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Dear Reader,

Adam Garner has spent his career making princess gowns for other people. He knows how to fit silk to a body and has spent years using his work to hide how much he wants that softness for himself. Then an emergency fitting puts him inside an ivory wedding gown, and his best friend Jacob looks at him with a desire Adam can no longer dismiss as a joke.

Adam makes each step his own. He opens the door in pink silk, buys makeup under his own name, asks Jacob to hold the key, and designs a blush-silk centerpiece for his own body. Jacob's praise and careful control make surrender feel safe, but Adam still has to decide what he will show the fashion world and what belongs only to the two of them.

This is a high-heat, explicit M/M best-friends-to-lovers feminization romance about caring male dominance, chosen chastity, praise, and a designer becoming the princess at the center of his own work.

For your consideration, this book contains the following:

	M/M Best Friends to Lovers

	Caring Male Dominance and Consensual Power Exchange

	Gradual Clothing-Based Feminization (Lingerie, Gowns, Stockings, Makeup, Heels)

	Professionally Witnessed Princess Presentation (Private-Industry Showcase)

	Praise Dominance ("Good Girl," "Good Princess," and "Princess")

	Chastity Device, Keyholding, Orgasm Denial, and Agreed Emergency Access

	Consent, Boundaries, and Care-First Dominance

	Professional and Past Peer Bullying, Gossip, and Gender-Expression-Based Ridicule

	Anal Sex, Prostate Play, and Prostate Orgasm

	Oral Sex and Semen Ingestion

	Explicit Sexual Scenes and Language




And most importantly...

An affirming, chosen happy-for-now ending where Adam remains the author of his work and freely chooses his ongoing place as Jacob's princess.

Please enjoy.
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With love,

Dolly Darling
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Chapter 1


"Hold the hem at the blue tack, please. If it shifts again, I'm setting fire to the zip."

The ivory satin lies across my cutting table in a sweep too expensive to threaten, even at half past patience. The skirt keeps the bell-shaped promise that kept me planted in front of every princess film as a boy, long before I knew how satin took a curve. I keep one hand beneath it while I ease the back seam flat with the other. Steam hisses behind me. The padded mannequin waits beside the table, wearing nothing but a strip of black cotton tape around its waist and the smug rigidity of an object that has never had to breathe.

Jacob catches the hem before it can slide. He has two paper coffee cups braced against his chest and my emergency sewing kit looped over one broad wrist.

"I thought I was bringing moral support."

"You brought hands. They've been reassigned."

"Should I be worried that you said that before you took the coffee?"

I pin the corrected seam allowance, check the grain, then accept the cup he holds out. Oat milk, one sugar, no lid because he knows I forget it's there and pour coffee down my shirt. "You may remain cautiously optimistic."

His mouth tips at one corner. Jacob's been coming into my workrooms long enough to ignore the brass scissors, the half-built dresses, and the collection sketches pinned across the far wall. Tonight he studies the black muslin on the nearest stand, its chalked neckline rising toward a crown-shaped sweep I haven't managed to make severe enough for the collection.

"That one looks dangerous."

"It's unfinished."

"That's not the same thing."

"In this building, it is." I drink while I look over the wedding gown again. The repair is invisible now. The problem is not.

Jacob sets his cup on the cleared corner of my desk. "Tell me what I'm holding."

"The old zipper tape stretched. The replacement closes cleanly, but the skirt pulled off grain when the bride walked." I lift the bodice and show him the back closure.

"And the headless lady can't tell you if you fixed it."

"Her name is Number Three, and she's given years of faultless service."

"Number Three has no spine."

"Neither do most clients by the fourth fitting."

The joke comes easily. It's safer than the clock and the sketches, each unfinished line another decision. Mara's message glows beneath my cutting ledger: buyer-facing preview pages by ten tomorrow, the controlled industry guest list locked by Friday. The bride collects the gown in two days, and the side seam must hang true when she moves. My collection waits behind another person's emergency again.

Jacob carries the skirt back to Number Three with his work-rough hands beneath the lining while I close the adjustable bodice and draw up the zipper. On the mannequin, the skirt falls perfectly.

I tug the waist to one side. The form rocks on its base and rights itself. The satin doesn't move.

"Good news?" Jacob asks.

"Useless news." I crouch and sight along the side seam. Straight. Of course it's straight. "The padding is too rigid. It holds the bodice in place while the zipper takes the strain. A living body gives under it."

"Can the bride come back tomorrow?"

"She's three counties away until collection. My assistants have gone home after twelve hours, and I'm not calling them back to stand in a client gown."

Jacob glances down at himself. He's six foot one and built as if somebody designed him to carry wardrobes up narrow staircases. "I assume I'm decorative."

"Your shoulders would split the upper bodice before I reached the zip."

"So decorative."

"Immensely."

I look from the gown to the measurement chart clipped beneath the bride's file. A solution arranges itself before I can reject it. Jacob waits, good at leaving me alone with decisions I don't want to make.

I check anyway. The bride and I are close enough through the waist and dressed length, and the side lacing can absorb the difference through the chest. My measurements are in the cutting ledger for unisex presentation pieces. Open the lacing first, use a clean fitting layer, and I can test the gown without risking the neckline or skirt.

"No," I say.

Jacob looks at the mannequin. Then at me. "I didn't say anything."

"You were going to."

"I was going to ask whether you have another form."

"You've seen the other forms."

"Then I'm out of ideas." He reaches for his coffee. "Fortunately, one of us is a professional."

The gown gleams beneath the task lights. The skirt is shaped from layers light enough to move when someone breathes near them, the bodice clean and narrow above it. I've been drawing versions of this silhouette since those screen-bright gowns first caught me on the sitting-room carpet. Years of training gave me better words for it. Balance. Proportion. Controlled volume. The old wanting belongs inside those words, pinned down and useful.

Putting my own body inside the design would be absurd.

My fingers have already found the zipper tape again.

"Open the lacing by two eyelets," I tell Jacob. "No more."

He puts down his cup. The humor stays in his face, but he doesn't use it. "All right."

"And wash your hands."

"Yes, boss."

I should be annoyed by the relief that follows his easy answer. Instead I carry the gown behind the fitting screen and prepare it as I would for any diagnostic wear test: clean layer, bare feet, protective sheet under the skirt. Professional steps. Necessary steps. Nothing in them needs interpretation.

The satin is cool when I guide one foot, then the other, into the open circle of the skirt. I gather it by the lining, keeping the face fabric away from my hands, and draw the gown upward. Weight settles around my hips in soft, measured stages. The bodice closes over my ribs. Even loosened, it asks me to stand differently.

I do.

That's only construction. A fitted waist changes posture. A balanced skirt changes stride. I've explained both facts to clients who mistake engineering for magic.

"Adam?" Jacob's voice comes through the screen.

"I am not trapped."

"That was not my question."

"It was about to be."

I hold the back edges together and step out.

Jacob bends at once to lift the train clear of the floor.

"The back is open," I say. "You're looking at an unfinished fitting."

"I know."

He straightens behind me and reaches for the zipper pull.

I face the old mirror. Foxing darkens its upper corner, but the glass below catches the ivory bodice, my tied-back hair, and Jacob standing behind me with the skirt arranged over one forearm. The gown doesn't fit yet. The open back gapes. The waist sits a fraction too low because the zipper is taking no tension.

Technical. Correctable.

"Bring the sides together," I tell him. "Evenly. Do not pull from the top."

Jacob sets the train down and moves close. Warmth reaches my bare arms before his hands touch the gown. He takes the back edges between his fingers, careful of the satin, and draws them toward the centre.

The bodice firms around my ribs. I breathe in to check the ease.

"Again," I say.

He adjusts his grip. His broad knuckles appear in the mirror beside my waist. "Tell me if it catches."

"It won't catch."

"That was not what I said."

The zipper pull rests at the base of my spine. I can feel the small metal weight through the fitting layer, an exact point surrounded by satin and Jacob's steady hands.

"I will tell you."

He begins to raise it.

The teeth close in a soft, climbing rasp. Pressure gathers from my hips to my waist, not tight, but definite. I watch for a pucker beside the seam. None. Jacob pauses below my ribs, and the unfinished gown holds me there, half secured.

"Keep your shoulders down," he says.

I lower them before I think of answering.

My next breath fills the bodice to the waist. The back seam lies smoother in the mirror.

I grip the skirt. "I know how to stand for a fitting."

"Then stop fighting the dress."

His tone is practical, no sharper than mine was when I ordered him to hold the hem. The satin presses evenly across my stomach. I let my spine lengthen and feel the skirt answer, its weight dropping cleanly from the waist.

The left side seam drops true.

"There," I say, too quickly. "That confirms the tension."

Jacob doesn't move the zipper.

"You can finish it."

The words come out quieter than I intend.

His eyes lift to mine in the glass. Warm brown, usually easy to read because Jacob has never made mystery part of our friendship. Tonight his attention stays on my face for a moment before dropping to the line of the bodice.

"Stay still," he says.

My fingers release the satin. My knees unlock. The workroom narrows to the zipper at my back and Jacob's grounded stance behind me: one instruction, no further decision for the next few seconds.

He pulls.

Each new inch reshapes the reflection. The bodice lifts. The waist finds its place. Satin closes over my torso with the precision of a line I've drawn a hundred times and never expected to follow on myself. I should be checking the grain, but my attention keeps slipping to the way the gown asks nothing of me except stillness.

At the top, Jacob folds the pull flat. Neither of us speaks.

I breathe once. The skirt stirs around my legs, then falls into the full bell I meant it to have. Without the jacket, the careful neutral shirt, or the narrow trousers I use to make myself unobjectionable in rooms full of richer people, my body doesn't interrupt the design. It completes it. My slim waist gives the satin its clean break. The length is right. Even my narrow hands look as though they belong against the ivory folds.

The knowledge should send me behind the screen. Instead I ease my grip and let my palm lie flat on the skirt.

I remember painted castles glowing on a television screen, my mother asleep at the other end of the sofa while I watched the heroine descend a staircase in layers of blue. I remember caring about the dress more than the prince and learning, much later, to call that professional instinct. Standing here doesn't erase the years of work that followed. The gown is mine because I designed every seam.

It's the bride's because she will wear it.

For these few minutes, the satin rests against my body, and I don't want to hurry.

Jacob's hands have fallen to his sides. In the mirror his easy stance is gone, his mouth parted beneath the shadow of his stubble. He looks from the fitted waist to my face and doesn't make the joke that would put us back where we were.

"The seam," I say. My voice catches on the second word, so I clear it. "Check the left seam when I turn."

"Do not turn."

My hand stills again.

I could tell him I'm the one conducting the fitting. I could reach back for the zipper and end this before his silence acquires a meaning neither of us can manage. My body has no interest in either option. It keeps the posture he gave me, breath unbraced and skirt quiet beneath my palm.

Jacob steps closer. He doesn't touch me. His gaze moves over the silhouette with none of a helper's puzzled concentration and none of a friend's comfortable amusement. The back of my neck warms above the gown, but the rest of me remains strangely settled inside it.

The movement check is waiting. The collection is waiting. Every answer I owe the world is still pinned to the walls around us.

His eyes meet mine in the foxed glass.

"Do not move. I need to look at you."
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Chapter 2


My knees loosen at the command. The skirt gives a soft whisper around my ankles, then hangs still again.

Jacob's attention drops to the movement and returns to my face in the glass. He stands close enough that I can feel his warmth between my shoulder blades, though his hands remain at his sides.

I curl my fingers against the satin. "I hope the bride appreciates the amount of professional study her alterations require."

He doesn't smile.

The foxing eats into the reflection above his head, turning one corner of the atelier dark while the rest stays painfully clear. My tied hair. My bare arms. The fitted ivory waist. Jacob looking at all of it as though he's never seen me before.

"You can stop now," I say. "I've achieved the full decorative-object experience."

His jaw shifts. "Adam."

"It's a dress. A very good dress, obviously, but if you keep staring I shall be forced to add an observation fee to your unpaid assistant duties."

"I am not laughing, Adam."

I close my mouth on the joke I was preparing.

Jacob says my name without the easy warning he uses when I'm about to spill coffee across a sketch or work through another meal. His voice is lower, stripped of the smile that usually gives me somewhere safe to stand. I grip the mirror's wooden edge instead. The worn varnish presses into my palm.

"Then what are you doing?"

He looks at my face. "Trying to understand why I can't look away."

My breath pushes against the bodice. The zipper teeth hold firm down my back, each one suddenly distinct beneath the fitting layer. I should reach for the practical answer. Line, proportion, the surprise of seeing a familiar body complete an unfamiliar shape. I've built a career out of giving impossible things sensible names.

Nothing sensible comes.

"That's a terrible review," I manage. "No notes on the drape at all."

His mouth almost moves, but the expression never becomes a smile. "You are beautiful in it."

My hand slips on the mirror edge.

Jacob catches my waist through the gown before my balance can pull the skirt sideways. His palm closes over the satin at my left side, broad and warm, while his other hand hovers near my arm without taking it. I steady myself against the frame. The left seam remains straight.

"Careful," he says.

I stare at his hand in the glass. It covers the place where I narrowed the pattern to make the skirt break cleanly from the bodice. A technical point. A construction choice. Beneath his palm, my muscles draw tight and then give.

"The movement check," I say.

"Can wait."

"It cannot. That's why I'm wearing a client's wedding gown after closing time."

"Then tell me what you need."

I let his hand stay at my waist.

I make myself look at the seam. "Keep the waist stable. I need to turn far enough to test the pull across the back."

"All right."

The words are ordinary. His thumb settles along the side seam, taking no more pressure than the fabric can bear. I lift the skirt clear of my feet and turn in a slow quarter circle. Satin draws across the fitting layer. The zipper holds. Jacob moves with me, his stance adjusting so his hand supports the waist without dragging it.

I should stop when the test is complete. Instead I keep turning until I face him.

The skirt brushes his shins. He releases my waist at once, but only far enough to leave his palm hovering beside it. Up close, the restraint in him is harder to mistake. His shoulders are set. His lips are parted. Warm brown eyes search mine, catch on my mouth, then move once to the fitted waist. I can't tell whether he's seeing me or the shape I made.

My fingers smooth an invisible wrinkle over my left thigh. "There. It moves."

"Yes."

"The client will be pleased."

"Probably."

Neither of us looks down at the seam.

Steam releases from the iron behind us with a fading hiss. Jacob's hand remains open beside my waist, waiting without asking. I could step back. The mirror is at my shoulder, the fitting screen six paces away, the zipper ready to be lowered. Every practical exit is still mine.

I touch the front of his shirt.

The cotton is warm beneath my fingertips. Jacob goes completely still. I've put my hands against his chest a hundred times to steer him out of doorways or push him away from a tray of fresh pastries. This touch carries none of that careless certainty. I can feel his breath move under my palm and the hard restraint of his body around it.

"Adam," he says.

My name is a question he doesn't finish. I catch a fold of his shirt and pull myself the last few inches forward.

His mouth meets mine.

For one startled second, the kiss is only warmth and the rough edge of his stubble against my chin. Then Jacob makes a low sound that I've never heard from him, and his hand returns to my waist. He holds me through the satin with care that does nothing to soften the hunger in his mouth.

I kiss him harder.

The mirror edge presses against my shoulder. The gown keeps our bodies apart below the waist, layers of ivory satin caught between my skirt and his legs, but his chest is solid under my hand and his mouth opens when I push closer. Coffee lingers faintly on his tongue. My free hand finds the back of his neck, short hair brushing my knuckles, and Jacob's fingers flex once at my side before going still again.

He lets me set the distance.

That should make it easier to think. It doesn't. The fitted bodice tightens around each quick breath. Sweat prickles along my ribs while Jacob's palm spans my waist as if he's always known where to put it. I want his other hand on me. The want arrives plain enough to frighten me.

I press closer anyway.

Jacob's second hand settles high on my back, above the zipper pull. He doesn't drag me against him. He cups the space between my shoulder blades and kisses me with a care that makes the hunger worse, because I can feel how much strength he's refusing to use.

The satin pulls at my left hip. My breath locks high in my chest. For an instant, the ivory between us is all I can see, the dress, his hand on it, his mouth on mine. My fingers go rigid in his shirt.

I break my mouth from his. "The gown."

Jacob freezes. His hands open immediately.

I catch the skirt before it can twist, breathing through parted lips while he steps back. The seam lies true. Nothing has torn. There's no mark on the satin, no damage I can point to and repair.

"It's safe," I say.

"Are you?"

My grip tightens around the skirt. No joke comes.

Jacob holds the full step of space. His breathing is rough, but he doesn't close it. My mouth tingles where his stubble scraped it. I can still feel the shape of his palm at my waist. The beautiful thing I made for someone else surrounds me, and for one sick instant I can't tell whether Jacob kissed Adam or the person the gown let him imagine.

I flatten my hand over the left seam. "I don't know what that was."

"Neither do I."

"You looked at me as though..."

I can't finish without giving the look a meaning he hasn't offered.

Jacob's thumb presses once into his own palm. "I know."

"Do you?"

He takes another half step back. The distance lets my next breath reach the bottom of my lungs.

"Enough to stop," he says.

My fingers ease out of the satin. He stands where I can see him and waits for me to decide what happens to the gown.

"I need to get out of this."

"Tell me how."

I turn toward the mirror, grateful for a problem with instructions. "Lower the zipper slowly. Keep the skirt clear when the waist releases."

Jacob waits until I nod before he comes near. His fingers touch only the metal pull. The rasp of the teeth opening sounds louder than it did on the way up. Pressure eases down my ribs in careful stages, leaving cool air along the back of the fitting layer.

He stops at my waist. "Still all right?"

"Yes. Finish it."

The zipper reaches its base. Jacob steps away and lifts the train from the floor while I gather the skirt by its lining. We move with the practiced coordination of the fitting, though neither of us pretends it feels ordinary now. At the screen, he lays the train across the protective sheet and turns his back.

"I'll be by the table," he says.

"Jacob."

He looks over one shoulder.

I have no idea what I meant to ask. Whether he wanted me before tonight. Whether he would have kissed me in my narrow trousers and overworked shirt. Whether the answer would hurt more if it were yes or no.

"Nothing," I say. "Give me a minute."

He faces away again. "Take as long as you need."

Behind the screen, I ease the bodice down without letting the face fabric touch the floor. My hands know the sequence even while the rest of me feels misfitted. I step free, smooth the clean layer, then check the gown inch by inch under the task light. The left seam remains flat. The zipper tape has taken the movement without puckering. No pulled threads. No transferred mark near the neckline. The client will never know what happened inside her dress. I hang it on the padded hanger, leave the gown's zipper open to spare the repaired tape overnight, and close the garment bag around it.

When I come out in my own clothes, Jacob has cleared the cold coffee from the cutting table. A glass of water waits beside my cutting ledger. He sits on the low fitting stool instead of taking his usual place against the table, making himself smaller in a room where he normally takes up space without trying.

