she pushed them up into her hair. She squeezed lemon over everything. A seagull eyed her fries from the railing with open greed, and she pointed a finger at it and told it to forget the whole idea, and then fed it one anyway when she thought I wasn’t looking.

“You’re encouraging him.”

“I’m negotiating. He’ll leave us alone now.”

The gull did not leave us alone. It brought three friends.

Then we retreated down the steps toward the sand, laughing, and sat on a bench facing the water to finish eating. The wind carried the smell of salt and fried batter and sunscreen. Brandi tucked one foot beneath her and licked a smear of sauce from her thumb, and then, without any prompting, she began to tell stories.

The first was about a road trip she’d taken at twenty-two with a friend named Ashley, in a car that Brandi swore had been held together by hope and duct tape. They’d set out for Big Sur with a cooler and a map, and somewhere past midnight the engine had died on a dark stretch of highway with no houses for miles. They’d sat on the shoulder for two hours eating cold peaches and singing every song they knew, until an old farmer in a battered truck pulled over and towed them to his barn. He fed them eggs at dawn, and they ended up spending three days helping him patch a fence in exchange for a rebuilt carburetor.

“Three days,” I said.

“Three of the best days of my life. His wife taught me to make biscuits. I still use her recipe.” Her eyes went distant and fond. “We never made it to Big Sur on that trip. We got there the following spring, and I remember thinking it was beautiful, but it didn’t match the barn.”

“Tell me another.”

“Greedy.”

“I’m enjoying myself.”

She leaned back against the bench and stretched her arms along the rail. “All right. Once I took a bus to a town I couldn’t pronounce because I liked the name on the sign. I got off at the wrong stop, completely the wrong town, and spent a whole night in a laundromat because everything else was closed. A woman folding sheets next to me struck up a conversation, and by morning I’d been invited to her niece’s quinceañera. I went. I danced with half the neighborhood. I still get a card from her every Christmas.”

“You make friends wherever you go.”

“I don’t think I do it on purpose. I just stay curious.” She shrugged one shoulder. “Most of my best memories are mistakes. The wrong turns, the missed trains, the plans that fell apart. I used to think I was a failure at traveling. Eventually I realized the disasters were the point.”

I turned to look at her properly. The sun lit her face from the side, catching the fine lines at the corners of her eyes and the warm gold in her hair, and I thought she’d never seemed so free. “You’ve been holding these back.”

“A little.”

“Why?”

“Because they belong to a different version of me.” She smiled, though it held a thread of something wistful. “The woman who runs conventions and signs contracts doesn’t tell stories about laundromats.”

“I like this version.”

“I know you do.” She nudged my shoulder with hers. “That’s why I brought you here.”

We left the bench and walked on, the wind whipping at our clothes, until we reached the long wooden pier that jutted out over the water. Brandi stopped halfway along and rested her forearms on the railing, watching the swells roll in beneath us. The planks creaked with every wave. Far below, a pair of sea lions barked at each other from the pilings, and a surfer in a black wetsuit paddled out past the break.

“I do miss it,” she said. “Those years. Sometimes it hits me out of nowhere. I’ll be at my desk answering a vendor email, and I’ll remember what it felt like to wake up in a strange place with nothing to do but decide where to eat breakfast.”

“Do you regret how things turned out?”

“No. Never.” She shook her head firmly. “I adore Rosalina. She’s the best thing I’ve ever done, and I’m proud of the life I’ve built. The company, the home, all of it. But raising a daughter and running businesses meant something had to give, and what gave was the wandering. There was always another deadline, another event, another bill. Somewhere along the way I stopped taking the exit just because it looked interesting.”

“You could start again.”

“Could I?” She laughed, a little breathless. “I’m not sure I remember how.”

“I think you do.”

She looked at me for a long moment, and the spray caught in her lashes. Then she turned back to the sea and said, almost to herself, “Maybe I just needed someone to wander with.”

I didn’t answer. There wasn’t anything to say that would improve on it. I stood beside her with my hand on the rail until the sun began to lower and the boards glowed amber.

When the crowds thinned, we climbed down onto a stretch of beach at the far end of the bay, a pale crescent of sand tucked beneath a bluff and nearly empty. Brandi kicked off her sneakers at the bottom of the steps and carried them in one hand, the other still holding mine. The sand was cool and damp, and the foam slid up and fizzed around our ankles. We walked slowly, side by side, leaving a double trail of prints.

“Tell me what you’re thinking,” she said.

“That I’m glad I came.”

“That’s all?”

“That I’d like to see more of the places you loved.”

She stopped walking. The wind pulled her hair across her mouth, and she brushed it aside with the back of her wrist. “You mean it?”

“I do. I’d go anywhere with you, Brandi. A barn, a laundromat, a town with an unpronounceable name.”

Her eyes glistened, and she laughed. “Being with you makes me want to travel again. Isn’t that ridiculous? Four months ago I thought those days were gone.”

“They aren’t gone. They were waiting.”

“Maybe so.” She stepped closer and rested her free hand against my chest. “Maybe we should plan something longer, a week or two, with no schedule and no calendar. Somewhere with mountains. Or an island. I don’t care.”

“I’d like that.”

“You’d have to leave the farm and the business for a while.”

“We’d have staff by then,” I reminded her. “You said so yourself.”

“So I did.” She smiled up at me, the last light turning her eyes to molten blue. “Then it’s a promise.”

“It is.”

She rose on her toes and kissed me, her fingers curling into the front of my shirt while the waves hissed around our feet. I wrapped my arm around her waist and drew her close, and for a long time neither of us moved. The tide crept in. The sky turned the color of apricots, then of roses, then of bruised plum at the edges.

When we finally parted, she pressed her forehead to my collarbone and sighed. “I could stay here all night.”

“We could.”

“We shouldn’t.” She lifted her head. “But I want a picture first.”

I took out my phone. She backed away across the wet sand, spreading her arms to the sea, and the last of the sunset flared behind her in a band of orange fire. Her linen shirt billowed around her hips. Her hair streamed sideways. She laughed, with her head thrown back and her whole face open, and I pressed the button before the moment could vanish.

“Show me,” she called.

I held out the screen when she returned, and she studied it in silence. “I look happy,” she said at last.

“You are.”

“Mm. Disturbingly so.” She plucked the phone from my hand, wrapped an arm around my waist, and held it at arm’s length. “Now one of us. Don’t look at the camera. Look at me.”

I did. She turned her face toward mine, and the shutter clicked. The picture showed two people squinting into the wind, their hair tangled together, their noses nearly touching, the ocean a blurred silver band behind them. It was the most honest photograph I’d ever seen of myself.

We climbed the steps in the dusk and walked back through the lamplit streets to the lot, where her black Porsche SUV and my car sat side by side beneath a flickering light. A cool wind blew off the water. Brandi pulled her sweater on and leaned against my door, her arms folded loosely, reluctant to let the day end.

“Thank you,” she said. “For coming and for listening … I sure needed some time off.”

“Thank you for bringing me.”

“I wanted you to know me better.”

“I do now. A little more.”

“A little.” Her mouth curved. “There’s still plenty left.”

“Good.”

She drew me down by the collar and kissed me again, her palm warm against my jaw. Heat and salt and the faint sweetness of the lemon still on her lips. I held her until my arms ached from not wanting to let go.

“Drive safely,” she whispered against my mouth. “Text me when you’re home.”

“I will.”

“Promise?”

“Promise.”

She stepped back with visible effort, tucking her hair behind her ear. I got into my car, started the engine, and watched her climb into her black Porsche SUV, the dome light catching her face for one last glimpse as she pulled the door shut. She lifted two fingers from the wheel in a small wave. Then the taillights swung out of the lot, and I followed them to the main road, where they turned north while I turned east, and the distance began to open between us.

* * *

It was nearly eleven when I turned onto the gravel lane, and the farmhouse still had lights burning in two windows. I cut the engine beside the barn and sat for a moment with my hands on the wheel, listening to the night. Crickets sawed in the tall grass. Somewhere out in the pasture a horse snorted and stamped. My phone sat face-up on the passenger seat, and out of habit I picked it up and typed a short message to Brandi, home safe, then put it away before she could answer.

I headed inside, and the living room glowed with lamplight. Diana sat curled in the corner of the sofa with a blanket over her knees and a half-finished crossword, and Riley lay stretched along the other cushions with her feet in Vanessa’s lap, a bowl of popcorn balanced between them. Lily and Julia had spread themselves on the rug in front of the television, a movie murmuring at low volume. All five faces turned toward me when I came through the door.

“There he is,” Riley said. “The traveler returns.”

“How was the sea?” Diana asked, pencil poised.

“Beautiful. I’m worn out.”

“Of course you are. Hours each way.” She studied me over her glasses. “You look happy.”

“I am.”

“Did she take you on the boardwalk?” Lily asked, squirming around to rest her chin on her folded arms. “Did you ride the coaster? Did you win her a giant stuffed animal?”

“We skipped the rides. We mostly walked.”

“Walked,” Julia repeated, with a sly twist of her mouth. “Along the beach? At sunset?”

“Possibly.”

I took the teasing with dignity, which is to say I blushed and grinned and didn’t deny any of it, and when it finally died down Diana patted the sofa and told me to sit and tell them one thing, just one thing, about the day.

I told them about the laundromat. I told them about the farmer with the tow truck and the three days of fence-mending. Vanessa listened with her chin on her fist, a smile on her face, and Diana shook her head and said Brandi sounded like a woman who had lived several lives. By the time I yawned, the movie had ended and the popcorn bowl was empty, and Diana shooed everyone off to bed with a motherly flap of her hands.

My room was dark and cool, the window open to the night air. I switched on the bedside lamp, kicked off my shoes, and sat on the edge of the mattress with my phone. The photographs from Santa Cruz waited in the gallery. I scrolled through them slowly. The paper dragon propped against a lamppost. The calamari boats, already half eaten. A gull caught mid-theft with a fry in its beak. And then the one I kept returning to, Brandi on the wet sand with her arms flung wide, her head tipped back, her laugh so open that I could almost hear it. The sunset blazed behind her like a banner. I thumbed the screen to zoom in on her face, and a warmth spread through my chest.

The phone buzzed in my hand. Her name filled the screen.

“Hello,” I said.

“You’re home. I got your text, but I wanted to hear it. Humor me.”

“I’m home. Safe, tired, and sitting on my bed.”

“Good. I was worried about the road. It’s treacherous after dark.”

“You drove it too.”

“I did, and I’ve been home for twenty minutes. I’m lying on the couch with a glass of wine and my shoes still on.” She laughed. “I didn’t have the energy to take them off.”

“Then we’re in the same state.”

“We are.” The sound of her shifting on the cushions came through, a little rustle. “Tell me honestly. Did I wear you out? Between the shops and the pier and the interrogation about my youth, I wouldn’t blame you.”

“I loved every minute. Especially the scarf.”

“I knew you’d notice the scarf.”

“Lime green. Hard to miss.”

“It’s perfect and you know it.” I could hear her smiling. “And you looked absurd holding that dragon.”

“I looked dashing.”

“You looked like a father at a birthday party.” She giggled. “But I adored it. Seeing you stand there with your big serious face, clutching a paper dragon, and not complaining once. Most men would have handed it back.”

“I’d never. It was a gift.”

“It was.” Her tone gentled. “Thank you, Tyler. For coming all that way. For not pretending to be bored by my stories. I’d forgotten how wonderful it is to spend an entire afternoon doing absolutely whatever I wanted.”

“You looked like you were having fun.”

“I was. I haven’t been that carefree in a decade.” She paused. “I’d like to take you somewhere else someday. If you’d let me.”

“Just name the place.”

“I’ll think about it. Somewhere with better weather than the pier.”

“The weather was perfect.”

“It was.” She trailed off, and the line hummed with silence. When she spoke again, her voice had dropped half a register. “I’ve been thinking about you ever since we parted.”

My pulse ticked up. “Have you?”

“The whole drive. I turned the radio off so I could think about you properly.”

“That sounds dangerous.”

“It was. I nearly missed my exit.” She exhaled slowly. “Your voice is doing something to me, you know. Right now. I’m lying here listening to you breathe and I can feel it.”

I swallowed. “Feel what?”

“Don’t be coy.” A breathy laugh. “You know exactly what I mean.”

“I might need you to spell it out.”

“You’re enjoying this.”

“A little.”

“Hm. Then let me make it simple.” Her voice curled with delicious mischief. “I’m turned on, Tyler. Just from hearing you say hello. I’m not proud of it, but I’m not denying it either.”

Heat rolled through me, and I leaned back against the pillow with the phone pressed to my ear. “It sounds like you’re having a hard time being apart from me.”

“Maybe I am.”

“Maybe?”

“Don’t push your luck.” She laughed again. “But yes. It’s been less than an hour, and I already miss you. That’s the truth, and I’m tired of pretending otherwise.”

“I miss you too.”

“Good. Then I have a proposal.” She leaned closer. “Come to my place tomorrow evening.”

I sat up straighter. “Your place.”

“My home. I’ve been thinking about it for days. You’ve never seen it, and I’ve never had you there, and it seems silly that we’ve only ever managed hotels and parks and borrowed rooms.”

“I’d love to.”

“Good. I was hoping you’d say that.” She paused. “Rosalina will be there. I should warn you. She’s home most evenings now that her friends are traveling.”

“That’s fine.”

“Is it?”

“I’m not worried. She already knows about us.”

“She does. And I want you to know I’m not nervous about it.” Her words came out firm and unhurried. “She’s eighteen, she’s sharp, and she’s seen me with people over the years. Honestly, she’s been teasing me about you nonstop since Sunday. I have no interest in hiding how much I like you under my own roof.”

Something eased in my chest. “I’m glad.”

“I’d like a proper evening,” she went on. “Dinner, music, conversation, no checkout time and no hallway cameras. Just us in a place that feels like mine.”

“That sounds perfect.”

“I’ll cook.”

“You said you weren’t bad.”

“I said I wasn’t terrible. There’s a difference.” Her voice dipped. “But I’ll take care of you. And I’ve been planning a few other things as well.”

“What kind of things?”

“If I told you, there’d be no surprise.”

“Give me one hint.”

“Let me see. It involves a bottle of wine I’ve been saving, and a certain dress you haven’t seen, and…”

“Mom!”

The shout came from somewhere deep in her house, muffled but clear, bright and curiosity. Brandi stopped mid-sentence. I heard a door open, light footsteps, and then Rosalina’s voice, much closer. “Are you talking to Tyler?”

“Rosalina.” Brandi sighed. “I’m on the phone.”

“I know. I can tell by your face. Is it him?”

“It’s him.”

“Give me the phone. I need to remind him of something.” A scuffle, then Rosalina’s voice gleefully rang through the speaker. “Hello, Tyler! Don’t think I’ve forgotten about our wager. You still owe me a gaming night.”

I laughed. “I haven’t forgotten.”

“You’d better not. A princess collects her debts.”

“She’ll have to wait her turn,” Brandi said from farther away. “I’m using the phone, sweetheart.”

“I won fair and square, Mom!”

“I’m sure you did. And you’ll get your gaming night tomorrow. But Tyler is spending the afternoon with me first.”

“That’s so unfair,” Rosalina protested. “You get Tyler all afternoon, and I have to wait until evening?”

“Welcome to adulthood.”

“Tyler! Back me up!”

“You won,” I told her, grinning at the ceiling. “I’ll honor the bet. I promise.”

“See, Mom? He keeps his word. Unlike some people.”

“Out,” Brandi said. “Go brush your teeth.”

“I’m only going because the princess has dignity.” Rosalina’s voice receded. “Goodnight, knight! Dream about my victory!”

A door shut. The line crackled, and then Brandi was back, breathless with laughter. “I apologize for her. She has no sense of timing.”

“I like her timing.”

“Of course you do.” She let out a long, happy sigh. “Anyway. Where were we?”

“I believe you were about to tell me about a dress.”

“Mm. So I was.” The teasing glow returned to her voice. “But you’ll have to wait for that. Let’s make my daughter happy, and you’ll bring Lily and Julia, but you’ll still sleep with me.”

“Deal.”

“I’m looking forward to tomorrow, Tyler. More than I can say.”

“So am I.”

“Get some sleep. Dream sweetly.”

“You too.”

She paused, and when she spoke again, it was barely above a whisper, rich with promise. “And Tyler? I’m going to make sure you enjoy yourself tomorrow. Before Rosalina takes over the house for her gaming night.”

The line clicked off before I could answer. I lay there for a long time with the phone resting on my chest, staring at the ceiling and smiling, the image of Brandi on the beach still glowing on the dark screen.


Chapter 4

Driving to Sacramento with Lily and Julia in the back seat felt like carrying a pair of conspirators to a heist, and by the time the farm had shrunk to a smudge in the rearview mirror, they had already finished planning the crime. The crime, as far as I could tell, was me. Every few miles one of them leaned forward between the seats to offer another theory about how the evening would unfold, each one more outrageous than the last, and I answered patiently, even though I knew I’d lose the argument.

The sun hung low and orange over the walnut orchards, laying long shadows across the highway. I had the windows cracked, and the air that rushed in smelled of cut grass and warm asphalt. Lily had her sneakers kicked off and her feet propped on the center console, which I had stopped fighting somewhere around the first exit. Julia sat behind me with her glasses pushed up into her hair, scrolling her phone and reading out messages from Rosalina in a breathless voice.

“She says the snacks are ready. She says there are three kinds of chips and a bowl of something she calls victory popcorn.”

“Victory popcorn,” Lily repeated gravely. “She’s going to make us eat her winnings.”

“She’s going to make us watch her gloat,” Julia said.

“She’s earned it a little,” I said.

Lily twisted around to give me a look. “Whose side are you on, hero?”

“The side with the popcorn.”

They both laughed. It was a good sound. It had been a long week of emails and spreadsheets and hiring plans, and the trip to Santa Cruz with Brandi had been the first real stretch of leisure I’d had in a month. Now here I was driving two of my favorite people to a house I’d never seen, and my curiosity had been simmering since the night before. Brandi had told me about the soundproofing and the pool and the dress I hadn’t seen yet, but she had never described the place itself. I’d pictured something vague and glossy, a home in a magazine. I couldn’t picture where she actually sat in the mornings with her coffee.

“You’re doing the thing,” Lily said.

“What thing?”

“The thing where you drive faster when you’re excited. You’re ten over.”

I glanced at the speedometer and eased off the gas. In the mirror, Julia grinned at me.

We left the freeway and wound through a neighborhood of wide streets and old trees, where the lawns grew broad and the houses hid behind hedges and iron gates. The GPS announced our turn, and I took it onto a private lane lined with tall cypress trees. At the end of it stood a pair of black gates, already swinging open, and beyond them a curving drive of pale gravel that climbed toward a house.

I stopped the car without meaning to. It was a mansion, in the plain sense of the word. Three stories of cream stone and tall windows, with a slate roof, a columned portico, and wings stretching out on either side like open arms. The windows blazed gold with the last of the daylight. Roses climbed a trellis along one wall. A fountain splashed in a circle of lawn in front of the entrance, and the whole property had that lovingly kept look that told me somebody cared about the details.

“Okay,” Lily said, eyes widening. “Okay, wow.”

“This is where she lives?” Julia said.

“This is where she lives.”

“Rosalina lives here and she’s playing Mario Party in our bedroom?”

“Rosalina lives here and she’s still obsessed with beating us at Mario Party,” Lily corrected.

I eased the car forward and parked beside a gleaming black Porsche SUV I recognized at once. The engine ticked as it cooled. Before any of us had unbuckled, the front door opened and Brandi stepped out onto the portico.

She was dressed for home. A loose silk blouse the color of champagne, slim cream trousers, bare feet on the stone. Her blonde hair fell loose over her shoulders, and she wore very little makeup. She descended the steps with a smile that went straight through me, and I was out of the car before I knew I’d moved.

“You made it,” she said, and slid her arms around my neck and kissed me. It was a long, warm kiss, and I forgot for a moment that two spectators were sitting thirty feet away. When she drew back, her eyes were bright. “Finally. I’ve wanted you in my house for weeks.”

“I like it already.”

“You haven’t seen anything yet.”

The front door banged open again, and Rosalina came flying across the gravel in cutoff shorts and an oversized gaming tee, her blonde hair loose and wild. She hit Lily first, who had just climbed out of the back seat, and the two of them collided in a bouncing hug. Then she turned to Julia and squeezed her so hard Julia squeaked.

“You came! I can’t believe you actually came!”

“You won fair and square,” Julia said, laughing.

“I know. It was so much fun.” Rosalina released her and pivoted toward me, hands on her hips, and swept her gaze from my boots to my face. A slow smile curled her mouth. “And look at that. My knight has arrived, escorting two lovely companions. How very gallant. Welcome to the castle!”

Brandi sighed and rolled her eyes, but her mouth was fighting a grin. “Come in, all of you, before she starts knighting people on the lawn.”

The entrance hall was enormous, floored in polished pale marble and lit by a chandelier that threw soft prisms across the walls. A staircase curved up to a gallery above. The air smelled of lilies. Lily turned slowly in a circle with her mouth open, and Julia ran a fingertip along the banister as if to confirm it was real.

“Come on, I’ll give you the tour,” Brandi said, taking my hand.

She led us through the ground floor at an easy pace, and I watched her more than the rooms. The kitchen was vast and gleaming, with a marble island long enough to seat eight, copper pots hanging from a rack, and a window over the sink that looked onto a garden. The dining room held a long walnut table under another chandelier, set for five with linen and tall candles. The entertainment lounge was all deep sofas and lamplight, with a massive screen on one wall and shelves of games and discs on another. Everything was elegant, but nothing felt like a showroom. A throw blanket lay crumpled on a couch. A mug sat forgotten on a side table. Somebody lived here, and somebody was comfortable.

Brandi herself was the biggest surprise. She walked through her own home as though shedding armor with every room, laughing easily, bumping her shoulder against mine, letting her fingers trail down my arm when she pointed something out. She seemed happy to let Rosalina narrate, interrupting only to correct the occasional exaggeration. At the terrace doors she paused, and I saw her take in the view as though seeing it new through our eyes.

Beyond the glass lay a wide flagstone terrace and a long turquoise swimming pool, glowing under the dusk. A round jacuzzi steamed gently in one corner, tucked behind a screen of potted palms. String lights glimmered along the railing. Beyond the wall, the lights of the city were just beginning to wink awake.

“That,” Lily said reverently, “is the nicest pool I’ve ever seen.”

“We’ll use it after dinner,” Rosalina said. “Swimsuits and bikinis are mandatory.”

“Obviously,” Julia said.

“So,” Brandi said, turning to the group, “how late are you all planning to stay? I want to be sure there’s enough time for dinner and everything else.”

“We hadn’t decided,” Lily said.

“Well.” Brandi tucked a lock of hair behind her ear, and I noticed her tone had turned a little too casual. “It’s a long drive back to the farm. I was thinking Rosalina could ride home with you tonight and make it a sleepover there. The three of you would have the whole night together, and you wouldn’t have to rush.”

I kept my face perfectly neutral. Rosalina’s eyes narrowed by a fraction, sharp as a cat’s. I watched her put it together, the arrangement, the empty house, the boyfriend who would have nowhere to be, and then a slow grin spread over her face.

“That’s thoughtful, Mom. But there’s really no reason for anyone to drive all that way so late.” She waved an arm toward the staircase. “I have a ridiculous amount of space. My room is huge. Lily and Julia can sleep over here instead. We can build a nest of pillows on the floor and game until sunrise.”

“Yes!” Lily said at once. “That sounds perfect.”

“I’m in,” Julia said. “Absolutely.”

Brandi blinked. “Oh. That would be, well, that would be fine, I suppose.”

“Wonderful!” Rosalina clapped her hands, then turned to her mother with a look of innocent concern. “You’re not disappointed, are you? You seem a little disappointed.”

Brandi opened her mouth and closed it again. A flush crept up her neck. Then she laughed, and pressed a hand to her forehead. “I was hoping for a little privacy with my boyfriend, that’s all. Is that so terrible?”

“Not at all.” Rosalina patted her arm with great tenderness. “Don’t worry. We’ll keep ourselves occupied. We won’t interfere with whatever you have planned.”

“Mm.” Brandi gave her daughter a long, suspicious look. “I’ll believe that when I see it.”

“I’m a woman of my word.”

“You’re a menace of your word.”

I was trying very hard not to laugh, and I failed halfway through. Brandi swatted my arm, but she was smiling, and in the end she sighed in defeat. “Fine. You win. Everyone stays.”

“Victory!” Rosalina flung both fists in the air and spun in a triumphant circle. Then she grabbed Lily’s hand, then Julia’s, and beamed at all of us. “Okay! Before dinner, you absolutely have to see my room. Come on!”

* * *

Rosalina’s room was less a bedroom than a small country with its own borders, and the first thing I understood on crossing them was that she had built every inch of it herself. She hauled us up the curved staircase, down a long gallery lined with framed prints, and threw open a pair of tall white doors like a magician revealing a trick. Then she stepped aside to let us look.

The room was enormous. I had expected large, given the house, but this took up what must have been half of the east wing, with ceilings that rose high enough to hold a loft of bookshelves and windows that ran from floor to ceiling along one wall, framing the garden below in the last blue light of the evening. The sleeping area occupied one end, a wide bed buried in pillows and a patchwork quilt of Nintendo-themed squares. Fairy lights were strung along the headboard. Beyond it, the room opened into a sprawling nest of everything she loved.

“Okay,” Lily said slowly. “This is not a room. This is a lair.”

“It’s my lair,” Rosalina agreed happily. “Enter freely and touch everything.”

Lily and Julia needed no further invitation. They made straight for the gaming station along the far wall, a long desk arranged in an L with three monitors, a tower with glowing blue vents, a headset on a stand, and a console dock with at least four controllers draped over it like sleeping cats. Shelves above held rows of games, and beside them sat a second television, a beanbag chair the size of a small boat, and a shelf of retro systems I hadn’t seen since childhood. Julia picked up a controller and turned it over in her hands with open reverence.

“Is this the limited edition one?”

“The one with the gold trim. Yes. I waited in line for it.”

“I’d have killed for this at your age.”

“You’re only a little older than me,” Rosalina said, laughing.

“Which is exactly my point. You have everything.”