I drink because it's easier than speaking. The water is cool enough to hurt the inside of my mouth. Jacob watches the floor.

"I'm sorry," he says.

"For kissing me?"

"For frightening you. For leaving you to wonder what I wanted."

"You did stop."

"After I kissed you."

"After I pulled you toward me."

His gaze lifts. "You were allowed to change your mind."

I set both feet against the concrete. I take another drink and sit on the edge of the cutting table, keeping the glass between my hands.

"So were you," I say.

"I did not want to."

My fingers tighten around the glass.

Jacob looks away first. "That's the problem."

The gown hangs between us in its canvas bag, ivory hidden behind a clean professional cover. Tomorrow I can finish the hem check and prepare it for collection. I can return it to the bride, close her file, and put every strange minute of tonight outside my work.

I touch my lower lip. It feels fuller beneath my fingertip, tender at one corner.

"We cannot do that again," I say.

Jacob leans forward, forearms on his thighs. "No."

The answer comes too quickly. I hate the small drop in my stomach and the relief sitting beneath it.

"We were tired," I continue. "The fitting was strange. You saw me in a shape you weren't expecting, and I..." My voice thins out.

"And you kissed me," he says.

"I'm aware."

"I'm trying not to let you turn that into my mistake."

I look at him. The kiss has changed his mouth too. I know every version of Jacob's face that belongs to our friendship, and this one refuses to fit among them.

"Then it was a shared lapse in judgment," I say.

He rubs both hands over his face. "That sounds like you."

"Thank you."

"It was not praise."

The almost-banter hurts more than silence. For a few seconds we stand on the familiar shape of it, careful not to put our full weight down.

Jacob rises. "We should forget it happened."

I set the glass beside the ledger. "Yes."

He waits, perhaps expecting me to add one of the tidy clauses I use when a client changes a brief. I have none. His gaze passes once over my face and stops at my mouth before he turns toward the door. The bell gives a soft chime when he leaves.

I remain beside the cutting table until his footsteps fade. Then my fingers return to the place on my waist where he held me, pressing through my shirt as if the satin were still there.
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Chapter 3


My thumb has worn a curve into the satin before the courier asks me to sign.

"Collection at three twelve," she says, tapping the line on her screen. "One garment bag, sealed."

I take the stylus with my free hand. The other stays closed around the narrow ivory strip on the cutting table, its trimmed edge prickling my palm. "One repaired wedding gown, movement-tested and ready for the bride."

The answer comes out in my client voice, measured and firm. I check the canvas bag once more before she lifts it from the rail. The zipper is closed on the bag and open on the gown inside, exactly as I left it to spare the repaired tape. My collection mark sits across the fastening. Nothing has shifted. Nothing has been borrowed from the bride except the problem she paid me to solve.

The courier hooks the bag over one arm and carries it toward the door. I watch the ivory shape pass the fitting screen, the foxed mirror, and the place where Jacob stood with both hands open at his sides.

The bell chimes. The gown leaves my care.

I lower my eyes to the scrap in my fist.

It came from the new facing, a clean sliver cut away when I graded the replacement around the waist. Too narrow for a bow, too short for covered buttons, useless even for a sensible test swatch now that the gown is gone. It belongs in the waste basket beneath the cutting table. My thumb moves over the satin again instead.

Three invoices wait beside my ledger; black muslin, chalked for the next collection look, covers the rest of the table. My supplier screen wakes with the subject line Final blush bolt: secondary claim. Bianca Ravel has lodged the backup claim on the last uncut length and requested the allocation meeting the silk house requires when two accounts want the same bolt. My reservation remains first.

I read Bianca's name twice. The message gives no reason for her claim, and I know better than to supply one. The muted blush is already fixed in the unfinished collection's material plan. If I lose the reservation, I'll have to replace it and rerun the color and material tests across the work still taking shape.

I read the three facts again: my reservation is first, Bianca's claim is secondary, and the silk house wants us in the same room next week.

I accept next week's meeting, close the message, and set the ivory scrap beside my scissors.

"Material," I tell the empty atelier.

Jacob has kept the pact in the narrowest way: no coffee, no lunches, no messages after midnight, only careful links to terrible films. I answer in kind and keep every real question out of the thread.

The satin's face slides once beneath my thumb. I finish the invoices, correct the chalk line, return the scissors to their hook, and empty the waste basket. The scrap goes into the inner pocket of my jacket.

The decision is practical until I lock the atelier door with the fabric pressed over my heart.

At home, I hang the jacket in my narrow wardrobe and open the collection sketches at the dining table. The shoulder line on the top page is already correct. I lay a fresh sheet over it, align the corners, and begin tracing the curve as if a cleaner copy might produce a different answer.

The pencil reaches the highest point of the shoulder. I stop before the line descends toward the armhole.

Nothing is wrong with the drawing. Completing it wouldn't improve the balance or protect a deadline. It'd only keep my hand occupied while the satin remains in my jacket pocket, where I can pretend keeping it was another decision made for work.

The unfinished graphite arc stops halfway across the fresh page. I could complete it in one movement. Instead, I set the pencil across the table. No client will see the line, and no later step depends on it.

I leave the arc incomplete, set both sheets aside, and retrieve the satin. The strip comes out creased from the pocket. Its frayed edge could be pinked or bound, but it has no remaining professional use. I smooth it once beneath the pendant light and carry it down the short hall to the bedroom.

The hidden sample box waits under my bed.

I kneel and drag the flat grey box into the light from the bedside lamp. The lid sticks at one corner. Inside are pieces I never show clients: rose tulle from my first competition dress, silver beading I bought with money meant for groceries, a square of blue organza close to the color of the princess gown in the film I watched until the tape wore thin.

I was nine when I first tried to draw that skirt. I filled six sheets with the same impossible sweep before my father told me I'd make some girl very happy one day.

He was right. Brides have cried in front of my mirrors, mothers have held their hands over their mouths, and women have stood straighter because I gave them a waist, a line, a fall of silk.

I place the ivory strip beside the blue organza. My father never asked why I kept drawing the person inside the dress with my own narrow shoulders.

The thought pulls my hand back. I close the lid halfway, but satin spills over the edge and stops it. The pale strip hangs toward the floor, waste fabric refusing to disappear neatly.

"Ridiculous," I whisper. Jacob would disagree.

He hadn't laughed. The memory returns with no help from the mirror: his palm at my waist, his breath under my hand, the rough edge of his stubble. Beautiful, he called me, with an expression that made the word too serious to dodge.

I sit on the floor beside the bed and draw the satin's smooth face along my inner forearm. The cool touch leaves my skin alert all the way to my elbow.

There's no seam to assess and no client waiting for a verdict. I let the back of my head rest against the mattress. My jaw unclenches. The strip lies over my wrist because I chose it, and for once material doesn't require an answer from me.

My work shirt is still buttoned to the throat. I undo the top button, then the next. Cool air reaches the hollow below my neck. I press the satin there and breathe out through my mouth. No one tells me how to stand. The strip rests against bare skin because I put it there. My hair remains caught in its tight knot; I leave the pins where they are.

I close my eyes and slide the satin down the center of my chest. The trimmed edge scratches lightly beside one nipple. I shift it, face side inward, and the smoothness makes the tip draw tight. My fingers stop. My cock hardens beneath the waistband of my trousers, blunt and immediate. This is where I should stand up, but I open my eyes instead.

The warm lamp makes the satin cream rather than white. It could be a sash from a half-finished costume, a ribbon waiting for a bodice, the first piece of something too small to count as clothing. Across my chest, it's only fabric. Under my hand, it feels personal enough that I check the bedroom door even though I live alone.

I unfasten my cuffs and pull the shirt off. The room doesn't change. I remain Adam, sitting on the floor in tailored trousers and a white undershirt, holding a remnant from somebody else's wedding dress. The undershirt follows.

My skin pebbles in the cooler air. I draw the satin across both nipples, then down my stomach. The strip is too narrow to cover me and too short to drape properly.

My cock presses against the front of my trousers. I shift my hips and the pressure sharpens, but I don't reach for the fastening.

Instead I carry the fabric to the wardrobe. Soft grey, cream, and navy hang in disciplined rows, clothes chosen to make clients look at my sketches before they look at me. I hold one end over my sternum and wrap the rest beneath my arm. The strip can't become a bodice, but my mind supplies the missing width: a soft line over my ribs, a fitted waist, Jacob's hand behind me.

The image does not begin with Jacob. Before his voice in the mirror there were drawings, blue organza hidden in a box, and years spent giving every beautiful skirt a body that was never mine. I lower my chin and cup the small softness to my chest. No client or deadline can explain the posture.

Pretty would be easy. Beautiful came from Jacob and still feels dangerous. The other word waits behind both as I cross the room and sit on the edge of the bed. The satin slips into my lap. My pulse beats high in my throat while I fold the fabric once, then open it again.

"Princess."

The word is barely louder than the lamp's faint electrical hum.

My thighs draw together. Satin catches between them, one end trailing over my bare stomach. I look toward the closed bedroom door again, absurdly certain someone must have heard.

No one answers. I say it once more without sound, shaping the first syllable against my teeth.

Not a name. Jacob's hand at my waist, the terrible quiet in my head when he told me not to fight the dress. Being allowed to receive the beautiful thing instead of cutting it, pinning it, correcting it, and sending it out for somebody else.

I pull the satin higher over my chest.

My free hand settles on my thigh, fingers spread against the trouser cloth. I leave it there while my thumb moves over the satin edge.

I could put everything away before Jacob ever knows. The box would slide under the bed; the jacket would return to the wardrobe. On Friday I could complain about his film and steal the crisp pepperoni from the pizza while we sit at opposite ends of my neutral sofa. We could leave the kiss outside every sentence.

The satin slides under my palm as I breathe.

I open my trousers only far enough to release the hard pressure at my waist. Relief comes first from the loosened cloth. The silk follows the newly exposed line of skin above my briefs, smooth against the faint marks the waistband left behind. My cock jerks beneath the cotton when I tuck one folded end at my hip.

I press my hand over it once. The shock folds me over the trapped satin. I keep my palm still, feeling the shape of myself through cloth, the satin trapped between my hip and the band of my briefs. One stroke would become another, and the want is there. I take my hand away.

The silk stays. My breathing slows with my trousers open and my chest bare, the remnant held against me by nothing but my own choice. I rest both hands on the bedspread.

The phone vibrates beside my thigh.

I flinch hard enough to pull the satin free at one corner. Jacob's name shines across the screen.

For a moment I only stare. The preview is painfully ordinary.

Guys' night Friday? I'll bring pizza and a terrible film to yours, same as always.

The satin remains tucked against my hip, warm now from my skin. I pick up the phone with both hands and type before I can choose an answer that tells him anything true.

Yeah. Same as always.
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Chapter 4


Jacob places the boutique bag on the coffee table between the pizza box and my untouched beer.

"Before you say anything," he says, "I know this isn't how guys' night usually starts."

The bag is pale grey, with rope handles and two folds of pink tissue rising above the rim. Nothing about it belongs beside a film in which three men have already survived an explosion without losing their sunglasses.

I keep the remote pointed at the television. "You've brought plenty of things to guys' night that required a warning."

"Name one."

"The anchovy experiment."

"You ate four slices."

I lower the remote to the cushion, though my thumb stays over mute.

"I was trying to identify the poison."

Jacob almost smiles. The movement reaches one corner of his mouth, then stops. He sits back at the far end of my neutral sofa, leaving the bag alone in the space between us.

The film continues without sound because I muted it when he arrived. An actor runs across the screen with a pistol in each hand. Jacob's taken off his jacket but not his boots, and he's been sitting in my apartment for twenty-seven minutes without complaining about the villain's accent. We've discussed pizza, the crooked shelf he repaired for his neighbour, and whether the collection needs another evening look; every subject has fallen apart within three sentences. Friday and our careful practical messages survived, but lunches and coffees vanished. This bag is his first approach across that distance.

For one unwanted second I wonder whether ordinary Adam made him retreat, and silk is the only shape that lets him come near again.

"What is it?" I ask.

"Open it if you want to know."

My grip tightens around the remote. "That's how bags work, yes."

"Adam."

The joke gives way beneath my name. Jacob braces his palms on his thighs. He isn't looking at the television or the food. His attention stays on me with the same careful steadiness that has made every message from him this week harder to answer.

I set down the remote. "You bought me something."

"I did."

"From a boutique that uses tissue paper in a colour called blush."

"The woman at the counter called it rose."

"She was lying to you."

His mouth moves again, but I can't make the smile stay. Neither can he.

The bag stands within reach. I could ask him to take it away unopened. The answer would tell me nothing I haven't spent the last several days trying not to know.

"Why?" I ask.

Jacob looks at the bag before he answers. "I saw something in the window yesterday and thought of you."

The rope handle creaks under my fingers. "Because I'm a designer."

"Because I saw you in that dress. Because I've thought about it every day since."

The plainness of it empties my next joke before it reaches my tongue.

He leans forward and takes a narrow receipt envelope from beside the pizza box. He places it against the bag, then withdraws his hand. "It's paid for. The receipt is there, and they'll take it back until Monday. I can do that. You won't have to go in."

"And if I don't want it?"

"I take it back Monday. We finish the film if you want me here. If you want space, I go home. Next Friday I bring pizza."

"Anchovies again?"

"If that's what it takes." His fingers close once over his knees. "I nearly left the bag in the car."

I look up.

"If I got this wrong, I thought you might stop opening the door on Fridays." His gaze flicks to the cooling pizza. "I can lose the slip. I don't want to lose this. You saying no isn't what frightens me."

He releases his knees and leaves the bag between us. My attention catches on the sliver of tissue folded into its mouth.

I touch one rope handle. Jacob doesn't move.

"You haven't told me what it is."

"No."

"That feels like a significant omission."

"I thought you might rather see it before I make it sound wrong."

"You have extraordinary faith in retail presentation."

"I have faith in you knowing what you're looking at."

The handle slips over my fingers. I bring the bag onto my lap, lighter than a pair of shoes and softer at the base. My heartbeat has climbed high enough that the tissue shivers when I brush it.

The fold is secured with a small silver seal. I ease one nail beneath it rather than tearing the paper. The first sheet opens with a dry whisper. Beneath it lies more pink, deeper and warmer, with the sheen of silk visible where the inner fold has shifted.

My fingers stop.

Jacob's gaze stays on my face. He doesn't lean closer for a better view.

I lift the garment out by its narrow straps. Pale pink silk unfolds over my hands, first the clean line of a neckline, then a bias-cut body that lengthens until the hem brushes my knee. It's a slip, simple enough that poor construction would have nowhere to hide. The colour would warm against my skin. I know that before I hold it anywhere near myself.

The silk slides across my wrist. I check the narrow French seam, the weightless facing, and the covered strap sliders. True bias gives it enough weight to skim until movement asks it closer. On me, the clean neckline would lie flatter, and the silk would follow my ribs and narrow hips without pretending I was the customer it had been cut to expect.

My palms grow damp. I shift my grip to the tissue before I mark the silk.

"You can hold it," Jacob says.

"I am holding it."

"You're handling it like evidence."

I look up. His voice carries no joke, only the old familiarity of somebody who has watched me rescue loose buttons from restaurant carpets and refold shirts other people planned to buy. I slide my hands beneath the slip again, letting more of its weight settle over my skin.

"It's real silk," I say.

"The price suggested that."

"Price has suggested many dishonest things."

I turn the slip over. The back falls lower than the front but not dramatically. It'd show the line of my shoulders and most of my upper back. My hair, still pulled tight at my nape, would lie against bare skin above it.

The thought makes me lower the garment into my lap.

"Who chose the size?"

"I did. The woman helped."

"With what information?"

"That you're about this tall, slimmer than me, and likely to make me bring it back if the seams offend you."

I flatten the medium label. The bias will settle closer once the silk warms; a larger size would collapse at the armholes. "Crude, but adequate."

"Put it on my headstone."

The familiar answer should restore something. Instead, I picture Jacob in the boutique, broad shoulders beneath the soft lights, asking a stranger for a pale pink silk slip in my size. He had to carry it to the counter. He had to watch the woman fold it into tissue and choose whether to leave before she sealed the bag.

The slip pours through my hands when I shift it. The sensation is different from the ivory remnant hidden under my bed. This has shape already. Someone chose the shape for my body.

I inspect the hem because it's safer than looking at him. "Did she ask who it was for?"

"Yes."

"What did you say?"

"My best friend."

My breath catches below my sternum. I gather the hem once across my knee.

"And she sold it to you anyway?"

"She said your best friend has good taste."

"She meant herself."

"Probably."

The tissue lies open around my knees. At the bottom of the bag, the receipt envelope and a loop of ribbon prove how deliberately Jacob chose, paid, and preserved a way back.

He can't undo that he thought of me.

"You said you saw it and thought of me." My voice has lost the shape I use for teasing. "What did you think?"

Jacob's boots shift against the rug. He stands.

For one startled second, I think he's coming closer. Instead, he crosses to the dining table and pulls out a chair. He sits with his forearms resting on his thighs, leaving the length of the room between us.

"I thought about how you looked when I opened the gown," he says. "And how much I wanted to see you in something that was yours."

The silk gathers beneath my hand.

This slip belongs to no bride. Its seams need no diagnosis, and Jacob hasn't asked me to mend, model, or rescue anything. He bought it because the shape of me stayed in his mind after we agreed to forget.

I draw the neckline over one knee. Against dark trousers, the colour looks softer and more deliberate. The bias shifts when I flex my leg, settling into the curve instead of fighting it. My professional eye follows the movement while the rest of me imagines bare skin beneath it.

He looks directly at me. "I want to see you wear that."

My cock thickens before I can move the slip away from my lap. The response is quieter than it was beneath the wedding satin, but there's no bodice, no zipper, no professional problem to blame. Only Jacob's voice and the garment he picked for me.

"You want to see whether it works," I say.

"I know it works."

"You haven't seen the fit."

"I'm not talking about the fit."

I catch the inside of my lip between my teeth. He lets the silence remain without filling it for me.

The film flashes blue light across the muted room. Our pizza cools in its box. I slide one strap between my fingers and imagine it lying over my shoulder, barely wider than the ivory remnant I pressed against my chest alone.

Jacob knows none of that. He can't know how close his gift has come to a private wanting I haven't trusted him with.

I lift one strap between my fingers. The covered slider presses a firm little shape into my fingertip. Jacob stays by the dining chair.

I could fold the slip into its tissue and hand it to him. He'd return it. The friendship would continue in the careful form we've been practising, with the kiss held outside every conversation and my hidden box pushed farther under the bed.

The silk lies warm across my thighs now. When I lift it, the hem falls in a clean line toward the floor. "Do you want me to put it on?"

Jacob's fingers grip the edge of the chair. He draws one breath before answering.

"Yes. I want that very much."

I stand with the slip gathered against my chest. The bag tips sideways on the sofa, spilling one sheet of pink tissue over the cushion. Jacob remains seated while I cross the room.

My bedroom door stands half open. The hidden sample box is under the bed beyond it, the ivory remnant folded inside with everything I've kept because throwing it away felt worse. I don't look back until my hand closes around the brass handle.

Jacob's risen, but he hasn't followed. He stands beside the dining chair with both hands at his sides.

"I'll wait here," he says. "I won't come in unless you ask me."

I nod because speech has become unreliable. The door moves beneath my hand, narrowing my view of him until only one warm brown eye remains, then none.

The latch catches softly.

For a moment I hold the slip against my bare door, breathing silk and the faint clean scent of the shop. Jacob's weight shifts once on the other side, then the floorboards go quiet.

I carry the garment to the bed and lay it across the cover. The silk settles in the same long, clean line I inspected under the living-room lamp. I reach for the pale pink hem.
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Chapter 5


The bedroom handle turns beneath my hand before I can decide that another breath would make me braver.

Jacob stands exactly where I left him, beyond the door with his weight held back on his heels. His hands are empty. His gaze finds my face first, then drops.

My shirt and trousers lie folded over the bedroom chair behind me, my briefs tucked beneath them. The slip is the only thing between my body and the warm air under its hem.

The slip has settled while I waited. Its bias cut follows my ribs and waist with none of the soft collapse I feared at the armholes. Pale silk skims my thighs just above the knee. The straps look finer against my bare shoulders than they did spread across my hands, and the low back leaves the tight tail of my hair feeling severe.

My fingertips catch at the hem and stop. Jacob doesn't laugh or speak. His stillness narrows the open doorway. I keep one hand on the handle, able to close it with a pull, and hear my own voice come out thin.

"You can come in."

His eyes lift to mine. "You want me to?"

The handle remains under my palm, and the strip of hallway behind him stays clear.

"Yes." I step back. "Come in, Jacob."

He crosses the threshold and stops as soon as both boots are on the bedroom carpet. The latch stays open behind him. Warm light from the bedside lamp catches along his jaw, but he keeps looking at me.

I reach for construction language and find too much of it waiting. The strap length needs a fraction less. The hem has dropped evenly. The neckline lies as I predicted, clean and spare across a chest it wasn't designed to disguise.

"Say something," I manage.

Jacob's throat moves. "You're beautiful."

My grip tightens on the handle.

"No." His voice lowers. "Don't hide from me now, princess."

My breath catches. Silk lifts over my hard cock, every small movement suddenly visible. I can't cover it without covering all of me.

Jacob looks from my face to the shape beneath the silk and back again. His mouth parts, but every muscle stays still until I answer.

"You mean that," I say.

"Every word." He takes one step closer. "The pink. The way it moves over you. Your body inside it." His gaze moves once from the neckline to the hem, then returns to my face. "I wanted to see this, and the real thing is better than what I pictured."

There's no client between his wanting and my body. No repair gives him a reason to study me. Knowing that doesn't steady me. It makes the wanting mine to carry.

"Princess," he says again, softer.

My fingers release the false wrinkle, and my hand falls open against my thigh. Jacob lifts his own hand, then waits with it between us. I could step away. Instead I turn enough to put my back toward him and bring his fingers to the tie at my nape.

"This looks wrong with it," I say.

"Your hair?"

"The way I've tied it."

He touches the elastic with two fingers. "Let me."

I nod. His knuckles brush the bare line above the slip as he works the tie loose. The first pull tightens a few strands at my scalp. Then the elastic gives, and the weight I've kept bound all week slides down. Soft brown hair spills over my shoulders and settles just below them, the ends tickling my upper back.

Jacob combs his fingers through it once. He doesn't arrange me as if I'm a display that belongs to him. He separates one caught strand from the strap, draws it free, and smooths it over my shoulder as though the smallest pull matters. My head tips before I can stop it.

"There you are," he murmurs.

The words should be too close to every fear I have. In his mouth, they mean only that I've stopped hiding my neck. His palm settles lightly between my shoulder blades.

"Turn around for me."

I obey before I can build a joke around the instruction.

Jacob's eyes darken. One of his hands closes around my wrist, broad fingers gentle against the pulse he can plainly feel.

"I want you," he says. "Not a dress on anyone. Not some idea I carried out of a shop. You, standing here because you chose to let me see you."

My cock strains against the silk between us. His gaze flicks down, and his grip remains careful.

"Can I kiss you?" he asks.

I close the distance myself.

His mouth meets mine with none of the startled force of the atelier. He cups the back of my loose hair and keeps the kiss slow while I learn the roughness of his stubble without a gown between us. When his other hand finds my waist, the silk shifts under his palm. The movement drags across my nipples and my cock trapped beneath the bias.

I make a sound into his mouth. Jacob stills. I catch his wrist before he can take his hand away, then guide it down my side, under the pale hem, and upward against my bare thigh. His breath changes.

"Adam."

My name is a question, but his hand stays where I put it.

"I know what I'm doing." The line comes out too precise. "I want your hand there."

Jacob brushes his thumb over the inside of my thigh. "Then show me."

I move his hand higher. The silk gathers over his wrist. Cool air touches my legs while his warm palm reaches my cock. He wraps his fingers around me, and every argument I prepared becomes useless.

My hips push forward once. Jacob gives me one firm stroke from base to head, spreading the wetness already gathered there. The slip tightens across my back as I shudder.

"Hands on the bed," he says. "Keep the slip on. Let me see what it does when I touch you."

My cock jumps against the silk. I turn and place both palms on the cover. The fabric beneath them is coarser than the silk sliding over my back and thighs. My loose hair falls around my face, hiding Jacob until he gathers it over one shoulder.

He stands behind me without pressing his body against mine. One hand rests on my hip. The other disappears beneath the hem again.

"Pretty like this," he says. "Open for me."

I spread my feet.

His fingers close around my cock. The first strokes are unhurried, each one pulling the silk forward and letting it settle. I feel the garment responding to his hand, the hem lifting at the front, the straps drawing lightly at my shoulders. There's no way to separate the touch from what I'm wearing or from the man looking at me in it.

My elbows threaten to bend. Jacob's palm firms at my hip.

"Stay up."

I lock my arms. "You could have mentioned the posture requirement in the shop."

His hand stops.

The loss tears a breath from me. I look back through the fall of my hair.

"Still trying to make this funny?" he asks.

"Possibly."

He gives one slow stroke, stopping with his thumb beneath the head. My legs tighten.

"You don't have to be clever with me." His gaze holds mine. "Let me hold this. Stay where I put you and feel it."

My palms sink into the bedspread.

I face the bed again. "All right."

Jacob strokes me twice, firmer now. Pleasure gathers fast at the base of my spine.

"That's it," he says. "Good girl. Stop fighting yourself and let me take care of you."

My elbows unlock. I arch beneath the pale silk and offer him my hips, the joke gone from my mouth. Jacob strokes me again, and I stay where he put me.

"Say it if you want me to keep touching you."

Before the praise, I might have made him infer the answer from my body. Now that feels like another place to hide.

"Keep touching me." My voice is quiet and bare. "Please."

"Good."

His thumb works over the slick head of my cock. His fingers tighten on each downward stroke. The silk slips over his forearm and brushes my balls, cool one moment and warm the next. I push back into the steady hand at my hip, and Jacob lets me, keeping me open while the pressure builds.

My breathing breaks apart. The bedside lamp turns the pale fabric beneath me gold at the edges. I see my narrow hands spread on the cover and my hair falling loose over them. Jacob calls me princess once more, low and certain, and my whole body tightens around the word.

"Jacob, I'm close."

"I know. Stay with me."

His hand slows just enough to draw the ache out. I follow each stroke, hips moving despite the order to hold myself up. He doesn't correct me. He grips my hip and gives me exactly enough pressure to keep me climbing.

The first pulse gathers. My thighs shake. Then his hand leaves my cock.

I make a broken sound and turn halfway toward him. The slip falls back into place over my aching cock, silk clinging to the wet head. My body keeps reaching for a stroke that's no longer there.

Jacob catches me around the waist before my arms give. He lowers me onto the edge of the bed and sits beside me, keeping one arm behind my back.

"You stopped."

"Yes."

The answer is calm enough to make the ache sharper. "That was cruel."

"No." He moves my hair away from my damp cheek. "Cruel would be leaving you alone with it. I'm right here."

I could reach beneath the slip myself. The thought arrives with my hand already flexing against my thigh. Jacob watches me notice the choice but doesn't seize my wrist. I place both hands flat on the bed instead.

His gaze warms. "Good girl."

My hands remain flat on the bed while the denied pulse eases from unbearable to deep, living want.

Jacob draws me against him. My head fits beneath his chin, hair trapped briefly between us until he frees it and spreads it down my back. He adjusts the strap that twisted during the strokes, then eases the hem over my thighs and smooths the silk without pressing against my cock.

"You kept it beautiful," he says.

I laugh once, breathless. "That sounds as though the slip did the difficult part."

"You opened the door. You brought me in. You put my hand where you wanted it." His fingers close lightly over mine. "You were beautiful before I touched you, and brave after."

Heat climbs my face. I let my weight rest against him.

After a minute, Jacob shifts. "Stay there."

He rises and crosses to the glass of water on my bedside table, left from earlier. He frowns at it, carries it into the kitchen, and returns with a clean glass beaded with cold. The open bedroom door remains in my sight the whole time. He sits beside me again and places the water in my hand. My fingers tremble against the glass.

"Drink."

I do. The first swallow clears the roughness from my mouth. Jacob supports the base until my grip steadies, then takes it only when I've finished half.

He leans back against the headboard and draws me with him. We settle on top of the covers, my side against his chest, one of his arms around my waist. My cock still aches beneath the slip, but the sharp edge has softened. His hand rests above it, warm and still over the silk.

"This was tonight," he says. "Not a rule. Not something I get to assume next Friday."

I look at his fingers spread across the pink fabric.

His thumb moves once, soothing rather than teasing. "If you want this again, you ask me."

The request forms in my mouth while denial still beats between my legs. Say it again. Touch me again. Call me that until I can hear it without coming apart.

But the slip was Jacob's choice. Before I ask him for more, I need one choice that begins with me.

"I can't ask yet," I say.

Jacob's arm stays loose around me. "All right."

"I want to." The admission leaves no craft language to shelter in. "That's the problem. I need to learn what I like before I ask what you like."

His hand lifts from my waist. For one second I fear I've wounded him. Then he presses his thumb inside my wrist, once.

"Figure out what belongs to you," he says. "Then tell me what you want me to do with it."

My friend Nora knows makeup, hair, and posture the way I know silk. More importantly, she can separate bad technique from fear. I picture her lit mirror and rows of color, the face I've never learned to present because I've spent my life dressing everyone below the neck.

My hair lies loose over Jacob's arm. The slip is smooth again across my thighs. The ache remains, chosen and contained, while I reach for the water and begin deciding what I'll ask Nora first.
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Chapter 6


"Give me that."

Nora lifts the spoon out of my fingers before I can complete another circuit of the cup. A thin ring of coffee clings to the bowl. She lays it across the saucer with the handle pointed at me, precise as a pin marking an error.

"I was explaining the sleeve treatment."

"You were murdering a cold latte and calling it a sleeve treatment."

I look down at the sketch between us. Three lines suggest a fitted cuff. The fourth has wandered into the margin and died beneath the heel of my hand.

Nora taps one sculpted nail beside it. Her lipstick has left a clean plum crescent on the rim of her cup. Everything about her looks finished: dark hair smoothed behind one ear, brows exact, cream jacket sitting without a pull at the shoulder. Across from her, I've tied my hair so tightly that the skin at my temples aches.

"The cuff needs movement," I say.

"The cuff needs you to stop lying to me."

My hand closes around the cup. It's nearly cool enough to be unpleasant. "That's a dramatic response to a bad sketch."

"The sketch isn't the problem." She takes it from under my palm and turns it toward herself. "You asked me for coffee, brought one unfinished page, and have spent twenty minutes explaining every garment except the one occupying your entire nervous system."

The slip is folded in the second drawer of my dresser. I put tissue around it before leaving home, though there was nothing on the silk to protect it from. Jacob had smoothed the hem after touching me beneath it. He'd freed my hair from the strap. He'd called me beautiful with the steady concentration of a man stating something he expected to remain true.

My grip tightens. Coffee reaches the lip of the cup.

Nora slides a folded napkin under my hand before the spill can reach the sketch. She doesn't touch me. She only catches the drop, then sits back.

"Honey," she says, quieter, "I know a man hiding from a mirror when I see one."

My pulse moves against the tight collar of my shirt. "There isn't a mirror here."

"There's always a mirror with you. Usually you're holding it up for someone else."

I expect the line to sharpen into a joke. Nora only takes a sip of coffee and waits.

The small table has been useful until now. It holds the cups, my ruined sketch, her phone, the sugar bowl I've moved twice without taking any sugar. It gives my hands a country to govern. I square the sketch with the table edge, then realize Nora is watching me do it.

"I need advice," I say.

"Good. I have a professionally unreasonable amount of it."

"Not about the collection."

One of her brows lifts. She waits again.

Nora makes her living preparing people to be looked at. She knows how quickly a face, a hem, or one uncertain answer can become professional talk. I've trusted her beside clients and unfinished work, but never with anything that could be mistaken for an explanation of me.

"I need this to stop at this table," I say.

Nora turns her phone facedown and slides it behind her cup, out of the small territory between us. "Then it stops here."

She doesn't ask what this is. Her answer leaves the next sentence mine.

My mouth has gone dry. I could drink the coffee. Instead I set the cup down and choose where to begin.

I could begin with Jacob and let him carry the cause into the room. That would omit the blue organza I kept after a childhood film and the figure I drew at nine with my own narrow shoulders beneath a skirt too wide for the page.

"When I was a boy, I drew fairy-tale dresses," I say. "I drew myself inside them."

Nora's hand settles around her cup. She doesn't rush to fill the silence.

"Did you know it was you?"

"I knew the shoulders were mine." I trace the napkin's edge. "My father found one and said I'd make some girl very happy one day. After that, I stopped drawing the person. I learned how to make the dresses possible instead."

The coffee machine hisses behind me. Nora keeps her attention on my face.

"And now?"

"Now I know I didn't only want to make them possible."

"All right."

The ordinary answer gives me room for the part that's harder to separate from Jacob.

"He came to the atelier during an emergency repair. The fit problem was real, and I put on the gown to test it. Jacob saw me. The gown went back to the client intact; I didn't." I make myself meet Nora's eyes. "He bought me a pale pink silk slip, left the receipt and every chance to refuse, and I chose to put it on and show him."

"How did he behave?"

"Carefully. He wanted to look, but he never made the wanting into a joke."

"And what did he call you?"

"Princess."

The word remains weighted even in the café. The hair tie pulls at my temples when my chin lowers.

"That mattered," Nora says.

"Because he meant it. Because he wanted me in the slip and didn't turn it into a joke." Heat reaches my face. "What followed was intimate, but he was careful before, during, and afterward. Nothing continues unless I ask."

"Do you want to?"

I look down at my hands. The answer lives too close to the surface to need examining.

"Yes. But I don't want Jacob to be the only person who can tell me what looks right or what feels safe. He chose the slip. He loosened my hair. He liked what he saw." I hook one finger beneath the elastic at my nape, easing the pressure without pulling it free. "I need to know what I choose when his wanting isn't making the decision warm for me."

Nora leans back. She studies me with the same attention she gives a face before deciding whether the problem is color, texture, or bad preparation.

"That's an extremely sensible reason to ask for help," she says.

I blink. "You could sound less surprised."

"I could, but we both know you arrived prepared to defend an irrational request. I won't insult you by pretending this is one."

The pressure under my breastbone shifts. I'd prepared for reassurance, perhaps for a bright declaration that nothing about me had changed. Nora offers neither. She treats what I've asked as a real problem with learnable parts.

"I don't know those parts," I say. "I can read a bodice in ten minutes, but I don't know what belongs on my own face. My hair has two settings: tied back and inconvenient."

Nora points at my head. "That elastic is not a setting. It's a hostage situation."

My hand drops from it. "It keeps things controlled."

"It gives you a headache." She picks up her phone and leaves the screen dark. "Hair has weight, texture, and direction. Skin needs preparation. Makeup needs pressure and practice. Those are skills, not revelations."

"What would teaching mean?"

"A private session. I demonstrate once, then you hold the brush. You choose what stays, what comes off, what you buy, and what Jacob sees. I write down anything you want to reproduce without me."

The quick assessment in her eyes could become a complete look. She keeps it there.

"One session," I say. "I want something restrained enough that I could wear it to work, and enough practice to make it again without you."

Nora sets the phone beside her saucer. "That's possible. One session can give you a face you can repeat and enough time to learn what your hand is doing. It can't teach you every way to wear your hair or solve every part of presentation at once."

The limit steadies me more than a promise of complete transformation would. Hair can wait. So can every choice I haven't made yet.

"And posture?"

"We find your balance. I'm not pushing you into an imitation of anyone." She looks at the line of my shoulders, then returns to my face without correcting either. "I can tell you when you're folding around the result or bracing against it. You decide what the result should be."

"You aren't turning me into a project."

"No. You are a client who happens to be my friend." Her thumb wakes the phone. "Clients get opinions."

The word restrained could still mean nearly invisible. It could mean softness I can see without knowing whether I'm ready to carry it beyond her door. I don't need to settle that across a café table.

"Then that's the lesson I want."

Nora's calendar waits on the dark screen. "Do you want the lesson?"

The old answer would ask for a consultation, a trial, a professional opinion on a theoretical presentation. Each phrase would leave a seam I could open later and escape through.

"I want to learn," I say, without Jacob's hand around mine or his gaze holding me steady. Across from Nora, the wanting stays quieter and more exact.

She scrolls through her calendar. "Will anyone be coming with you?"

Nora asks it with her thumb already moving toward the calendar. Jacob's name still rises first.

"No. Just me."

Nora waits with her thumb resting above Tuesday.

"I don't want him beside me while I decide what stays," I say. "He can see the result after I've chosen it."

I want the learning to happen before his desire can make any answer easier. When he sees me afterward, I'll already know which parts I kept without watching his face for the answer.

"All right." Nora taps the screen. "Tuesday. Six thirty. My workroom is private after six, and the exterior door locks behind you. You can come through reception or use the service entrance."

She turns the phone so I can see the two arrival notes. The service entrance would take me through the back hall without checking in. Reception means giving my name at the desk and walking the same route as any other client.

"Reception."

Nora looks up.

Fear tightens the back of my neck, but I do not change the answer. "If I'm going to you as a client, I can use the client door."

"Tuesday at six thirty," she says, as ordinarily as if we're booking a hem check.