I drifted along the opposite wall, where the collectibles stood in glass-fronted cabinets lit from within. Figurines, mostly, painted well. Link in half a dozen incarnations. Zelda in her royal robes. A pair of small mushrooms with faces. Rosalina’s own namesake in her pale gown and star-tipped wand. A whole shelf was given over to tiny enamel pins, arranged by color in neat rows, and beneath it a drawer lay open to reveal rolls of fabric, spools of thread in every shade, and a battered pincushion bristling with needles.

Past the cabinets, along the end of the room, stood the mannequins. There were five of them, lined up beside a drafting table and a sewing machine, each wearing a different costume. A knight’s armor, painstakingly layered in painted foam. A sorceress in deep violet with a feathered collar. A masked wanderer in a patchwork coat. And at the center, resting on a stand of its own, the pale blue gown.

I stopped. It was the dress from the convention, the one Rosalina had worn when she’d leaned against a pillar and asked if I was taken. The skirt flared in layers of soft aqua tulle, shot through with silver thread that caught the lamplight like frost. The bodice was fitted and delicately beaded, and sitting on the mannequin’s head was the silver star crown, its points polished to a gleam.

“Recognize it?” Rosalina said at my shoulder.

“I do.”

“Good. You still owe me a little attention, by the way.”

“Don’t I give you enough?”

“A princess can never have too much attention from her favorite boy.” She lifted her chin with enormous dignity. “Compliments, sweet words, or a heartfelt sonnet. I’m flexible.”

“I’ll write the sonnet.”

“Make it rhyme.” She giggled and reached out to straighten a fold in the skirt. “Anyway, I made the bodice myself. Hand-sewn every bead, which took about three weeks and one very sore thumb. The skirt layers were a pattern I bought and adapted, because I wanted more volume than the original called for. The crown I modified from a kit. The base was boring plastic, so I sanded it, primed it, and added the silver leaf.”

“By hand?”

“With a tiny brush and a lot of swearing.”

I ran my eyes over the gown again, noticing for the first time the minute stitches along the hem, the faint curve she’d worked into the sleeves, the way the beads clustered thicker near the heart. “It’s beautiful. I mean it. I’ve seen professional work that didn’t look this clean.”

She went pink to the tips of her ears. “You’re just saying that.”

“I mean it. I take photographs of clothes for a living now. I know what craft looks like.”

“Then you may stay,” she said, with a mock-regal nod, and turned to a smaller mannequin standing alone beside the drafting table. “Come see this one. It’s the unfinished thing.”

The outfit on the stand was only half assembled. A fitted bodice of dark green leather, pinned at the sides, with a high collar and an asymmetrical skirt that ended in a slashed hem. A single shoulder guard was clamped on with binder clips. Sketches covered the table beside it, pages of them, pencil and ink and watercolor, showing the same figure from a dozen angles: a heroine with a short sword and a cloak the color of storm clouds. Colored pins marked changes on the fabric. A pair of boots sat on the floor with tape across their toes.

“Fantasy heroine,” she explained, tapping a drawing. “She’s an original, not from any game. I wanted something that felt like every adventure story at once. Part ranger, part duelist, a little bit of thief. I’m building the armor in layers so it looks like she’s been wearing it for years.”

“Does she have a name?”

“Not yet. I keep trying things. Everything sounds ridiculous.”

“Give it time.”

“Mm. Maybe she’ll tell me.”

Behind us, Lily let out a sudden shriek of laughter. I turned to find her crouched at the foot of the bed, a drawer pulled open beside her, holding up something long and purple in both hands. Julia had hurried over and was clapping her palm over her mouth.

“Rosalina,” Lily said, “is this what I think it is?”

Rosalina didn’t even blink. “Probably. Which one?”

“The purple one.”

“Oh, that’s my favorite. Perfect for a rainy day.”

“There are five more in here.”

“Seven, technically, if you count the one in the nightstand.” She strolled over and plucked a slim silver vibrator from the drawer, turned it over, and handed it to Julia as casually as she might have offered a pen. “That one has a wonderful range of settings. Charges by USB. Highly recommend.”

Julia held it as though it might bite. Her cheeks were scarlet. “You just have these out?”

“They’re in a drawer. In my own bedroom. Where I sleep.” Rosalina shrugged, perfectly composed. “I don’t see the scandal. Everyone should know what they like.”

“I like her already,” Lily whispered to Julia, and Julia started laughing so hard she had to sit on the rug.

I studied the ceiling with great concentration. I was fairly certain that studying the ceiling would only encourage them. It did. Julia, having recovered, wandered along the shelf beside the bed and stopped dead. “What are these?”

I looked over. A long row of DVD cases stood in tidy order, old and well worn, their plastic spines cracked from years of handling. The cover art was faded, all glossy photographs and lurid fonts in the style of another decade. It took me a moment to understand what I was seeing, and then I understood it all at once.

“Those,” Rosalina said brightly, “are my collection.”

“Of porn,” Julia said.

“The old ones. Yes.” She sauntered over and ran a finger along the spines like a librarian proud of her stacks. “I like them far better than anything made recently. Hear me out. The old ones bother to have actual characters. Dialogue. A story. Somebody gets locked out of her apartment, a handsome pirate shipwrecked on an island with beautiful women, and you get a whole little drama before anything happens. You care what happens to them.”

“And the modern stuff?” Lily asked, genuinely curious now.

“Boring,” Rosalina declared. “Every time. It’s three minutes of nothing and then straight to the point, with people who look like they’d rather be doing their taxes. No setup, no chemistry. There’s no reason to care about anyone. It’s like watching a stranger eat a sandwich.”

Lily burst out laughing. “Okay, that’s a perfect description. And honestly? I totally love old porn too. I’ve watched some with my stepbrother.”

“Ooh, which one?”

“Saving Ryan’s Privates,” she said and couldn’t stop giggling.

“I have it!” she said and lifted it from her collection like when Link finds a new item. “Tada!”

They all laughed.

“There’s something fun about the cheesy music and the terrible acting. You can tell they’re having a good time,” Lily said.

“Right?” Rosalina said and put Saving Ryan’s Privates back. “Thank you. Finally someone understands.”

“We have a lot to discuss.”

“Excellent. We’ll do a marathon.”

I stood there like a man who had walked into the wrong lecture, unsure whether to look at the ceiling or the floor. They had both turned to me at the same time, and I caught Rosalina’s eyes narrowing with unholy glee.

“Look at him,” she said. “He’s turning pink.”

“I am not.”

“You are. My brave knight, the slayer of Ganon, undone by a shelf of adult movies.” She stepped closer, tilting her head. “Are you easily embarrassed? Should I fetch you a glass of water?”

“I’m perfectly composed.”

“Then why are you looking at the ceiling?”

“It’s a very nice ceiling.”

“It’s painted white. There’s nothing on it.” She pressed her palm lightly against my chest and grinned up at me. “You’re adorable. A young man with a girlfriend and two other girlfriends and who knows how many other girlfriends, blushing like a schoolboy.”

“I’m not blushing. And in my defense, I never expected to be educated about the history of adult cinema on my first visit.”

“It’s a rich and meaningful history.”

“I’m sure.”

“You could learn a lot.”

“And you could stop teasing me.”

“Never,” she said sweetly. “It’s my favorite hobby.”

“Then I’ll have to learn to tease back.”

“Is that a threat?”

“It’s a warning.”

“Oh, I do hope so.”

Our eyes held a second too long, and her grin turned crooked and a little breathless. Behind us, Lily and Julia had gone suspiciously silent. I was about to step back when a voice floated across the room.

“Dinner is almost ready.”

Brandi stood in the doorway with a dish towel over her shoulder, one eyebrow lifting as she took in the scene: the open drawer, the silver vibrator still in Julia’s hands, the shelf of DVDs, her daughter pressed close to me with a hand flat on my chest. She did not look surprised. She looked like a woman who had walked in on exactly this sort of thing many times before and had made her peace with it.

“Rosalina,” she said, with great patience. “Did you really need to include every part of your private collection in the tour?”

“I’m being a good hostess,” Rosalina said, spinning around. “They asked questions. I answered them.”

“They’re fascinated,” Lily offered.

“Deeply,” Julia added, and quickly shoved the vibrator back into the drawer.

Brandi shook her head slowly, but there was a smile tugging at her mouth. “I should have known. Come on, all of you. The steaks are resting and I don’t want them going cold.”

She turned and vanished down the gallery. Lily and Julia scrambled up from the floor, whispering and giggling, and hurried after her. Rosalina lingered a moment to flick off the lamp beside the mannequins, and the pale blue gown glowed faintly in the dimness like a ghost of the convention.

I followed them toward the stairs, my pulse still jumping, and found myself thinking about the room I’d just seen. It had her fingerprints on every surface. The hand-beaded bodice, the half-finished heroine, the cabinets full of tiny treasures, the shameless, delighted honesty of a girl who saw no reason to hide anything she loved. She was brash and funny and wildly confident, but she’d also built a whole world with her own hands, stitch by stitch and bead by bead. I liked her. I liked her a great deal, in a way that had nothing to do with teasing, and as we descended into the glow of the chandelier I felt a flicker of something warm that I decided not to examine too closely.

* * *

Dinner was full of laughter and conversation, and somewhere between the first bite of steak and the second glass of lemonade, I realized how much I enjoyed having Brandi and Rosalina here with everyone. Brandi had cooked, as promised, and it was far better than terrible. The steaks arrived thick and charred at the edges, pink and juicy at the center, with a crust of cracked pepper and a pat of herb butter melting across the top. Beside them sat glossy roasted sweet potatoes, split open and dusted with cinnamon, and halved avocados filled with a lime-and-cilantro mixture that I wanted to eat with a spoon.

“Okay,” Julia said, on her third bite. “This is unreal. Where did you learn to cook like this?”

“Trial and error,” Brandi said, cutting her steak with a smile. “Mostly error. I burned a great many dinners before I figured out the secret.”

“What’s the secret?”

“Let the meat rest. Every time. Patience is the entire recipe.”

“That’s my mother’s philosophy on everything,” Rosalina said, pointing her fork across the table. “Let it rest. Don’t touch it. Wait. Good things come to those who wait.”

Brandi raised an eyebrow. “And yet you’ve never managed to follow it once.”

“I follow it in spirit.”

The candlelight made everything softer. It glinted off the silverware and laid a warm amber glow across the polished walnut, and the chandelier overhead cast a changing scatter of light on the ceiling. I sat at Brandi’s right hand, which she had arranged with a casualness that fooled nobody, and during the first course she managed to touch me a dozen times. Her fingers brushed my wrist when she passed the salt. Her knee leaned against mine beneath the table. Once, when I laughed at something Rosalina said, she leaned over and kissed my cheek, as if she couldn’t help herself.

Rosalina, naturally, noticed everything and commented on none of it. She held court instead. Between bites she told stories about growing up in the mansion, and she told them like a born performer, gesturing with her knife and pausing for effect. The time she’d hidden in the dumbwaiter at seven years old and fallen asleep for three hours while the entire household searched the grounds. The summer she’d decided the back lawn was an ocean and flooded it with a garden hose to sail a toy boat. The Christmas she’d tried to bake cookies from scratch for the staff and set off every smoke alarm on the second floor.

“I thought the house was haunted,” she said. “Whenever I couldn’t sleep, I’d creep along the gallery in my pajamas, carrying a flashlight, convinced I’d find a ghost. I never did. Though once I found Mom crying quietly over a stack of invoices, which was somehow worse.”

“Rosalina,” Brandi murmured.

“What? It’s a nice story. It ends with you hugging me and letting me pick the ice cream.”

“It ends with you eating three bowls and being sick.”

“A worthy sacrifice.”

Lily was laughing so hard she had put her fork down. Julia wiped her eyes with a napkin. When the story wound down, they traded off, Lily bubbling about the shelf of collectibles she’d found, and Julia asking a hundred questions about the green heroine costume, how Rosalina had planned the layers and whether she ever worked from patterns or just improvised. Rosalina answered with her whole body, hands cutting through the air to show the way a sleeve would fall. Brandi watched her daughter with open fondness, and I watched Brandi.

Under the table, her hand found mine and curled around it. She didn’t look at me. She simply held on, her thumb stroking slowly over my knuckles, while the conversation spun around us like warm weather.

By the time the plates were cleared and the dessert fruit had been passed, the night outside had gone deep blue. Rosalina set down her glass, pushed back her chair, and said, “Pool. Right now. We have a perfect evening and a perfectly good pool, and it would be a crime to waste either.”

“I didn’t bring a swimsuit,” Julia said.

“Mom has a drawer of them. I have a drawer of them. Everyone changes. No exceptions.”

She herded us upstairs. Lily and Julia borrowed suits from the spare room, giggling over the sizes, and I changed into the trunks I had packed in a moment of optimism. By the time I stepped out onto the terrace, barefoot on the warm flagstone with a towel around my neck, the string lights were glowing against the dark and the pool shimmered like a sheet of turquoise glass. Steam rose from the jacuzzi in thin white curls.

Rosalina arrived first, and she did not walk so much as parade. The bikini she wore was a tiny affair in electric coral, two triangles tied with thin strings at the hips, and almost nothing else. She stood at the edge of the pool with her hands on her hips and her chin lifted, the lights tracing the long line of her legs and the tan lines barely visible at her thighs, and she turned slowly, once, to show off all sides.

“Well?” she asked. “Do I pass inspection?”

“Oh my God,” Lily said. “You look amazing.”

“Seriously,” Julia agreed. “That color is so pretty on you.”

“Thank you, thank you.” Rosalina struck a pose, then glanced sideways at me with a wicked gleam. “Tyler? Any comment from the court?”

“You’ll catch a cold in that,” I said.

“Coward.”

The terrace door opened again, and Brandi stepped through in a navy one-piece with a modest neckline and a thin white wrap knotted around her waist. She looked lovely, but it was the type of lovely a woman wears to a lakeside barbecue, sensible and tidy. She had her hair in a loose twist and a pair of sunglasses perched on her head despite the darkness.

Rosalina stared at her for a long second and then groaned theatrically. “Mom. No. Absolutely not.”

“What’s wrong with it?”

“Everything. It’s a tent. You’re wearing a tent.”

“It’s a perfectly respectable swimsuit.”

“It’s a respectable swimsuit for a nun,” Rosalina said. “You have a closet full of better ones. Go change into something sexy.”

“I have no intention of competing with my daughter.”

“It’s not a competition. It’s an obligation.” Rosalina marched over and took her by the shoulders. “You have a handsome boyfriend in your house for the first time. You are going to put in some effort. Be bold. Wow him.”

“Sweetheart.”

“Mom.”

Brandi glanced at me, and I held up both hands with an expression of perfect innocence. She narrowed her eyes, sighed through her nose, and finally said, “Give me five minutes.”

She marched back inside. Lily and Julia exchanged a conspiratorial look, and Rosalina rubbed her palms together in triumph.

It was more like ten minutes. We spent them lounging at the pool’s edge, dangling our feet in the water, until the door slid open again and I heard Julia suck in a breath.

Brandi stood in the doorway in a white string bikini that left almost nothing to the imagination. The top cradled the heavy, high swell of her enhanced breasts, the thin straps drawn taut over her shoulders, the cups cut just low enough to tease the soft crease between them, a jaw-dropping cleavage. Her waist narrowed sharply into the curve of her hips, and the tiny bottoms rode low across her hipbones, tied in neat bows at the sides. Her skin gleamed golden in the lamplight. She had loosened her hair and let it spill over her shoulders.

My eyes widened.

“Oh, wow,” Lily said. “Brandi, you look fabulous.”

“Seriously,” Julia breathed. “Like a movie star.”

“Told you,” Rosalina said smugly.

Brandi laughed, a flustered, joyful sound, and put her palms against her cheeks. “Stop it, all of you. I feel ridiculous.”

“You look beautiful,” I said, even though hot and sexy were better terms.

She met my eyes. Whatever she saw there made her smile bloom slow and warm, and she crossed the terrace to me with an extra sway in her hips. When she reached me, she slid her hands up my bare chest and kissed me. “Thank you,” she murmured. “I was hoping you’d like it.”

“I don’t think ‘like’ covers it.”

“Good.”

We swam for a long time. The water was warm, almost bathlike, and the night air cool against our shoulders. Rosalina cannonballed first, soaking everyone within range, and Lily retaliated with a splash that drenched her hair. Julia floated on her back, laughing at the stars. I swam laps until my arms burned, then surfaced to find Rosalina directly in front of me, her chin barely above the water.

“You swim like a knight,” she said. “Strong and noble.”

“Is that a compliment?”

“It’s an observation. I’m a scientist.” She flicked water at my face. “Race me to the far wall.”

“You’ll lose.”

“Princesses don’t lose. We simply declare a different winner.”

We raced. She cheated. I let her. When I reached the wall second, she hung on the edge, panting and triumphant, and told me I’d been magnificent in defeat. Later she dragged me into a game of keep-away with a foam ball, and later still she dunked me from behind, her small hands pushing my shoulders under, laughing the whole time. Every time I surfaced she was already planning something else.

Brandi stayed close. She never strayed far, drifting across the pool to find me whenever I came up for air, tracing a finger down my arm or resting her hand on my chest as if to check my heartbeat. In the shadow of the diving board she pressed against me and kissed me properly, her mouth warm with the taste of lemon and her wet body slick against mine. “I’m looking forward to having you all to myself,” she whispered into my ear. “Very much.”

“I can tell.”

“Am I being obvious?”

“A little.”

“I don’t care.” She nipped my earlobe lightly. “Let’s get out and sit in the jacuzzi. Just you and me. It’s more private.”

“You’re stealing him again!” Rosalina said playfully.

“Can you blame me?”

“You’re definitely claiming him.”

“I’m only borrowing him.”

“That is exactly what I said when I borrowed him!”

Brandi opened her mouth to answer, but Lily surfaced beside Rosalina, grinning, and tapped her shoulder. “Hey. I have an idea. Let’s play something. A game just for us three. Julia and me against you, in the pool.”

“What kind of game?” Rosalina asked suspiciously.

“Underwater tag. Whoever gets tagged has to do a forfeit. It’s hilarious, I promise. Plus there are three of us, so it’s a team thing.”

Rosalina paused. She looked at me, then at her mother, then at the empty stretch of water where the game would unfold. Lily kept talking, adding rules and silly punishments, building the pitch like a seasoned salesman, until finally Rosalina folded her arms and sniffed. “Fine. But only because the idea is excellent. Tyler, don’t think I’m finished with you.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it.”

“Good. I have a great deal more mischief planned.”

She dove away. Lily winked at Brandi over her shoulder, and Brandi mouthed a grateful thank you. Then she took my hand and led me up the shallow steps, and the heat of the jacuzzi wrapped around my legs like a blanket as we sank in.

The water bubbled gently around us. Steam curled into the dark, and the sound of laughter drifted across the terrace. Brandi settled against me with her back to my chest and my arms around her waist, her head tipped onto my shoulder, and for a minute she simply breathed.

“Mm,” she sighed. “That’s better.”

“Much.”

“I’ve wanted this since I invited you.” She turned in my arms to face me, water sliding down her collarbone, and set her hands on my shoulders. “Having you in my house is even better than I imagined. It feels like I’ve been keeping a secret and finally get to tell everyone. And I can’t stop touching you. Honestly, it’s embarrassing.”

“I’m not complaining.”

“I’m trying to behave.”

“You’re doing a terrible job.”

“I know.” She laughed, and kissed me. When she pulled back, her thumb traced my lower lip. “You’ve turned me into an impatient girl. Is that what you wanted?”

“I’d say I’m flattered.”

“You should be.” Her eyes gleamed. “And I won’t behave once we’re upstairs, I’ll tell you that right now. I’ll be on you the moment that door closes.”

My pulse stumbled. “Is that a promise?”

“It’s a guarantee.”

I pulled her closer and kissed her again, tasting chlorine and the sweetness of her skin. She sighed into my mouth and wrapped her arms around my neck. For a long moment there was nothing in the world but warmth and water and the soft insistence of her body. Out beyond the steam, the girls shrieked with laughter, and once I heard Rosalina cry out in mock despair.

We stayed until the splashes slowed and the voices drew closer. Then Brandi sighed against my neck, reluctantly sat up, and ran a hand through her damp hair. Rosalina’s head appeared over the edge of the pool, flushed and grinning, and called that it was time to dry off and head inside. We climbed out into the cool air, wrapped ourselves in towels, and followed the shining trail of wet footprints across the terrace toward the lights of the house.

* * *

By ten o’clock the house had gone loose and sleepy around the edges, the way a house does after everyone has eaten well and swum hard, and we drifted into the entertainment lounge in borrowed sweatshirts and pajama pants with our hair still damp. Brandi had traded the white bikini for a pair of gray lounge pants and an oversized cream sweater that slid off one shoulder, and she curled into the corner of the biggest sofa with her feet tucked under her. I took the spot beside her. Her hand found my knee the moment I sat, as though it had been waiting there.

Lily and Julia claimed the long sectional across from us, buried in blankets and sharing a bowl of popcorn that Rosalina had called, with a straight face, the second victory popcorn. Rosalina herself strode to the wall of electronics, tapped a screen, and filled the room with music, an easy, bright track with a slow-building beat. She turned the volume low enough for conversation and swayed in place, rolling her shoulders, tapping her bare toes against the rug.

“Okay,” she said. “Fun question. What did everyone do for hobbies when they were little? Besides gaming. I want unusual answers.”

“Horseback riding,” Julia said. “My mom taught me on a rented pony. I was terrified for a month.”

“Drawing,” Lily said. “Comic books, mostly. I had an entire universe of characters. They all fell in love with each other.”

“Of course they did … Tyler?” Rosalina asked, spinning to face me. “Don’t say gaming.”

“Camping with my family.”

“Camping. I can picture it. Mom, you?”

“Volleyball, mostly,” Brandi said, tilting her head to think. “And dancing. I was very serious about dancing for a long time.”

“Mom taught me everything I know,” Rosalina said. “I danced constantly when I was younger. Recitals, competitions, the whole sparkly nightmare. Half my moves came straight from her. She’d clear the living room furniture and we’d practice for hours.”

“You make it sound like I forced you.”

“You absolutely did. Lovingly.”

Brandi laughed, and the sound had a rueful warmth. “She picked up the basics from me, yes. But she’s rewriting history again. I taught her the foxtrot and the waltz. She taught herself the flashy parts.”

“You taught me the flashy parts too.”

“I taught you the posture. The flash was always yours.”

I turned toward Brandi with real surprise. “You dance?”

“Used to. A lot.” She gave a small, dismissive shrug. “It’s been years.”

“She was talented,” Rosalina insisted. “Seriously. Mom could glide across a floor like she was on wheels. She was an excellent teacher, patient as anything. She’d count the beats out loud until I stopped stepping on her feet.”

“You stepped on them for a year.”

“A year and a half. But I got there.”

Lily sat up and clapped her hands. “Show us. Rosalina, do one of your old routines.”

“Yes,” Julia said at once. “Please.”

“I haven’t practiced seriously in ages.”

“We don’t care,” Lily said. “We want to see.”

Rosalina pretended to resist for about two seconds. Then she pushed back her hair, handed her glass to Julia, and walked to the open center of the room, where the carpet gave way to a smooth stretch of hardwood. She changed the song with a flick of her fingers, and a slower, more lyrical piece began to play. Her whole body altered as she settled into position. Her shoulders dropped. Her spine lengthened. She raised one arm in a long curve, pointed her bare toe, and began.

I had expected something showy and clumsy, a comedic flourish. What I got was unexpectedly lovely. She moved with a sureness that had clearly been drilled into her at a young age, her turns clean and tight, her arms flowing from one shape to the next without a hitch. She spun across the floor in a long diagonal, rose to her toes, and held a balance for a heartbeat that stretched really long. Her face lost all its mischief and took on a serene, absorbed expression, as though she’d gone somewhere private and beautiful.

When she finished the first sequence and sank into a graceful bow, the room erupted. Lily whooped. Julia clapped over her head. Brandi pressed a hand to her chest, eyes shining.

“That was wonderful,” I said, and I meant every syllable. “Honestly, Rosalina. You’re really good.”

She flushed to the roots of her hair. “It’s rusty. You should have seen me at fourteen.”

“I’d have paid to.”

“Careful. I might take you up on that.” She grinned, flushed with pleasure, and shook out her arms. “Okay, now I’m warmed up. Let me try the big one. The one with the leap and the split turn. I haven’t done it in forever, but I think I remember.”

“Rosalina,” Brandi said, a touch of caution creeping into her voice. “Maybe not tonight. You haven’t stretched properly.”

“I’m fine, Mom. Watch.”

She backed to the far end of the floor, set her stance, and launched into the sequence with fresh energy, determined to impress. Two running steps, a high leap, and a twist in midair that should have landed in a tidy split. I saw it go wrong before she did. Her back foot caught the edge of the rug, her weight tipped awkwardly, and she came down with her leg twisted beneath her. She cried out, a sharp, startled sound, and folded onto the floor.

Brandi was across the room before I’d fully registered the fall, kneeling at her side with both hands outstretched, her face drained of color.

“Rosalina! Where does it hurt?”

“My thigh.” Rosalina’s voice was thin, her teeth clenched. “Back of my thigh. I think I pulled something. It hurt the moment I landed.”

“Don’t move. Let me look.”

“It’s fine. I just pulled a muscle. It happens.” She tried to laugh it off and nearly managed it, but when she started to push herself up she sucked in a sharp breath and went white. “Ow. Okay. Maybe not fine.”

“Stay down.”

“I want to sit up.”

“Then do it slowly.” Brandi slid an arm behind her shoulders and eased her upright, then gently probed the back of her leg, watching her daughter’s face for every flinch. “Can you bend your knee? Good. Can you straighten it? Slowly. Does it feel like something tore?”

“No, just a really bad cramp. I’m okay.”

“You’re not okay. Don’t walk on it yet.”

Rosalina gritted her teeth and tried anyway, one hand braced on Brandi’s arm. She could do two halting steps before the pain flashed across her face again and she hissed. Lily and Julia had come to stand beside the sofa, wide-eyed and worried, and the cheerful energy of the evening had drained from the room.

“Right,” Brandi said briskly. “Sit. No arguments.”

She helped Rosalina onto the nearest couch and tucked a cushion under her thigh. I crossed the room and crouched beside them.