My phone feels heavy when I take it from my pocket. She sends the invitation across the table. The screen lights with a blank attendee field beneath the appointment title: Private presentation lesson.

I tap the field. For one second my thumb hovers over the contact card for the atelier, where everything can be hidden beneath the business name. Then I type Adam Garner and accept.

The confirmation asks for nothing beyond the name I use everywhere else. I read it once, lower the phone to the table, and leave the attendee field closed.

Adam Garner appears beneath the appointment title.

Nora watches the confirmation appear on her screen. She sets her phone beside the saucer, lifts her coffee, and takes another unhurried sip.

"Bring the slip," she says. "You're the client this time."
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Chapter 7


Nora puts a makeup brush in my hand.

The handle is slimmer than a seam ripper and weighted near the silver ferrule. Soft brown bristles spread against the pad of my thumb when I test them. I've been in her workroom for less than a minute. The reception door has barely clicked shut behind me, and the garment bag containing the pale pink slip still hangs from my left hand.

"Before you ask what each brush costs, how long it lasts, or whether there's a professional certification for holding one," she says, "feel the pressure."

"I was going to ask what it does."

"Of course you were. Put the bag on the hook, darling. You brought it through reception. The difficult part has already happened."

The satin robe on the brass hook shifts aside when I hang the bag. I keep the zipper facing the wall. Nothing about the plain black cover tells the receptionist what's inside, but my name is in Nora's appointment book and the brush remains warm from her fingers.

I return to the chair before the lit mirror. Rows of lipstick stand at one end of the counter. The room smells of clean powder and something faintly herbal.

Nora taps the back of my free hand. "Sweep. Then press."

I drag the bristles once. They whisper over my skin. When I turn the brush and press, the head opens into a soft circle without scraping.

"That difference is most of the lesson," she says. "The rest is knowing when you want which result."

Want. She makes the word sound as practical as tension or grain.

She asks before opening the garment bag. I say yes, and I lower the zipper myself. The pale pink silk catches the bulbs in one narrow fold. Nora holds three color cards beside it without removing the slip, comparing warm rose, cool pink, and a muted neutral that looks almost grey until it touches the silk.

"The pink is clear but gentle," she says. "We don't have to match it. We decide whether your face should echo it or give it somewhere quiet to land."

"Somewhere quiet."

"Good. Zip it up."

I do. The slip remains mine, hidden again before any bottle is opened.

At the small sink, Nora works cleanser over the back of her hand, then gives me the cloth. Cool dampness wakes the skin beside my nose. I scrub once by habit.

"Less pressure," she says. "Let the cloth do the work."

I loosen my fingers. The drag disappears. Toner leaves a quick chill at my temples; moisturizer, warmed between my fingertips, takes away the dry pull along my jaw. Nora demonstrates each once and returns the product to me before I can make her responsible for the result.

Primer is the only texture that surprises me, slick at first and then almost absent when I use less. My face does not feel covered. It feels prepared.

Nora switches off one bank of bulbs. "Window."

"I thought the lights were the point."

"The point is knowing what they lie about."

Daylight shows the shine beside my nose and the clean join between face and neck. She places three foundation strokes along my jaw with permission: one too warm, one pale and flat, and one that nearly disappears when I turn my head.

"Which one?" she asks.

I study the places where face becomes neck. The nearly invisible shade has a soft finish that doesn't fight the green of my eyes or the pink waiting inside the garment bag.

I point to it. "The third."

"Why?"

"The first announces itself. The second drains everything around it. The third keeps the balance."

Nora's mouth curves. "That shade is yours, whether you admit it or not."

Heat reaches the tips of my ears. The sentence is about pigment. My body receives it as something larger, and I have to breathe once before I answer.

"Then show me how to use it."

She wipes away the tests and dots a little foundation onto a clean palette. On her own cheek, she presses the brush outward until the edge disappears, then cleans it off and returns the handle to me.

I load too much. At Nora's instruction, I tap the excess away and place the first dot beside my nose.

The brush yields against my skin. Press, lift, turn. Sweeping leaves a stroke; pressing thins the color into skin. I follow the plane of my cheek, use what remains across my forehead, and work down over my jaw until I can't find a border.

"You missed beside the nostril."

I correct it, then bounce a damp sponge over the finish. The cool surface presses the foundation closer without erasing the texture beneath. Redness quiets. My skin still looks like skin.

Nora gives me a cleansing pad. I repeat one cheek, faster this time, until my hand recognizes too much product before the mirror does.

The smaller choices follow from that one: a touch of concealer at the inner corners, powder only where warmth breaks through, no contour. Nora demonstrates the lash curler on her own eye, then lays it in my palm. I fit the curve at the base of my lashes and close my fingers until I feel pressure without a pinch. When I release it, the lashes lift enough to change the shadow above my eye.

"Brown," Nora says, holding out the mascara. "One eye first. Then you can decide with both versions in front of you."

I take the wand. The bristles catch at the roots and draw color through without clumping. Each blink feels faintly weighted. The treated lashes deepen the line around my left eye; the untouched right side keeps the softer green half-hidden beneath its ordinary frame.

The difference is small and impossible to blame on the mirror bulbs. The left eye looks greener, softer, deliberately framed. The right still looks like the face I brought in.

Nora leaves the decision alone.

I return the wand to the tube, load it once, and complete the second eye. My hand moves steadily. The second eye deepens to match the first, and the effect remains just as visible.

Two muted balms wait beside the mirror. I leave the near-neutral one capped and turn up the rose. The first pass changes the boundary of my mouth. I add a second, following the upper lip carefully and then the lower until the color is even. The soft finish sits far enough from my natural mouth that no one close to me will mistake it for chance.

A tissue lies within reach. I set the balm down without taking it.

My eyes look greener. My mouth looks gentle. For once, I leave the observation uncorrected.

Nora stands behind me but keeps her hands at her sides. "Now get up."

I rise, brush still in hand.

"Feet under your hips. Don't pose. Find the floor."

I set my feet apart. My shoulders have already folded toward each other, protecting the changed face above them.

"Release them," she says.

I push them back.

"That's armor in the other direction. Let them drop."

I breathe out. The muscles beside my neck loosen. My arms hang with nowhere to hide, and my fingers twitch before settling around the brush.

"Lift your chin enough to see the room," Nora says. "Not enough to challenge it. You decide how soft the line is."

I raise it a fraction. My weight shifts onto both feet. The foundation doesn't make the posture happen, but the posture keeps me from apologizing for the foundation.

We cross the room twice. The first time I lead with my shoulders and put my hands in my pockets. Nora sends me back. The second time I keep my palms loose and let my hips follow my steps without correcting them into stiffness.

"There," she says. "That's you moving. Keep it."

At the lift, Nora leaves the call button untouched. "We can write down the shade and stop with a practice face."

The brush handle has warmed in my hand. I look at the closed garment bag, return the brush to Nora's open kit, then press the button myself. "I want to buy it."

The public counter is one floor below Nora's workroom, past the same reception desk I used to enter. I carry the garment bag. Nora carries her own kit.

The lift's ceiling panel turns the powder beside my nose chalky enough to look wrong. I raise my fingers, then stop before I smear the finish. Nora's kit rests at her feet. One word from her at the counter would turn the purchase back into a professional recommendation I happen to carry.

"If I freeze," I say, watching the floor number change, "stay near me. Don't choose the bottle, answer for me, or pay."

Nora looks at my hand wrapped around the garment-bag handle. "Nearby and quiet unless you ask."

The doors part. Leaving would require only letting them close again while she explains it upstairs as sensible caution. I shift the bag to my side and step out first.

The associate behind the counter has silver frames and a measuring gaze that lands on my face without turning curious. Daylight from the storefront lies across the tester bottles. She gestures to an empty chair.

"Looking for a match or replacing one?"

Nora says nothing.

"A match," I answer. My voice sounds too formal. I keep my hands out of my pockets. "The foundation is for me."

"Then let's see what you're wearing."

She checks the finish at my jaw and tests the shade Nora and I chose beside it. I sit while she angles the chair toward the window. Customers move behind me. No one stops. A bottle clicks onto glass. The world continues while a stranger compares foundation on my skin.

"This is a very good match," the associate says. "And that soft finish makes your green eyes look beautiful."

My first instinct is to give her the credit, then Nora, then the bulbs upstairs. The compliment warms the prepared skin across my cheeks. I let it stay there.

"Thank you," I say.

The associate smiles and asks whether I prefer the natural finish or want to try something more matte.

I turn toward the window once more. The natural finish leaves a little life in my face. "This one."

She brings a sealed bottle to the payment point. Nora studies a lipstick display while I take out my wallet. I use my own card, watch my name appear on the small screen, and accept the paper bag into my hand.

The bottle has more weight than the sample. It knocks gently against my palm through the paper as we leave the counter. The garment bag hangs from my other hand.

Jacob is waiting outside the atelier when Nora and I arrive. My message after the purchase gave him no explanation, only a request to meet me at the door. He pushes away from the brick, ready with some ordinary greeting. Then he sees my face.

The greeting doesn't come.

His gaze moves from my eyes to my mouth and back again. His ordinary greeting disappears, and one broad hand closes at his side.

My fingers tighten around the foundation bag.

"Did you choose it?" he asks.

"All of it that stayed on." I lift the bag slightly. "And I bought the foundation."

His chin lifts before his smile arrives. He steps closer, but his hands remain loose at his sides.

"You look beautiful, Adam." His voice drops on my name. "And you look like you know exactly why."

Heat gathers beneath the powder across my cheeks. I tighten my fingers around the paper bag, then ease them before it creases.

His gaze catches on the muted rose at my mouth. One of his broad hands closes once at his side, then opens. The restraint is more intimate than touch would be here. Nora takes her leave with a kiss aimed into the air beside my cheek so she won't disturb her future work.

With Nora gone, Jacob looks from the foundation bag back to my mouth. "Why did you ask me here instead of telling me later?"

The paper handle draws a narrow line into my fingers. "Because I wanted to choose it before I saw your face. Then I wanted you to look at me and want what I'd chosen."

His open hand remains beside his thigh. "I do." His feet stay planted.

My pulse taps beneath the soft color at my mouth. The pavement between our shoes is less than one step. Neither of us takes it.

Jacob reaches for the atelier door, then pauses with his hand on the brass handle.

"Taking it off before you go in?" he asks.

Through the glass, my cutting table waits beneath the work lights. The old mirror catches a narrow piece of the empty room. This is where I make beauty for other people and call the distance professional.

The foundation bottle rests solidly against my palm.

"No," I say. "I'm going back to work like this."

Jacob opens the door and waits.

I walk through first.
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Chapter 8


"Are you going to make me spend our fifteen minutes on the pavement, Adam?"

Bianca's voice comes through the atelier door while my left hand holds black muslin taut and my right works a pin along the chalked waistline. The point catches the pad of my finger. I feel the sting before the bell above the door finishes its bright complaint.

Jacob looks up from the paper bag he's just opened beside the coffee. Two sandwiches, an unnecessary packet of crisps, and no reason for him to be here beyond making sure I eat while the collection is trying to consume me.

"Meeting?" he asks.

"Fifteen minutes." I set the pin into the cushion at my wrist. "Blush silk allocation. The meeting the house required after Bianca filed the secondary claim."

"You told me the supplier had made a scheduling problem sound like a duel."

"That was an accurate technical description."

For one breath, the ordinary shape of us holds. Coffee cooling beside my sketches. Jacob leaning one hip against the cutting table. Foundation sitting light against my face, rose balm soft on my mouth, both applied by my own hand before I unlocked the atelier.

Then I look through the glass. Bianca Ravel stands outside in a narrow charcoal coat with a leather portfolio under one arm. Her black bob curves level with her jaw. Even through the door, I can see the controlled smile she used to wear while tutors praised someone else's work. I wipe my stung finger against my thumb and cross the room.

"You have fourteen minutes now," I say as I let her in.

"Still exacting. How reassuring."

Her eyes pass over Jacob first. He gives her the same polite nod he'd give a courier. Then she looks at me.

The pause is no longer than a fitting-room breath. It finds the natural finish across my skin, the brown mascara, the muted color on my mouth. Her smile gains a finer edge.

"You've changed your lighting," she says.

"No."

I close the door. The bell gives one last tremor above us. Bianca lays her portfolio on the clear end of the cutting table and removes a folded square of blush silk. The sample has been mounted to a cream card stamped with the shared supplier's mark and dye-lot number. Under the work lights, the color sits between shell and old rose. It has enough grey in it to keep the surface from becoming sweet.

My fingers know what it could do before I touch it. A bias-cut overskirt. A floating sleeve. The curved central panel of the collection piece I haven't let anyone see.

She places the allocation form beside it. Her signature is already on the request line.

"One uncut bolt," she says. "Too little for both of us if either of us wants a continuous fall. They need the decision before the cutting room closes."

"I know the deadline."

"And you hold the first reservation."

The words are smooth, but asking costs her. I made my reservation three days before hers. The supplier will honor it unless I sign the release box in front of me.

I lift the sample by one corner. The silk slides across the card with a dry, fine whisper. My thumb follows the grain, then turns it far enough to see the color deepen in shadow.

Bianca glances past me at the black muslin on the stand. "More romance for the new collection?"

"The hand is right for it."

"Of course." Her gaze returns to my face. "You always did take the work very personally."

The silk stills between my fingers. Behind her, the old mirror catches the cutting table and a pale fragment of my cheek. I don't look at the reflection. I feel the balm instead, a soft drag when I press my lips together.

Bianca tips her head. "I suppose committing to the point of view is one way to answer the critics."

My hand reaches my mouth before I decide to move it. My thumb crosses the lower lip. Rose color comes away on the skin, faint but visible.

The garment rack stands two steps to my right. Beyond it is the curtained fitting area and the covered forms that hold the private development pieces. I shift toward the rack until steel touches the back of my sleeve.

The room reduces itself to the line between Bianca and the door, Jacob's place beside the cutting table, the nearest sketch turned facedown, and the half-meter gap in the back curtain. Years collapse with humiliating efficiency into a white jury room, my portfolio beneath hard lights and Bianca's mouth close to another student's ear after the panel chose my work.

Jacob sets his coffee down. He plants both feet and looks at my face, waiting.

"Adam?"

There's a question in my name and enough weight behind it to become an answer if I let him.

Bianca's attention sharpens. "Adam has always preferred someone else to handle the difficult parts. The finish, the defense, the presentation."

The smear on my thumb looks darker than it is. "Let me answer," I tell Jacob.

His jaw tightens once. Then he gives me a small nod. "All right."

The space he leaves me is not empty. It has his broad shoulders at one edge and the open door behind Bianca at the other.

I put the silk sample flat on the table. "Close the back curtain, please," I say.

Jacob crosses behind me and draws it shut. The brass rings slide along the rail. He returns to the coffee without touching a form, a sketch, or the allocation paper.

Bianca watches him do exactly what I asked. "Protective."

"Respectful," I say. "You came to inspect a sample and ask whether I'd release my reservation. You've seen the sample. My answer is no."

Her smile doesn't move. "You need the entire bolt for one piece?"

"My yardage is not part of the allocation decision."

I take my pen from the groove at the edge of the table. The form gives me two choices beneath the reservation number. Release to the secondary claimant. Retain under the original booking.

I mark retain and sign my name. The pen strokes are clean. Adam Garner, in the same hand that appears on my labels, invoices, and collection drawings.

Bianca looks at the signature. "Then I hope you have a client plan for it. A one-off centerpiece cut from the last bolt can look less like couture than promotion."

The old version of me would explain the collection. I'd discuss historical references, construction, market position, any subject that placed three layers of professional language between her insinuation and my skin.

I cap the pen instead. "My work does not become less serious because you find the source entertaining."

Her eyes flick to the color remaining on my thumb.

"I didn't say I was entertained."

"You did not have to."

The steamer hisses behind the closed curtain, a last breath of pressure leaving its line. I pick up the form and hold it out to her.

"Send this back with the sample. The supplier can cut against my reservation."

Bianca accepts the card and paper together. "The princess collection invites questions. One scarce bolt, one centerpiece, no named wearer. Buyers may wonder whether there's a client line behind the theatre."

My shoulders start to fold. I feel the first inch of the movement and set both feet beneath me, the way Nora taught me. The floor holds beneath my shoes.

"Then they can ask about the work when it's ready. This meeting is over."

For the first time since she entered, Bianca's smile slips at one corner.

She returns the sample to her portfolio. The silk disappears between two sheets of tissue. "Four minutes to spare. Still efficient."

"Goodbye, Bianca."

Jacob opens the door only after I glance at it. He stands to the side, leaving the full width of the threshold for her.

Bianca passes him without a word. At the pavement, she looks back through the glass at me, not him. Then the door closes, the bell rings, and her severe reflection slides out of the old mirror.

I lock the door. My thumb rises to my mouth again.

"Don't," Jacob says.

The word is low. He's stopped beside the cutting table, far enough away that I can pretend he only means the smear already on my hand.

I rub my thumb against my forefinger. Rose transfers from one to the other.

"I have remover in the drawer."

"I know."

He waits.

I could send him away. His sandwich is untouched, and the reason he brought it has ended badly enough to count as hospitality. I could clean my face, reopen the curtain, and spend the rest of the evening proving that Bianca hadn't reached anything important.

The locked door presses its quiet against my back.

"Stay," I say.

Jacob comes closer. He stops within reach without touching me.

"She doesn't get to decide what this means."

His gaze rests on my mouth, then lifts to my eyes. The care in the movement is so precise it hurts more than Bianca's insinuation did.

My hand remains raised between us.

"You don't know what she did."

"No." He leans one hand against the cutting table. "Tell me."

The answer tries to become a technical history of a second-year jury, a sponsored project, and competing proposals. I hear the structure arranging itself and let it fall apart before it reaches my mouth.

"We were assigned the same fairy-tale brief at school," I say. "She built hers around armor. Hard shoulders, dark metal, everything sharp enough to keep the body at a distance. Mine was silk and handwork and a skirt that moved when the model breathed."

Jacob listens without rescuing me from the pauses.

"The jury chose mine for the exhibition. Bianca had spent weeks telling everyone hers was the serious proposal. When they picked mine, she decided the easiest way to explain it was me."

"Explain you how?"

My thumb touches the edge of my lower lip. The balm is still there under the place I smeared.

"She said no man could care that much about princess dresses for professional reasons. She made it sound childish first. Then perverse. By the end of term, people were asking whether I tried the samples on when I was alone."

Jacob plants both hands on the table and waits.

"Did you?"

The question is gentle. It still reaches the hidden box beneath my bed, the ivory remnant folded among older scraps. Jacob doesn't know about that night, and this isn't the moment I can give it to him.

"Not then," I say. The truth sits narrowly inside the answer. "After that, I made the figures taller and broader through the shoulders. Anything that put more distance between my body and the work."

His hand closes around the edge of the table. "And she's been carrying that story around all this time."

"She doesn't need the original story. She only needs people to remember the shape of it."

I turn toward the cedar drawers. The top one holds clean cloths and remover. A brass handle catches the work light within reach of my stained fingers.

Jacob shifts once, placing himself beside the drawer rather than in front of it. He doesn't block me. His hand covers the brass pull, palm down.

I look at him.

"You asked me to stay," he says. "So I'm staying while you decide."

The pressure behind my ribs eases enough for a deeper breath. I lower my hand.

Jacob takes a clean tissue from the box on the table and offers it to me. I wipe the balm from my fingers, not my mouth. The rose mark folds inside white paper and disappears when I close my fist.

"She saw me move toward the rack," I say.

"She also saw you keep the bolt."

"I nearly let you answer."

"Then you told me not to."

I set the folded tissue beside the coffee. My face feels warm and visible. The makeup remains exactly where I put it except for the small blur at my lower lip.

Jacob slides the sandwich toward me. "Eat before you start cutting expensive silk in a rage."

"I am not in a rage."

"Then eat before you start cutting it with wounded professional dignity."

A laugh catches low in my throat. It doesn't become much, but it loosens my jaw.

My phone begins to ring against the cutting table. The supplier's number fills the screen.

Jacob's expression changes. He moves back half a step.

I answer. "Adam Garner."

My contact at the silk house doesn't bother with a greeting. "Bianca sent over the signed form. Your retention is secure, and nobody here has given out your yardage or order notes."

The certainty in her voice should settle me. Instead, my fingers tighten around the phone.

"But?"

"Bianca has called twice. Once before your meeting and once after. She asked who you plan to use as the model for the princess centerpiece. We told her that was your account, not ours."

Across the table, Jacob watches my face without moving toward the phone.

My free hand rises. I stop it below my chin and lower it again.

The supplier contact draws a breath. "She's telling people the bolt supports a private performance rather than a deliverable client piece."

"Did she get that from my file?"

"No. She knows she signed the secondary claim, you retained the allocation, and the preview doesn't name a wearer. That is all. We've shared no yardage, order notes, or account information."

Bianca has an observation, an old story, and the allocation fact the meeting required her to know.

"Why would buyers call you?" I ask.

"Material teams may check reorder capacity and delivery windows after they receive a line sheet. Those are silk-house questions. Model, pricing, and account decisions are not."

"Route every account-specific question to my atelier. Confirm materials and delivery only."

"Already noted."

I thank her and end the call. Jacob stays across the table while I open the locked distribution list Mara approved for the showcase. He doesn't angle toward the screen.

The note takes six lines. The blush lot is secured for the couture sample. Made-to-measure orders will be assessed by consultation. Reorder availability and delivery windows will be confirmed against each commission. All appointment and account questions belong with the atelier. The centerpiece wearer remains confidential until the presentation.

I attach the materials sheet Mara already cleared and read the message once.

"Do you want another pair of eyes?" Jacob asks.

"No." My voice holds. "I want you here while I send it."

He slides the untouched sandwich within reach and leaves his hands beside his coffee.

I send the clarification to Mara's approved list. The message leaves my screen with the retained bolt, the delivery route, and my name attached.
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Chapter 9


The reply to my materials note changes one buyer's appointment before I can put my phone down.

Their place on Mara's list remains, but the appointment is now provisional until the showcase proves the collection has a deliverable client model rather than one promotional centerpiece. The language is courteous. The change is measurable: one firm appointment has become a question I must answer with the work.

I send a factual acknowledgment, record the status beside the buyer's name, and turn my phone facedown. Only then do I set the unopened black box between us.

Jacob sits opposite me at the small table in my apartment, his coat over the chair and his sleeves pushed to his forearms. My jaw is still tight from the atelier. The rose on my mouth remains blurred where I touched it. The box was already in my cupboard before Bianca returned, and I leave it there until I've answered the professional consequence as a designer.

Now my fingertips rest on its sharp cardboard edge.

Jacob looks from the box to me. His breathing catches, but he doesn't reach.

"Is that what I think it is?"

"Probably."

"That depends on what you think I think."

The attempt at lightness gives me one easy breath. I slide my thumb along the lid's sharp edge without lifting it.

"It's a chastity cage."

Want darkens Jacob's eyes, but his hands remain open on his thighs.

"All right," he says.

I wait for a question. He waits for me.

"I researched the sizing and material before Bianca came back," I say. "I ordered it while I was deciding whether wanting it was enough reason to have it."

His gaze drops to my fingers on the box. "And is it?"

"I left it sealed because opening it alone would've been another experiment I could hide afterward."

The hidden sample box beneath my bed seems to press against the floorboards from the other room. Rose tulle. Blue organza. A strip of ivory satin Jacob has never seen. My hand starts toward my thigh; I put it flat on the lid instead.

"I don't want tonight to be about her," I say. "She did not put this in my cupboard. She didn't make me spend two evenings reading fitting instructions and pretending I was comparing hardware."

"Adam."

"I know how that sounds."

"It sounds like you did the research."

The quiet acceptance gets under the defense I'd prepared. I look down at the box.

"At work, every decision stops with me. Every line, every fastening, every person waiting for an answer. Even when someone else wears the beautiful thing, I'm the man who has to know how it works." My throat catches on the last word. "I want one choice that ends with me giving the decision to you."

Jacob reaches forward at last. He touches the side of the box with two fingers and pushes it back across the table until it rests against my stomach.

"You wanted me here," he says. "I can stay all night and never open that. You don't owe me a lock because Bianca frightened you or because I want what's inside."

The box is mine again, wholly and inconveniently. I could put it back in the cupboard. Jacob would make tea, sleep beside me if I asked, and leave in the morning without turning my refusal into a wound I had to tend.

My nail catches beneath the lid, and the seal parts with a soft tear.

Inside, black foam holds a polished steel cage, several rings, a small lock, and two narrow keys. The metal reflects the warm lamp in curved fragments. Jacob's breath changes, but he still doesn't touch it.

I lift the cage by its base. It's cooler than the room. The shape is smaller in my hand than it was in the diagrams, bluntly real in a way no amount of research could make familiar.

"I want you to fit it," I say.

Jacob's eyes lift to mine.

I separate the two keys, place one beside him, and close my fingers around the other. "I want you to hold it for me."

His fingers close gently around my wrist. "If I do, you still get to change your mind."

"Yes. Pain means it comes off. Immediately."

"Pain, numbness, bad color, broken skin. Anything wrong, I unlock you. Frustration is different."

My cock tightens beneath the robe. "Frustration is yours."

Jacob's hand tightens around my wrist, then releases. "Show me the instructions."

I unfold the card from beneath the foam. We read it shoulder to shoulder, Jacob following the sizing chart while I show him the ring I selected and the notes I made before ordering. He checks the pieces for rough edges with his thumb. I fetch a small envelope from the desk drawer, write Physical emergency across the front, and place the second key inside. The seal rasps beneath my thumb. I press every edge closed and set it on the side table within reach.

"That one stays with me," I say. "If I'm locked away from home, it travels in the bag that stays with me."

Jacob nods. "Immediate access. Every time."

When I return, Jacob is holding the cage in his palm. His hand warms the steel until the reflection of the lamp steadies across it.

"Last easy chance," he says.

I untie my hair and place the band on the table.

His attention follows the brown length as it drops below my shoulders. The same look that found me in the ivory gown moves over my face, my soft mouth, the faint color I chose to keep. It settles on the knot of my robe.

I stand and pull the belt free.

The robe opens over my bare chest and cock. Cool air touches the damp head. I'm already hard enough to make the first step impossible, and the fact would embarrass me if Jacob's expression didn't turn it into something precious.

"Come here," he says.

I step between his knees. Jacob puts the warmed ring into my hand instead of fastening it himself.

"Show me the size you chose."

I fit it carefully behind my balls, guiding my cock through while he watches. The ring sits close without biting. Jacob runs one broad finger around its edge, checking the space against my skin. The practical touch does nothing to calm me. My cock jerks above the ring, flushed and wet.

"That hurt?"

"No."

"Pulling?"

I shift my weight, then crouch and straighten as the instructions advised. The ring moves with me. "Snug. Not painful."

Jacob takes the cage and wraps his hand around my cock. His grip is firm enough to make my knees soften.

"Breathe and let it settle."

His thumb strokes once beneath the head. A bead of pre-cum slips over his skin. He doesn't give me another stroke. He holds me, patient and warm, until the ache eases enough for my cock to soften in his palm.

"Good," he says. "You did the difficult part before I touched you."

My stomach unclenches under the praise. I let him guide my cock into the steel tube. The cage encloses me by degrees, the curved bars close around sensitive skin, and the front settles against the ring. Jacob checks that nothing is trapped. He makes me turn, sit, and stand while he watches the fit from every angle.

Then he picks up the lock.

"Tell me again."

My pulse beats against the steel. Refusal is still available. So are the sealed spare on the side table, the open robe, and the unbroken shape of our friendship if I decide this is too much.

"Lock it," I say. "I want you to decide when I have access."

The lock slides through the joined pieces. Jacob turns the key.

The click is small. My whole body hears it.

My cock tries to swell, and the cage stops it before the response can become complete. Pressure gathers along the confined shaft, firm and inescapable. The lock rests with a new weight at the base. Jacob removes the key and closes it in his fist.

My shoulders drop.

There should be another instruction waiting for me to give. A correction. A careful assessment of the fit and the consequences and what happens next. Instead there's only Jacob looking up at me with the decision in his hand.

"Put your hands behind your back," he says.

I obey before I can translate the command into anything safer.

The robe falls open around my hips. Jacob's palms travel from my waist to my bare thighs, slow and possessive without shifting the cage. He presses my legs farther apart. The movement presents the locked shape between them, my cock reduced to a strained curve of flesh behind bright bars.

"Look at you," he says. "You brought me the lock. You asked me to keep you like this."

My face burns. The word keep catches harder than the metal. My caged cock pulses, and a clear drop beads through the opening at the tip.

Jacob gathers it with his thumb.

"Pretty princess."

My knees bend before I decide to move, leaving me lower between his thighs with my hands still clasped behind me. I don't repeat the name. I can't make my mouth form it without turning tonight into a promise I haven't learned how to say. My body offers him the answer anyway, leaning into the hand he places against my cheek.

"There you are," he says. "Stay down."

I remain on my knees. Jacob strokes his damp thumb across my lower lip, repairing the blurred edge of rose rather than wiping it away. Then he trails his hand down my throat and chest. He circles one nipple until it tightens, pinches it, and watches the cage answer with another helpless pulse.

"Please."

"Please what?"

The old pressure to perform rises automatically. I should know the right request. I should direct the scene I began, give him clean language, manage his pleasure and mine. Jacob keeps one hand at the back of my neck and waits without helping.

Then the cage tightens around another attempt to grow, and the pressure clears everything except the truth.

"Touch me. Don't let me come."

Desire sharpens Jacob's face. "Good. Hands on my thighs."

I bring them forward and grip the heavy muscle beneath his trousers. He spreads my robe over my legs so the soft fabric frames the cage. His fingers trace the ring behind my balls, checking the edge before he cups them in his warm palm.

My thighs tense beneath his palm. I push forward. Steel answers instead of his hand, refusing the full stroke my body seeks.

Jacob rubs two fingers along the underside of the cage. "You don't get to force more room."

"I know."

"Show me."

I stop thrusting. My thighs shake with the effort, then settle under his hand.

"That's it." He strokes my balls slowly, giving pleasure everywhere the lock allows. "Let me carry the answer."

The sentence clears away supplier forms, cutting plans, and the broad, untroubled voice I use for rooms that expect certainty. I kneel with my hair loose and my mouth soft with color, held inside a choice I don't have to keep making every second.

Jacob pinches my nipple again. His other hand presses beneath the cage, lifting its weight until the base nudges sensitive skin. A broken sound leaves me. My grip tightens on his thighs.

"Good girl," he says. "You can ache for me."

My hips jerk once. The cage permits only pressure, not the long friction that would carry me over. I leak against the metal while Jacob alternates between my nipple and the tender skin around the ring, always checking the device with his fingers before he turns the touch cruelly precise again.

"Jacob."

"I know."

He does. That's the unbearable part. He knows exactly how hard I'm trying to become, and the key is no longer in the lock.

His palm closes around the cage. The bars press evenly against my cock, warm now from my body and his hand. He holds me there until the need crests without release, every muscle in my stomach drawn tight around an ending he won't give me.

"Still no pain?"

The question is practical, low, and singular. I test the pressure instead of answering from pride. The ring remains snug. Nothing pinches. The ache is deep inside the locked shape, exactly where I asked him to keep it.

"No pain."

"Then stay with it."

He removes his hand. The loss pulls a whimper from me. My cock strains once more against the cage and has nowhere to go.

Jacob draws me upright before my knees complain. "First fit," he says. "We stop while everything is still clean."

The everyday key waits beside the open box. He takes it, turns the lock, and eases the cage away before the first hour is over. Cool air reaches the compressed skin. He checks the full contact line with his fingers, then has me sit, stand, and turn while he looks for any mark that doesn't fade.

No broken skin. No numbness. No color change. The ring has left only a shallow pressure line that softens while he watches.

Jacob wraps the robe around me and crosses the belt at my waist. He brings water, waits until I drink, then settles behind me on the sofa with one arm around my middle. The steel lies clean and unlocked on a towel beside the sealed spare.

"I'm proud of you for asking," he says against my loose hair. "And for letting the first answer be enough for tonight."

The ache remains in my body without the metal to contain it. I rest my hand over the closed robe and let Jacob hold the decision I no longer need to revise.

"Do you still want me to keep the everyday key?" he asks.

I pick it up. Its teeth press into my palm before I lay it across his. "Between trials too. I want you to carry that answer."

His fingers close around it.

The next lock lasts ninety minutes. I walk the length of the apartment, sit through tea, and learn the difference between the cage shifting and the ring pulling. Jacob unlocks me, checks the skin, and cleans each piece with me.

The following trial reaches three hours without pain or damage. After that comes an afternoon at my own cutting table, the sealed spare zipped into the work bag beside my chair while Jacob keeps the everyday key. Each one begins clean and ends unlocked, inspected, washed, and fully dry. We do not turn one successful fit into permission for the next duration. We build it.

On the afternoon of Jacob's birthday, the cage is warm from his palm again. The final unlocked check shows clean skin and no lingering pressure marks. I fit the ring, let him settle the cage, and stand while he verifies the spacing one last time.

"Still your choice," he says, the lock poised between his fingers.

The pink dress is waiting in its garment bag. Nora is due at the hotel.

"Lock it."

The click is familiar now, but the relief isn't smaller. Pressure gathers as my cock tests the fixed space. Jacob removes the key and offers it to me across his palm.

I take it only long enough to put it back in his hand. "Keep me locked until you see the surprise."

Then I slide the sealed emergency envelope into the inner zipped pocket of my overnight bag. The spare stays with me. The everyday key disappears into Jacob's closed fist.
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Chapter 10


I grip the vanity while Nora works the last hook into place at the back of my neck. Three drops of rose crystal settle above the neckline I cut for them. She moves my hair clear of the clasp, secures one final pin near my ear, and lets the arranged waves fall over my shoulders.

"Breathe, darling. You're making a determined case for fastening yourself to the furniture."

I loosen my fingers. Pink satin whispers through a full breath. Beneath it, the longline bra steadies the bodice and high-waisted panties conceal the cage completely. They can't disguise its weight when I shift.

After the successful staged trials, Jacob checked the fit again this afternoon before leaving me to prepare the surprise.

Behind the locked bathroom door, I performed my own skin check, drew the panties over the steel, and fastened the blush stockings. Nora resumed only after the cage was covered. She's seen lace, smooth legs, and the privacy boundary I gave her. Nothing beneath it.

Now the foundation I learned to apply lies under rose at my cheeks and a deeper color at my mouth. Brown shadow softens my eyes; mascara gives each blink weight. Orange blossom rests lightly at my throat. Nora has shaped my hair and corrected my balance in the ankle-strap shoes, but every choice came from the plan I handed her.

The dress is mine from block to hem. Its fitted satin line opens below my hips into a full skirt that follows a turn half a beat late. Pearl-edged sleeves leave my shoulders bare. The concealed structure carries the weight without stealing my breath, and the small pocket at my side holds my phone.

Nora checks the closure and circles me once. Beyond her open case, two glasses, Jacob's cake, and the silver cuff links I chose for him wait on the low table.

"Walk," Nora says.

I release the vanity and take three steps across the carpet. Heel, toe. The cage shifts under the lingerie. Satin slides over my stockinged thighs with a soft, continuous sound. At the window, I turn without grabbing for anything.

Nora lifts one sculpted brow. "Again, and this time do not apologize to the floor for being taller."

I cross back with my spine long. The skirt follows half a beat after each turn, exactly as I designed it to do.

"Better." She hands me the lipstick. "Your mouth. Your decision."

I study the shape she's made without beginning in the mirror. I look at the tissue first, blot once, then restore the center of my lower lip with the slim brush. The color is deeper than the muted rose I wear at work. It doesn't pretend to be accidental. "There," I say.

Nora's expression softens. "There you are."

The words almost make me look away. I set the brush down instead.

"One minute."

I lift the skirt clear of my heels and cross into the bedroom alone. The sealed envelope moves from my overnight bag to the bedside drawer. When I return, Nora is closing a powder compact.

She closes her case and checks the time on her phone. "Do you want me to stay? I can sit in the other room until he arrives. If the first look feels too large, you'll have someone here who already knows the dress has excellent structural integrity."

My laugh catches before it becomes a shield. Nora has kept every promise. She never asked why the bathroom door had to remain closed. She didn't touch the lingerie once I wore it. When I changed my mind about the first earrings, she took them out without defending her own taste.

I could let her stay and make the reveal feel like another fitting. I could ask her to answer the door, fill the first silence, and keep Jacob's face from being the only thing in the room. That would alter the design.

"Thank you," I say. "I want this part private."

"Good. Then it's private."

She presses the suite keycard into my palm, folds my fingers over it without disturbing my nails, and kisses the air beside my cheek. At the door, she pauses. "You made something beautiful, Adam. Let him have the sense to notice."

"And if he doesn't?"

"Then I come back and eat his cake."

The door closes behind her, and I hear the latch catch. The room changes in the silence. The sitting area, bedroom, and lit vanity in the suite I booked are still arranged exactly as I planned, but no one remains to call the details technical. The pink skirt surrounds my legs. My caged cock strains against its fixed space, turning the concealed lock into the most precise part of the presentation.

I test the front door, curtains, and bedroom divider. The cuff links sit beside the cake. I stop adjusting the room when my phone vibrates inside the dress pocket.

Upstairs. Room 814. Face the windows when you come in. Do not turn around until I tell you.