“Would it be easier if I carried her upstairs?” I asked. “She’ll want to lie down, and the stairs would be rough on that leg.”

Brandi looked at me, and some of the worry in her face eased. “Would you? That would be a great help.”

“Of course.”

“Wait,” Rosalina said. “You’re going to carry me?” A flush bloomed across her cheeks. “Like, in your arms?”

“That’s the usual method.”

“I could hop.”

“You could not.”

She let out a little laugh, and then she shrugged, wincing. “Okay. If you insist.”

I slid one arm beneath her knees and the other behind her back, and she looped both arms around my neck as I stood. She weighed almost nothing. I lifted her as easily as I might have lifted a bag of groceries, and her body curled instinctively against my chest, her cheek settling near my shoulder. Her hair smelled of chlorine and coconut shampoo.

“My hero,” she said into my collar, with only a thread of her usual teasing. “My knight has finally rescued his princess.”

“It took long enough.”

“Don’t ruin the moment.” But her ears had gone pink, and her fingers tightened slightly where they clasped behind my neck. “I’m trying to be dignified.”

“You’re doing wonderfully.”

“Liar.”

Brandi fetched a cold pack from the kitchen while I carried Rosalina up the sweeping staircase, step by careful step, Lily and Julia trailing behind with anxious faces. The gallery was dim and cool. Her room waited at the end of it, the fairy lights glimmering over the bed, the mannequins standing guard like silent sentries. I lowered her gently onto the quilt, and she let out a sigh as her back met the pillows.

Brandi hurried in a moment later, cold pack wrapped in a dish towel. “Here. Tyler, would you help me prop her leg? A couple of pillows underneath, just enough to raise it a little.”

“Sure.”

I gathered pillows from the head of the bed and slid them carefully under Rosalina’s thigh while Brandi held the leg steady. Rosalina watched me work with her lips parted, her gaze fixed on my hands. When I adjusted the angle and the pillow settled into place, she let out a long breath.

“That’s better,” she murmured. “Thank you.”

“Is it too high?”

“It’s perfect.”

Brandi laid the cold pack across the back of her thigh, and Rosalina flinched and then relaxed. “Stay like that for twenty minutes,” Brandi said. “No moving.”

“Yes, Mom.”

While Brandi tucked a blanket around her, I knelt at the bedside and checked the position of her foot. “Don’t be embarrassed about this,” I said, lowering my voice a little. “Everyone gets hurt now and then. It was a bad landing, that’s all. You were amazing before it.”

Her eyes widened. For a moment she didn’t answer, and the blush on her cheeks deepened until it reached her throat. “You don’t have to be so nice about it.”

“I’m not being nice. I’m being accurate.”

“You’re being sweet.” She pressed her lips together, then said in a smaller voice, “I get it now. Why Mom likes you so much. You’re ridiculously good at this.”

“At what?”

“Taking care of people.”

I smiled and tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear without thinking. “Take it easy tonight, okay? Let your leg rest. No more leaps until it feels better.”

“I’ll try.”

“Promise?”

“I promise,” she whispered.

I leaned down and pressed a light kiss to her forehead, a gentle, careful thing. When I drew back, her eyes had gone round and a little dazed, and her mouth opened and closed without producing a single word. For the first time since I’d met her, Rosalina was speechless.

“Good luck,” I said. “Heal fast.”

“Okay,” she said. Then, as I rose to leave, she caught my sleeve and said, “Thank you, hero.”

Lily and Julia had already dropped onto the rug beside the bed, pulling blankets over their legs, and Lily was waving a controller at Rosalina with a sympathetic grin. “We’ll keep you company. Movie? Game? We could do something low-key.”

“Gaming sounds perfect,” Rosalina said, brightening.

Brandi squeezed her daughter’s hand, then straightened and fixed her with a stern look. “Don’t game all night. You need rest.”

“No promises.”

“Rosalina.”

“I’ll be gentle with myself. Scout’s honor.”

“You were never a scout.”

“Then I’ll be gentle by the honor system.”

Brandi sighed, kissed her forehead, and took my hand. We slipped out into the gallery and eased the door shut behind us, and I could still hear Rosalina’s voice rising in cheerful argument with Lily about which game to start. Brandi leaned her shoulder against mine as we walked, and her thumb stroked the back of my hand all the way down the hall.

* * *

Brandi’s bedroom waited at the far end of the opposite wing, behind a pair of tall oak doors that she pushed open with her hip while still holding my hand. She drew me inside, and the hush of the hallway gave way to a deeper hush, the type that felt built rather than found. The room was vast and low-lit, with a cream carpet thick enough to swallow footsteps, a wall of curtained windows overlooking the garden, and a bed so big it seemed to belong to a different century. Silk pillows in champagne and rose were heaped against a carved headboard. A single lamp burned on the nightstand, casting amber light across the sheets. Through an open archway, I glimpsed a marble bathroom and an oversized tub that could have held three people with room left over.

She closed the doors behind us, and the whole house seemed to fall away. “Finally,” Brandi said, and turned, and slid into my arms.

She held me tightly, her face pressed into my chest. I wrapped my arms around her and rested my chin on top of her head. For a while we simply stood there, breathing, while the last of the evening’s chaos drained out of us.

“Is Rosalina going to be okay?” I asked.

“I think she’ll be fine. She’s resting with the girls, and she’ll probably be sore tomorrow. We’ll see how she’s doing in the morning.” She tilted her head back to look at me. “Thank you, Tyler. For the way you handled that. For carrying her, and for talking to her the way you did. You didn’t make her feel foolish.”

“She wasn’t foolish. She was brave.”

“She was stubborn.” Brandi smiled. “But she was also embarrassed, and you made it easier for her. Do you have any idea what that meant to me?”

“I was happy to help.”

“I know you were. That’s what makes it so special.” She cupped my face with both hands, her thumbs brushing my cheekbones. “Rosalina is the most important person in my life. Everything I’ve built, every sleepless night, every decision I’ve ever made, has been for her. When I see someone treat her with that kind of gentleness, it does something to me.” Her voice dropped. “It’s the biggest turn-on I can imagine. Watching you lift her, so careful, so steady, I wanted to drag you straight into this room.”

“You managed to wait.”

“Barely.” She laughed under her breath and kissed me, a slow, deep kiss that left no doubt about how long she’d been holding back. When we broke apart, her eyes were dark and bright. “You have no idea how difficult it was to concentrate tonight. At dinner I kept losing the thread of the conversation. In the pool I could hardly keep my hands to myself. And in the jacuzzi, when you kissed me, I thought I might climb into your lap in front of everyone.”

“I noticed you were distracted.”

“I was thinking about this. About you in this room, in my house, with nowhere else to be.”

“You promised me a memorable first visit,” I reminded her.

“I did. And I intend to keep that promise.” Her fingers began undoing the buttons of my borrowed shirt, one at a time. “Every last second of it.”

I glanced toward the door. “Should we worry about disturbing Rosalina and the others? We’re not exactly far from them.”

“Not at all.” A wicked smile curled her mouth. “The bedrooms in this house are very well soundproofed. I had them redone years ago. Rosalina can blast her music at full volume and I’d never hear it. And she wouldn’t hear me, either.” She pushed the shirt off my shoulders and let it drop. “Tonight, that’s a feature I’m especially grateful for.”

I raised an eyebrow. “You sound like you’ve planned this.”

“I’ll confess something.” She pressed her palms flat against my chest and slid them slowly down my ribs. “I like being wild in bed. I always have. And I don’t enjoy holding back, or biting my lip, or trying to keep quiet like a polite guest in a hotel room. I like to let go, completely. It’s rare that I get to do it.”

There was an ease in how she said them, an experience that made me wonder about the woman she’d been before she was a businesswoman and a mother. But the question died before it reached my lips. The look in her eyes wiped every other thought clean. “Then don’t hold back,” I said. “Just like the first time.”

“I won’t.”

She pulled her sweater over her head and dropped it, then pushed the lounge pants down her hips and stepped out of them, until she stood before me in nothing but the lamplight. Her body was breathtaking, the heavy fullness of her enhanced breasts that created a cleavage tight enough to catch a pen, the narrow curve of her waist flaring into hips I badly wanted to squeeze and the smooth golden skin that looked touched by sunlight even in the dark. Her pussy was fresh pink, already engorged and puffy from all the wetness. She took my hand and walked backward toward the bed, drawing me with her, and when the backs of her knees met the mattress she sat and tugged me down beside her.

We kissed again, her hands roaming over my back and shoulders, her breath quickening against my mouth. I laid her back across the silk pillows and kissed down the line of her throat, over her collarbone, and took one breast in my mouth, circling her nipple with my tongue until she arched beneath me and moaned. Her fingers dug into my hair. With my free hand, I squeezed her other boob, so satisfying it made my cock hard.

“Tyler,” she gasped. “I need you.”

I stripped off the rest of my clothes and she watched me with hungry eyes, her thighs falling open in a clear invitation. I settled between them and she wrapped her legs around my waist, pulling me in. I was hard and aching, and I positioned myself at her entrance and felt how wet she was, slick and hot and ready.

I pushed forward slowly, and she opened for me inch by inch, her body clenching around me in a velvet grip that took me to heaven. She moaned out, her head thrown back against the pillows, her nails scoring my shoulders. When I was fully inside her, I stopped, shaking, enjoying the raw feel of her wrapped around me with nothing between us.

“God, you feel great,” I groaned.

“Fuck me. Don’t be gentle.”

I drew back and drove into her, and she moaned so loudly it rang through the room. The soundproofing, I realized, was the best investment she’d ever made. I set a hard, deep pace, the bed creaking beneath us, her breasts bouncing and jiggling with every thrust. She met me stroke for stroke, her hips rising to take me deeper, her voice rising in broken gasps and filthy encouragement. Harder. Right there. Don’t stop. She came the first time within minutes, her whole body convulsing, her inner walls rippling around me so tightly that I nearly lost control.

I flipped her onto her hands and knees and took her from behind, one hand twisted in her golden hair, the other gripping her hip as I slammed into her round, heart-shaped ass. The sound of skin on skin filled the room. And every time I pulled back, her pussy clung to my shaft, refusing to let go of me. She braced herself against the headboard and pushed back to meet me perfectly, moaning my name over and over. When she came again, she collapsed forward, and I followed her down and kept going, fucking her again and again.

That did it. I thrust deep one last time and buried myself to the hilt, and my release hit me like a wave, hot pulse after pulse spilling into her. She shuddered and moaned beneath me, her body milking every drop, and for a long moment neither of us moved. I just lingered, my cock softening inside her.

“That was perfect,” she whispered. “Not as wild as the first night, but still perfect.”

I was still buried inside her when I felt it, a change in the air, a draft across my bare back. Brandi’s head lifted from the pillow. Her eyes went to the doors across the room. One of them had come open a crack, no more than an inch, and in the dark slit of the gap I caught the pale shape of a face and the glint of an eye.

I stayed utterly still. Brandi, full of me, her thighs still trembling and my cum slowly seeping from her, narrowed her gaze at the doorway and drew a long breath.

“Rosalina,” she said.

The slit froze. For a heartbeat nothing moved. Then the door swung wide, and Rosalina stood there in a T-shirt, one hand on the knob, balanced on her good leg with the other held slightly off the floor. She had the wide-eyed, rigidly innocent look of a cat caught on the kitchen counter.

“Oh,” she said. “Hi, Mom. I was just passing by. On my way to the bathroom.”

“The bathroom is on the other side of your room.”

“The, uh, the other one. The one down the hall.”

“Rosalina.”

“I definitely wasn’t peeking.”

“Back to your room,” Brandi said, in a tone that left no room for negotiation. “Now. You have guests to entertain, and you’re supposed to be resting that leg.”

“Right. Yes. Absolutely.” Rosalina’s gaze flickered toward the bed, toward me, and her cheeks went bright pink. She cleared her throat and backed away. “Sorry! Carry on. Very sorry. Don’t mind me. I’m a ghost.”

She pulled the door shut with exaggerated care. Her uneven footsteps retreated down the hall, accompanied by what sounded very much like a strangled giggle.

Silence fell. Brandi and I stared at each other, and then we both started to laugh, helplessly, her face buried in the pillow, my forehead pressed to her shoulder. I slid out of her and rolled onto my back, still shaking with amusement, and she curled against my side.

“That girl is too clever for her own good,” Brandi said, wiping her eyes. “She always has been. I’ve never been able to surprise her once in her entire life.”

“She did try to sneak.”

“Badly. With a bad leg. It was almost admirable.” She propped her chin on my chest. “But I refuse to let it spoil tonight. We have the whole night, and the doors are locked now.”

“Are they?”

“They will be.” She slipped out of bed with a swish of golden hair, crossed the carpet, and turned the lock with a firm click. Then she came back, and climbed in beside me, pulling the silk sheet over us both.

I gathered her close, and she nestled into the crook of my arm, her cheek on my shoulder and her fingers drawn idly across my stomach. The lamplight glowed on her skin. I pressed a kiss to her hair.

“Thank you for tonight,” she murmured. “For all of it.”

“Thank you for inviting me.”

“I’d like to do it again. Soon.”

“I’d like that too.”

“Good.” She sighed, and her breathing began to slow. “I’m so happy you’re here.”

“So am I.”

She said something else, too low to catch, and then her body went heavy and warm against mine.

* * *

I woke to gray-gold light leaking around the heavy curtains and the luxury of a bed so large I could have lost an arm in it without noticing. For a few seconds I lay still, letting the room come into focus. The cream carpet. The carved headboard. The subtle scent of lilies and warm skin. Then I turned my head, and the rest of the morning rearranged itself around the woman sleeping beside me.

Brandi lay on her side, facing me, the silk sheet pooled at her hip and her bare shoulder gleaming where the light touched it. Her blonde hair spilled across the pillow in a tangled golden fan. One hand rested beneath her cheek, the other curled loosely against my arm, and her lips were parted in the unguarded way of a person deep in a good dream. Without makeup or polish or the careful composure she wore like a coat, she looked younger, and entirely mine for the moment. I stayed there longer than I meant to, simply looking.

Her lashes fluttered. Her blue eyes opened slowly and found my face. A smile spread across her mouth.

“Good morning,” she murmured.

“Good morning.”

“You’re staring at me.”

“I’m admiring you.”

“That’s a polite word for it.” She stretched with a little groan, arching her back against the sheets, then rolled closer and snuggled. “Mm. I like waking up to this.”

“So do I.”

“I wasn’t certain you would stay. After last night, I half expected you to sneak away at dawn.”

“Why would I do that?”

“Some men would.” She traced a finger along my jaw. “I’m glad you’re not one of them. This is the best morning I’ve had in a long time.”

We talked for a while with our foreheads nearly touching, trading murmurs about the night before. She teased me about the noises I’d made. I teased her about the noises she’d made, and she buried her face in my shoulder, laughing, and swatted me. The sheet slipped lower, and neither of us bothered to fix it.

“Do you remember Rosalina in the doorway?” she asked at last.

“How could I forget?”

Brandi laughed. “I still can’t believe she tried that. Although I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised. She’s taken quite a liking to you.”

“I’ve noticed.”

“She has. And I love that the two of you are growing close.” Her eyes shone. “It feels right, somehow. Like pieces of a puzzle I didn’t know I was assembling.”

My throat tightened a little. I brushed a lock of hair from her cheek. “I hope her leg is better.”

“Let’s go find out.” She sat up, the sheet falling away, and reached for her sweater on the floor. “Get dressed, handsome. We should check on our patient.”

We dressed quickly, I in yesterday’s clothes, she in a pale blue robe belted at the waist, and walked hand in hand down the gallery.

Brandi knocked twice on Rosalina’s door and opened it without waiting. The room was a happy disaster. Pillows and blankets lay strewn across the floor, an empty pizza box sat on the desk, and three controllers had been abandoned mid-battle in front of the monitors. Lily and Julia lay curled on the rug with their heads on a pile of cushions, yawning and blinking at the light. And in the center of the bed, propped against the headboard with her leg stretched out before her, sat Rosalina.

She was not wearing a top. The sheet had been shoved down around her waist, and she sat bare-chested, her tits with cotton candy pink nipples on full display, in the sunshine with her hair in a loose braid, her arms crossed behind her head, looking entirely unbothered. Brandi stopped in the doorway and closed her eyes.

“Rosalina.”

“Good morning, Mom!” Rosalina said brightly. “And Tyler. Welcome.”

“Put a shirt on.”

“I’m hot. It was boiling in here all night. I kicked the covers off ages ago.”

“You have guests.”

“They’ve seen it all. We had a sleepover.” Rosalina shrugged, not the faintest bit shy. Her gaze slid to her mother and a wicked smile spread across her face. “Besides, I could ask you the same thing. Are you finally finished being hot and bothered? Now that you’ve had him to yourself all night?”

Brandi went scarlet. A flush climbed from her collarbone to her hairline in a single rush, and she opened her mouth and shut it again. On the rug, Lily clapped a hand over her face, and Julia dissolved into helpless laughter. I pressed my lips together, struggling to hold my composure. I’d never seen Brandi so completely lost for words. The woman who negotiated with vendors and ran conventions for thousands stood in her daughter’s doorway, flushed to the roots of her hair, with no comeback in sight.

“That is enough,” she said finally, in a strangled voice.

“I’m only asking.”

“You’re only asking for trouble.” She cleared her throat, smoothed her robe, and forced her face into something resembling dignity. “How is your leg?”

The question did its work. The mischief faded from Rosalina’s face as the real concern in her mother’s voice came through. “It’s better, honestly. Way better. Still sore, but not like last night.”

“It must be healing,” Brandi said dryly. “Considering the amount of sneaking around you managed.”

“That was medicinal sneaking.”

“Of course it was.” Brandi crossed to the bed and sat on the edge of it, her hand drifting to her daughter’s knee. “Let me see. Can you bend it?”

Rosalina bent it, grimaced, and straightened it again. “See? Functional.”

“Barely. You are not to attempt any more ambitious dance moves until you’ve fully recovered. And no more creeping through the house in the dead of night to spy on people.”

“I wasn’t spying. I was exploring.”

“Sweetheart.”

“Okay, okay. I’ll be good.” She leaned sideways and rested her head against her mother’s shoulder, and Brandi’s arm came around her automatically. For a moment they sat like that, a pair of blondes with the same bright eyes, and the sight of them stirred something warm in my chest. Rosalina rolled her eyes upward without lifting her head and grinned. “I love you, Mom. Even when you’re mean.”

“I’m not mean.”

“You’re a little mean.”

“I’m a mother.” Brandi kissed the top of her head.

Rosalina sat up a few minutes later and stretched, wincing, and glanced at me. “Tyler? I want to shower. I smell like pizza and bad decisions. Would my hero help me to the bathroom? I don’t want to strain my leg again.”

Lily made a small, strangled noise. Julia stared very intently at the ceiling.

“Happy to,” I said.

I offered my arm, and Rosalina tugged a loose shirt over her head, slid carefully off the bed, and leaned on me as we crossed the room. She walked with a slight hitch, favoring the injured side, but each step looked easier than the last. Her fingers curled lightly around my forearm. At the door of her private bathroom, I paused and made sure the floor was dry, the towels within reach, and a stool waiting by the shower.

“Will you be okay in here?”

“I’ll be fine.” She looked up at me through her lashes. “Thank you, Tyler. For everything. You’re really kind, you know.”

“Call if you need anything.”

“I will.”

I closed the door gently and left her to it.

Breakfast was a sunny, chattering affair in the dining room, with scrambled eggs and fresh fruit and a mountain of buttered toast. Rosalina arrived last, damp-haired and dressed in a loose sundress, moving carefully, and took the seat across from me. Brandi poured coffee and fussed over everyone. Lily and Julia traded stories from the night, recounting the games they’d played and the arguments they’d lost, and Rosalina swore revenge on all three of us in her most imperious voice.

“You know,” Brandi said, looking between Rosalina and me, “once that leg of yours is better, why don’t you two go out and do something together? Without your mother hovering over you for once.”

Rosalina looked up from her breakfast. “Are you suggesting Tyler take me on a date?”

“Why not?” Brandi smiled. “You’ve been wanting to spend more time with him, haven’t you?”

Rosalina grinned at me. “Well, Tyler? You’ve heard the lady.”

“I’d be happy to.”

“Then it’s settled,” Rosalina declared. “As soon as I can walk without looking like I’ve lost a fight with a staircase.”

By ten o’clock we were gathering our things in the front hall. Lily had retrieved her bag and Julia her damp swimsuit, and I carried the folded towels to the laundry basket Brandi indicated. Outside, the morning sun poured over the gravel drive and the fountain splashed in the bright air.

Brandi caught my hand at the door. “Thank you for last night,” she said, loud enough for only me. “It was perfect. Every moment.”

“Thank you for having me.”

“Come back soon.”

“I will.”

She rose on her toes and kissed me, her fingers tightening in my shirt. It wasn’t a kiss meant for an audience, and the girls politely examined the architecture. When she finally let go, her eyes were glowing.

“Safe travels,” she whispered.

Rosalina limped over before I could step outside. “My turn.” She threw her arms around my neck and held on, and I hugged her back carefully, mindful of her leg. She buried her face against my shoulder for a long moment, then pulled away and fixed me with a look of mock severity. “Don’t forget. We still have a date to arrange.”

“I haven’t forgotten.”

“Good. As soon as I’m back on my feet.”

“As soon as you’re recovered,” I promised. “We’ll make plans.”

“I’m holding you to that, knight.”

She waved us off from the portico, one hand on her mother’s arm, and I watched them shrink in the rearview mirror as the gates swung shut.

* * *

The drive home passed in a rush of green hills and golden fields. For the first ten minutes, Lily and Julia were mercifully quiet, curled in the back seat with their phones. Then Lily leaned forward and rested her chin on the seat back beside my head.

“So,” she said. “Rosalina.”

“What about her?”

“Oh, come on. You can’t be that oblivious.”

“I’m not oblivious.”

“She blushed when you carried her upstairs,” Julia said from behind me. “Like, full tomato.”

“She was in pain.”

“She was in love,” Lily corrected. “Did you see her face when you kissed her forehead? She forgot how to speak. She went all soft and sweet. I’ve never seen her do that.”

“And the way she said ‘thank you, hero’ afterward,” Julia added. “Practically a sigh.”

“And this morning,” Lily went on, ticking points off on her fingers. “Her mother suggested the date, and Rosalina agreed so fast she nearly jumped out of her chair. She’s already planning outfits, I bet.”

I kept my eyes on the road, though I couldn’t stop the smile tugging at my mouth. “I’ve noticed,” I admitted. “I’m not blind.”

“And?”

“And I find it charming. She’s so bold and sure of herself, and then suddenly she goes shy when you least expect it. It’s a good combination.”

“I knew it!” Lily slapped the seat. “Julia, he thinks she’s charming!”

“Truly scandalous,” Julia agreed gravely.

“It’s an observation.”

“It’s a confession.”

Lily flopped back and laughed. “Face it, hero. Rosalina has decided she wants her knight for herself. You’d better prepare.”

“For what?”

“For whatever the princess has planned next.” She grinned at me in the mirror, her eyes bright. “Because I guarantee, it’s going to be spectacular.”

I shook my head and turned up the radio, but I was smiling the whole way home.


Chapter 5

Monday morning found me at the desk in the office, a cup of coffee going cold at my elbow and a spreadsheet glowing on the monitor in front of me. Light poured through the tall windows and lay across the floorboards in bars. Out in the yard a rooster argued with someone, and the smell of cut hay drifted in through the screen. It was the kind of morning that made the numbers look friendlier than they probably were.

I scrolled through the weekend orders and let myself enjoy them. The long coats had nearly sold through. The ranger vests were climbing. The laced shirt I’d been talked into modeling in a park had a conversion rate that made me wince and grin at the same time, because apparently there was a market for men who looked faintly embarrassed in wool. I made a note to stop complaining about it. Vanessa’s photographs were doing the heavy lifting anyway, the emerald gown and the silver cape bringing people to the page, and the clothes were doing the rest.

My phone buzzed against the desk. Brandi’s name filled the screen, and I answered before the second ring.

“Good morning, handsome,” she said. Her voice had the crisp, bright edge she carried into business hours, with something underneath that I’d learned to recognize. “Are you at your desk?”

“Where else would I be?”

“Under a tree with a book, if you had any sense. But I’ll take the desk. Do you have the numbers open?”

“I’ve been staring at them for twenty minutes.”

“Then you know the long coats are almost gone.”

“Down to eleven in the charcoal, six in the black.”

“Exactly. I spoke to the manufacturer on Friday, and they can turn around a restock in about three weeks if we place the order by Wednesday. I’d like to double the coats, add forty percent to the ranger vests, and increase the laced shirts by a third. I know that sounds aggressive, but the weekend data says we’re underestimating demand.”

“It’s aggressive, but it’s right.” I pulled up the inventory tab and ran the figures against our cash position. “We can cover it. The margin on the coats alone pays for most of the second run.”

“Good. I was hoping you’d say that.” Paper rustled on her end. “Now, the bigger question. Shipping. At the current volume, you’re spending half your mornings dealing with shipping problems and customer emails. You can’t keep doing everything yourself.”

“It’s not that bad.”

“Tyler. You told me you’ve been spending your mornings answering customer emails and sorting out shipping problems.”

“That’s only when we have a lot of orders.”

“And lately, that’s been every morning. You have better uses for your time.” Her tone gentled, though it stayed firm. “I think we need two people minimum. One for customer service, someone who can answer messages and handle returns without you babysitting the inbox, and one for logistics, someone who can coordinate with our suppliers and fulfillment partner, track shipments, and make sure orders go out on time. I have a short list of candidates from the convention staff, people who already know the gaming crowd. Two of them have experience in logistics.”

“Sounds good to me.”

“Then it’s settled in principle. I’ll send you the résumés tonight, and we can interview midweek. Rosalina volunteered to sit in on the customer service interviews, by the way. She says she can spot a fraud by the way they talk about Zelda.”

“That’s a reasonable test.”

“It’s a terrifying test. But she’s usually right.” Brandi laughed, and some of the tension left the conversation. For a second I listened to her breathe. “That’s everything on my list. Anything on yours?”

“Only that I think we’re ahead of schedule.”

“We are. Don’t let it go to your head.”

“Too late.”

“Of course.” A pause, and then, in a warmer voice, “How are you, Tyler? How have you been since the weekend?”

I leaned back in the chair and rubbed my eyes. “Tired in a good way. And busy. I keep thinking about Santa Cruz, and the pool, and your bedroom.”

“Good. I keep thinking about all three.” She said it simply, without any teasing, and the warmth in it settled in my chest. “I’m glad you came, and I’m glad you stayed.”

“So am I.”

“Rosalina’s thigh has recovered, by the way. I wanted you to know. She woke up Sunday and tried to do a split in the hallway to prove it.”

“Please tell me she didn’t.”

“She did half of one. I made her stop. But she’s walking normally, and she has no pain, so I think the dancing disaster is behind us.” Brandi paused, and I could hear a smile tugging at the words. “She’s also been complaining about you.”

My stomach dropped a little. “Complaining?”

“Loudly and dramatically. She flung herself onto the sofa on Sunday evening and announced that her knight had abandoned her. She hasn’t received a single message since you left, and she’s wondering whether you’ve already forgotten about her.”

I winced. “Brandi, I haven’t forgotten. Not for a second.”

“I know that.”

“I’ve been buried in work. The weekend backlog, the supplier emails, and so on. I meant to text her, and then I’d open a spreadsheet and the whole day would disappear.”

“You don’t have to explain it to me.” She sounded amused, and kind. “I understand better than most. But I thought you should know she’s noticed.”

“I feel terrible.”

“Don’t. It’s easily fixed.” The papers rustled again. “She’s become quite fond of you, you know. More than she lets on. She plays the tease, but she watches her phone more than she’d ever admit.”

The guilt turned over a few more times and then settled into tenderness. I pictured her sitting cross-legged on that huge bed, scowling at a dark screen, and I almost laughed. “I’ll message her today.”

“I’d like that. Have you two made any plans to see each other again?”

“Not yet. I wanted to make sure her leg was better first.”

“She’s been wanting to go camping for weeks. She grew up doing it, but she hates going alone. She says the woods are full of things that could get a girl, and she needs a handsome knight to protect her from whatever lurks out there.”

I laughed. I couldn’t help it. “Whatever lurks.”

“Her words exactly. I think she watched too many horror movies when she was twelve.”

“After seeing her attempt that split turn in her living room, I’m not sure anything in the woods stands a chance against her.”

“That’s what I told her, and she informed me that a princess is allowed to be both formidable and in need of an escort.” Brandi laughed. “Why don’t you suggest camping when you message her? I think she’d love that.”

“Sounds like a good idea. I’ll ask her.”

“Good. And Tyler?”

“Yes?”

“Don’t forget the restock order.”

“Wednesday. I’ll have it ready.”

“Good.” She laughed at her own phrasing. “Goodbye, handsome.”

The line clicked off. I sat for a moment looking at the sunlight on the floorboards, then picked up the phone again and opened a fresh message. Hey princess. Your knight apologizes for the radio silence.

The reply arrived so quickly she must have been holding the phone. Oh, so you DO still exist!!! I thought the dragons got you. I was about to send a search party.

I grinned and typed fast. Work swallowed me. Spreadsheets, suppliers, a mountain of boxes. It’s no excuse, but I’m sorry.

Three dots pulsed, vanished, pulsed again. Hmm. A weak defense, sir knight. I’m very wounded. I’ve been neglected for SEVERAL days. Do you know what that does to a princess?

I can only imagine.

You can imagine. I lived it. She followed that with a row of tragic emojis. You’ll have to make it up to me.

Name the quest.

I knew she’d been waiting for that, because the answer came in a flood.

CAMPING. Overnight. At the national park, the one about ninety minutes from you, with the big granite cliffs and the waterfall. I know the best spot, nobody ever goes there, and it’s SO pretty. I want to show you. Tuesday morning, we pitch a tent, we hike, we build a fire, the whole thing. You in?

I thought of the spreadsheet, the unread emails, the boxes stacked by the door. Then I thought of her face as she’d said thank you, hero, with her ears gone pink. I’m in, I wrote.

YES. Mom will drive me up, so you can come straight from the farm and meet us at the campground. I’ll text you the site number. Be there by nine.

Nine. Understood.

And bring a sleeping bag if you want. I’m bringing extra blankets for the tent.

Extra blankets?

A princess doesn’t suffer, Tyler.

I laughed out loud, alone in the sunroom, and shook my head at the screen.

See you Tuesday, I typed.

Her final message came a moment later, short and smug. Don’t be late. A proper hero never keeps his princess waiting.

* * *

I left the farm at seven-thirty with a duffel bag in the trunk, a sleeping bag I’d borrowed from the barn loft, and a travel mug of tea Diana had pressed into my hand at the door along with a look I couldn’t decode. The highway climbed out of the valley and the orchards fell away behind me, row after row of walnut trees giving up their ordered green to scrubby oak and dry gold hills. Somewhere past the second exit the road began to curve, and the air through the cracked window turned cooler and sharper, carrying the scent of pine and warm dust. I stopped thinking about shipping labels and restock orders. For the first time in weeks, the hours ahead belonged to me.

I passed a wooden sign marking the entrance to the national park, then a ranger station. Beyond it, the road wound between granite boulders and tall cedar trees. Sunlight flickered through the branches in coins. I followed the signs to the campground, a loop of dirt lanes tucked beneath enormous trees, and found our site number at the far end, away from the other tents and trailers. A black Porsche SUV sat on the gravel pad, its hatch thrown open.

Brandi was bent over the trunk, hauling out a folded canvas cot, her hair tied back in a ponytail and her sleeves pushed to the elbows. She wore hiking pants and a fitted gray tee, and in the dappled light she looked about thirty. Beside her, Rosalina stood on the picnic table with a camp lantern in each hand, surveying the clearing like a general on a hilltop.

She saw me first. “He’s here!” She hopped off the table with a yelp of triumph, dropped both lanterns, and flung herself across the gravel. I barely had time to set down my bag before she hit me in the chest, arms locked around my neck, legs briefly off the ground. “Finally! My hero!”

“It’s five minutes to nine.”

“I’ve been awake since five. I’ve been waiting an eternity.”

“You said nine.”

“I meant it metaphorically.” She leaned back to look at me, eyes sparkling, her blonde hair loose around her shoulders and a streak of dust on her cheek. “You came. I wasn’t sure you would. I thought the spreadsheets might have devoured you.”

“I fought my way out.”

“Good. A hero must overcome obstacles.”

Brandi walked over wiping her palms on her pants. She slipped a hand around the back of my neck and kissed me. “Good morning,” she murmured against my mouth. “I see you’ve received the full welcome.”

“I think I’m still recovering.”

“She’s been talking about this trip since she woke up on Sunday. I’ve heard the packing list four times, the route twice, and a detailed analysis of what could go wrong in the wilderness.”

“Mom!” Rosalina protested.

“I’m only summarizing.”

“You’re embellishing.”

“I’m accurate.” Brandi grinned at me. “Come and see what she brought.”

I walked around to the back of the car and stopped. The cargo space was packed to the roof. A full-size air mattress in a carry bag. Two sleeping bags rated for arctic expeditions. Pillows with cases on them. A cast-iron skillet, a camp stove, a cooler the size of a small refrigerator, two folding chairs with cup holders, a string of fairy lights, a speaker, a hammock, a deck of cards, a board game, and a canvas tote overflowing with snacks. There was a second tote beside it that appeared to contain nothing but blankets.

“Rosalina,” I said slowly. “It’s one night.”

“One night of excellence.”

“You brought a hammock.”

“For relaxing. Whether I actually get around to using it is another matter.”

“You brought fairy lights.”

“A princess needs ambience.” She lifted her chin with enormous dignity, though her lips twitched. “I refuse to suffer unnecessarily. Rough living is for people who haven’t planned properly.”

“She’s not wrong,” Brandi said, passing me the cooler. “She may overdo it, but she can handle the rough part too. She’s been camping since she was five.”

“Since I was four, actually,” Rosalina corrected. “Mom took me to a lake in the mountains. I got eaten alive by mosquitoes, and I loved every minute.”

“She insisted on bringing her entire toy collection,” Brandi said fondly, shouldering a bundle of tent poles. “Twelve stuffed animals and a tea set. She made me pack the tea set. I think I carried it up three miles of trail.”

“It was a very nice tea set.”

“It was, and I never regretted it.” Brandi looked at her daughter with remembering eyes, then set down the poles and crossed to take Rosalina’s face between her hands. “Let me look at you. How’s the leg?”

“It’s fine.”

“Walk for me.”

Rosalina rolled her eyes theatrically but obeyed, striding three paces across the gravel, turning, and striding back, her stride loose and easy. Brandi watched her. “No pain? No pulling?”

“No pain, no pulling. I did stretches this morning. You watched me.”

“I want you to be careful. No leaping, no racing, no clambering over boulders. If you feel any twinge at all, you stop and rest.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“I mean it, sweetheart.”

“I know you do.” Rosalina softened and pressed against her mother’s side, wrapping an arm around her waist. “I’ll be careful. I promise. And if anything goes wrong, I have a strong man right here who can carry me back to camp.”

“I’d be happy to,” I said.

“See? Everything’s covered.” Rosalina tilted her face up. “You can relax.”

“I’ll try.” Brandi sighed, laughing, and brushed a strand of hair from her daughter’s forehead. Then she turned to me, and her expression sobered. “Tyler. Look after her, please.”

“I will.”

“I know you will. I just needed to say it.”

“You don’t need to worry. I’ll take care of her.”

She searched my face for a heartbeat, then nodded, satisfied, and stepped close to kiss me again, a little longer this time, her fingers curling in the front of my shirt.

“Okay, okay,” Rosalina said loudly. “That’s enough of that. Mom, you’ve had your turn.”

Brandi broke the kiss and laughed against my lips. “Jealous?”

“Absolutely. I’m the one who planned this trip. I want some quality time with him too.”

“Fair enough.” Brandi stepped back and gave her daughter a mock-solemn bow. “He’s yours until tomorrow. Treat him kindly.”

“I always do.”

“I’m not convinced.”

Rosalina stuck out her tongue. Brandi hugged her, rocking her side to side, and murmured something into her hair that made Rosalina squeeze her back hard. Then Brandi climbed into the driver’s seat, rolled down the window, and gave us both a little wave.

“Call if you need anything. Anything at all.”

“We will,” Rosalina said. “Go away, Mom. We have important camping to do.”

The engine rumbled. The black Porsche SUV backed out of the pad, swung onto the lane, and vanished between the trees. The sound faded. A jay screamed from a branch overhead, and then there was only the whisper of wind through the needles.

Rosalina turned slowly. She looked at me, and I looked at her, and for the first time we stood alone, with nothing but a mountain of gear and a day full of possibility.

“Well, hero,” she said. “Shall we make a home?”

We worked side by side hauling equipment to the flat patch of ground behind the picnic table, where a ring of blackened stones marked a fire pit. She unrolled the tent and spread it across the dirt. It was a big dome, forest green, with two vestibules and a mesh window. I reached for the poles, and she was already ahead of me, threading the first one through its sleeve.

“Hold this end,” she said. “Pull it taut. Not that taut. There. Now feed the second through the opposite channel.”

“You’ve done this before.”

“A hundred times.” She snapped the poles into their grommets and the whole structure rose, blooming from a heap of fabric into a tent. She dropped to her knees to hammer in stakes with a rubber mallet, humming under her breath. “Mom taught me everything. How to pick a level spot, how to check for ant nests, how to angle the door away from the wind. She says a good camper reads the ground before she builds on it.”

“Your mother is very wise.”

“My mother is a menace in the wilderness. She once built a shelter out of branches and a tarp in under ten minutes because I said I was cold.” She grinned up at me, and her whole face glowed. “She taught me knots, too. Want to see?”

She showed me a bowline and a clove hitch, tying them around a stake with a flick of her wrist and then handing me the rope to try. I fumbled mine. She laughed and corrected my fingers, her hands warm over mine, and I felt the old childhood camping trips I had barely thought about in years rise up to meet me.

In twenty minutes the campsite looked like a small village. The tent stood firm and tidy, its door zipped open to reveal the air mattress already inflated and dressed in a quilt. The hammock swung between two cedars. The cooler sat in the shade beneath a folded tarp, and the camp stove waited on the picnic table beside a stack of tin plates. Rosalina stood back with her hands on her hips and surveyed her kingdom with satisfaction.

“Not bad for a princess.”

“Better than I could have done.”

“I know.” She wiped her palms on her shorts and turned to me with a bright, sudden look. “Okay. Home is built. Now I want to show you something. There’s a place in this park, about an hour’s walk from here, and it’s the most beautiful spot I’ve ever seen. I found it two summers ago with Mom. We never told anyone.”

“What is it?”

“A surprise.” She tugged a daypack from the tent and slung it over her shoulder, then grabbed my wrist. “Bring water. Wear good shoes. And Tyler?”

“Yes?”

She grinned. “Try to keep up.”

* * *

The trail left the campground behind a stand of cedars and began to climb, a narrow ribbon of packed dirt winding between boulders the size of cars. Rosalina walked ahead of me with her pack bouncing on her shoulders and her braid swinging, setting a pace that was brisk enough to keep me honest. The afternoon was warm and bright, the sky a clean, deep blue, and the air smelled of sun-baked pine needles. Every few steps she pointed out something I would have missed. A woodpecker hole high in a dead trunk. The scratch marks where a bear had rubbed against bark. A lizard sunning itself on a flat rock, which she greeted by name even though she swore she’d never met it.

“That’s Gerald,” she said. “He’s the mayor of this trail.”

“Does Gerald approve of me?”

“Gerald thinks you walk too loudly.” She glanced back with a smirk. “Try to be more graceful.”

“I’m wearing hiking boots.”

“A real knight would glide.”

“A real knight would also be carrying forty pounds of armor.”

“And complaining about every pound.” She laughed, and so did I.

There was a silence, then I asked her, “So, did your mother take you hiking a lot when you were little?”

“All the time. Camping, hiking, road trips. She loved getting us out of the house.”

“Because she loved the outdoors?”

“Partly. And partly because she’s never been very good at staying in one place.” She laughed. “She’d wake me at five on a Saturday and say, ‘Pack a bag, we’re leaving,’ and I’d have no idea where we were going. Once it was a ghost town in the desert. Once it was a cabin on a lake with no electricity, and she let me stay up past midnight playing cards by lantern light. Once she drove us eight hours to the coast because she’d heard the whales were migrating, and we stood on a cliff for three hours until one finally showed up.”

“Did it?”

“It breached twice. Mom cried. She never said why. She just held my hand and kept saying, ‘Look, sweetheart, look.’ I think she wanted me to know the world was bigger than our house.”

I walked a few steps in silence, letting that settle. “What was it like growing up with her?”

“Complicated and wonderful.” She turned forward again and fell into step beside me, her shoulder nearly brushing mine. “She worked constantly. Contracts, vendors, late nights, and I used to wait up in the hall with a blanket so I could see her come home. But when she was with me, she was completely there. She’d turn a trip to the grocery store into a scavenger hunt. She’d make up songs while she washed dishes. Birthday parties weren’t parties, they were quests. One year I had to follow clues across the whole city to find my cake.”

“She sounds incredible.”

“She is. She’s also overprotective and annoying and she thinks I’m still twelve.” She laughed under her breath. “But I wouldn’t trade her. Not for anything.”

The trail dipped into a hollow shaded by oaks, the light turning green and dim, and the temperature dropped a few degrees. Rosalina suddenly stopped and flung out a hand to catch my arm. I nearly walked into her.

“Shh,” she breathed. “Look.”

At the far edge of the hollow, where the trees thinned into a meadow, a doe stood motionless among the tall grass. She was the color of toasted bread, with huge dark eyes and ears that swiveled like radar dishes, and she watched us with an alertness so complete it seemed she’d stopped breathing. A fawn hid behind her, mostly obscured by the grass, its spotted flank flickering in the dappled light.

We stood absolutely still. I felt Rosalina’s pulse jump in her wrist where my hand rested. The doe took one slow step, then another, lowering her muzzle to crop a mouthful of grass. Rosalina eased her phone from her pocket with the care of a bomb disposal expert, raised it, and took a single silent photograph. Then she slipped her free hand into mine, fingers lacing through my fingers, and leaned her shoulder against my arm.

“This,” she whispered, “is my favorite thing about being outside. You get a moment like this and nobody planned it. It just happens.”

“It’s perfect.”

“Mm.” She squeezed my hand. The doe lifted her head, listened, and ghosted away into the trees with the fawn trailing after, and the meadow was empty again. Rosalina let out a long, happy sigh. “Okay. Now I’m in a good mood.”

“You were in a good mood before.”

“Now it’s a better one.”

We kept hold of each other’s hands as the path wound upward. Somewhere ahead I began to hear water, a distant hush that grew into a murmur and then a steady, rushing roar. Rosalina quickened her step, tugging me along, and the trail broke out of the trees onto a ledge of pale rock. She stopped at the edge and spread her arms.

“Behold!”

A waterfall tumbled down a cliff face thirty feet high, spilling over a lip of dark stone in a white veil and landing in a deep, round pool ringed with boulders and ferns. The water below was green-blue and clear to the bottom. Mist drifted in the sun and caught tiny rainbows. Moss clung to the rocks in velvet patches, and dragonflies stitched the air above the surface. Not a soul was in sight. The only sounds were the fall of the water and the wind combing the trees.

“Oh, wow,” I said.

“I told you.” She was beaming at me, flushed from the climb. “We found it two summers ago, and we suspect not many people know about it. Mom swore me to secrecy.”

“And you brought me.”

“I figured you’d earned it.” She dropped her pack on the ledge, walked to the edge of the pool, and crouched to trail her fingers in the water. “Cold,” she said, and then glanced over her shoulder with a sparkle I knew too well. “Let’s swim.”

“We didn’t bring swimsuits.”

“Obviously.”

“So … nude?”

“Duh, nobody’s here.” She stood and planted her hands on her hips. “Unless my brave hero is feeling shy.”

“I’m not shy.”

“Then prove it.”

I walked the perimeter of the ledge, checking the paths and the treeline, listening for voices … Nothing. The pool was deep enough that I could see no obstacles beneath the surface, only smooth stone and a drift of pebbles. When I came back, she was watching me with her arms crossed and one eyebrow raised.

“Satisfied?”

“It’s safe,” I said. “And private.”

“Then what are you waiting for?”

She pulled her shirt over her head, tossed it onto her pack, and unhooked her bra without a trace of hesitation. Her body was slim and strong, golden from summers outdoors, her B-cup breasts high and perky with cotton candy nipples. She stepped out of her shorts and underwear in one motion and stood there in the sunlight, unembarrassed, with the faintest smile. I stripped quickly, trying to appear casual and failing, and her eyes traveled down my body with open appreciation before she looked away, laughing.

“Race you in!”

She ran to the edge and leapt. The splash drenched me before I could follow. She surfaced gasping, hair plastered to her head, and let out a shriek that echoed off the cliff. “It’s freezing! Oh my God, it’s so cold!”

I dove in after her, and the cold punched the air from my lungs. For a second the world was nothing but bubbles and shock, and then I broke the surface, sputtering, and she splashed me full in the face.

“Gotcha!”

“You’re going to regret that.”

“Catch me and find out!”

She swam for the waterfall with strong, fast strokes. I chased her, the cold fading into a clean tingle, and caught her ankle just as she reached the spray. She squealed and twisted away, and we tumbled together through the curtain of falling water, laughing and spluttering. Behind the fall was a narrow shelf of stone, a hollow just wide enough for two people, and we hung there breathless with the roar of the water sealing us in. She pushed wet hair from her eyes, grinning at me, her body pressed lightly against mine beneath the surface.

“This is the best secret place ever,” she said.

“I agree.”

“Do you like it?”

“I love it.”

“I knew you would.” She slid her arms around my neck. Her breasts brushed my chest, slick and cold and really soft, and I felt my body respond before I could stop it. She noticed, naturally. A slow, pleased smile bloomed on her face, and she pressed a little closer on purpose. “Oh, hello.”

“Don’t look so smug.”

“I’m not smug. I’m flattered.”

Her lips found mine for the first time, cold and soft and full, and her tongue slipped daringly into my mouth, sweet as river water. The waterfall thundered around us. I held her waist and kissed her back, and for a long time we stayed like that, warm in the cold, tasting each other. Her hands drifted over my shoulders and down my back. Mine rested at the curve of her hips. The heat built, but neither of us pushed it further, and when she finally pulled away, her eyes were dark and her breathing uneven.

“We should probably behave,” she murmured.

“Probably.”

“I’m enjoying not behaving, though.”

“So am I.”

She laughed, kissed my chin, and ducked beneath the surface. We swam for a while longer, floating on our backs and looking up through the spray at the sky, until the sun slipped behind the cliff and the pool began to cool. Then we climbed out and dried off with the towel she’d packed, shivering and giggling, and pulled our clothes back on over damp skin.

The walk back began easily. For a mile, she chattered about the swim and the doe and the secret she’d shared, swinging my hand between us. Then I noticed her step grow a little uneven, and her chatter thin out. She slowed on a downhill stretch, wincing, and finally stopped beside a fallen log.

“Tyler,” she said, in a small voice. “I think I overdid it.”

“Your leg?”

“The thigh. It’s aching. Not terribly, just a deep, stubborn ache.” She rubbed the back of her leg, grimacing. “I didn’t want to admit it. I wanted to be strong.”

“Sit down. Right now.”

“I’m fine.”

“You’re not, and that’s okay.”

She sat on the log, and I knelt in front of her, unscrewing the water bottle from my pack. “Drink,” I said. “Slowly.”

She took the bottle and sipped. “I’m a terrible burden,” she muttered. “Your poor knight has to haul his broken princess back through the wilderness.”

“It’s not like that.”

“It’s true. I’m slowing us down.”

“Listen to me.” I waited until she met my eyes. “I’m not in a hurry. I don’t care how far we walk or how long it takes. I like being with you. That’s the whole point.”

She stared at me for a long second, lips parted. Her eyes had gone bright. “You mean that.”

“Every word.”

“Oh.” She laughed unsteadily and wiped her cheek with the heel of her hand. “You’re even sweeter than I expected, you know that? I figured you’d be nice. I didn’t figure you’d be this nice.”

“Rest as long as you need. I’ll stay right here.”

I sat beside her on the log and she leaned her head against my shoulder, and for ten minutes we simply listened to the wind in the trees. The ache faded gradually. When she stood and tested her weight, she nodded, and we resumed our walk at half the pace, hands linked, stopping now and then to look at a bird or a flower or an interesting rock. Twice she kissed me in the middle of the trail, quick and affectionate, as if she couldn’t stop herself. The shadows lengthened. By the time the green tent appeared through the trees, the first gold of evening had touched the clearing.

* * *

Rosalina refused my help with the fire. She planted herself cross-legged beside the ring of stones, tugged a handful of dry grass and twigs from her pack, and informed me that the construction of a campfire was a sacred art that I would only ruin. I raised my hands in surrender and went to see about dinner. Behind me I heard the scrape of a match, a hiss, a satisfied hum, and when I looked back, a neat little tepee of kindling was already crackling, sending a ribbon of smoke into the darkening air.

“Mom taught me this when I was seven,” she said, feeding in a branch. “Start small. Give it air. Don’t smother it with impatience.”

“Words to live by.”

“Words to light things by.” She sat back on her heels, face glowing orange, and looked wonderfully proud of herself. “Now go chop something. You’re in charge of vegetables.”

I carried the cooler to the picnic table and unpacked it, marveling again at the sheer quantity of what she’d brought. Chicken thighs marinated in citrus and herbs. Bell peppers, zucchini, red onions. Foil packets of seasoned potatoes. A baguette wrapped in a dish towel. I sliced the vegetables on a cutting board while she set a grate across the stones and arranged the chicken, and for a while we worked in a companionable bustle, passing tools and trading insults.

“For someone who lives in a mansion with a full kitchen staff, you’re alarmingly competent.”

“We don’t have a full kitchen staff. We have a housekeeper who comes on Thursdays.”

“A housekeeper who comes on Thursdays.”

“Don’t mock me. I learned to cook when I was twelve. Mom wasn’t home enough to feed me properly, so I taught myself.” She flipped a chicken thigh with her tongs. “Besides, outdoor cooking doesn’t care about money. You’re either good at it or you’re eating burnt toast.”

“And you’re good at it.”

“Obviously.”

Dinner was tasty. The chicken came off the grate charred at the edges and juicy at the center, the vegetables sweet and smoky, the potatoes crisp. We ate on the tailgate of nothing, because there was no car, so we ate on the ground with our backs against a log and our plates on our knees, the fire throwing flickering light across our faces. The sky overhead deepened from blue to violet to ink. Crickets started up somewhere in the brush. Rosalina licked sauce from her thumb and sighed contentedly.

“I could do this forever.”

“Eat chicken?”

“Be here. With a fire and a hot guy and nowhere to be.”

“A hot guy.”

“A very hot guy.” She elbowed me. “Don’t read into it.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it.”

After dinner she brought out a bag of marshmallows and a pack of graham crackers with the air of a magician revealing the final trick. We speared marshmallows on sticks and held them over the coals. Hers caught fire immediately. She blew it out, scowled at the blackened lump, then ate it anyway. Mine browned evenly, and I sandwiched it between crackers with a square of chocolate and offered it to her.

“Ooh. A tribute.”

“A peace offering.”

“I accept.” She bit into it, moaned at the sweetness, and leaned her head against my shoulder. Her phone lay in the grass beside her, and after a moment she picked it up and started scrolling. “Okay, I want to show you something. Do you want to see Mom in her natural habitat?”

“Absolutely.”

She angled the screen toward me. The photograph was old, printed from film and scanned, a little faded around the edges. It showed a young woman in cutoff shorts and a tank top standing on a rock above a river with her arms thrown wide, her hair wild and her grin enormous. She looked about twenty-five. Her skin was tanned dark and her whole body radiated a reckless, sparkling happiness.

“That’s Brandi?”

“That’s my mother.”

I stared at it. The polished executive I knew, with her crisp blouses and her calm voice, seemed a distant relative of this laughing girl. “She looks so different.”