His reply appears before I can lock the screen.

Bossy for someone who gave me his key.

The cage tightens around my answer. I type with both thumbs.

Birthday privilege. Follow instructions.

Yes, sir.

I nearly drop the phone. The lock permits no room for the sudden pulse beneath the lingerie. I hold still until the pressure settles into a hard, contained ache, then place myself behind the half-closed bedroom divider. The position gives me a clean path across the carpet and leaves the full skirt hidden until I choose to move.

The electronic lock sounds. My heart answers it. Jacob enters and lets the door shut behind him. Through the narrow gap, I see his dark jacket and the hotel keycard caught between two fingers. He looks toward the divider.

"Windows," I say.

His head turns at once. He crosses to the glass and stops with his back to me, feet planted on the carpet. He sets the card on the table without looking at the cake or the gift.

"Do I get to say happy birthday to myself, or is there a schedule?"

"There's always a schedule."

"There he is."

The fondness in his voice threatens my knees more effectively than the heels. I set one hand against the divider. "Don't turn around," I say. "Not yet."

Jacob plants his feet facing the glass. "All right."

No teasing follows. He gives me the silence I asked for, even though it leaves me nowhere to hide from what comes next. I open the divider. The skirt clears it without catching. I take my mark beside the end of the sofa, angle one foot as Nora taught me, and let my hands rest against the front of the dress instead of smoothing it. The pose exposes the neckline, the narrow waist, and the breadth of satin below it. It also leaves my face entirely unprotected.

"Now," I say.

Jacob turns. His gaze finds my shoes first because I placed them nearest his line of sight. It travels up the sheer blush stockings to the full pink skirt, slows at my waist, then lifts over the pearl-edged neckline and the rose crystals at my throat. When he reaches my face, his lips part.

He doesn't speak. My prepared explanations crowd my tongue. The bias panels required two extra fittings. The color isn't the blush silk reserved for the showcase. The bodice would lie flatter if I shortened the left bone by three millimeters.

None of those facts protect me from the way Jacob looks at me. His hand closes at his side. The movement pulls his jacket across his shoulders. Want settles into his face slowly, too large to mistake for appreciation of a well-cut dress.

"Adam."

My name in that voice makes the cage bite with pressure. I keep my feet where I placed them. "Happy birthday," I say.

He takes half a step, then stops himself. "Did you make all of this?"

"The dress. I chose the rest and told Nora what I needed."

His eyes return to the skirt, following the seam lines as though he knows how much of me is held inside them. "You made this for tonight."

"I wanted you to see what I made for you."

The sentence leaves me more exposed than the neckline. I lift my chin before the old slouch can fold me out of sight.

Jacob's gaze comes back to my face. "You made it for yourself first."

My breath catches. "Yes."

"Good." His voice drops. "Because you chose this before I walked through that door."

The answer warms every place the cage can't satisfy. My knees soften, but I remain standing.

Jacob waits until I steady. Then he says, "You are beautiful, princess."

The cage tightens. I stay where he placed his gaze.

Jacob sees all of it. He still doesn't come closer.

"Say it again," I whisper.

His fingers flex once at his side. "My beautiful princess. You designed every inch of the thing that's making it difficult for me to stand still."

I can't answer with a correction. Design language has abandoned me at the moment I meant to use it as proof. "Do you like the dress?"

"I like the dress." His gaze lowers, deliberate and hot. "I want to see what it does when you come closer."

The fear doesn't disappear. His gaze moves between the seam beneath my fingers and my face, and I still can't tell which look matters more. The deeper question waits beyond tonight's first look.

The skirt whispers after my heel as I move forward. "Call me princess," I say.

Jacob's chest rises once. "Look at me."

I meet his eyes.

"Is that what you want from me?"

The room offers me every exit I built into it. Nora is gone because I sent her away. The door is behind Jacob, unlocked from the inside. The dress belongs to me whether he touches it or not. Even the cage began in my hand.

"Yes." My voice shakes, but the word does not. "I want to be your princess."

Something fierce and careful crosses his face. He holds it back until I finish.

"I made the dress. I chose the room. I asked you here." My fingers press into the satin, feeling the workmanship beneath my palms. "And I want you to call me princess because I want to be Jacob's princess."

I hold his gaze and stay where he can see me.

Jacob reaches into his pocket and draws out the everyday key. It lies across his broad palm, small and bright beneath the suite lights. "Come here, princess."

I step away from the position I planned. Then another. The cage presses steadily beneath the lingerie as I cross the carpet under the relationship label I've chosen. Jacob closes his fingers around the key before I reach him. He puts his free hand at my waist, careful of the boning and firm enough to stop me exactly where he wants me.

"Good," he says. "You followed that beautifully."

Praise loosens the last held place in my chest. I lean toward him. He waits until I lift my face, then kisses me. His mouth is warm and controlled against the lipstick Nora and I chose. One hand remains at my waist. The other cups the back of my neck below the crystals, keeping my hair free of his fingers. I open for him, and the first stroke of his tongue turns the lock beneath my skirt into a hard point of need.

Jacob breaks the kiss before I can chase it. His forehead rests against mine. His thumb moves once over the satin at my waist, holding the body I put inside it.

"When I take you through that door," he says, glancing toward the bedroom, "what do you want me to call you?"

The question is narrower now. Hotter. The answer waiting behind my teeth adds one possessive word to the role I've already chosen.

I step closer until the caged ache meets the solid line of his thigh. Jacob's hand tightens at my waist.

The words gather in my mouth.
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Chapter 11


"Your princess."

The step I already took becomes a press of pink satin and caged need along his thigh. My hands stop hovering near the skirt and settle open against his chest.

Jacob holds my gaze. "There you are," he says softly.

The praise loosens my mouth around a breath. The cage answers with a tight pulse beneath the lingerie. Jacob's thumb presses into the satin at my waist, waiting until I lean harder into him by choice.

"Say it again."

"Your princess." This time I hear the want in it. My knees soften, and Jacob's arm takes more of my weight without pulling me anywhere. "I want to be your princess tonight."

"Good." His gaze drops to my lipstick, then lower over the rose crystals and the pearl-edged neckline. "And if you want more than I give you, you ask. If you want me to stop, you tell me."

The old part of me reaches for a joke about specifications and finds nothing. I nod.

Jacob's hand tightens once. "Use your voice, princess."

The title draws my hips against his thigh. Satin gathers between us. "I will."

He kisses me again, deeper now that I've answered. His mouth takes the shape Nora and I painted so carefully and makes it ours. One hand stays at my waist while the other holds the back of my neck beneath my loose hair, keeping every pin in place.

When he turns me toward the bedroom, he does it with his palm low on my back and one quiet command near my ear.

"Walk."

My first heel lands cleanly. The skirt follows, brushing both our legs as he keeps close behind me. Orange blossom rises from my skin. The cage shifts inside the high-waisted panties with every step, rubbing the lining against a cock that can't grow. Jacob's fingers spread at my waist as if he can feel each thwarted pulse through twelve fitted panels.

I planned the bedroom down to the folded towel and unopened lubricant in the drawer. I didn't plan how small the everyday key would look when Jacob lays it on the bedside table. Metal touches wood with a light click.

I stare at it until Jacob steps close enough to cover the key from view without hiding it.

"Adam."

I lift my face.

He reads whatever is exposed in my face and stays between me and the table without blocking my way to it. "You chose the lock. You chose this dress. You chose the name." His knuckles skim my cheek without disturbing the foundation. "Now tell me what else you chose."

The answer waits behind all the details I arranged so I wouldn't have to say it. My fingers close over his lapels.

"I want you to take me in the dress." My voice thins but does not fail. "I want you to fuck me while I'm locked."

Want tightens his face. His hands remain careful.

"How do you want me to put you?"

I could give him a diagram and turn the whole night into a fitting. Instead I look at the key on the table, then back at him. "You decide. I don't want to decide the next thing."

His hold settles around my wrist. "Because you want me to carry it?"

"Yes. Please."

"Then turn around and give me your hands."

The command empties the room of every other answer. I turn and place my hands behind my back. Jacob closes one hand around both wrists, holding me exactly where I asked to be kept.

"My beautiful princess made himself a dress for me to take him in." His mouth brushes the shell of my ear. "And then he asked me plainly for what he wanted."

My shoulders sink. A tremor runs down my arms into his grip as my cock tries again to fill the cage.

"Good girl," he says.

The praise folds me toward him. I make a sound I'd correct out of any room where I had to be the composed man with the plan. Jacob kisses below my ear and holds my wrists more firmly.

"That's how I want you. No hiding from the choice you made."

"I'm not hiding."

"I know." His free hand travels down the front of the bodice, over my cinched waist, and into the breadth of the skirt. He gathers satin slowly, lifting it without dragging the hem. Cool air reaches the backs of my stockinged thighs. "You're standing here in everything you wanted me to see."

The skirt rises to my hips. He arranges the folds over his forearm instead of crushing them, then draws the high-waisted panties beneath the cage. He frees the lace from the stocking clips and leaves the panties low around my thighs, polished steel exposed between ivory lace and blush nylon.

His palm cups the cage.

I jerk against him. Restriction turns the pressure of his hand into one concentrated ache. He traces the base ring once, checking the skin where steel meets me before he lets himself squeeze.

"Good?"

"Very."

"Then you stay locked, princess."

My body bends around the words. He has the key within reach and chooses maintenance instead of release. The ache sharpens until my thighs shake.

"On the bed," he says. "Hands and knees. Keep your skirt up for me."

I climb onto the mattress in heels, and Jacob steadies my hip before I catch the satin beneath a knee. I gather the skirt above my waist, exposing the lingerie around my thighs, the cage, and my ass while the pearl bands stay snug around my arms.

The posture should make me feel ridiculous. Instead Jacob's breath catches behind me.

"Look at what you made," he says. His hand passes over the curve of the skirt, then down to my bare ass. "Every part of you presented exactly the way you chose."

My arms tremble under the weight of satin. "Do you want me like this?"

"I want you so badly I'm having trouble being patient." His palm lands in a slow, firm stroke that spreads my cheeks without striking. "But I'm going to be patient because you asked me to take care of what you gave me."

The fear behind my question recedes enough for me to breathe. My elbows unlock. The mattress takes a little more of my weight.

Jacob unfastens my heels one at a time and massages each arch before setting the shoes side by side. The care is almost unbearable in this position. I stay lifted on stockinged knees while he opens the drawer I prepared.

The cap clicks. A cool, slick finger circles my hole.

I clench.

Jacob's other hand settles over the cage. "Breathe for me."

I breathe. His fingertip presses in slowly, and the stretch takes all the room the technical voice usually occupies. There's only Jacob's hand, the fixed steel, and orange blossom when I lower my head.

"That's it. You opened for me."

My hole loosens around the first finger. He curls it deep while his palm presses the cage. My hips rock before I can stop them.

"Again," he says.

I obey. The cage grinds against his hand while my ass pushes back onto his finger. He adds another with enough lubricant that the stretch stays full and clean. When I tense, he stills inside me and rubs the skin above the base ring until my breath evens.

"Too much?"

"No." I push back carefully, taking him deeper. "Don't take the choice away because I'm shaking."

"I won't." His voice roughens. "You can shake. You're doing beautifully."

The praise changes the tremor. My back arches as Jacob's fingers spread inside me and find the place that sends a bright jolt through the locked ache.

"Please," I say.

"Tell me."

I look over my shoulder. His jacket is gone. His shirt is open at the throat, and the control in his face makes him look more exposed than if he were naked. "Fuck me, Jacob. Take your princess."

His eyes close for one beat. Then he withdraws his fingers and reaches for the condom beside the lubricant. Foil tears, his zipper lowers, and my caged cock pulses at every sound. Jacob puts one hand on my hip and brings the broad head of his cock to my hole.

"Hold still."

I stop moving. Not because I have no other choice, but because he's taken the next one from my hands exactly as I asked.

The first pressure opens me slowly. I grip the satin as Jacob advances only when my ass softens around him. The stretch grows from sharp fullness into a deep drag. When I gasp, he pauses with both hands anchoring my hips.

"Turn your face to me, Adam."

I look back at him.

"You asked me for this." His gaze stays on mine. "My brave princess. My beautiful boy in the dress he made. I know who I am taking."

Something in my chest gives way. The words reach beneath satin and makeup to touch the man holding them up.

"More," I whisper.

Jacob presses forward until his hips meet me. The cage lies hard against my stomach as I take every inch of him. I lower my chest to the mattress, the skirt spilling around my waist and over his wrists.

"Good girl," he says. "Take a breath."

I do. My hole tightens around him.

"Now push back."

I push. Jacob draws out and fills me again. The first strokes are measured, each one deep enough to make the lock tap softly against its cage. He adjusts the angle until the next thrust hits the same place his fingers found.

The sound that leaves me isn't a word.

"There." His grip firms. "That's what my princess needed."

The old list of duties breaks apart. Tomorrow's schedule, the uncut blush silk, the answer I'd give if someone asked who was in charge of the collection. None of it survives Jacob's voice and the rhythm he sets.

"Hold the dress up," he says when my fists begin to loosen. "I want you to feel what you made while I fuck you."

I gather the satin again. It slides cool over my forearms while Jacob drives into me. Stockings pull tight over my knees. The lingerie remains caught around my thighs. My necklace swings against my chest, and my hair spills over the deeper lipstick now marking the white pillowcase.

Every part of the presentation changes how I take him. The boning keeps my waist offered. The skirt rushes over skin. The cage keeps every pulse under his control. When he says princess, my ass opens for him. When he calls me good, I push back harder.

"That's it," Jacob says near my ear. He's folded over me without putting his weight on the bodice. "Let me see you give it to me."

I release one fistful of satin and reach back for him. He catches my hand and pins it gently to the sheet beside my face. His other hand slides beneath me to cup the cage.

The combined pressure tears a cry from my throat. My cock strains against steel while his cock fills me again and again. Pleasure gathers somewhere deeper than the release the lock forbids, building each time he drives across that hidden place.

"Jacob."

"I have you."

My cheek presses into the lipstick mark. He keeps the same angle, the same unhurried force, holding my hand and the cage as though both are promises he intends to maintain.

"Come for me like this," he says. "Locked, dressed, and taking me because you asked for it. Show me what my princess can give me."

The orgasm breaks through me without freedom for my cock. My hole clamps around him. The cage jerks in his palm, and pleasure rolls from the deep pressure inside me through every held part of my body. I cry into the pillow. Satin spills from my numb fingers. Jacob keeps me safe beneath him, thrusting through each contraction until his rhythm breaks and he comes with my name rough against my neck.

For several breaths neither of us moves. The cage remains closed, Jacob deep inside me. His hand eases into a cradle over the steel while the last pulses pass.

"Good," he murmurs. "You did so well."

My body answers even now, a small clench around him and a loosening beneath the praise.

Jacob withdraws slowly and holds my hip through the empty ache. After he disposes of the condom, water runs in the bathroom. He returns with a warm cloth.

"Stay where you are for a minute. Let me take care of you."

I let the dress fall across my legs while he cleans me. He checks the tender skin around my hole, then passes the warm cloth over my balls and every bar of the cage. Two fingers circle the base ring, finding no caught skin.

"Pain?"

"Tender. Nothing wrong."

He presses lightly beside the ring; sensation answers everywhere it should. "Then it stays on."

"I want it on."

"I know." He bends and kisses the bare skin just above the ring. "You were perfect in it."

My thighs open another inch before I can think. Jacob sees and smiles against my skin, not laughing, only pleased that praise still reaches me.

He draws the panties back into place carefully, freeing each stocking clip and settling the lace over the cage without catching anything. Then he lowers the skirt panel by panel, smoothing the satin across my hips with the flat of his hand.

Jacob helps me sit. The room tilts once, and his arm closes around my waist.

"Slow."

He brings the water glass to my mouth instead of making me reach. The water is cool enough to sting one place on my lower lip where the color has worn thin. I drink until he lowers the glass.

"More?"

"In a minute."

"All right."

He removes the remaining pins from my hair and sets them beside the everyday key, then rubs the places where they pressed. My hair falls without Nora's arrangement, but the dress remains fastened, the stockings smooth, the necklace warm, and the cage secure beneath restored lace.

Jacob settles me against the pillows, cleans himself, and returns in his open shirt and briefs with the extra blanket. The soft edge drags over my shoulders and pearl bands before he tucks it around the satin instead of stripping me.

"Come here," he says.

I move into the curve of his body. He takes my weight against his chest, one arm under my neck and the other over my waist. His palm rests low on the skirt, directly above the hidden cage. The key remains visible on the table. He could reach it without rising. He doesn't need to.

After a while, he gives me more water and wipes blurred lipstick from the corner of my mouth.

"You asked for every hard thing tonight," he says. "You told me the name you wanted. You told me how deep you wanted to go. You trusted me to decide after you asked."

I put my hand over his above the cage.

"And you made the most beautiful dress I've ever touched," he continues. "You wore it for me without giving away one inch of the work that belongs to you."

He understands the difference, or he understands enough of it to make my chest ache.

He warms my stockinged feet between his calves and draws the blanket higher over my shoulders.

I drift near sleep. The room no longer asks anything. The satin is wrinkled and warm. My lipstick is worn away. The cage remains locked. Everything feels used exactly as I chose.

That should be enough to let me sleep.

Instead I count what his praise named: the dress, my choice, the trust, the princess he took through the bedroom door. He said my name when he came. None of it tells me whether the wanting existed before satin.

I turn carefully in his arms. His hand follows my waist so I don't pull against the tenderness. When I open my eyes, he's watching me.

"Jacob."

"I'm here."

The answer makes the question harder, not easier. I look at the faint rose stain my mouth left near his collar. "Did you want me before I looked like this?"

Every trace of sleep leaves his face. His hand stays warm against my waist.

"I wanted you before I understood what I was looking at."
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Chapter 12


"And the dress made it impossible for me to keep calling it friendship."

Jacob's voice stays low beside me. The blanket holds the warmth around my shoulders, and his hand remains at my waist, exactly where it followed me when I turned. Nothing in the room moves except his mouth and the slow rise of his chest beneath my cheek.

"Before that, I wanted your Friday nights. I wanted to be the person you called when a seam went wrong at midnight, even when I couldn't do anything except bring coffee and listen to you insult the fabric." His thumb presses once through the satin. "I wanted your hands. Your ridiculous hair tie. The way you lean into me when you're too tired to remember you're supposed to stand on your own."

My throat tightens. These are not the things I arranged beneath hotel lights. They are not pearl bands or stockings or the line of a skirt. They are the untidy pieces of years I never thought to protect because I didn't know they could be wanted.

Jacob watches my face. "Then you stood in that gown and I saw how beautiful you were. I saw what wanting you could look like. The dress mattered, Adam. It still matters." His gaze passes over my loosened hair and the crushed pink satin beneath the blanket before returning to my eyes. "It didn't make you worth wanting. It made it impossible for me to hide that I already did."