“She looks free.” Rosalina swiped to the next one: Brandi in a canoe, paddling furiously, face screwed up with concentration. Another: Brandi asleep in a hammock with a paperback on her chest and a toddler curled in the crook of her arm. “That’s me. I was so little. That was our first trip, and she took me everywhere on her back.”

“These are wonderful.”

“I know. She doesn’t like looking at them. She says it makes her feel old.” Rosalina swiped again, to a picture of Brandi and a younger Rosalina wearing matching rain ponchos and enormous scowls in a downpour. “But she’s always been like this underneath. Silly and impulsive. She just keeps it locked up most of the time.”

“I’ve seen glimpses.”

“Have you?”

“Santa Cruz. She told me stories about her road trips, and she looked exactly like this photo.”

Rosalina’s face lit with pleasure. “Good. Then you know her.” She turned the phone off and set it down, drawing her knees up to her chest. “I love her so much, Tyler. She drives me crazy, and she doesn’t always trust that I can look after myself, but she gave me everything. I want her to be happy. I think you make her happy.”

My throat tightened. “I hope so.”

“You do. I can tell. She hums when she’s cooking now.” She bumped my shoulder again. “Anyway, enough sentiment. New topic. I have to say, I adore Lily and Julia.”

“They adore you too.”

“I mean it. I had the best time at the sleepover. Honestly, I was nervous beforehand. I thought they might be, I don’t know, cliquey. Two best friends who’d been together forever, and here comes the strange blonde with the mansion and the vibrators.”

I laughed. “You did bring up the vibrators.”

“In my defense, they found them.” She giggled. “But they were so welcoming. They didn’t judge me once.”

“Well, my stepsister used to take her mother’s vibrator, so there’s that.”

She laughed awkwardly, and I cocked my head to the side. “Let me guess … You have done that too?”

She blushed even as she tried not to. “Maybe once … or twice.”

I laughed and she punched my shoulder. “Hey! I was too embarassed to ask her or get my own.”

“I get it, don’t worry.”

She drew in a deep breath. “Lily and Julia are awesome. They just wanted to game and watch dumb movies and eat popcorn, and when I tripped over my own mouth they laughed with me, not at me. And they think I’m funny. Nobody thinks I’m funny at home. They think I’m exhausting.”

“You are a little exhausting.”

“Thank you.”

“In the best way.”

“I’ll allow it.” She tilted her head, studying the fire. “I want to be friends with them for real, not just because they’re close to you. I like Lily’s energy, she’s so bold, and Julia has this sweet dry humor that sneaks up on you. They both love games the way I do. It’s rare to find people who care about the same silly stuff.”

“They feel the same. Lily talked about you the whole drive home.”

“Did she? What did she say?”

“That you have the best collection of Zelda memorabilia she’s ever seen.”

She blushed with pleasure. “I might have to borrow them more often. Even when I don’t need an excuse to see you.”

“You don’t need an excuse.”

“Good. Because I plan to take full advantage.”

The fire burned lower. The stars came out gradually at first, a few brave points, then in thickening drifts until the whole sky was powdered with them. I lay back on the ground beside her with my hands behind my head, and she rolled over to lie next to me, our shoulders touching. The Milky Way spilled across the zenith in a pale river.

“Look,” she said, and pointed. “That’s Cassiopeia. The W. See it?”

“I see five stars and a lot of imagination.”

“You have to squint.” She guided my arm to the right angle, her fingers warm on my wrist. “And over there, the Big Dipper. And if you follow the lip of the cup, you get to Polaris. Mom taught me how to find north when I was nine.”

“What else?”

“Lyra. Cygnus, the swan. And that smudge near the horizon is the Andromeda Galaxy, if you have good eyes.” She sighed with obvious happiness. “I’m obsessed with galaxies. Ever since I played Super Mario Galaxy for the first time, I couldn’t look up without thinking, there it is, that’s where Rosalina lives.”

“Of course.”

“It’s not just a game. It’s the idea that you could be a girl who lives among the stars and tells stories to the lost. I know it’s silly, but when I put on the cosplay, I feel like I’m channeling something.” She turned her head on the grass to look at me. “Sometimes I wonder what it would be like to just go. Leave the planet behind, drift from star to star. A princess who belongs to the sky.”

“That sounds lonely.”

“It would be, unless I had company.” Her eyes glittered in the firelight. “Would you follow me, Tyler? Across the galaxy? If I asked?”

I held her gaze. “Without hesitation.”

“Truly?”

“Your knight would always try.”

She smiled, and inched closer until her head rested on my shoulder and her arm lay across my chest. We watched the stars wheel in silence for a long time. A meteor scratched a bright line across the north and vanished, and she gasped and squeezed me. When the fire dimmed to embers, she reached for her phone, tapped at it, and set it on a stone. A slow, lilting ballad drifted out, all strings and soft piano.

“Dance with me.”

“Your thigh.”

“I promise to keep it slow.” She stood and held out both hands. “No leaps, no spins … just swaying. Please?”

I took her hands and rose, and she settled into my arms as if she’d always belonged there. We swayed beside the glowing coals, her cheek against my chest, my palm at her back. She guided my steps with tiny nudges of her hips, correcting me with a smile when I stumbled.

“You dance like a man wearing oven mitts.”

“I’m trying.”

“I know. It’s adorable.” She looked up. “Don’t worry. I won’t let you step on me.”

“After what happened last time, I’m not sure either of us should risk showmanship.”

“Very funny.” She grinned wickedly. “Though I know a different dance. One that doesn’t require footwork at all.”

“Come on.”

“Sit down, hero.”

She guided me to a camp chair, and I sat, bemused. She stepped back, and the music swelled, a slower, throatier song. In the red glow of the embers, she began to move. She rolled her shoulders and let her hips find the beat, slow at first, her eyes locked on mine. The oversized flannel shirt she’d pulled on against the evening chill hung open over her tank top, and she shrugged it off her shoulders one arm at a time, letting it slide to the dirt without breaking her gaze. She turned in a lazy circle, hands skimming up her sides and into her hair, then back down over her ribs, her hips rolling. Firelight painted her skin amber and gold and made her look like something conjured from the night.

“You’re staring,” she said.

“I can’t help it.”

“Good. That’s the point.” She laughed, and hooked her thumbs in the hem of her tank top, lifting it an inch, two, a teasing strip of flat stomach flashing in the glow. Then she let it fall again and shook her head. “Patience, hero.”

She picked up her discarded flannel shirt and tossed it into my lap, and my hands closed around it, warm from her body. She danced closer, swaying between my knees, close enough that her scent washed over me, and she rested her palms on my shoulders and leaned down until her hair brushed my face. Her hips never stopped moving. She traced a fingertip along my jaw, down my throat, and over my collarbone, and my pulse hammered under her touch. Every time I lifted a hand to reach for her she caught my wrist and set it back on the arm of the chair with a wagging finger and a wicked grin.

“No touching. These are the rules.”

“Nobody told me the rules.”

“I’m telling you now.”

She spun away, arms overhead, back arched, and tugged at the hem of her tank top once more, higher this time, drawing it up to the underside of her breasts before tugging it back down with a giggle. I groaned. She heard it and turned, joyful, her cheeks flushed and her eyes bright with triumph.

“Am I winning?”

“You’ve been winning since the convention.”

“I know.” She dropped into my lap, straddling my thighs, and wrapped her arms around my neck. The music faded into the next song, and the world narrowed to her face a few inches from mine, her breath warm on my lips. “I’ve wanted to do that for ages. Make you squirm. It’s so much fun.”

“I noticed.”

“And I’m not even finished.”

“You’re not?”

“No.” She traced my lower lip with her thumb. “But maybe I should stop before I embarrass myself. Or you. Or both of us.”

“Probably wise.”

“Mm.” She kissed me then, the taste of marshmallow and woodsmoke on her tongue, and I slid my arms around her waist and held her, finally allowed. The fire popped. An owl called somewhere in the dark. When she pulled back, her forehead rested against mine, and she smiled with a tenderness that undid me.

“I’ve been looking forward to having you alone since the moment we met,” she whispered. “You know that? At the convention, when I pretended to flirt with you as a joke. It wasn’t entirely a joke.”

“I’m glad it wasn’t.”

“Are you?”

“I’m so glad we got this. Just us, no interruptions.”

“Me too.” She sighed and nestled against my chest, and I stroked her back while the last song faded. For a long while we sat like that in the embers’ glow, neither of us speaking, her heartbeat steady against mine. Eventually a chill crept across the clearing, and she shivered. “Okay. Fire out. Bed.”

We smothered the coals with dirt and water, careful and thorough, scattering the ash until no spark remained. She gathered the dishes, I zipped the cooler and hung the food bag from a branch away from the tent, and together we crossed the dark clearing, our flashlight beams swinging across the grass. The tent stood waiting like a lantern, her fairy lights glowing faintly inside. She unzipped the door, ducked in ahead of me, and glanced back with a smile that promised the night wasn’t over yet.

The inside of the tent looked less like a campsite and more like a small, glowing bedroom that had wandered into the woods. The air mattress stretched wall to wall, buried under a quilt, two sleeping bags unzipped and laid flat as extra blankets, and a drift of pillows against the back wall. Her fairy lights ran along the ceiling seam, throwing a warm, honeyed glow over everything. A lantern sat in the corner on its lowest setting. I crawled in behind her and zipped the flap shut, sealing out the night, and sat there on my knees, taking it in.

“This,” I said, “is the most comfortable bed I’ve ever slept in outdoors.”

“I told you.” Rosalina flopped onto the quilt with her arms flung wide and sank into it with a groan of satisfaction. “Suffering is optional. Never forget it.”

“I’d call this a hotel.”

“A five-star hotel. With excellent service.” She patted the mattress beside her. “Come here, hero. Your princess is cold.”

I stretched out next to her, and she wriggled over at once, tucking herself into the curve of my arm with her head on my chest and one leg draped across mine. Her hair tickled my chin. For a minute we lay there, listening to the crickets outside and the flutter of the tent walls in the breeze.

“I love this,” she murmured. “Having you all to myself.”

“It’s nice.”

“It’s perfect.” She traced a slow circle on my stomach with her fingertip. “Today was the best day I’ve had in ages.”

“Even with the thigh?”

“Even with the thigh. Especially because of how you handled the thigh.” She tilted her head to look up at me. “You could have teased me. You could have made me feel silly. Instead you sat on that log for ten minutes and let me complain.”

“You didn’t complain.”

“I whined a little.”

“Barely.”

“You’re a gentleman.” She laughed under her breath. “I keep waiting for the catch.”

“There’s no catch.”

“I know. That’s what’s so strange.”

We lay in the glow, remembering aloud. The doe in the meadow, her ears swiveling. The waterfall behind its curtain, the cold that stole her breath. The marshmallow she’d set on fire. My terrible dancing, which she described with such affectionate cruelty that I laughed until my ribs ached. Her voice slowed as she went, and she grew more affectionate and more sincere, until she fell silent altogether and simply rested against me, watching the lights.

“Thank you for coming, Tyler,” she said at last, very calmly. “I wasn’t sure you would.”

“I wouldn’t have missed it.”

“Even though you’re busy.”

“Even though I’m busy. I’ve enjoyed every minute with you. Getting to know you, seeing how adventurous you are, hearing about your childhood with Brandi.” I brushed her hair back from her forehead. “You’re not what I expected.”

“What did you expect?”

“A cheerful tornado. Which you are. But there’s more underneath.”

“There’s a lot more underneath,” she said, and her eyes gleamed. Then she lifted her face and kissed me.

It began as a thank-you kiss, her mouth warm and slow against mine. But she didn’t pull away. She kissed me again, a little deeper, and her hand slid up my chest to curl around the back of my neck. I rolled toward her, and she met me halfway, and suddenly we were tangled together on the quilt, her leg hooked over my hip, my palm spread against her back under the hem of her tank top. Her skin was smooth and hot. She made a pleasant sound into my mouth that went straight through me.

“Tyler,” she said.

“Rosalina.”

Her fingers found the buttons of my shirt and worked two of them open, her knuckles brushing my chest. I kissed along her jaw and down her throat, and she arched into me with her head thrown back and her breath coming fast. Her thigh pressed between mine. I was hard, achingly so, and she felt it, and the little gasp she gave was so joyful. She rocked her hips against me, and my head spun.

Then, abruptly, she went still.

“Wait,” she said. “Wait, wait.”

I froze, pulling back. Her face was flushed, her lips swollen, her eyes enormous in the lamplight. She pressed her palm flat against my chest. “I have to tell you something. I should have said it earlier, and I got carried away.”

“Okay.”

“Don’t look so worried.” She laughed shakily and rubbed a hand over her face. “It’s just … Mom made me promise something a long time ago.”

“What kind of promise?”

She sighed and rolled onto her back, staring at the ceiling. “That I wouldn’t have sex on first date. She always told me that second date is okay, but not the first one.”

For a second the words didn’t land. Then they did, and I let out a slow breath of disappointment. “Ah.”

“She reminded me on Monday night, in the kitchen, with tea and everything. Gave me another lecture. A long one.” Rosalina rolled her eyes dramatically. “About respecting myself and not rushing and getting to know someone before you get intimate. She went on and on about promiscuity, which, by the way, I am the opposite of. She said she’d made mistakes when she was young and she wanted me to be careful. Then she made me swear on my favorite hoodie.”

“Your favorite hoodie.”

“The Triforce one. It’s sacred.” She turned her head to look at me. “I know it sounds ridiculous. I’m eighteen. I’m a grown woman.”

“She worries.”

“She worries constantly. It’s exhausting.” Rosalina propped herself on an elbow. “But I love her, Tyler. More than almost anyone. And I don’t want to break a promise to her, especially one she asked for so seriously. It wouldn’t feel right.”

I considered it. A lot of me wanted to protest, to say something pointed about how badly my body disagreed. But I thought of Brandi’s voice on the phone, I trust you with her, and the way she’d looked at me before she drove away. I thought of the steady trust she’d built with me in the last weeks, and how little I wanted to damage it.

“I understand,” I said.

“You do?”

“Of course. I don’t want to put you in a bad position. And I don’t want to betray your mother either. She trusted me to look after you.”

“You’re not upset?”

“I’m disappointed,” I admitted, and she giggled. “But I’m not upset. I’d rather hold you all night than do something you’d regret.”

Her face relaxed. She leaned down and kissed my cheek. “You’re so good to me. You know that?”

“I’m trying.”

“You’re succeeding.” She settled back against my shoulder, and then a devilish gleam crept into her expression. “Although.”

“Although what?”

“Second date is fine.”

“So there’s a loophole.”

“There’s a gap in the legislation.”

I laughed, and she laughed with me, burying her face in my shoulder. “Then we’ll have to arrange another outing,” I said.

“We absolutely will. Soon.”

“Very soon.”

“Good.” She peeked up at me. “Tyler? Are you going to get blue balls?”

I choked. “Rosalina.”

“It’s a legitimate question! I’ve heard it’s very painful. I just started something I’m not finishing, and you’re a healthy, handsome man with a lot of stamina, according to my sources, and I’d feel awful if I broke you.”

“Who are your sources?”

“Lily talks a lot. About many things.”

“Remind me to speak with her.”

“Don’t change the subject.” She grinned. “Are you going to survive?”

“I’ll survive,” I said. “Even if you seem determined to make it difficult.”

“Difficult.” She snorted. “That’s a very funny word for you to use.”

“It was an accident.”

“It wasn’t. You’re a pervert.”

“You started it.”

“I did.” She kissed me again, quick and sweet, and tugged the quilt higher over both of us. “Don’t worry, hero. I’ll make it up to you. I promise. With interest.”

“I’ll hold you to that.”

“Please do.”

She was quiet for a minute, fingers still tracing slow shapes over my chest. Then she lifted her head. “Can I ask you something?”

“Sure.”

“How was it? … With Mom.”

I went still. “You want to know?”

“Yeah.” She propped herself higher so she could see my face in the light. “You don’t have to be shy. I already know you two did. I just… I keep wondering.”

Heat climbed my neck. I stared at the fairy lights. “It was good. I never had sex with someone like her. She’s really good in bed.”

“Yeah?” Rosalina’s eyes were bright, curious rather than jealous.

“Yeah,” I confirmed after a beat. “Like insanely talented.”

“Did you go down on her?”

I nodded. “Yes.”

“You licked her?”

“I did.”

She inched closer, one thigh sliding higher over mine. “And she liked it?”

“She liked it a lot.”

“What else? Did she… you know … Return the favor?”

“She did.”

“Did you try anal?”

“Not yet.”

“Was she loud? Or quiet? Did she say your name when you were inside her?” Her fingers slipped under the hem of my shirt, nails light on my stomach. “Did she come more than once? Was it slow, or—”

“You’re not helping with the blue balls,” I said, voice rough.

She giggled. “Sorry … I’ll just shut up then.”

She wriggled closer, hooking her leg over mine and pillowing her head on my arm. I tucked the blanket around her shoulders and drew her in. For a while we traded the nonsense of tired people. She wondered aloud whether knights ever got cold in their armor, and I told her they probably complained constantly. She asked what the danger level was for sharing a tent with a princess, and I said extreme, possibly fatal. She said the most dangerous creature in the forest was a woman with a loophole. Then her words got slower, trailing off into sleepy murmurs, and finally into the deep, even breaths of someone who had been awake since five.


Chapter 6

The drive home from the park felt like stepping out of a story and back into a life, though the line between the two had gotten thin lately. I left Rosalina’s campsite at nine with the tent already folded and the fire pit raked clean, her mother’s black SUV waiting at the end of the lane to collect her, and I watched the granite cliffs shrink in the mirror until the highway swallowed them. Pine smoke still clung to my shirt. My shoulders carried the dull ache of a night spent on an air mattress that was more generous than it was supportive, and every few miles I caught myself smiling at nothing, the way you do when a memory keeps replaying itself in the background.

By eleven the orchards had returned, row after row of walnut trees laid out in tidy green ranks, and the farm came into view around the last bend. Riley’s farmhouse sat in its nest of oaks with the morning sun slanting across the porch, the barn doors open, the horses lazy in the near pasture. Bella lifted her head as I rolled up the drive and gave a snort that I chose to interpret as welcome. I parked beside Diana’s car, hauled my duffel from the trunk, and climbed the porch steps two at a time.

I heard laughter and the rustle of fabric, and a thump that suggested someone had dropped a pair of boots. I eased inside and set my bag by the coat rack, then followed the sound down the hall to the living room.

The room had been taken over. Cardboard boxes lay torn open on the floor, tissue paper drifted across the rug like autumn leaves, and every chair and sofa arm held a garment. Long coats in charcoal and black. Ranger vests with their antler buttons. A pale linen tunic with laced sleeves. I recognized all of it, because I had approved every stitch of it, but seeing the pieces tossed around a family living room made them look lived in. They looked like things people wanted to wear.

Lily stood in the middle of the carpet, turning slowly in front of the mirror we kept propped against the bookshelf. She had on a dress I had seen only in sketches and sample photos, a fitted bodice of deep forest green with leather lacing down the front, a skirt that flared over a pair of high boots, and a short asymmetrical cape clasped at one shoulder with a brass pin. Her glasses had slid down her nose, and she pushed them up with one finger as she studied her reflection.

“It looks like I’m about to ambush a caravan,” she said.

“It looks perfect,” said Julia from the sofa, where she was buried in jackets. She had on a cropped coat of dark wool over a cream blouse, and she was experimenting with a silver clasp at her throat, tilting her head left and right. “Okay, but this one. Tell me honestly. Too much?”

“Too much would be the cape and the crown and the sword,” Lily said. “That’s just a good jacket.”

“Is it a good jacket?”

“It’s a very good jacket.”

I leaned against the doorframe and let them go on for a moment, watching. Julia caught sight of me first in the mirror and squealed, shoving a stack of vests off her lap.

“He’s back! Tyler! The knight returns!”

“Hero of the forest,” Lily said, spinning around with her cape swirling. “Perfect timing. Judge us.”

“Judge you how?”

“Fashionably. Seriously. We’ve been at this since breakfast and we’ve lost all perspective.”

I crossed the room and circled Lily once, the way a tailor would. The bodice fit her beautifully, the lacing sat flat, and the cape fell with a weight that made it look expensive without looking costume-y. “You look great,” I said, and I meant it. “Like you walked out of a game and into a photoshoot.”

She beamed. “Told you.”

“Julia, same question. Turn.”

Julia stood and rotated slowly, the cropped coat flaring at her waist. “Well?”

“That’s the best that coat has looked on anyone. It was designed for someone with your shoulders.”

She went pink with pleasure. “Do you really think so?”

“I wouldn’t say it otherwise.”

A strange warmth spread under my ribs as I watched them. For weeks I had stared at spreadsheets and swatches and shipping quotes, and it was easy to forget the point of all of it. This was the point. Two women who loved this world had picked up the clothes Brandi and I had dreamed up and put them on because they wanted to. If the pieces worked on Lily and Julia, they would work on the people at the conventions.

“Okay, since you’re here,” Lily said, plucking at her skirt, “feedback time. Don’t panic, it’s good feedback. First, this dress. I love it, but the lacing keeps catching on the cape clasp. Maybe move the pin an inch higher?”

“I’ll note it.”

“And the boots she paired it with in the product photos are great, but if people wear it with flats, the hem looks a little short. Maybe offer a longer version?”

“That’s smart.”

“Also,” Julia put in, “the vests. Amazing. But the pockets are too shallow. I tried to put my phone in one and it nearly fell out when I bent over.”

“Deeper pockets,” I said, and pulled out my phone to type it into a note. “Anything you’d change on the coats?”

“Honestly? No. The coats are perfect. I’m going to wear mine to the grocery store and pretend I’m on a quest for flour.”

“You do that already,” Lily said.

“Not in the coat.”

I laughed and tucked the phone away. They fell into a pleasant, overlapping chatter about favorite pieces and hypothetical outfit combinations, and I let it wash over me. Then Lily narrowed her eyes at me, and I felt the mood tilt.

“So,” she said. “Camping.”

“Yeah, what about it?”

“How was it? Did you survive? Did the princess keep you warm?”

“It was good. Better than good.” I dropped onto the arm of the sofa. “We hiked about an hour to a waterfall she’d found with her mother. Hardly anyone knows about it. We swam in the pool at the base.”

“Swam,” Julia repeated. “In what?”

“In what we were wearing … which happened to be nothing.”

Lily clapped both hands over her mouth. “Tyler!”

“There was nobody else for miles.” I grinned. “We saw a doe and her fawn on the way, standing in a meadow. Rosalina made me freeze like a statue for five minutes so we wouldn’t scare them. She knows everything out there. Knots, stars, how to build a fire from scratch. I felt like an amateur.”

“You are an amateur,” Lily said fondly.

“She talked about you both a lot. She said the sleepover was one of the best nights she’s had in ages, and she’d like to spend more time with you.”

Julia pressed a hand to her chest. “That’s so sweet.”

“We adore her,” Lily said. “She’s hilarious. And she has the best collection of figurines I’ve ever seen. We’ll invite her over next weekend.”

“She’d love that.”

“Okay, but back to the important stuff.” Lily dropped onto the sofa, folding her legs under her. “What happened in the tent?”

“We talked. We looked at the stars.”

“Tyler.”

“We kissed a lot.”

“And?”

“And that’s all you get.”

They both groaned in perfect unison. “That’s so unfair,” Julia said. “She’s making you wait, isn’t she?”

I scratched the back of my neck. “There’s a second date involved.”

“A second date!” Lily cackled and flopped backward onto the cushions. “The princess has standards! I love her even more now.”

“Be nice.”

“I’m being supportive.”

“You’re being a menace.”

“Same thing,” she said happily.

Footsteps sounded on the stairs, and Diana appeared in the doorway with her hair tied up and her sleeves pushed to her elbows, brushing dust from her palms. She took in the explosion of clothing and the two girls draped across the furniture, and her mouth twitched.

“Good morning, Tyler. I see you’ve been welcomed home.”

“With feedback,” I said.

“Naturally.” She turned to me. “Sweetheart, when you have a minute, I need a favor. I want to rearrange my bedroom, and the dresser is far too heavy for me to move alone. Can you help?”

“Of course.”

“Wonderful.” She gave Lily and Julia a knowing look. “Don’t scatter the whole house. And someone put that tissue paper in the bin.”

“Yes, Mom,” Lily said, and snatched a handful from the floor.

I stood and smoothed my shirt. “Catch you two later.”

“Go be useful,” Julia called after me.

I followed Diana up the stairs, still smiling, listening to the sounds of their laughter fade behind us.

I entered, and Diana’s bedroom smelled like lavender and clean linen, the way it always had, though the room itself looked like it was in the middle of an argument with itself. The bed had been dragged a foot away from the window. A rug lay rolled in the corner. And against the north wall, looming like a stubborn animal, stood the dresser, a tall oak thing with brass handles that had survived at least three moves and an unknown number of family arguments.

“There,” Diana said, planting her hands on her hips. “That’s the culprit.”

“It looks heavy.”

“It is heavy. I tried pushing it this morning and managed to dislodge a single inch and a cloud of dust. Riley offered to help, but she’s out at the stables, and I didn’t want to wait.” She turned to me with a rueful smile. “I want it over there, under the window. That way I get the whole north wall for the chair and the bookshelf. It’s been bothering me for weeks how cramped the room feels.”

“You don’t need an excuse. I’m happy to help.”

“Good. First thing, we empty the drawers.”

We worked for a while without much talking. She pulled out the top drawer and set it on the bed, and I carried folded sweaters and scarves in armfuls, stacking them on the quilt. The second drawer held jeans and old T-shirts. The third was full of the small things a person accumulates, a box of hairpins, a stack of postcards, a seashell the size of a coin. She paused over that one and turned it over in her fingers.

“From the beach trip when you were nine,” she said. “You found it and carried it in your pocket the whole way home. It was disgusting by the time we got back.”

“I remember. It smelled like low tide.”

“It still does, a little.” She smiled at it and set it carefully on the nightstand.

When the dresser stood empty, I braced my shoulder against one side and she took the other, and we heaved. It scraped across the floorboards with a groan that made us both wince. We stopped, listened for any sound from downstairs, and laughed at ourselves when none came.

“Slower,” she said. “Lift with your legs.”

“I am lifting with my legs.”

“Lift harder.”

“You’re a wonderful supervisor.”

“I’m a very good one.” She slid her hands under the corner. “Okay. On three. One, two, three.”

We lugged it across the room in short, awkward bursts, stopping to breathe, and finally eased it down beneath the window. She stepped back and cocked her head.

“Hmm.”

“No.”

“Not quite. A little to the left.”

“Diana.”

“Just a little.”

I sighed, grinned, and shoved it six inches to the left. She tilted her head the other way.

“Actually, maybe back where it was.”

“I will leave you here and go downstairs.”

“I’m teasing.” She came over and patted my cheek. “It’s perfect. You’re wonderful. I didn’t know you were good for anything besides charming beautiful women, but it turns out you can also lift furniture.”

“I contain multitudes.”

“Clearly.” She laughed, then pressed the back of her wrist to her forehead and surveyed the new arrangement. The room did look better and brighter, with the window framing the oak like a painting. “Okay. That works. Let’s put everything back.”

We refilled the drawers in half the time it had taken to empty them. When the last sweater was tucked away, I straightened and stretched my arms overhead, and my spine let out a crackle that sounded like a breaking branch. I winced.

“What’s wrong?” Diana asked at once.

“Nothing. Just stiff. The camping trip, mostly. The mattress was fine, but it’s not the same as a real bed, and then the drive this morning.”

“Turn around.”

“It’s fine.”

“Turn around, Tyler.”

I turned. Her hands settled on my shoulders and her thumbs dug into the knots at the base of my neck, and I made a sound that was entirely involuntary. She chuckled.

“Fine, he says.”

“That’s actually really good.”

“Sit.” She steered me to the edge of the bed. “Take your shirt off. I’m not doing this through cotton.”

I pulled it over my head and dropped it, and she climbed onto the mattress behind me, kneeling, her palms warm against my bare back. She started slowly, kneading the muscles along my spine, working outward toward my shoulder blades. Her hands were strong from years of arranging flowers and hauling buckets of water, and she knew exactly where to press. Tension I hadn’t noticed began to drain out of me. I let my head hang and closed my eyes.

“This is the reward,” she said. “For your service as a furniture mover.”

“I’d move a lot more furniture for this.”

“Don’t tempt me.” She worked her thumbs in slow circles beneath my shoulder blades. “You’ve been rushing around so much lately. I can feel it. You’re wound up like a spring.”

“There’s been a lot going on.”

“I know. The clothing line, the orders, Brandi.” A small pause. “Her daughter, who sounds charming and maybe a little exhausting.”

“She is. In the best way.”

“I thought so.” There was no edge in her voice, only amusement. “I’m not complaining, sweetheart. I’m proud of you. I just notice.”

I tipped my head back against her shoulder, and she leaned down so I could look up at her. “I haven’t been spending enough time with you,” I said. “I keep thinking about it. You’re always so generous, and I’m always running off somewhere. I don’t want you to feel neglected.”

“Neglected.” She smiled and stroked her fingers through my hair. “Tyler. I live in the same house as you. I see you every day.”

“That isn’t the same.”

“No,” she admitted. “It isn’t.” Her expression gentled. “But I understand. You have more going on than most people your age, and you’re juggling a lot of people who care about you. I don’t expect you to be in six places at once. I just want you to remember I’m here.”

“I do remember.”

“And I wouldn’t say no to being spoiled now and then.” Her eyes sparkled. “I’m only human.”

I turned around on the bed to face her, and she let me. My hands found her waist. “Thank you for being so understanding. I mean it. Not everyone would be.”

“I’m not everyone,” she said. “I’m your stepmom, and I happen to have excellent judgment.”

I kissed her. It started as a thank-you, brief and affectionate, but her fingers curled into my hair and she kissed me back slowly, with that deliberate sweetness that always made my chest warm. When we parted she was smiling, her lips a little flushed.

“That’s a start,” she murmured.

“Only a start?”

“I did give you an excellent massage. I think I’ve earned a proper reward.”

“What did you have in mind?”

“Use your imagination.”

I pulled her into my lap, and she wound her arms around my neck with a happy sigh. We kissed again, deeper, her tongue sliding against mine, her breath warming my cheek. My hands slid down her back and over the curve of her hips, and she pressed closer, the thin fabric of her blouse doing little to hide the heat beneath it. I unbuttoned it slowly, one button at a time, kissing each inch of skin I uncovered, and she tipped her head back and let out a low, contented hum.

“The door,” she whispered.

“Closed.”

“Locked?“

I reached behind me and flicked the latch without looking, and she giggled. The blouse fell away, and so did my clothes. I laid her back on the bed. She opened her thighs for me without a word, already wet when I settled between them. I pushed inside slowly, and she exhaled a low, satisfied sound against my shoulder, arms locking around my neck. I fucked my stepmom, the dresser now perfectly placed under the window, the lavender scent of the sheets rising around us. She kept her eyes on mine, one hand on the back of my neck, the other braced on the mattress.

And suddenly, she urged me faster, hips lifting to meet each thrust, breath breaking. She came with a trembling moan, fingers tight on my shoulders. I followed a moment later, buried deep and filling her with my seed, forehead pressed to hers.

When I pulled out, I dragged out a rivulet of cum with me, and she sighed in bliss. “Better than any shopping trip,” she said.

“I’d say so.”

“We should do this more often.”

“I’ll make time.”

“I’ll hold you to it.” She kissed my jaw and sat up, brushing hair from her eyes. “Now. Let’s see how many sets of questions we face when we go downstairs.”

We dressed quickly and straightened the quilt, and she checked her reflection in the mirror and repinned a strand of hair. The girls were still in the living room, and whatever they suspected, they had the grace to smile innocently when we appeared. Diana handed Lily a mug of tea. Julia asked if the dresser was in its proper place. I answered with a perfectly straight face.

My phone buzzed against my hip as I reached the kitchen. I pulled it out and found a message from Brandi.

Good morning, handsome. Can you come to the office tomorrow? Some business to discuss. Nothing urgent, I promise.

Of course, I typed. What time?

Afternoon is fine. I’ll make it worth your trip.

A second message arrived before I could reply. It was a photo. Brandi stood in front of the full-length mirror in her bedroom, holding the phone with one hand, wearing a deep red dress that clung to every curve and plunged to a neckline that left her heavy cleavage gloriously on display. Her blonde hair fell over one shoulder. She was smiling at the camera with a mischievous, knowing look that made my cock twitch even after having just fucked my stepmother.

Just to give you something to think about, read the caption underneath.

I stared at it for a long moment, then slid the phone back into my pocket and tried very hard to look like a man who had nothing on his mind but toast.

* * *

Sacramento in the afternoon looked like a city that had decided to forgive everyone, the heat burned down to a golden haze that lay over the rooftops and made even the parking structures look friendly. I took the downtown exit with the windows cracked, and I thought, not for the first time, that the route to Brandi’s office had become one of the more pleasant drives of my life. Her building stood on a tree-lined street, a modern block of glass and pale stone with a fountain in the courtyard. I parked, straightened my jacket, and rode the elevator up to the fourth floor.

She was waiting at the door of her suite before I knocked. The red dress from the photograph had been traded for a fitted cream blouse and tailored navy slacks, her hair twisted up with a pencil stabbed through it in a way that should have looked careless and instead looked devastating. She took my hand, pulled me inside, and kissed me with the door barely closed behind us.

“There you are,” she said against my mouth. “I’ve been counting minutes.”

“It’s been a day.”

“A day and a half. I’m impatient.” She stepped back and looked me over with open appreciation. “You look well rested.”

“I slept in a real bed last night.”

“Good. Sit. I have coffee and spreadsheets.”

Her office occupied a corner with floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the river, a long walnut desk cluttered with sample swatches, convention banners rolled in a stand, and framed photographs of crowds in costume lining the shelves. We settled side by side on the sofa with a laptop between us and a plate of shortbread she’d clearly been saving for the occasion.

“First,” she said, “the good news. We’ve sold through nearly all the charcoal coats and the ranger vests are climbing. The restock order went out Wednesday night, so thank you for finalizing it so fast.”

“The supplier confirmed delivery in three weeks.”

“Perfect.” She pulled up a chart and turned the screen toward me. “Here’s the traffic over the last two weeks. See that jump after Vanessa’s photos? Social media referrals nearly tripled. The emerald gown alone has driven something like four hundred new visitors.”

“That’s fantastic.”

“It’s more than fantastic. It’s a sign we’ve found something interesting.” Her eyes shone. “People want this. They want clothes that feel like they belong to a story. Which brings me to the second item, the staffing.”

We spent a good forty minutes on it, going through the résumés she’d forwarded. There were two candidates for customer service, a former convention volunteer with a talent for calming angry strangers and a recent graduate who had run a successful fan community online. For logistics, a man in his thirties with warehouse experience and a woman who had managed inventory for a craft supply store. I took notes. Brandi tapped her pen against her lip and made her own.

“Rosalina wants to sit in on the customer service interviews,” she said. “Fair warning.”

“I remember.”

“She’ll ask them about Zelda. It’s a test.”

“It’s a good test.”

“It’s a terrifying test, but it works.” She closed the laptop and laid her hand over mine. “That’s everything. I think we can call business adjourned.”

“For today?”

“For the rest of the afternoon. I’ve cleared my schedule. I’m taking my partner to lunch.”

“Your partner.”

“My business partner,” she said, with a sly curve of her mouth. “And various other things.”

* * *

She drove us to a little restaurant a few blocks away, a bistro with ivy on the walls and tables spilled across a shaded patio. The host knew her by name and led us to a corner booth where the sun came through the leaves in scattered coins. We ordered salads and a bottle of sparkling water, and when the food arrived, she propped her chin on her hand and looked at me with undisguised interest.

“Tell me about the camping trip.”

I told her. The drive up with the windows down, the tent that bloomed out of a heap of nylon in twenty minutes, the hike through the trees. I described the doe and her fawn in the meadow and how Rosalina had frozen me in place for five minutes, whispering. I told her about the waterfall, though I left the swimming vague, and about the dinner Rosalina had grilled over the fire, and the marshmallow that went up in flames.

Brandi laughed until she had to set down her fork. “She always burns the first one. She says it’s a sacrifice to the camping gods.”

“She also showed me constellations. Cassiopeia, the Dipper, Polaris. She said you taught her to find north when she was nine.”

Something softened in Brandi’s face, a look I hadn’t seen before, tender and a little startled. “She remembers that?”

“She told it like a favorite story.”

“I took her out in the backyard on a clear night and made her point at stars until she got it right. It took hours. She kept guessing wrong and then getting upset with herself.” Brandi shook her head slowly. “I thought she’d forgotten.”

“She hasn’t.”

“Neither have I. I remember wrapping her in a blanket and thinking, this is exactly what I wanted.” She dabbed her eye with a knuckle and laughed at herself. “Sorry. It sneaks up on me.”

“Don’t apologize.”

“Tell me more. What else did she do? Did she put up those fairy lights?”

“She did. And she made sure we had the air mattress, the hammock, and enough snacks to feed a small army.”

Brandi burst out laughing. “Of course she did! Every single time, I tell her we’re going to rough it. Every single time she packs a hotel suite.” She wiped her eyes again. “She can handle herself, though. When she was fourteen, we got caught in a thunderstorm on a trail and she led us to shelter by reading the ridge line. I was so proud I forgot to be scared.”

I smiled, thinking about how much Rosalina had told me during our trip. There was one thing I wanted Brandi to know. “She mentioned the hoodie promise,” I said carefully.

Her laughter faded into a smile. “She told you.”

“In the tent.”

“And?”

“And I respect it, completely. I want to do right by her, and by you.”

She reached across the table and took my hand. Her thumb stroked slowly over my knuckles. “Thank you,” she said. “I mean that. I know it must be difficult. She doesn’t make anything easy for a man.”

“She’s a handful.”

“She’s a delight and a handful.” Her eyes glimmered. “But I trust you. More than I probably should after such a short time. And I want you to know how much it means that you’re treating her with consideration.”

“I want to treat you both well.”

“I know you do.” She leaned across the table and kissed me over the little vase of wildflowers. “Just don’t forget that I still expect some attention of my own.”

“Never.”

“Good.”

We lingered over dessert, a shared slice of lemon tart, and then walked out into the afternoon. The streets of downtown were busy with shoppers and office workers, and we wandered at no particular pace, pausing in front of storefronts. She dragged me into a bookshop where she bought a field guide to Pacific coast birds, claiming it was research, and into a boutique where she held a scarf against my chest and declared the color wrong. In an alley between two buildings she backed me against a brick wall and kissed me until my head spun, and a passing teenager muttered something about get a room.

“We’re adults,” she called after him cheerfully. “We have rooms.”

“Brandi.”

“What? It’s true.”

We strolled on, hands linked. She pointed out a poster for a coastal festival in the fall and sighed. “I miss traveling. When I was young, I used to throw a bag in the car and head north until I ran out of road. No schedule, no hotel bookings. Just wind and radio and whatever town looked interesting.”

“Like Santa Cruz.”

“Exactly like Santa Cruz.” She squeezed my fingers. “That day was the first time in years I felt that way again. Free.”

“Then we should do it again. Somewhere farther. A weekend, maybe.”

Her whole face lit. “Do you mean it?”

“Name the destination.”

“I’ll think about it. I have a list.” She grinned like a girl. “You’re dangerous, you know. You make me want to run away.”

“I make you want to take a day off.”

“Same thing.”

A small park lay at the end of the block, a square of lawn shaded by sycamores, with benches around a dry fountain. We found one in the sun and sat close, her head on my shoulder, our legs touching. A breeze stirred the leaves. For a while she said nothing, and I enjoyed the silence.

“Can I tell you something?” she said finally.

“Always.”

“When we met at the convention, I meant it to be strictly business. I saw your photography and your marketing instincts and thought, here’s someone who could help me build something. I told myself I’d keep it professional.” She laughed under her breath. “Then you started showing up with ideas and jokes and that terrible sense of humor, and I kept finding excuses to talk to you.”

“I wasn’t aware my sense of humor was terrible.”

“It’s endearing. It’s still terrible.” She turned her head to look up at me. “But I like how comfortable I feel with you. I don’t have to perform. And you bring something into my life I’d forgotten I missed, a little spontaneity. A little mess.”

“You’re welcome.”

“I’m serious.”

“So am I.”

A little later her phone chimed. She glanced at it and smiled. “Rosalina. She’s been out with friends all day. She says she’ll be home within the hour.”

“You should be there.”

“I want to be. We haven’t had much time since the camping trip.” She looked at me with a flicker of reluctance. “I’d keep you here until midnight if I could.”

“We’ll have more days.”

“Plenty.” She stood and pulled me up beside her. We walked back to the lot where our cars waited, and she leaned against my door and wrapped her arms around my neck.

“Drive safe, handsome.”

“Call me tonight.”

“Count on it.”

The kiss was long and warm, and when she let me go, I felt it all the way home down the highway, in the orange light, in the hum of the engine, in the lingering taste of lemon on my lips. I turned up the radio and drove with a loose grin, thinking that an afternoon devoted entirely to one person was a luxury I should arrange more often.

* * *

By the time I pulled up to the farmhouse the sky had turned the color of ripe plums, and the porch light was already burning. Moths circled it in lazy loops. Somewhere out in the pasture a horse blew air through its nose, and the smell of cut grass and warm earth rolled in through the open window. I killed the engine and sat for a moment, letting the day settle around me, then grabbed my jacket and went inside.

The living room had been restored to something resembling order. The cardboard boxes were gone, the tissue paper swept into a bin, and the samples hung on a rolling rack in the corner like a small boutique. Lily and Julia lay sprawled across the carpet with a board game between them, arguing about the rules in cheerful whispers. Riley sat in the armchair with her red hair pinned up, a glass of wine in one hand and a paperback in the other, and Diana was curled at the end of the sofa with a cup of tea and her feet tucked beneath her.

“Look who finally remembered where he lives,” Riley said without looking up.

“I was working.”

“Mm. So I heard.” Her eyes flicked to me over the top of her book, bright and wicked. “Hard day at the office?”

“Productive.”

“I bet it was.”

Diana hid a smile in her tea. I dropped onto the cushion beside her and let the household noise wash over me. Lily accused Julia of cheating. Julia denied it in an offended voice. Riley read a line aloud from her novel that made everyone groan. After a while Diana rested her head against my shoulder, and I stayed there for a while.

After an hour, I said goodnight to the room, got a chorus of replies, and climbed the stairs to my bedroom. I switched on the lamp, shed my jacket, and sat on the edge of the bed to pull off my boots. The window was open, and the night air carried the cry of crickets. I rolled my shoulders, enjoying the hum of a good day, and reached for my toothbrush.

My phone lit up on the nightstand.

The name on the screen made me grin before I even read the message. I picked it up and sank back against the pillows

Hello, my knight. Rosalina had written. Have you recovered from our grand adventure?

I’m alive, I typed. Mostly. A little sore, but in a good way.

Excellent. Your princess is also alive. In fact, she’s thriving. Another message arrived before I could respond. Guess what? My thigh is 100% healed. Not a twinge. I did a full split in the kitchen this morning to prove it, and Mom almost had a heart attack.

You promised me no more splits.

I promised no leaps. A split is a different category of crime. A pause, and then three dots pulsed for several seconds. Anyway. I’ve been thinking about you. About the stars and the fire and certain other things.

I smiled at the screen. I’ve been thinking about it too. It was a perfect night.

It really was. More dots. Are you busy tomorrow night?

I frowned slightly, curious. Nothing planned. Why?

Because Mom is going to visit her sister in the foothills tomorrow, and she’s staying overnight. She leaves in the afternoon and doesn’t come back until Saturday morning. Which means I will have the entire mansion to myself.

My pulse picked up a little. Is that so.

Yes, it is. And I’m very lonely. A row of sad emojis followed. Terribly lonely, in fact. Such a huge house for one poor princess.

Poor thing.

I know. It’s tragic. Which is why I’m inviting you over. For the night. For our second date.

I stared at the words. Heat slid slowly down the back of my neck. You’re very direct.

I’m a woman of action. Now listen. Do you remember our conversation in the tent? About the promise?

How could I forget?

Well. Her next message came after a brief delay. Tomorrow will be our second date … And you know what that means?

A photo of her thighs popped up a second after. She was spreading her wet pussy with one of her vibrators in the background.

I rested my head against the headboard and grinned at the ceiling. I’d love to see you again. I’ll be there.

Perfect. Dinner at seven? I’ll cook. Mom’s housekeeper left the pantry fully stocked.

Seven works.

Wonderful. A heart emoji followed, then a sparkle. And Tyler? I have another surprise for you. Something I’ve been dying to tell you.

What kind of surprise?

The kind that’s going to blow your mind. It’s about Mom.

I blinked. About Brandi?

Yup. She has a secret. A big one. And I happen to know it, and you don’t.

A prickle of unease touched me, mixed with curiosity. What kind of secret?

Not telling. You’ll have to come over and find out.

Rosalina. You can’t drop something like that and vanish.

I can, and I am. It’s too interesting to spoil in a text. Besides, I want to see your face when I show you.

Show me? Show me what?

You’ll see. She added a row of mischievous emojis. Don’t worry, it’s nothing bad. Nobody’s in danger and nobody’s hiding a crime. It’s just… surprising. Very, very surprising.

I turned the phone over in my hand. The lamp buzzed, and the crickets outside picked up their song again. Brandi had spent the afternoon with her hand in mine, telling me about her wandering youth and her fears and the first time she held her daughter. She had told me so much. The idea that she was keeping something from me, something her daughter found astonishing, stirred a curious mixture of caution and fascination.

Is it serious? I typed.

Only in the best way. Trust me, hero. You’ll thank me for this later.

All right. I’ll be there at seven.

Good knight. She sent a kiss emoji. Now go to sleep. Dream of your princess. I’ll be waiting.

Goodnight, Rosalina.

Goodnight, my brave warrior.

The screen dimmed. I set the phone on my chest and lay still, listening to the faint murmur of the household drifting up through the floorboards. A secret. Something Rosalina found hilarious and thrilling and astonishing. My mind sifted through possibilities and came up with nothing sensible. I knew Brandi’s work, her habits, her laugh. I knew the weight of her hand in mine. What could she possibly be hiding?

The phone buzzed again, and I picked it up. This time the message came from Brandi.

It was a photo. She was lying on her side across a pale silk bedspread in a black lace camisole, one hand propping her head, her blonde hair tumbled over the pillow, her full breasts straining against the delicate fabric in a way that turned me on. Her lips were parted in a teasing smile. Beneath the picture, she’d written a line.

I know about my daughter’s plans for tomorrow night. She told me everything, the brat.

I laughed out loud. Another message followed.

Please be gentle with her, Tyler. She acts brave and bold, but she’s a virgin. She has no experience points. A string of laughing emojis. I’m only half joking.

I grinned and typed back, I’ll treat her like the princess she is.

I know you will. That’s why I’m not worried. Mostly. Goodnight, handsome. Dream of me.

I set the phone on the nightstand and switched off the lamp. I lay on my back with my hands folded behind my head and stared at the ceiling, turning the evening over in my mind. Tomorrow night I would walk into that mansion with Rosalina waiting at the door, her mischievous grin, her promises, and her secret. Two thoughts chased each other in circles, anticipation and curiosity, each one tugging harder than the last. I wanted to know what she meant. I wanted to hold her. And somewhere beneath both, a small voice wondered how much I really knew about the woman who had kissed me goodbye in the parking lot that afternoon.

Sleep took a long time to come.


Chapter 7

Idrove to Sacramento on Friday evening, looking forward to seeing Brandi again. I left the farm with the sun low behind me and the orchards turning gold along the road, and for the first twenty miles I did nothing but turn Rosalina’s message over in my head, the way you turn a stone you’ve picked up on a beach, certain it holds more than it shows. A secret about Brandi. Something surprising, she’d said, and nothing bad, and she’d refused every attempt I made to pry it loose. I had tried three different angles by text before midnight and every one had bounced off a wall of mischievous emojis.

I rolled the window down and let the warm air pour in. Hay and dust and the green smell of irrigation water drifted past, and then, gradually, the farmland gave way to outlying neighborhoods and the long ribbon of the highway into the city. I thought about Brandi in her office on Thursday, her hand in mine across a restaurant table, telling me about the road trips of her youth with her whole face lit. I thought about how easily she talked about leaving, wandering, becoming someone new. It had seemed like the story of a free spirit. Now I wondered how much of the story I hadn’t heard.

I arrived at the mansion, and I punched in the code Brandi had given me and the gates swung open on the long gravel drive. The mansion rose at the end of it, pale stone catching the last of the evening, windows glowing amber in the dusk. A single figure stood on the front steps beneath the portico lamp.

I barely had the car in park before she was running down to meet me. Rosalina wore a short white sundress with tiny blue stars embroidered along the hem, her blonde hair loose over her shoulders, barefoot on the cool stone. She reached the driver’s door as I opened it, and she caught my face in both hands and kissed me hard enough that I had to brace myself against the roof of the car.

“He’s here,” she said. “The knight finally reaches the castle.”

“I told you seven.”

“It’s six fifty-eight. I’m counting it as late.” She looped her arms around my neck, grinning up at me, eyes sparkling. “You have no idea how long I’ve been standing on those steps. I was beginning to think the dragons had intercepted you on the highway.”

“No dragons. Only traffic.”

“Worse.” She stepped back, caught my hand, and tugged me toward the house. “Come on. The queen’s not home, so there’s nobody to steal you away this time. I get you all to myself.”

“Brandi really is gone?”

“Left at two. My aunt lives about an hour into the foothills, and she’s staying overnight, so she won’t be back until tomorrow morning.” Rosalina swung our joined hands as she walked. “She hugged me for about ten minutes before she got in the car. I think she wanted to make sure I wouldn’t burn the place down.”

“Would you?”

“Absolutely not. I’m a responsible host.” She shot me a sly glance. “Mostly.”

The front doors opened onto the marble hall I remembered, the sweeping staircase and tall flowers on a side table, the whole house hushed and golden. It felt larger and more private with only the two of us in it, every doorway an invitation. Rosalina kicked the front door shut behind us and leaned against it a moment, watching me look around.

“So,” I said. “Have you planned anything for tonight, or am I at your mercy?”

“Oh, you’re definitely at my mercy.” She pushed off the door and sauntered past me, trailing her fingers along my arm. “I have several surprises. Several.”

“Can I get a preview?”

“Absolutely not.”

“A hint?”

“A hint would spoil it.” She turned to walk backward through the hall, smirking. “You’ll find out when I decide you’re ready. Right now, my guest needs a drink and some fresh air.”

She led me through the kitchen and out a set of glass doors onto the terrace, where a low wall of stone circled a wide patio overlooking the garden and the glittering blue rectangle of the pool. The jacuzzi steamed gently at one end. Strings of tiny lights had been looped between the pillars, and two cushioned chairs sat angled toward the view, a small table between them holding a pitcher beaded with condensation and two tall glasses clinking with ice.

“Lemonade,” she said, pouring. “Mint from the garden. I made it myself.”

“You made lemonade.”

“I squeezed the lemons by hand. Don’t look so shocked.”

I took a sip. It was tart and cold and perfectly balanced, and I told her so. She gave a cute bow and sank into the other chair, tucking her feet beneath her. The evening air smelled of jasmine from somewhere along the wall. Above us, the sky had darkened to violet, and the first stars were beginning to appear. For a minute neither of us spoke. A mockingbird ran through its repertoire in a nearby tree.

“This is nice,” I said.

“It’s nicer than the campsite,” she admitted. “Though I do miss the fire.”

“I miss the hammock you never used.”

“Don’t remind me.” She groaned and reached for her phone on the table. “Speaking of which. I have to show you something.”

She slid her chair closer to mine until our knees touched and held the phone between us, thumbing through her gallery. The first photograph was the waterfall from the ledge, a long, bright thread of white falling into green water, ferns glistening at its edges. Then the doe in the meadow, ears pricked, caught in a shaft of light, the fawn a spotted blur in the grass behind her. Then the tent at dusk with the fairy lights glowing inside, like a lantern left in the woods. I whistled softly at that one.

“You have an eye,” I said.

“I take a lot of pictures. Mom says I get it from her.” She swiped. “Okay. Here’s where it gets interesting.”