My throat closes around the answer his praise couldn't give me. I look down because looking at him would require an answer before I have one. The lipstick cloth lies folded near my elbow, one corner stained a soft, damaged rose. Jacob wiped my mouth with it when I was too tired to lift my head. The mark is proof of the presentation and of what came after, both held in the same square of white cotton.

"How long?" I ask.

"Long enough that I should've understood it sooner."

"That isn't a length of time."

"No." A breath moves under my cheek, almost a laugh but too careful to become one. "It's the honest answer. I don't know when wanting you stopped being ordinary friendship. I know it was before the gown. I know the gown showed me I'd been lying to myself."

The precision of not knowing makes him easier to believe.

I smooth my thumb along the edge of the cloth. The cotton catches against a rough place beside my nail. "Why didn't you say anything?"

"Because you trusted me. Because I saw what one look from me did to you in the atelier, and I was afraid I'd use that before either of us understood it." His fingers loosen at my waist without leaving. "And because stepping back is easy for me when I don't know what else to do. I got it wrong after the kiss. I kept Friday and the practical things. I stopped asking you to lunch. I stopped bringing coffee. I thought leaving you room was kinder." His hand remains at my waist. "Instead I left you to wonder whether I'd stepped back from ordinary Adam and come close again only for the princess."

He waited outside my bedroom because I was making a choice. Before that, he left the ordinary spaces empty because he mistook absence for care. But that's not the whole question.

"You keep saying you wanted me." My voice is steadier now, which only lets me hear the fear more clearly. "And then you say the dress showed you what that meant."

"Yes."

"What happens if those are different things to me?"

Jacob's hand stills at my side. He doesn't rush to correct the question.

I put the cloth down. Rose faces upward between us. "I don't want you to tell me the dress is incidental because you're trying to prove you love the man underneath it. I made this. I wanted you to see me in it. I asked you to call me your princess, and I meant it."

The title holds even in my own voice. I settle deeper under the blanket. The cage remains a quiet, close weight beneath the restored lace, no longer urgent, impossible to forget.

"I don't want Adam to be the respectable part you love and your princess to be the private thing you tolerate."

"I don't."

He says it softly. My breath stops anyway.

Jacob's hand tightens just enough to hold me through it. "You in my old shirt, swearing at a delivery invoice. You in pink satin asking me to take charge. I want both. I want all the places between them too."

I make myself meet his eyes.

"The dress taught me where to look," he says. "It didn't put anything there."

That's plain enough to hurt. My mouth folds before I can control it. Jacob reaches for the lipstick cloth and dabs beneath my lower lip, catching the wetness there before it can cut another path through the damaged color. He doesn't call attention to it. When he sets the cloth down, the new mark lies across the old one.

"I love the man who made the dress," he says. "I want the princess who chose to wear it for me. I'm not asking you to cut either one away."

Love.

He's never said it to me like this. We've thrown it across years in careless forms, love you when one of us hangs up, love that idiot when a story gets retold. This one has weight because he doesn't soften it with movement.

My fingers close in the blanket. "You love me."

"Yes."

The room doesn't change. The bedside lamp keeps its dull gold circle, and satin remains creased beneath my hip. My body is still tender, my lipstick still smudged, the cage still locked. I believe him for one breath.

Then I see the key on the bedside table.

Jacob follows my gaze. His arm leaves my waist, and cold enters the narrow place where his hand rested. He reaches past the water glass, picks up the everyday key, and closes his fist around it.

"This can stop," he says.

The cold place widens.

"What can?"

"The cage. Me holding the key. The way I talk to you when you ask me to take charge. Any of it." He opens his hand, but he doesn't offer the key yet. It lies against his palm, small and ordinary. "You can change one part without losing the rest. You can change all of it."

The blanket presses against my mouth when I breathe in. "And then what?"

"Then I unlock you. I stay with you. Tomorrow I still help you carry garment bags down three flights of stairs because you refuse to admit wheels were invented." His eyes hold mine. "If what you want is friendship, I'll be your friend. I'll still love you and want you, but I won't make either your problem."

Jacob turns his hand over mine. The key drops into my palm, warm from his skin.

My fingers remain open beneath it. The cut edge presses into the center of my hand, barely enough to leave a shape. I know exactly what it opens. I could push back the blanket, find the small lock beneath the satin and lace, and end the constant held pressure before Jacob finishes his next breath. He'd let me. More frightening, he'd help.

Jacob withdraws his hand and rests it on the sheet between us. He doesn't touch my wrist. He doesn't tell me to look at him. The choice sits uncovered in my palm while his face gives me no instruction to follow.

I close my fingers around the key. The metal shifts against my skin.

For years, choice has meant measuring everything, planning every entrance, and keeping every private want behind a technical explanation. Yet the key weighs almost nothing, and holding it makes the decision larger, not smaller.

I could keep it, and Jacob would still be here. My next breath reaches the bottom of my lungs.

"I don't want friendship," I say.

His jaw releases before he catches it.

"Tell me what you do want."

His voice carries no command.

I turn the key once inside my fist. Its teeth drag lightly over my palm. "I want you as my partner. Not someone I'm experimenting with until one of us gets embarrassed and stops calling."

"All right."

"That sounded dangerously easy."

"It isn't easy." His mouth shifts at one corner. "It is simple. I've wanted to be your partner for longer than I knew how to say it."

The skin beneath my damaged makeup warms. I let it.

"And I want this." I glance down at the blanket where it rounds over pink satin and the hidden cage. "I don't want every minute decided in advance, or authority you assume because I wore a dress once. But when I ask you to hold the key, I want you to hold it. When I ask you to take charge, I want to be able to give you that and know you'll carry it."

Jacob's attention doesn't leave my face. "I will."

"I want to be your princess."

His eyes warm, but he lets me finish.

"I need you to want Adam and your princess together."

"I do."

Two words, and my fist loosens around the key.

"My work stays mine," I say.

Jacob nods once. "Yes."

"All of it. You can protect me. You can tell me when you think I'm walking into something ugly. But what I design, who wears it, and what anyone outside this room gets to see are my decisions."

"They always have been."

"I know." The admission catches me. "I need to say it before private control starts feeling like permission everywhere else."

"Then say it whenever you need to." He looks at my closed hand. "The key is yours too. Even when you give it to me."

I open my fingers. A faint red line crosses the center of my palm where the teeth pressed. The key rests on it, warmed by Jacob and then by me. I've held it long enough to know he meant the offer: I can open the lock or change the title without losing him.

I take Jacob's hand from the sheet and turn it palm up. For the first time tonight, I place the key in his hand without asking a question around it.

His fingers don't close.

"Adam."

I look at him.

"You're sure?"

The answer forms without craft language. "Keep it. I choose us."

Jacob folds his hand over the key. I settle against him again, no longer needing distance to prove I can leave. His free arm returns around my waist. The blanket shifts higher beneath his wrist, covering the pearl band at my shoulder.

"My partner," he says.

The word is almost strange in his voice. It's broader than princess, less charged and more dangerous. It belongs outside a bedroom, even if no one outside this room knows it yet.

"Privately," I say.

"Privately."

"For now."

"For as long as you choose."

He leaves the promise there without reaching for the key or asking me to answer. The unopened champagne and collapsed plans for cake wait beyond the divider. Tomorrow there will be checkout, garment bags, and careful ways to carry twelve panels of wrinkled satin home. The showcase waits beyond that. Bianca will be talking in rooms I can't control.

I hear Bianca's question again: who's going to wear the centerpiece? I don't owe the room that answer tonight.

The dress around me is no longer pristine. Its skirt is crushed from the bed, one sleeve has slipped lower on my arm, and the hand-finished hem remembers my stockinged knees. It is still mine. Nothing Jacob did to me in it has taken the making away.

I picture the final blush silk around my own block. The waist begins with the place my ribs release a full breath. The skirt balances for my stride before another body is considered. No blank figure waits for me to add a wearer after the design is complete.

Jacob feels my breath change. "What is it?"

I put my palm over his closed fist, feeling the everyday key between our hands.

"The centerpiece should begin with my block," I say.

His eyes move over my face without supplying the next decision. "Made for your body."

"Fitted on me. That's not the same as promising the showcase who will wear it."

"I know."

I trace the imagined waistline once across the blanket.

"Tomorrow," I say, "I draft it from my own breath."
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Chapter 13


I pull the covering sheet from the centerpiece sketch.

The cotton slides across the cutting table and catches on one corner of the black muslin beneath it. Chalk dust lifts around my fingers. Nora stops tapping her red pen against the table. Jacob, standing on the other side with his sleeves pushed to his forearms, fixes his attention on the sketch.

The figure on the paper is mine.

Not my face. I've left the oval blank, as I do with every working sketch. The body is unmistakable anyway. Narrow shoulders beneath a wide portrait neckline. A long torso held by an internal corset that ends in a shallow point below the waist. The skirt opens from there in six deep, released pleats, each one cut to gather air when the wearer turns. A panel of blush silk folds across the front without hiding the construction beneath it.

Beside the drawing, three smaller studies show the gown in motion. Walking. Turning. Standing with one hand loose at the side instead of posed on an imaginary hip.

Nora leans closer. The pen becomes quiet between her fingers. "Well."

"That's not a useful technical note."

"It's the sound a professional makes when a client has neglected to warn her that the meeting contains a small detonation."

"I'm not your client."

"Then you should know better."

Her sharpness gives me somewhere ordinary to put my hands. I smooth the black muslin beside the sketch until the chalked grain line lies flat. The atelier works around us. The steamer hisses near the garment rail. Paper whispers inside a half-zipped garment bag when the vent moves it. My brass scissors rest above the drawing, heavy enough to pin the top edge in place.

Jacob doesn't look at the blank face. His attention follows the construction marks at the waist, then the three movement studies.

"Tell us," he says.

It's an invitation, not an interpretation.

I place two fingers on the neckline. "The collection keeps moving upward. The first looks carry their volume near the floor, then the later pieces bring it toward the waist and shoulders. This has to finish that progression without turning into another bridal gown."

Nora bends over the paper, following where I point.

"The neckline frames the collarbones, but the support comes from the inner bodice. Nothing here depends on the wearer holding himself rigid for twenty minutes." I move to the waist seam. "The basque is longer than it looks in the front study. It needs enough structure to keep the silk clean while the body breathes. The pleats release below it, one at a time, so the skirt changes shape as he walks."

"He," Nora repeats.

I shift my stance, and the close weight beneath my trousers answers with a private pressure. Jacob knows what I'm carrying. Nora sees only my hand settle against the edge of the table.

"The final bolt has enough yardage if I don't waste it on a train," I say. "A train would make the finish too ceremonial. I want movement, not an entrance that needs three people to manage it."

Nora's gaze returns to the smaller studies. "And the model?"

I've spent two nights adjusting these lines around that question. The answer has been present in every measurement, but presence isn't the same as a public decision.

"The gown is drafted from my block."

Jacob's fingers close around the far edge of the table. His gaze follows the portrait neckline to the fitted waist, then lifts to me. I keep my palm flat beside the sketch.

Nora studies the walking figure. "So the first fitting is yours."

"Yes. That's a construction decision, not a public one." I touch the smallest movement study. "The skirt only works if I begin with the length of my stride. The waist has to know where I release a breath. Adding a model after the pattern is finished would make him translate a line that never belonged to his body."

Jacob leaves the drawing untouched. "Then keep the decisions separate. Make the original on your body. If you keep it private, a second version can be fitted to someone else for the show."

Nora nods. "Both routes are workable. The private original remains the design authority either way."

They give me one usable alternative and wait.

I look down at the figure I drew to move as I move. "If I wear it myself, what does that require?"

Nora uncaps the red pen. She doesn't mark the gown. Instead, she pulls a sheet of pattern paper from beneath the muslin and begins a list in the margin.

"One final structural fitting before we touch the presentation plan. One movement fitting after the hem hangs for forty-eight hours. I need to see the neckline under the atelier lights, not these work lamps, because blush silk can turn grey if the base is wrong." Her pen moves quickly. "Hair loose but controlled away from the shoulder line. Makeup finished enough to hold under heat, quiet enough that the dress remains the first read."

"No dramatic reveal," I say.

"Darling, if you give me dramatic reveal notes, I'll resign in a way that damages the plaster." She draws a line beneath the first group. "You're presenting a collection. We treat you as the final model, with the additional inconvenience that you also have to direct the room."

"I won't direct it from backstage. Mara can run the sequence from the floor."

"Good. She already has the cue order." Nora writes Mara's name. "Her list is locked: buyers, editors, and a handful of working designers. No guests at the door."

"Bianca?"

"On her own industry credential, not as your guest. Mara keeps her on the presentation floor with everyone else. She has no backstage access and no private meeting with you."

The arrangement is less satisfying than an exclusion and more defensible. Bianca can attend the professional event her work qualifies her to attend. She can't wander through my workroom or turn herself into my invited witness.

Nora adds two exit routes, a dressing screen, and the garment rail behind the partition. "I stay with closures and final face checks. Jacob handles doors, bags, water, and anyone who mistakes a private atelier for permission to roam."

"The volume buyer is still holding its appointment?" I ask.

"Provisional until the walk," Nora says. "They want proof that the centerpiece leads to a deliverable client model."

The largest account in Mara's notes will leave without booking if the gown reads as theatre without a serviceable business behind it. I mark that as the question we'll answer once, in the room.

Jacob nods toward the list. "Doors, garment bags, water. I can do that."

"You do not answer questions about the design," I say.

"I tell them to ask the designer."

"You don't decide who gets close to me after I come out."

His jaw firms, but he answers without delay. "You decide. I pay attention. If you ask me to step in, I step in."

Nora makes a shorter second note: two exit routes, hair first, makeup with time held open, gown last, a robe between makeup and dressing, and the repair kit. The practical pieces give the decision edges I can touch.

I imagine the atelier stripped of its daytime clutter. Black runway tape on the polished concrete. Hot lights over the staging mark. Garment bags aligned along the pipe rail. People who know fabric well enough to see the handwork and people who enjoy pretending they can see weakness just as clearly.

In the imagined room, Bianca says it before I take the first mark: personal stunt. My fingers start toward my thigh. I make them stay flat on the sketch.

"She's already asked who's wearing it," I say.

Nora's pen pauses.

"Bianca doesn't know the answer," Jacob says.

"She doesn't need to know it to build a version that embarrasses me. She only needs enough people wondering whether the collection is serious before they see it."

"Then we can keep the wearer off the program," Nora says. "List the piece, the materials, and you as designer. Nothing else. Let the room encounter the answer when the gown comes out."

The suggestion protects the sequence without disguising me, and it belongs in the professional plan.

Jacob watches my hand on the paper. "You don't owe Bianca a public answer."

"No." My voice catches against the small word. I begin again. "But I owe myself a decision that isn't built around what she might say."

I turn the sketch so it faces me squarely. The blank face waits above the neckline. My face won't be blank under the lights. Nora will have shaped my hair and put color back into my mouth. Jacob will be somewhere I can find him without either of us explaining why his pride matters so much.

The pressure stays high in my chest, as clean and sharp as a new needle.

"If I let her make it an exposure, I lose," I say. "If I make it a design, I choose."

Nora sets the red pen down.

Jacob straightens on the other side of the table.

I look at the long waist, the open neckline, and the skirt cut for my stride. "I'm wearing the centerpiece."

My palm relaxes against the paper after I say it. Beneath my clothes, the private structure I chose with Jacob remains hidden, unchanged, and separate from the room I've agreed to enter.

Nora takes one breath, then picks up her pen. "Then I need you for the first fitting tomorrow after six. Wear whatever foundation garment you plan to use beneath the bodice and tell me what I'm permitted to adjust before I touch anything."

"I will."

Jacob comes around the table only after I lift my hand from the sketch. He stops close enough for the warmth of him to reach me and leaves my hands free.

"I'll be proud to stand beside you," he says. "And if anyone tries to turn your work into a joke, I'll remember that you answer first."

My fingers curl once against the table edge. I want his protection. I want his attention moving through the room with me. I want the answer to remain mine.

"You can look intimidating while you remember."

"That was the plan."

Nora points the red pen at him. "Doors, water, garment bags, tasteful menace. No interviews."

"I can manage a narrow brief."

A laugh escapes me.

My phone vibrates beside the brass scissors. A note from Mara appears above an email forwarded from the provisional buyer.

Our standing volume-account requirement is a six-size wholesale run with repeat delivery. Before we confirm our appointment with Garner, we need to know whether the centerpiece can support that model. Bianca Ravel has described it as personal theatre rather than a client model.

Nora sets down her pen. Jacob shifts his weight against the concrete and says nothing.

The buyer's standing condition is clear: six sizes and repeat delivery. Bianca's phrase has sharpened the way they're looking at it, but she hasn't created the condition. A fixed six-size grade would scale measurements, not refit the release to six different strides. The blush can be reordered. The balance cannot.

I can decline now and remove the largest account from Mara's list before anyone sees the gown. Instead I type, Keep the appointment provisional through the walk. I will answer the construction question in the room.

If their standing volume condition matters more than fit, I'll lose them. The showcase can still put the gown in front of buyers who commission for bodies instead of size runs.

I turn the screen dark beside my brass scissors.

I pull the black muslin closer. The first chalk line of the centerpiece waits beneath my fingers.
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Chapter 14


Nora draws a pin from between her lips and sets it through the blush silk at my left hip. The point catches the firm foundation layer beneath the gown without reaching my skin. I keep my arms lifted and my breath even while she folds another fraction of fullness into the waist seam. Six released pleats fall from the long basque, their unfinished hems spreading across the low fitting platform and onto the concrete.

"Breathe normally," Nora says.

Nora gives me a flat look around the remaining pins.

"I am breathing normally. You're fitting the dress to me, not to a heroic version of me who survives tomorrow without oxygen."

She removes the pins before answering. "Then stop trying to supervise your lungs, darling."

I let the next breath fill my ribs. The internal corset holds without biting. Blush silk shifts across my shoulders, cool where the portrait neckline leaves my collarbones bare and heavier where the skirt gathers around my legs. The opaque longline bodysuit hides the cage while Nora works close to my waist and hips. She handles silk, closures, and line without seeing what it protects.

The cage answers each careful inhale with a private weight.

Jacob sits on the cutting table where I told him he could watch without crowding Nora's work. His sleeves are folded to his forearms. His hands rest open on his thighs, well away from the silk. His gaze isn't nearly as restrained. It travels from the neckline to the fitted point of the basque and down the length of the skirt. Heat follows it over my skin. The cage refuses even the small amount of room my body asks for, turning his attention into a pulse I can't hide from myself.

"The left front is carrying more weight," I say.

Nora crouches and sights along the waist. "Because you're lifting that hip."

"I'm not."

"Jacob?"

He studies me with insulting seriousness. "You're lifting it."