The next photograph showed the two of us beside the fire, her head on my shoulder, both of us squinting at the camera with marshmallow smears on our chins. In the one after that I was mid-laugh, hunched over the bowline she was teaching me, and she was pointing at the rope with a stern face. There was one of us on the trail, her braid over her shoulder and my arm around her waist, and one taken from below as we stood on the granite ledge above the pool, small and bright against the sky.

“When did you take these?”

“Sneakily. Self-timer, mostly.” She smiled. “And this one.”

She tapped the last image. It was the shot from beside the fire, but she had edited it, cropping the frame into a perfect heart with a border of tiny gold stars. Beneath it, in curling script, she had added three words. Knight and Princess.

The words warmed my heart. “You made this.”

“Last night. I couldn’t sleep.” She blushed and tried to wave it away. “It’s silly. I just thought it was a good picture.”

“It’s a great picture.”

“It’s the best one.”

I leaned in and kissed her temple. She tilted her head against my shoulder, scrolling idly back through the gallery, and said calmly, “I really loved that night. The stars especially. Do you know how many people I’ve taken up there? None. Not one. Mom and I found that place together and I kept it for myself. Then I brought you, and you actually looked at everything. You asked about the constellations. You let me ramble.”

“I liked your rambling.”

“Most people get bored.”

“Most people aren’t paying attention.”

She sighed with obvious pleasure and put the phone down. Crickets had picked up along the garden wall, and the water in the pool glowed turquoise under its submerged lights. She took a long sip of lemonade and laughed at something.

“What?“

“I was thinking about the convention.” She tipped her head back against the chair. “The first time I saw you. I was in that ridiculous gown, with the crown pinned to my head and a wand, and Lily and Julia were so sweet and funny, and there you were behind them. All wide shoulders and this look on your face like you’d wandered into the wrong party.”

“I felt like I had.”

“I could tell. It was adorable.” She grinned. “So I decided to mess with you. I asked if you were taken.”

“I remember.”

“You turned the color of a strawberry.”

“Lily answered for me.”

“Lily was merciless. I loved her immediately.” She wiped her eye, laughing. “I was only teasing. Princess privilege.”

“I noticed that too.”

“Of course you did.” She poked my arm. “And the whole time, you were talking to my mother.”

“I didn’t know she was your mother.”

“I know you didn’t. Neither of us did. That’s what’s so wild.” She shook her head slowly. “I came home that night and told her about the cute guy in link costume and she got this look on her face. Ten days later she’s talking about her new business partner.”

“She works fast.”

“Mom always gets what she wants. It’s an actual talent. She decides on something and the universe rearranges itself.” Rosalina swirled the ice in her glass. “I never thought it would be the same man I’d flirted with in a princess dress. I figured she’d go for some silver-haired executive in a suit. Then I saw you, and my jaw almost dropped.”

“You were very composed.”

“I was dying inside.” She laughed, then let it fade into a gentler smile. “But I’m glad. I mean it. If she hadn’t picked you, I might never have really gotten to know you. We’d have been friendly strangers at conventions.” She reached for my hand and threaded her fingers through mine.

We sat for a while with the dusk deepening around us, her thumb tracing slow patterns over my knuckles. Then, because I couldn’t stand it any longer, I asked, “Rosalina. The secret.”

She rolled her eyes, though she was smiling. “You’re relentless.”

“You promised me something big.”

“And it is big. It’s very big.” She tapped my nose with her free finger. “But not yet. I want to do things in order. Dinner, a few other activities, and then, later, I tell you. You’ll appreciate it more.”

“That’s cruel.”

“Uh-uh.” She stood suddenly, pulling me up with her, and brushed the front of her dress. “Besides, I have a plan for the evening, and it starts right now.”

“Which is?”

“We’re going to game.” Her eyes gleamed. “Together on camera. I’ve arranged a special livestream for my followers, and my hero is the guest of honor.”

“Livestream.”

“Yes. And costumes are required.” She started backing toward the glass doors, towing me after her. “Don’t argue. It’s already scheduled. Several hundred people have been told that a surprise guest is coming.”

“You’re sure you want a man who can barely lace his own boots?”

“I’ll lace them for you.”

She laughed and led me back through the kitchen and into the glowing hall, then up the sweeping staircase, her fingers warm and certain around mine.

Rosalina’s bedroom was the same glorious disaster I remembered, only now it had been tidied for company. The enormous bed had been pushed back against the far wall and dressed in star-patterned sheets. Garlands of paper lanterns hung from the ceiling beams. Shelves of figurines and collectibles caught the light, and the row of monitors along her desk glowed with a streaming dashboard I didn’t understand. Two gaming chairs sat side by side in front of the largest screen, a ring light on a tripod between them and a camera angled to frame both seats. A rack on one wall held wigs on foam heads, a dozen of them watching me like silent judges.

“Welcome to the throne room,” Rosalina said, spinning with her arms out. “This is where I broadcast. Gaming and cosplay, mostly. That’s what my followers know me for, so tonight they get both.”

“How many people are watching?”

“Usually a few hundred. Tonight, more, because I’ve been teasing a mystery guest all week.” She grinned and hopped onto the edge of the desk. “You’re going to be great. Just be yourself and let me do the talking.”

“That seems wise.”

“I thought so too.” She slid off the desk and crossed to the bed, where two garments lay carefully spread on the sheets. “Behold. Costumes.”

Hers I recognized instantly. The pale blue gown was a masterpiece of layered satin and tulle, the bodice stitched with silver thread, the long sleeves flaring at the wrist, the whole skirt fading from sky blue to near white at the hem. Beside it lay a silver crown topped with a small, glittering star. She lifted it reverently.

“Princess Rosalina, at your service.”

“It’s beautiful.”

“I made some of it myself.” She set the crown down and picked up the other costume, holding it out to me. “And this is yours.”

I took it. A green tunic of heavy linen, cross-stitched at the collar and cuffs in gold, with a brown leather belt and a pair of worn-looking bracers. Beneath it lay white undershirt sleeves, tan leggings, and a pointed green cap with a drooping tail. A shield and a sword hung on the wall behind the bed, props with careful metalwork. I turned the tunic over in my hands and ran my thumb along the stitching.

“This is a Link costume.”

“The Hero of Time himself. Well, a version of him.” She watched my face. “I chose it because you were excellent at the convention. You have the shoulders for being Link. And the stoic look.”

“I don’t have a stoic look.”

“You do when you’re confused, which is often.”

I laughed. “The quality is great. These seams are hand finished. Who made it?”

“Me, partly. I had a tailor friend do the leather.” She preened. “Do you like it?”

“I’m a little afraid to put it on. It looks like it costs more than my car.”

“It doesn’t. And you’re not allowed to be afraid. A proper hero does not fear fabric.” She pointed a finger at me with royal severity. “You will behave yourself, hero. You will address me with respect on camera. You will slay whatever monsters I command.”

“Yes, Your Highness.”

“Good.” She smiled, then began tugging her sundress over her head.

I stood there with the tunic in my arms. She dropped the dress on the bed and reached behind herself to unhook her bra, and then she hooked her thumbs into her underwear and stepped out of it, completely unconcerned, standing in the lamplight in nothing at all. We had seen each other this way at the waterfall, in the tent, but the room was bright now and nothing hid anything. Her skin was golden from the summer, her B-cup breasts high and round with their pale cotton candy pink nipples, her stomach flat, her thighs strong from all the trails. Her pussy was bare and a delicate rose between her legs, slightly moist and sweet smelling.

She caught me staring and arched an eyebrow. “Enjoying the view?”

“Very much.”

“You’ve turned a lovely shade of strawberry again.”

“You do that to me.”

“I know.” She gave a slow, satisfied smile and ran her hands through her hair, intentionally letting the move lift her chest. “Good. I’d hate to think I’d lost my touch.”

“You haven’t.”

“And you’re still welcome to look. It’s our second date, after all. Officially.” Her voice dropped on the last word. “No rules broken.”

“I’m well aware.”

“I thought you might be.” She picked up the bodice of her gown. “Now you. Hurry. The stream starts in twenty minutes.”

I set the tunic down and pulled my shirt over my head, then my jeans, my boxers, until I stood bare in the glow of the fairy lights. She turned back from the mirror and let her eyes travel down me slowly and without apology. My body responded predictably, and I was half hard before I’d finished folding my jeans. She stopped with the satin held against her chest.

“Oh,” she said. “Hello again.”

“Sorry.”

“Don’t be.” She set the dress down and walked over. She looked up at me, biting her lip, and reached out a tentative hand. “Can I?”

“Of course.”

“I want to touch your Master Sword.”

I laughed. She wrapped her fingers around me, warm and slightly awkward, and squeezed, and her eyes went wide. “Wow. It’s really hard.”

“It does that when I’m around attractive women.”

“I should hope so.” She stroked me once, curious, tentative, her cheeks bright pink, then let go with a reluctant sigh. “Okay. Business first. Pleasure after.”

“I thought tonight was both.”

“It’s a very ambitious evening.” She smirked and turned back to her gown. “Put your leggings on, Link. I’ll start with the corset.”

Dressing took longer than I expected. The tunic hung well, heavy and surprisingly comfortable, and the bracers buckled with a satisfying snap. She helped me with the belt and the boots, kneeling at my feet to fasten the straps, then stood and tucked the cap onto my head, tugging the tail to the left. Meanwhile she stepped into the layers of her gown, and I reached behind her to lace the back, my fingers fumbling with silver cords while she held her hair up and gave instructions. When the last knot was tied she lowered the silver crown carefully onto her head and turned to face me.

She looked like something from a dream. The blue satin gleamed, the crown caught the lantern light, and her blonde hair spilled over her shoulders in a bright wave. She looked at me up and down and her whole face lit.

“Perfect,” she said, and adjusted the cap where it had slipped. “This princess has found a suitable hero. Stand up straight. Chin up. Hold the sword like you mean it.”

“I mean it.”

“You look like you’re about to apologize to the sword.”

“I’m working on it.”

She laughed, kissed my cheek, and dragged me to the chairs. She tapped the keyboard, checked the angle of the camera, and adjusted the ring light until it flooded us with a warm glow. A little counter in the corner of one monitor ticked upward. A hundred. Three hundred. Six hundred. I swallowed.

“Breathe,” she whispered. “Nobody bites.”

“Several hundred people are about to see me in a hat.”

“A very good hat.” She squeezed my hand, set her face into a radiant smile, and clicked the button.

“Hello, my loyal subjects!” Her voice rose into a bright, theatrical register I hadn’t heard before. “Welcome back to the royal stream. Your princess is delighted to see all of you. Thank you for coming. Today I have a very special guest.”

The chat scrolled by too fast to read, a blur of hearts and exclamation points. She patted my arm.

“This is Tyler. We met at the gaming convention in Sacramento. I was dressed like this, and I decided on the spot that I would take him on an adventure. He has been brave enough to say yes.”

“Hello,” I said, and waved awkwardly.

“He’s shy, but he’s a brave hero. Say hi, Tyler.”

“Hi. I’m here to protect the princess.”

The chat exploded. Rosalina grinned, picked up her controller, and handed me the second. The game she had chosen was a cooperative fantasy adventure, two heroes in a pixelated kingdom, and she began the intro with royal commands. “Forward, sir knight! There’s a cave to the north and the dragon within shall not defeat us!”

“Which dragon?”

“The one in the cave. Keep up.”

We fell into it quickly. She talked constantly, narrating every enemy as a personal insult to the crown, issuing decrees about which potions to drink and which treasure chests to open. I chimed in with dry remarks about the quality of her leadership. At one point she steered us directly into a trap and I let out a groan, and the chat filled with laughing faces.

“Tyler!” she said, scandalized. “You may not criticize your princess’s navigation.”

“The map clearly showed spikes.”

“The map is propaganda.” She glared at me with exaggerated hauteur. “For that insult, you owe the crown a tribute.”

“What kind of tribute?”

“A kiss on the cheek.”

“Is that allowed?”

“I’m a princess. I do what I like.”

I leaned over and kissed her cheek. The chat went wild. She squealed and pretended to fan herself. “Very good. The crown accepts.”

We kept playing. Every mistake I made she assessed a fine, payable in kisses, and every enemy I defeated earned me a grudging royal compliment. She laughed as she played, and I realized this was a different Rosalina from the girl who flirted at conventions, a more relaxed one, absolutely at ease in front of her audience. She read comments aloud, answered questions, thanked people by name, and teased the chat with the same warmth she gave me. I enjoyed it more than I expected. The attention didn’t bother me once the game absorbed us. We cleared the cave, battled a boss together, and reached a bridge over a lava pit where she insisted on a dramatic cutscene pose. During a pause, I glanced at the chat and one username caught my eye. It was from my little sister Lily.

Omg that’s MY STEPBROTHER!!! HERO OF THE FARM!!!

I laughed out loud. Rosalina followed my gaze and gasped. “Lily! Hi! Look, everyone, it’s Lily, his sister. She’s the best.” She waved at the camera. “Don’t worry, Lily, your stepbrother is in excellent hands.”

Then she leaned across, kissed my cheek and announced to the viewers, “The hero is mine now!”

The chat melted into a storm of hearts, and I found myself grinning like a fool. We wrapped up the level, and she thanked everyone for tuning in, promised another stream soon, and blew a kiss at the camera before shutting it off.

The room was suddenly silent except for the hum of the monitors. She flopped back in her chair and let out a long breath.

“That was amazing! Did you see the numbers? Nearly a thousand at the end. They loved you.” She spun to face me, glowing. “You were so good and natural. Funnier than I expected.”

“I’ve done this with Lily before.”

“Oh, she’s the best!” She stood, climbed into my lap in all her satin and crown, and kissed me, her hands framing my face. When she pulled away her eyes were luminous. “I hope you’ll do it again. Whenever you want.”

“I’d like that. I had fun.”

“Good.” She patted my chest, hopped off, and straightened her skirt. “Now. The next part of the evening.”

“There’s a next part?”

“Dinner.” She tilted her head, grinning. “Come on, hero. Your princess is hungry.”

We peeled off the costumes in laughter, tossing satin and linen across the bed. Rosalina traded her gown for a loose cotton dress the color of butter and tied her hair up in a knot, and I pulled my jeans and shirt back on, feeling oddly bereft without the cap. She grabbed my wrist and towed me down the staircase and through the marble hall into the kitchen.

The room was huge and bright, pale cabinets and gleaming steel, with a long island in the center topped by a slab of veined white stone. She flicked on every light, then marched to the refrigerator and began pulling out containers. Ground beef, tomatoes, a head of lettuce, cilantro, limes, a block of cheese, an avocado so ripe it looked bruised and gorgeous.

“Tacos,” she said. “Don’t argue. It’s my signature dish.”

“I wasn’t going to argue.” I rolled up my sleeves and stepped toward the counter. “Put me to work. I can chop, I can grate, I can hold things.”

“Absolutely not.” She planted a palm in the middle of my chest and pushed me gently backward onto a stool at the island. “You are the guest. You are to sit and be spoiled.”

“I feel useless.”

“You are decorative. It’s a very important job.” She pointed a wooden spoon at me. “You may keep me company. You may pass me things when I ask. You may taste when told. But the real cooking is mine.”

“Understood, chef.”

“That’s Your Highness to you.”

I leaned my elbows on the stone and watched her work. She browned the meat in a heavy skillet while her other hand diced onions. She seasoned without measuring, a pinch of this, a shake of that, tasting from the spoon and adjusting with a frown of concentration. The kitchen filled with the smell of cumin and onion, and my stomach growled embarrassingly loud.

“Hungry?” she said, not looking up.

“Starving.”

“Good. Pass me the limes.”

I rolled them across the island to her. She caught one, halved it, and squeezed it into a bowl of chopped tomato. “Salsa,” she explained. “Fresh. None of that jar nonsense.”

“Where did you learn to cook like this?”

“Mom, at first.” She said it simply, and her whole face warmed. “She taught me the basics when I was about eight. Later, when she was busy with work, I started teaching myself. I know, it sounds crazy, with the house and the housekeeper and all of it. But she was adamant. She said money was a wonderful tool but a terrible crutch, and no daughter of hers would grow up unable to feed herself.”

“That sounds like her.”

“She stood me on a stool right there.” She pointed with the knife at a spot by the stove. “Gave me a wooden spoon and a pot of rice and told me to watch the water. I burned it black. She tasted it, made a terrible face, and said, ‘Well, now you know what not to do.’ Then we started over.”

I laughed. “That’s a good lesson.”

“It’s her whole philosophy. Make a mess, learn something, clean it up.” She flipped the meat and scraped the pan. “I had so many disasters. Once, I decided to surprise her with breakfast in bed on her birthday. I was ten. I tried to make pancakes, French toast, and eggs all at once.”

“Ambitious.”

“Catastrophic. The batter went everywhere, the toast caught fire, and I dropped a whole carton of eggs on the floor. When she came downstairs the kitchen looked like a crime scene and I was standing in the middle of it covered in flour, crying.” She laughed, a little wistfully. “She just looked at me for a second. Then she grabbed a towel, knelt down, and started helping me clean. She said it was the best birthday breakfast she’d ever had.”

“She meant it.”

“She did. She ate a pancake that was still raw in the middle and told me it was delicious.” Rosalina’s eyes glistened and she dabbed them with her wrist, laughing at herself. “God, she’s ridiculous. I love her so much.”

“It shows.”

“Does it?”

“Every time you talk about her. Your whole face changes.”

She looked at me across the stove, startled and pleased, then waved the spoon to hide her blush. “Taste this. Tell me if it needs more salt.”

I stood, crossed to her, and let her hold the spoon to my lips. The meat was savory and rich with chili and spice, the edges crisp. “It’s perfect.”

“You’re just saying that.”

“I never lie about food.”

“Hm.” She studied me, then rose on her toes and kissed the corner of my mouth. “Good answer.”

She assembled the rest while I sat back down and watched, passing her the avocado when she asked and taking custody of the cheese grater despite her protests. She warmed the tortillas in a dry pan until they puffed and blistered, stacking them in a towel to stay hot. I asked her about her interests beyond streaming, and she paused with a knife halfway through the cilantro.

“Honestly? I like making things. Costumes, mostly. I love picking a character and figuring out how to build her from nothing, the pattern, the fabric, the wig, the props. It’s like solving a puzzle that turns into art.” She shrugged. “But cooking too. And decorating, and planning evenings. I like creating an experience for someone I care about, where everything fits together. A good dinner, the right music, the right lights.”

“Like tonight.”

“Exactly like tonight.” She grinned. “I spent two hours on the terrace lights alone.”

“It shows. This all feels carefully considered.”

“You noticed.”

“I notice everything about you.”

She blushed all the way to her ears and turned back to the cutting board, humming under her breath. I took the opportunity to sneak a pinch of shredded cheese from the bowl.

“I saw that,” she said without turning.

“Saw what?”

“Thief.” She smacked my hand with the back of a wooden spoon. “Wait for the plate.”

“I’m tasting. It’s a quality check.”

“You’re a menace.” She spun around, wagged a finger, and then, laughing, caught my face and kissed me again. It lasted longer this time, her lips lingering, her hand curling into my shirt. A tortilla began to smoke in the pan and she yelped, wriggled away, and flipped it with a hiss. “See what you did?”

“I’m very sorry.”

“You are not.”

“I’m really not.”

She tossed a dish towel at my head.

When everything was ready, she piled the tacos onto a platter, filled a pitcher of water with lime slices, and led me down a short hall to the dining room. The long mahogany table had been set at one end for two, with linen napkins and candles in glass holders and a small vase of white flowers between our plates. She had dimmed the chandelier overhead and the candlelight painted the polished wood gold. I stopped in the doorway.

“Rosalina.”

“I told you, I planned things.”

“This is beautiful.”

“Sit.” She pulled out my chair like a waiter. “Eat.”

I sat. She set the platter between us, took the seat across, and the first bite of taco was enough to make me close my eyes. The meat was juicy, the salsa bright and tart, the tortilla warm, the avocado creamy. I told her it was the best taco I’d had in years, and she accepted the compliment with a regal nod.

We talked through the whole meal. She asked about my favorite games growing up and I admitted a fondness for old adventure titles with terrible controls, and she listed hers with the passion of a collector. We traded stories about road trips, the worst motels we’d slept in, the strangest roadside attractions. She described a town in the desert where Brandi had once dragged her to see a giant concrete dinosaur. I told her about the time Lily and I had gotten lost in a corn maze and spent four hours arguing about directions. She wanted to see the Pacific Northwest, the redwoods, the rain. I mentioned Japan, and she lit up and began listing arcades she wanted to visit in Tokyo.

“I’d love to go,” she said. “With someone who gets it.”

“We’ll have to make a plan.”

“I’m holding you to that.” She speared a bit of lettuce. “Oh, and I have to say again, I adore Lily and Julia. Can we do another sleepover soon? Maybe a gaming marathon? I’ll make snacks.”

“They’d love that.”

“I want them to feel welcome here. They’re so easy to be around.” She smiled into her glass. “It’s nice, having friends who aren’t impressed by the house.”

“They were impressed by the pool.”

“Fine, by the pool. But not by me because of it.” She tilted her head. “Does that make sense?”

“Perfect sense.”

I felt genuinely glad, listening to her. This friendship had grown without my doing anything. They’d met at the convention, and the rest had happened on its own, and it meant more to me than I’d expected.

The candles burned lower. We finished the tacos and she fetched a bowl of sliced strawberries from the refrigerator, and we ate them with our fingers. Her foot found mine beneath the table.

“I’ve been looking forward to tonight since the tent,” she said quietly. “I kept counting days. Mom teased me about it.”

“I’ve been looking forward to it too.”

“Have you?”

“I’ve enjoyed every minute we’ve spent together. And I appreciate everything you did to make tonight special. The lights, the dinner, the stream. It’s the most thoughtful date I’ve been on.”

Her eyes shone. She stood, walked around the table, and sat sideways on my lap, wrapping her arms around my neck. She kissed me slowly and deeply, tasting of strawberry and lime, and I held her close until she drew back.

“Dinner is only part of what I have planned,” she whispered.

“I’m beginning to understand that.”

“Good.” She slid off my lap and gathered the plates. “Help me clear. Then I have another surprise before bed.”

We carried everything to the kitchen and rinsed the dishes together, bumping hips at the sink, trading wet kisses over the soap suds. When the last plate was stacked in the rack she dried her hands, took mine, and led me out of the kitchen and back up the staircase, her eyes bright with secret mischief.

* * *

She stopped at the end of the east wing gallery, in front of a pair of tall oak doors I knew very well. My pulse gave an odd little skip.

“This is your mother’s room,” I said.

“Her bedroom, yes. But I’m not taking you to the bed.” She pushed the doors open with her hip and led me across the cream carpet, past the vast mattress with its champagne pillows, toward the open archway at the far side. “I’m taking you to the bathroom.”

“You sure about this?”

“Hear me out.” She turned in the archway, hands on her hips. “Mom has an enormous bathtub, the biggest in the house, and she hardly uses it anymore. She says she never has time. I think it’s a crime, a tub like that sitting empty. And since she’s away tonight, I decided it needed to be properly appreciated.”

“Is that okay? Using her bathroom?”

“Of course it’s okay.” She waved a hand. “She’d say yes in a heartbeat. She told me to enjoy the house. This counts.”

I followed her through the archway and stopped short. The bathroom was larger than the room I’d grown up in. Polished stone covered the floor and walls in warm veins of cream and gold. Twin vanities of pale marble stretched beneath a long mirror, with crystal bottles lined up along the counter. At the far end, under a tall frosted window, sat the tub itself, a deep, sculpted basin in white stone, wide enough to hold three people comfortably. Brass fixtures gleamed. A glass-walled shower occupied one corner, and a rack of folded towels the color of cloud stood beside it.

“Wow,” I said.

“I know.” Rosalina was already at the tub, twisting the brass taps. Water thundered into the basin, steaming at once. She crouched along the edge and picked bottles from a shelf, sniffing each. “Lavender. Eucalyptus. Ooh, this one’s rose and something. Mom spends a fortune on this stuff.” She poured a generous splash of the rose into the water and bubbles bloomed up in a fragrant cloud. “There. Perfect.”

“You’re thorough.”

“I’m committed.” She stood, hands on hips, surveying the filling tub with satisfaction. “And a knight who has entertained a princess all evening deserves to relax.”

“I did very little.”

“You performed admirably.” She turned to me and began unbuttoning my shirt, one button at a time, her fingers deft. “Arms up.”

I raised my arms and she pulled it off, tossing it onto the vanity. She worked her way down, unbuckling my belt and pushing my jeans over my hips, until I stood bare on the warm stone. She stepped back, unashamed, and drew her butter-yellow dress over her head, then slipped out of her underwear. She was lovely in the glow of the sconces, her hair coming loose from its knot, her skin flushed pink from the rising steam.

She tested the water with her toe. “Perfect temperature. Come on.”

She climbed in first and I followed. The tub was so big we could stretch our legs without touching, and the warm water rose around my ribs, scented and silky. Bubbles drifted around my shoulders. I leaned back against the sloped stone and let out a long sigh, and across from me Rosalina did the same, sinking until the water lapped her chin.

“This is heaven,” she said.

“This is ridiculous.”

“It’s both.” She slid across the tub and settled between my knees, her back against my chest, and I wrapped my arms around her. Her hair tickled my chin. She smelled like roses and warm skin. “I could stay here all night.”

“Your skin will wrinkle.”

“I’ll wrinkle with dignity.”

We lay like that for a while, murmuring. She traced shapes on my forearms with her fingertips. I told her about the first time I’d soaked in a hot spring in the foothills as a teenager and fallen asleep, waking with a sunburn. She told me about a bath she’d taken as a child when Brandi had filled the tub with so many bubbles they’d spilled across the floor, and they’d slid around in socks screaming with laughter. The water gradually deepened our ease. Steam curled up from the surface and fogged the mirror, and the fairy lights of the sconces blurred.

“You know,” she said after a while, “I kept my promise.”

“To Brandi?”

“To Mom. The hoodie vow.” She tilted her head back against my shoulder and looked up at me. “I held out through the camping trip. I almost broke at the waterfall, honestly. And in the tent, and again about ten times at the campfire. But I did it. And tonight is officially the second date.”

“You did very well.”

“It was difficult.”

“I know. I’m proud of you.” I kissed her hair. “I’m glad we waited, Rosalina. I wanted you to feel completely comfortable. It means more to me this way.”

“It means more to me too.” She turned in the water to face me, rose up on her knees, and kissed me, her wet hands cupping my jaw. “I’ve been thinking about tonight since I woke up. I kept looking at the clock.”

“I noticed you counting the minutes on the porch.”

“I counted the seconds.” She smiled against my lips. “I wanted it to be you, you know. I always did.”

My heart squeezed. I kissed her again, deeper, and her breath caught. Her thighs settled on either side of mine, and the slick heat of her pressed against my cock under the water. I slid my hands up her ribs and cupped her breasts, thumbs circling her nipples, and she gasped and arched into me. She reached down between us and wrapped her fingers around my length. This time she stroked it with more confidence, fast and then slow, watching my face. I slipped a hand between her legs and found her already slick, and she shuddered when I circled her clit.

“Oh,” she breathed. “That’s… yes.”

“Like that?”

“Like that.”

The water sloshed gently around us. My eyes drifted over her shoulder to the far end of the tub, and for a dizzying instant I imagined Brandi lying there, hair piled on her head, golden skin gleaming under the bubbles, those heavy breasts bobbing at the surface. The thought hit me like a jolt, and my cock throbbed in her grip.

Rosalina froze. She tilted her head, studying my face, and a slow, wicked grin spread across her mouth. “Are you thinking about my mother?”

“I…”

“You are! I can tell. Your eyes went all hazy.”

“I’m only thinking about the beautiful daughter.”

“Liar.” She laughed and squeezed me hard enough to make me hiss. “Don’t worry. I’m not offended. I’d be disappointed if this tub didn’t remind you of her. It’s her kingdom.”

“It’s a lot to take in.”

“I know. She’s a lot.” She kissed my chin. “But tonight you’re mine, hero. Don’t forget it.”

“I won’t.”

Our hands wandered for a few more minutes until the water began to cool and the ache between us became nearly unbearable. We both wanted more, badly, and we both knew it. She finally pulled back with a groan.

“Okay. Out. Before I drown us both.”

We climbed from the tub, steaming and pink, and wrapped ourselves in enormous towels. Rosalina padded barefoot across the stone and pushed open a pair of mirrored doors at the side, revealing a dressing area lined with racks of clothes and shelves of shoes. Silk blouses hung in color-coded rows. Gowns crowded the far wall. Brandi’s perfume lingered in the air.

I stood in the doorway, towel slung around my hips, and took it in. “She has a lot of clothes.”

“She has a lot of everything.” Rosalina strode to a built-in dresser along the far wall and drew out the top drawer. “But this is the good stuff.”

I walked over and looked down, and my eyebrows went up on their own. The drawer was lined with black velvet, and arranged across it with careful, almost reverent order lay a small museum of lace and silk. Garter sets in ivory and wine. A bodysuit of sheer black mesh with delicate embroidery. Stockings rolled in pairs. Beneath them, in a second tray, gleamed the other collection: a glass dildo swirled with violet, a sleek silicone vibrator in rose gold, a heavy ribbed one in midnight blue, a set of butt plugs graduated in size with jeweled bases, a remote-controlled egg on a satin cord.

“Jesus,” I said.

“Right?” Rosalina picked up the glass one and held it to the light like a bottle of wine. “Isn’t this one gorgeous? She told me once it was handmade by an artist.”

“Your mother has expensive taste.”

“Mom has always appreciated beautiful things.” She giggled and set it back with exaggerated care. “Every single item in this drawer is perfect. Nothing cheap. She says if you’re going to do something, you should do it well.”

“That sounds like her.”

“She’s also not as quiet as she thinks.” She waggled her eyebrows. “I’ve heard her through the wall more than once. Before you came along, it was pretty regular. Lately it’s way less. I think somebody’s been keeping her satisfied.”

Heat crawled up my neck. “That’s more than I needed to know.”

“You asked.”

“I didn’t ask.”

“You looked.” She laughed and plucked a hanger from the dressing rack. Her fingers lingered over a set in the drawer, and she drew it out with a delighted little hum. It was lingerie in deep emerald, a balconette bra and matching high-cut panties of sheer lace with tiny satin bows at the hips, a garter belt dangling beneath. “Ooh. This one. I love this one.”

“You’re going to try it out?”

“What? She won’t mind.” She dropped her towel and stepped into the panties, snapping the elastic against her hip. “Hold the garter, hero.”

I held it. She fastened the bra behind her back, adjusted the cups, and clipped the garter belt around her waist. Then she pulled on the matching stockings and fastened them to the dangling straps. She turned to face the mirror, and the green lace against her golden skin was stunning. The bra lifted her breasts into a flattering curve, the sheer fabric just hiding her nipples, and the panties clung to her hips and showed the dark shadow of her pussy beneath.

“What do you think?”

“I think I’m in trouble.”

“Good.” She rolled her shoulders and spun slowly, arms raised, letting me look. Then, humming a little tune, she began to dance. She swayed her hips in an easy figure eight and trailed her fingers down her sides, dipping her chin and watching me through her lashes. She turned her back, bent forward with her hands on her thighs and glanced over her shoulder, and her round little ass was framed perfectly in the lace. I swallowed hard.

“You’re killing me,” I said.

“That’s the plan.” She straightened and sauntered toward me, hooking a finger in the towel at my waist. “You like it?”

“You look sexy. I mean it. Honestly, I can’t look away.”

“I know.” She smiled, pleased and proud, and rose on her toes to kiss me. Then, with a gleam in her eye, she reached for her phone on the dresser and woke the screen. “Do you want to see something even more interesting?”

“Such as?”

“Mom in this exact set.”

My stomach flipped. She swiped, found a photo, and held it out. Brandi stood in front of the very mirror we were facing, in the same emerald lace, her golden hair tumbling around her shoulders and one hand on her hip. The bra strained over her heavy, perfect breasts. The garters framed her hips and thighs. She was looking at the camera with a knowing, slightly amused smile, the kind of smile that said she knew precisely what she was doing.

“She sent it to me once by accident,” Rosalina said. “Meant to send it to her sister, I think. I teased her for weeks.”

“She looks hot.”

“She does, right? Better than me.” She laughed, but her eyes were curious and fond as she studied my face. “So tell me, Tyler. Who wears it better?”

“Who wears it better?” I repeated, stalling for a heartbeat.

“Yes. And don’t you dare say it’s a tie.”

I looked at the photograph, then at the girl in front of me, one hip cocked, the green lace hugging her young body. “Your mother is stunning in it. Mature, classy and sexy. But you look like a gift somebody forgot to wrap. And right now you’re the one standing in front of me.”

Her mouth fell open. Color flooded her cheeks. “That was a very good answer.”

“It was also true.”

“I know.” She tossed the phone onto the dresser, grabbed my towel, and yanked it off. “Come on. I have a bed that’s much more comfortable than that carpet.”

She dragged me out of the bathroom, through Brandi’s vast bedroom, and down the gallery to her own room, which still smelled of satin and costume glue. The paper lanterns glowed overhead. She kicked the door shut and pushed me onto the star-patterned sheets, then climbed over me, straddling my hips in her stolen lingerie, and kissed me with a lust that made my head spin.

We kissed for a long while, her hands in my hair, mine sliding over the lace at her back. I unhooked the bra and dropped it over the side of the bed, then pulled her down so her bare breasts pressed against my chest. She was warm and trembling, and when I rolled her beneath me, she gasped. I kissed down her throat, over her collarbones, and sucked a nipple into my mouth. She moaned and arched, fingers digging into my shoulders.

“Oh my God. Do that again.”

I did, and she whimpered. I worked my way down her stomach, kissing the curve below her navel, and peeled the lace panties down her legs, leaving the garter belt and stockings in place because the sight of them made my cock ache. She watched me with enormous eyes, chest heaving.

“Tyler. I’m nervous.”

“I know.”

“I don’t have experience points. I’m still at level one, basically.”

I laughed against her thigh. “Then I’ll give you some.”

“Promise?”

“Promise.”

I spread her knees apart and licked her slowly, tasting her, and she let out a high, startled sound and clutched the sheets. She was already wet, her pussy a fine rose, and I took my time, circling her clit with my tongue until her hips began to rock. Her moans grew louder, horny little gasps and half words, and when I slid one finger inside her, she tightened around it so hard I groaned. Tighter than anything I’d felt, and the contrast with Brandi’s mature, hungry clasp rose in my mind before I could stop it. I pushed the thought away and focused on the girl beneath me. She came quickly, thighs trembling, her whole body locking and releasing with a shuddering moan.

She lay panting, eyes glazed, a dazed smile spreading across her face. “Wow. That was… wow.”

“Good?”

“Amazing. Can I try something?”

“Anything.”

She sat up and pushed me onto my back, then crawled between my legs and stared at my cock like a puzzle she wanted to solve. “I’ve never done this. I’ve watched a lot of videos. I have no idea if it translates.”

“Come here. I’ll talk you through it.”

She wrapped her hand around the base and tentatively touched her tongue to the tip. I sucked in a breath. “Good. Like that. Use your whole tongue, not just the point. Keep your lips relaxed.”

“Like this?”

“Yes. Now take a little more. Don’t force it. Let your mouth do the work.”

She tried, gagged slightly, pulled back and coughed, and I stroked her hair. “It’s fine. Slow down. Breathe through your nose. Use your hand for what you can’t reach.”

She tried again, and this time she found a flow, her mouth warm and wet, her hand working the base. It wasn’t smooth and it wasn’t practiced, but her eagerness was devastating. She peeked up at me through her lashes as she sucked, and I nearly lost control. I gently eased her off and let her catch her breath, one hand still resting in her hair.

“You’re doing fine,” I said, voice lower than I meant it to be. “Just slower. You can try again.”

She nodded, lips glossy, and leaned in again. I kept my hand light at the back of her head, not pushing, just setting a pace. “Open a little more… good. Flatten your tongue along the underside. Feel that ridge? Stay with it.”

Rosalina hummed in concentration and tried. The vibration made my hips twitch. She noticed, glanced up through her lashes, and did it again on purpose, a soft, curious sound that traveled straight down my cock. Her mouth was hot and inexperienced, but the way she watched my face for every reaction made the clumsiness itself feel filthy. When she sank too deep and gagged, she pulled back with a wet cough and a frustrated little laugh.

“It’s okay,” I murmured, thumb brushing her cheek. “Don’t chase it. Use your hand here.” I wrapped my fingers over hers and showed her a short, twisting stroke at the base while she kept the head in her mouth. “Like that. Stroke what you can’t swallow. And breathe.”

She caught on faster than I expected. Soon the only sounds were the slick glide of her hand and the wet pulls of her mouth. Spit gathered at the corners of her lips and ran down my shaft; she didn’t wipe it away. Instead she used it, working her fist through the mess while her tongue circled the head in slow, experimental loops. Every few strokes she’d pause, swirl, then suck gently, testing what made my breath hitch.

“Right there,” I said when she found a spot under the ridge. “Stay with that. Hollow your cheeks a little … fuck, yes, like that.”

Rosalina moaned around me, and the vibration nearly made me explode. Her free hand braced on my thigh, fingers flexing whenever I groaned. She was still learning, still pausing to adjust or to catch her breath, but the eagerness in every motion was absolute. She kept looking up, checking my face, clearly wanting to see exactly how she was affecting me. When a bead of pre-come touched her tongue she made an interested noise and licked it away slowly, as if tasting something new and deciding she liked it.

I had to ease her off again before I lost control, my hand firm but careful in her hair. She came up flushed and smiling, a thin string of spit still connecting her lower lip to the head of my cock. She wiped it with the back of her wrist and gave me a bright, slightly dazed look.

“Better?” she asked, voice hoarse.

“Dangerously better,” I said.

“That’s enough. If you keep going I won’t last.”

“Was I okay?”

“You were great.”

“Liar.” She grinned, wiped her chin, and flopped back. “Okay, what next, professor?”

“Get on your hands and knees.”

She obeyed, wobbling. I guided her until her knees were apart and her chest pressed low against the sheets, her ass lifted high. “Like this. Ass up, face down. It gives the best angle and it’s easier on you.”

“I feel ridiculous.”

“You look hot.” I stroked a hand over her round little ass. “And remember, it isn’t hard work for the woman. Your job is to relax and enjoy it. The less you tense, the better it feels.”

“That’s it? I just lie here?”

“Pretty much.”

“Seems unfair.”

“It’s the one place life is.” I positioned myself behind her, rubbing the head of my cock through her wet, fresh pussy. “Ready?”

“Ready. Go slow.”

I pushed forward carefully, inch by inch, feeling the resistance give. She gasped, tensed, and I stopped. “Breathe. Tell me if it hurts.”

“It’s… a lot. Big. But not bad. Keep going.”

I kept going. When I was finally buried to the hilt she let out a long, shaking sigh and pressed her forehead to the sheets. “Oh my God. You’re inside me.”

“I am.”

“I can feel your sword,” she whispered, almost laughing through the stretch, the words muffled against the sheets.

I stayed still, buried deep, letting her adjust. My hands landed on her hips, thumbs stroking the skin just above the curve of her ass. “Breathe into it. You’re doing perfect.”

She exhaled slowly, the tension in her shoulders easing. I drew back an inch, then eased forward again, shorter than the first stroke. The wet heat of her gripped me tight the whole way. Rosalina made a surprised sound and pushed back to meet me, tentative at first, then with more intent.

“That’s it,” I murmured. “Move with me if you want. Or just take it. Both work.”

I fucked her, rocking into her rather than thrusting hard. Each time I sank deep she let out a breathy moan that rose in pitch when I angled my hips a little higher. Her round little ass tilted up higher on its own, chasing the angle. I slid one hand up her spine and pressed gently between her shoulder blades, keeping her chest low.

“Stay just like that,” I said. “Feels good?”

“Y-yeah… deeper like that. Don’t stop.”

Her voice had gone thin and needy. I kept the pace controlled, watching the way her body rocked with every stroke, the faint flex of muscle along her back, the way her fingers curled in the sheets. Her pussy fluttered around me, and she started pushing back harder, meeting each stroke, the wet sound of our bodies filling the room. Her blonde hair spilled across the sheets, and every so often she turned her face to the side, eyes half-lidded, mouth open.

“You’re taking me so well,” I told her. “Feel how deep that is?”

She nodded, unable to form words. I leaned over her, chest against her back, and drove a little deeper, a little firmer, still careful but no longer quite so gentle. Her moans turned into continuous, broken little cries. Every time I pulled out, her sweet pussy clung to my shaft, and when I pushed all the way in, she squeezed me in the best way possible. I kept going, watching her sexy ass bounce, and for a sec, I thought of her mother, and the close resemblance. It just made the act hotter.

I gripped her hips and drove deeper, and she moaned my name. Her pussy clenched around me, hot and snug. She came again in minutes, trembling, crying out, and I thought for a moment I would go over with her.

I pulled out before I did and rolled onto my back. “Your turn to drive.”

“Me?” She sat up, flushed and dazed. “Like cowgirl?”

“Exactly.”

She climbed over me, gripped my cock, and lowered herself with a nervous giggle. It went in on the third try since it kept slipping all over the place. She started to rise and fall, bouncing, then stopped, frowned, tried a grind, lost her balance, and nearly fell off me.

“This is harder than it looks!”

“Hold onto my chest.”

“I am holding!”

“Lean forward a bit.”

“My thighs are burning!” She collapsed forward onto me, laughing helplessly, and I laughed too, my arms around her. Her hair spilled across my face. “I’m terrible at this.”

“You’re not terrible. You’re new.”

“I’m a disaster.”

“You’re adorable.” I rolled her onto her back and settled between her legs. “Let me finish. You can practice later.”

“Is there going to be a later?”

“Many.”

She smiled up at me, flushed, her legs lifting to hug my waist. I slid into her again slowly, watching her face. The room glowed amber with the paper lanterns, and I kissed her as I fucked her. Her fingers dug into my back, her nipples hard against my chest. Her moans rose in time with my thrusts, and I felt the heat building in my balls.

“Tyler,” she gasped. “Come inside me raw.”

“Are you sure?”

“I’m on the pill. Mom made me. Please.”

The words snapped whatever control I had left. I drove into her harder and deeper. Rosalina’s legs locked tightly around me, heels digging into my back as she met every thrust. Her pussy clenched in fluttering pulses, already close, and the raw way she begged for it pushed me over the edge.

“Fuck … Rosalina—”

I buried myself to the hilt and held there. The first thick pulse of come surged out of me, hot and heavy, flooding her. She moaned, back arching hard off the sheets as I kept coming, jet after jet, filling her until it spilled out around my cock and ran down between us. The sensation of it, thick, wet and raw, made her clench again. Her orgasm hit right on top of mine, her whole body locking and shaking beneath me while I emptied the last of it deep inside her.

She clung to me, trembling, little broken moans spilling against my mouth. I stayed buried, grinding through the aftershocks, feeling her pulse around every drop. When the intensity finally eased I stayed inside her, both of us panting, the mess of it warm and sticky between her thighs. For a long moment neither of us moved. I buried my face in her neck, still twitching with the last weak pulses of release.

When I finally eased out, a trickle of cum slid down her thigh, and she looked down at it and giggled. “Oh. That’s a lot of buttermilk.”

“Sorry.”

“Don’t be. I liked it.” She tucked herself into my side and rested her head on my chest. For a while we simply breathed, her fingers tracing slow circles on my stomach. The lanterns swayed gently overhead. Then she said, in a very cute voice, “Tyler?”

“Yes?”

“Beneath all the teasing and the jokes, I’m really happy. I’ve wanted this since the convention. Since I saw you and thought, he looks like someone who’d be kind. I just didn’t dare say it.”

“Rosalina.” I tipped her chin up so she could see my face. “I care about you a lot. And not just because you’re gorgeous, though you are. It’s your laugh, and your cooking, and how you light up when you talk about the stars. I like being around you.”

Her eyes filled. She blinked fast and buried her face against my neck. “Okay. That’s… better than I hoped.”

“Good.”

“The princess has officially claimed her knight.”

“The knight is willing.”

She giggled into my skin and wrapped herself tighter around me. We lay in the warm hush, wrapped together, and for a few minutes it felt like the whole world had narrowed to this bed. Then she lifted her head, eyes wide.

“Oh no. I almost forgot.” She propped herself on an elbow, her expression turning sly and bright. “I still owe you the secret.”

“The secret,” I said, and my pulse picked up. “The one about your mother.”

“That’s the one.” Rosalina sat up, tugging the sheet over her chest, and tilted her head at me with an expression of enormous satisfaction. “Do you remember on your first visit, when I showed you my room? The shelf of old DVDs?”

“The vintage adult collection. You said modern porn has no stories.”

“Exactly. All the new stuff is the same, two people, no plot, thirty seconds of dialogue and then straight to business. Where’s the adventure? Where’s the costume budget?” She rolled her eyes. “Mine are from when people actually tried. Pirates, space operas, haunted mansions. Authentic sets.”

“I remember.”

“Well, I have a reason I started collecting them. A very specific reason.” She slipped out of bed, still wearing the garter belt and stockings, and padded across the rug to the shelf by the window, my cum trickling down the insides of her thighs. Her fingers ran along the row of cases, stopped, and plucked one free. She came back and held it out to me with both hands, like a gift.

The case was a little worn at the corners. Across the front, in red letters dripping like blood, ran the title: Pornos of the Caribbean.

I laughed. “I know this one.”

“You do?”

“My stepmom has it. Lily and I…” I cleared my throat. “We borrowed it once. Or twice.”

“Of course you did.” Rosalina grinned. “Everyone knows it. It’s a classic. But look at the cover, Tyler. Really look.”

I turned it over in my hands. A swashbuckling backdrop of sails and sea, a battered ship, and in the foreground a woman in a torn pirate costume, blonde hair tangled around her shoulders, a cutlass in one hand, her top barely clinging to her enormous breasts. She was kneeling on a coil of rope, smiling at the camera with bright, mischievous eyes.

I stared. Something tugged at the back of my mind, a familiarity I couldn’t place. The curve of the smile. The line of the jaw. The blue of the eyes.

“She looks like…” I stopped. “She looks like Brandi.”

“Does she?”

“I mean, the resemblance is wild. A little younger. Different hair, different style, but… the eyes. The mouth.” I laughed uneasily. “You’re showing me a Brandi lookalike? Is that the joke?”

“It’s not a lookalike.”

I blinked and then I looked at her. She was watching me, hands clasped, biting her lip around a smile. “No way.”

“That’s her, Tyler. That’s my mom.”

The room tilted. I looked down at the cover again, at the blonde on the tropical beach, and the pieces slid into place with a click I felt in my spine. The slender nose. The little crease beside the mouth that appeared when she laughed. That bust looked different now but her young ones looked identical to Rosalina’s B cups.

“Before she was a businesswoman,” Rosalina said gently, “before the conventions and the company, she worked in adult films. Her stage name was Bambi Bangs.”

I didn’t speak. My cock was hardening again. I turned the case over, found a row of credits in tiny type, and there it was, third from the top. Bambi Bangs as the hot blonde.

“Oh my God,” I said.

“Surprised?”

“Surprised doesn’t cover it.” I laughed, and pressed a hand to my forehead. “She’s a… she was a…” I shook my head. “I don’t know what I thought. She told me she traveled when she was young. She said she worked in entertainment. I figured theater, maybe, or promotions. I never imagined this.”

“Everyone is shocked. It’s the best reaction.”

“Is it supposed to be fun?”

“A little.” She curled up beside me on the sheets, drawing her knees up. “But I don’t think it’s shameful, Tyler. Not at all. Mom was young and curious and bold. She took risks. She had adventures. All of that is part of who she is now, and who she is is the best person I know.”

Her voice relaxed, though she kept her chin lifted. “She took care of me. When I was little, she worked herself to the bone so I could have everything. She never let me feel like I was missing anything. Whatever she did before doesn’t change that.”

“I’m not judging her.”

“I know you’re not. I can tell.” She nudged my knee. “You look… interesting, actually.”

I did feel it. Beyond the shock, below it, a hot undercurrent stirred, stubborn and impossible to ignore. I looked at the cover again, at the shipwrecked blonde posing on the beach, and thought of the woman who had spread beneath me in her cream-carpeted bedroom, who had told me she liked being wild, who had said I want to let go completely. Of course she had. She’d done it for a living.

“How did you find out?” I asked.

“A few years ago. I was going through some old boxes in the attic looking for my baby photos and found a stack of discs. I recognized her immediately.” Rosalina picked at the sheet. “I watched one. I know, I know. I was curious. Then I confronted her.”

“How did she take it?”

“Badly, at first. She went white as a sheet. She sat down on the stairs and covered her face and said she was so sorry I’d found out like that.” Rosalina laughed, and her voice wobbled. “I told her there was nothing to be sorry for. We talked for hours. She was embarrassed, but I think she was relieved too. Like she’d been carrying it around for years and finally set it down. She admitted she’d made a bank and most of that money she invested.”

“She sounds brave and really smart.”

“She is.” Rosalina looked at me. “She doesn’t know I’m telling you.”

My eyebrows rose. “She doesn’t?”

“No. I decided on my own.” She hugged her knees. “I thought you deserved to know. You two are getting close, and I figured she’d have a hard time bringing it up. Mom’s tough about everything but this. She goes quiet whenever it comes near.”

I turned the DVD case slowly in my hands. “I don’t understand why she hasn’t told me. We’ve been so open with each other. She’s told me about her fears, her family and personal life.”

“It’s the one thing she’s afraid of.”

“Afraid of what?”

“Of you looking at her differently.”

The words landed with a weight. I thought of Brandi on that sunny bench with her head on my shoulder, saying you make me want to run away. I thought of her hands trembling slightly when she’d talked about starting over. I’d taken it for ordinary nerves.

“I wouldn’t,” I said slowly. “In fact … I think I’m getting more turned on by being near her.”

“I believed you’d say that.”

“I’m not going to confront her. I won’t bring it up or force her to explain. If she wants to tell me, she’ll do it when she’s ready.” I set the case on the bed between us. “I just hope she realizes she doesn’t have to hide it.”

Rosalina’s eyes shone. She crawled over and kissed me, her hand on my cheek. “You’re exactly the man I hoped she’d find. You know that? Patient and kind. Not scared of complicated.”

“I’m a little scared.”

“A little is healthy.” She smirked and tapped the DVD. “You must be the only knight in history to find out his princess’s mother used to be an adult star.”

I laughed, rubbing the back of my neck. “I’m sure I’m the first.”

“I’m sure you are.”

I sat there with the case in my lap, the blonde woman on the tropical beach smiling up at me. My thoughts kept returning to the movie I’d watched with Lily, and the realization that the actress had been Brandi all along. I’d seen her naked on that screen years ago, without ever imagining I’d meet her, let alone fall in love with her.

Rosalina noticed. Her gaze dropped, and her grin spread slowly and wickedly. “Well, well. Look at that.”

“I can’t help it.”

“I’m not complaining.” She giggled and nudged the sheet aside. “I think the revelation just made your Master Sword a legitimate sword again.”

I groaned and covered my face. She laughed so hard she fell sideways onto the pillow. When I lowered my hand she was watching me, chin on her fists, eyes dancing.

“Rosalina.”

“Yes, hero?”

“Can we watch it?”

Her whole face lit. “I thought you’d never ask.”

She scrambled out of bed, took the case from my hands, and crossed to the player beneath the monitor. The tray slid out, she set the disc inside, and the screen flickered to life with a burst of tinny music and the title card in flaming letters. She grabbed the remote, dove back under the covers, and tucked herself against my side, her head on my chest.

“Brace yourself,” she whispered. “She’s in the first scene.”

The movie opened with a blonde woman washed ashore on a tropical island. I remembered the scene from when Lily and I had watched it together. The woman found some fruit, then wandered through the trees until she came across a waterfall. As she undressed and stepped beneath the water, I stared at her face. I’d watched this exact scene before, never suspecting that the woman on the screen was Brandi. It was strange seeing her like this, knowing who she was now.

Rosalina slid her hand down my stomach and wrapped her fingers around me, warm and certain. I stared at the screen, at the mother, while the daughter stroked me in the lantern light, and one thought rose through the haze, bright and impossible to dismiss. I wondered what it would be like to have both of them in this bed at once.


The end

Thank you so much for reading Home Sweet Home 6! 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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