"You have no qualifications for this discussion."

"I have eyes."

Nora taps the side of my ankle. "Both feet flat."

I obey because the gown needs the correction. The pinned hem settles, and the cage shifts beneath the fitting cover without pinching.

"Again," I say.

Nora rises and unfastens the temporary closure at the back of the skirt. I lift the front enough to clear my shoes, step down from the platform, and walk toward the old mirror. The foxed corner breaks the atelier into dark silver, but the gown remains whole below it. One step. Another. The first four pleats open cleanly before the fifth catches against my right calf.

I stop before Nora speaks. "Mark the inner release half an inch higher."

She's already reaching for the chalk. "I was going to say three-eighths."

"Half. It needs room when I turn."

This is my body and my line. Nora accepts the correction without ceremony, kneels beside the pleat, and marks the silk where I indicate. Jacob watches the exchange without offering an opinion. Pride warms his face, but he leaves the gown to the two people whose hands belong on its construction.

I cross the workroom again. On the return, I turn at the black tape Nora laid across the floor. The skirt opens around me with a low silk rush. Weight pulls through the corseted waist and steadies across my shoulders. For one breath, the gown does exactly what I drew. Then my phone lights on the cutting table.

Before Jacob can reach for it, I turn it facedown. "The fifth pleat first."

Nora lifts the chalk. "One more circuit."

I give her the next circuit. She gives me the next correction. The production question can wait; the gown will answer it. By the third pass, the inner release clears my calf. The basque remains level when I breathe. I lift both arms, reach forward as though greeting someone, and bend far enough to confirm the corset doesn't force the neckline away from my chest.

"Hold there," Nora says.

She runs two fingers along the outside of the waist seam, stopping well above the bodysuit's lower edge. I tell her where the boning ends. She adjusts only the silk over it.

"No further reduction," I say. "I need the full breath under the lights."

"Agreed. The line is finished."

The plainness of her verdict catches me harder than praise would. I straighten. The skirt falls into its six balanced columns, each one waiting for my stride.

Nora steps back and studies the shoulder line. "Hair loose, but the front sections come back from the face. Two hidden pins at the nape. Nothing above the neckline."

"No height at the crown."

"I wasn't planning to make you taller. You have Jacob for that."

He folds his arms. "Still outside my brief."

"Your brief is standing there attractively and moving furniture when asked."

"Finally, a role suited to my training."

Their banter loosens my jaw without turning tomorrow into a joke. I walk to the platform again while Nora moves to the makeup case she's opened beside the steamer.

"Natural finish foundation," she says. "The one you bought. A touch more powder through the center because the presentation lights run hot. Brown mascara, soft taupe at the lashes, muted rose balm."

"Not lipstick?"

"The balm has enough color. You need a mouth, not an announcement."

I look at the blush silk across my chest. "Agreed. No necklace."

"Pearl studs?"

I consider the clean space above the neckline. "Small ones. Nothing that moves when I walk."

Nora adds the pearl studs to the preparation sheet clipped to her case. Jacob takes the garment bag from the rail when I ask. He holds it open while Nora and I ease the gown from my body, his attention fixed on keeping the zipper teeth away from the silk. He never touches a seam. Once the gown is padded and hanging, I close the bag myself.

The loss of its weight leaves me exposed in the opaque bodysuit and my fitting shoes. Nora sees only the smooth foundation layer I told her I'd wear. I reach for the satin robe on the back of my chair and knot it before she turns from the rail.

"Tomorrow I handle hair, face, gown, and repairs," she says. "I touch nothing below the gown's internal corset."

"Correct."

"If the dress or my body fails, we stop," I say. "Every answer attached to the clothes stays mine."

"Agreed." She closes the makeup case. "Do you want me here earlier?"

"No. Five forty-five gives us room without making me wait inside the preparation."

Nora nods. No argument, no attempt to guard me by taking more time than I asked for. At the studio door, she looks back once at the garment bag. Then at me.

"It fits," she says.

"I know."

"Good. I was speaking to the designer."

She leaves before I can decide whether to laugh.

The sealed envelope has been in my bedside drawer since I brought it home from the hotel. Before I left for the atelier, I placed it in the zipped compartment of the satchel within my reach. Now I move it from that compartment into the closed show bag beside the repair kit and close the zipper. The bag remains on the chair within my reach. The seal is unbroken. If the cage or my body needs an immediate physical stop tomorrow, the spare is there.

Jacob waits until Nora's footsteps have crossed reception, then closes the studio door. Only then does he look at the knot of my robe.

"Show me where the gown pressed."

I open the robe. The longline fitting cover remains opaque from chest to upper thigh. Faint bands mark my skin above its edge where the internal corset carried the skirt. Jacob traces one with the back of a finger and leaves every private layer covered.

"Fit marks," I say. "Nothing hurts."

"Tomorrow, stay where I can find you."

His mouth tightens around the pride he's agreed not to carry onto the floor for me. "Try to lose me."

I take his wrist and guide his palm to the locked outline beneath the fitting cover.

Jacob holds me there without stroking. Steel presses into contained flesh, turning the warmth of his hand into an ache that makes my thighs part. His thumb circles the base once through the fabric.

"Still good?"

"Yes."

"Then breathe."

I fill the corset-marked space around my ribs. His hand stays firm while the cage refuses every pulse. The studio contains no audience now, only the bagged gown on the rail and the man carrying the one task I chose not to keep for myself.

"You corrected the pleat before the message could distract you," Jacob says. "You protected your breath. You finished the dress on your body."

My hips press once into his palm. He doesn't reward the movement with friction. He keeps the pressure where he set it.

"Good princess."

The praise leaves my knees unreliable. I grip his shoulder, breathing against the locked ache until it stops feeling frantic and becomes something I can carry into tomorrow.

Jacob removes his hand and closes my robe. He ties the belt for me, sparing me one more small task, and rests his hand at my waist.

The cage stays locked. The gown waits in its bag. Tomorrow is no longer a discussion.
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Chapter 15


"Centerpiece in thirty seconds."

Mara's voice reaches me through the black curtain, followed by the soft retreat of her shoes across the concrete. Beyond the fabric, an audience settles into the hush between looks. A program page turns. Someone whispers two words before another person stills them. The presentation lights heat the narrow strip of floor at my feet. I stand behind it in the gown I cut for this exact patch of light.

"Right side," Nora says.

I lift my hand from the skirt. She crouches beside me and runs two fingers beneath the fifth pleat, checking the raised release without disturbing the hem. The blush silk rests against the back of her wrist, then slips free. No drag. No hidden catch waiting for my calf when I turn.

"Clear," she says.

She rises and presses one final touch of powder beside my nose. The brush is soft and dry, carrying the clean scent of her kit. My foundation has warmed under the lights, but the finish remains skin rather than mask. The muted rose balm holds no tack when I press my lips together. Two pearl studs sit motionless at my ears. My hair lies loose over my shoulders, its front sections secured at the nape where no pin interrupts the portrait neckline. Nora looks down the gown instead of at my face. Her attention travels from the curve of the neckline to the long basque, then across the six released pleats.

"Left shoulder one fraction lower," she says.

I let it drop. The silk eases across my upper arm.

"There. Do not improve it."

"Cruel thing to say to a designer."

"Necessary thing to say to this one."

Her mouth almost softens. Then she steps aside, leaving the line to me. Jacob stands near the workroom door with my water and the empty garment bag folded over one arm. He's kept that position through the supporting looks, close enough to reach me if I ask and far enough that no one could mistake him for the person running the show. His broad shoulders fill the plain dark jacket he chose because it disappears behind silk. His gaze doesn't disappear.

Before the first look, Mara offered him the chair at the end of the aisle reserved for my guest. He folded it and put it against the wall.

"You can still take it," I say. From that seat he'd see the whole route instead of the narrow slice left by the curtain.

His eyes stay on me. "Then they look at me when they should be looking at you."

"You'll miss the far turn."

"I know."

His gaze moves over the neckline, my waist, the first deep fall of the skirt. Hunger tightens his mouth. Pride steadies the rest of him. I feel the look everywhere the gown holds me. The internal corset distributes the skirt's weight around my waist, firm enough to keep the long basque level while leaving room for a full breath. Beneath its smooth foundation, the private pressure I carried here remains contained and safe. Nothing about it belongs to the room. The blush silk does because I've chosen to give it this walk.

Jacob lifts the water but doesn't bring it to me. A question, not an instruction. I shake my head.

"You know the route," Nora says. "Black mark, far turn, return. Mara will open questions after you stop."

I nod. The planned path is twelve paces out, four across, a turn beneath the second light, then back to the tape. It looked almost insultingly short when I laid it out. From behind the curtain, it's acquired the dimensions of a country. The old answer raises my shoulders and sends my hands searching for a clipboard, with a calm professional sentence prepared before anyone has asked me anything.

Jacob sees the change. He stays where I put him.

"The gown already knows you," he says.

My breath catches against the corset, then moves through it. He hasn't told me to go. He's returned me to the work.

I smooth one invisible wrinkle over my left thigh and make myself stop. "It should. I threatened it enough."

"Twenty years from now, the silk will still be complaining."

The laugh I let out is small. The portrait line settles. Jacob's eyes warm.

Beyond the curtain, Mara finishes thanking the model in the pearl-grey evening coat. Applause follows her off the floor, polite and attentive. The curtain stirs as she passes through the far opening. She catches my eye, checks that Nora's hand is clear of the hem, and returns to the audience without touching me.

"Our final look is the collection's blush-silk centerpiece, designed and worn by Adam Garner."

The room goes silent. I place the toe of my left shoe over the black tape and take my cue.

Heat lands across my face first. Then the room. Two rows of chairs form a close aisle over the polished concrete. Buyers, editors, and three designers I've nodded to across other people's showrooms sit near enough for me to see pens paused above programs. Mara stands at the route's far edge beside the first supporting model. The collection hangs in movement around her: softened shoulders, controlled waists, skirts allowed to open when the body asks.

For one step, every face is a judgment I can't separate from every other. Then the skirt moves. The six pleats release in sequence instead of all at once. Weight travels from the basque through my hips, giving each stride a measured sweep. The left side opens first. The right follows half a beat later, and the fifth release clears my calf exactly where I raised it. Blush silk catches the hot light on the forward plane and deepens to rose inside the folds.

I know this language. At the first mark, I pause long enough for the front line to settle. My feet remain beneath me. My spine lengthens without the defensive lift of my shoulders. The corseted foundation carries the skirt instead of forcing my ribs to carry it, and the portrait neckline stays level when I turn my head.

Someone in the front row leans closer. Not to inspect my mouth. To follow the basque seam. I cross the four paces beneath the second light. The skirt widens around my legs, then returns without brushing the chairs. At the far turn, I give the right side the fraction of space it needs. The altered pleat opens cleanly. A woman with copper-framed glasses lowers her program and watches the hem instead of writing.

The pressure in my chest finds a line strong enough to hold it. I look toward the curtain on my return. Jacob remains inside the opening, mostly hidden from the audience. Nora stands several feet to his left with her emergency kit closed at her side. Neither of them moves. Jacob's attention is fixed on me with no attempt to disguise what the sight gives him.

I've been wanted in private rooms. I've asked for praise with my face turned toward his. Here, beneath the atelier lights, his pride shares space with every professional eye in the room. He looks at the gown as my work and at me as the person he desires inside it.

My next step lands squarely on the tape. I turn to face the room. The skirt completes the motion after I do, opening in a low circle before the pleats fall back into their columns. Silence holds for one breath. Applause begins near Mara. It spreads through the front row and reaches the second with a force that presses warm against my skin. The room gives the gown the same close, professional attention it gave every piece before it, then gives the final look more.

I incline my head and wait until Mara joins me at the tape.

"Adam will take a few questions about the collection," she says.

I keep my hands relaxed beside the skirt.

The woman in copper-framed glasses speaks first. "How much of that movement comes from the silk, and how much from the internal structure?"

"The silk gives me the surface response, but the foundation controls where the weight begins." My voice reaches the back row without the broad certainty I use when I want a room to stop looking at me. "The corset ends above the fullest part of the pleats. The long basque carries the upper weight, and each release is placed for a different part of the stride. If they all opened together, the skirt would flare. I wanted it to unfold."

Her pen moves. A buyer near the aisle asks whether the release placement can be adapted without losing the silhouette.

"It has to be adapted," I say. "The fifth pleat is raised half an inch on this gown because of where my right calf meets the turn. On another body, that correction belongs somewhere else. Repeating the measurement would be copying a solution instead of fitting a person."

The buyer nods once, sharp and satisfied. Another question follows about the portrait neckline. I explain the concealed stay and the decision to keep the space above it bare. An editor asks whether the softer opening looks were designed after the centerpiece or toward it. I tell her the collection began with controlled lines and earned release piece by piece. Around me, the other garments stop looking like preliminaries. They become the argument my hands have been making for weeks.

Bianca sits at the far end of the second row.

Her black bob makes a severe line against the pale wall. She's let two people speak before lifting one hand, polished enough that Mara has no professional reason to ignore it. Her smile is the one I remember from jury rooms, composed before the blade arrives.

Mara reserved three seats for working designers on the locked list. Bianca qualified under her own house. Removing her after the allocation meeting would have turned a supplier dispute into the first story buyers carried away, so I left the credential where it was and kept every backstage door closed to it.

"The construction is certainly persuasive," she says. "But with buyers already asking whether the centerpiece is couture or personal theatre, do you worry that wearing it yourself makes the story more important than the work?"

The room stills differently this time. My left hand wants the skirt. I keep it open. Bianca hasn't named my body, Jacob, or the old gossip directly. She doesn't need to. The question offers everyone the smaller frame and invites me to climb inside it.

Black tape anchors both shoes. The corset carries the skirt's weight exactly where I placed it; the right pleat waits clear of my calf. Behind the curtain, Jacob says nothing. The folded garment bag buckles in his fist. One polished shoe reaches the edge of the opening before he draws it back and plants both feet where I put him.

"The work is the reason I'm wearing it," I say. "The corseted foundation carries the skirt from the basque, so the waist can remain stable without restricting a full breath. I cut the balance and the six releases for my own stride, including the correction you saw in the turn."

I take one pace across the mark. The pleats open, answer, and fall.

"I cut this gown for my own movement. Wearing the finished piece is part of my design decision."

I let the silk settle.

The buyer near the aisle lifts his program. "Our account requires a six-size wholesale run and repeat delivery. Can this construction be graded to that model?"

The requirement is theirs: six sizes and repeat delivery. I kept the appointment so the work could answer before I closed the door on a version I couldn't make honestly.

"Not honestly," I say. "The silhouette can be made for another body, but the release placement and balance have to follow that client's stride. I can offer made-to-measure. I won't sell one fixed correction as if it fits everyone."

He closes the program over his pen. "Then our account won't keep the appointment."

The loss lands with a clean commercial weight. I let it settle before I reach for another answer.

"I understand." I keep my shoulders level. "I will keep fitting the release to the person who wears it."

Mara looks past him to the woman in copper-framed glasses. "You had a construction follow-up?"

"Yes." She leans forward. "Are the stays mounted independently of the fashion fabric? The neckline didn't shift when you moved."

"They are." I touch the air beside the portrait edge without placing my fingers on it. "The silk can respond without taking the load. I wanted softness to remain visible without making softness responsible for the structure."

The editor beside her writes that line down. The woman in copper-framed glasses asks for an appointment to see the interior finish after the presentation. A made-to-measure buyer in the front row asks whether the blush silk is available for a client order or reserved to the sample. Mara notes both requests on her floor card and directs scheduling to my atelier email.

Bianca lowers her hand. The next question is about the hand-finished binding inside the basque. I answer it. Another designer asks whether the collection will be shown in Paris. I tell him I've made no decision yet, and the room accepts that the answer belongs to me.

When Mara closes the questions, the applause comes without a searching pause. It strikes the polished floor and rises around the collection. The supporting models step forward at her signal, forming a loose line on either side of me. I stand at its center.

I bow once. The gown bows with me and returns without losing its line. By the time I step behind the curtain, my cheeks hurt from holding back an astonished smile. Nora catches the hem in both hands before it can brush the edge of the pipe rail.

"Two appointments," she says. "One interior-construction request. One volume account gone. No emergency repairs. Try not to look so surprised by competence."

"I am surprised by the lack of emergency repairs."

"That's because you're tiresome." She checks the portrait edge, then looks past me toward Mara, who is calling her name from the floor. "Do not sit. Don't let anyone carry a drink near the skirt. I'll clear the workroom route."

She goes before I can offer an improvement to her instructions. The curtain falls back into place, dulling the applause to a warm, uneven throb. Jacob sets the water on the shelf and comes to me. He stops close enough that the folded garment bag brushes his leg, but he doesn't touch the gown until I nod. His hand settles at the bare top of my back, above the portrait line. The contact is steady and private, his palm warm against skin the lights have heated.

"You let me answer," I say.

"It was your question."

"She wanted a different one."

"You gave the room the answer that mattered." His gaze travels over my face, then down to the construction I defended. "The breath. The balance. That turn you corrected yourself. They saw who made it."

My chest lifts with my next breath beneath his hand. The gown's weight settles around me, no longer a thing I have to hold against the room. Jacob bends until his mouth is near my pinned-back hair. His voice reaches only me.

"My beautiful princess."

My knees soften before I can brace them. I lean back one careful inch, enough to feel his chest without asking the gown to bear either of us.

Beyond the curtain, the room continues talking about stays, silk, appointments, and the line of my turn. Jacob keeps his hand above the neckline. I rest my hand over the long basque and lean back against him.
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Chapter 16


"Don't unzip me yet."

Jacob's hand stops between my shoulder blades. The apartment door has barely clicked shut behind us, and I can still feel the centerpiece settling from the careful sideways turn required to bring six released pleats through my narrow hall.

"All right," he says.

No teasing. No question made large enough for me to hide inside. He sets the empty garment bag over the back of a chair and comes around to face me.

My feet ache in their shoes. The muted rose on my mouth has softened, and two hidden pins pull at my scalp beneath the loose fall of my hair. The gown holds everything else exactly where I built it to hold. Its internal corset keeps my waist steady. The long basque contains the locked pressure beneath it. Blush silk fills my apartment until the neutral sofa and the fabric swatches tucked into my books look like background pieces from somebody else's life.

There's nobody left to see me. I want the gown more because of that.

"What do you need?" Jacob asks.

I put his hand on the basque. "For it not to be over when you take this off."

His palm presses firmly over the structure I made. My body gives beneath it before the gown can. The broad professional voice I used for the room is gone, and the quiet makes my next words plain.

"I want you to undress your princess," I say. "Slowly. And I want you to keep deciding what happens after."

Jacob's palm stays firm over the basque. "Adam."

I meet his eyes.

"How's your body?"

"Tired. Tight. No pain." The cage holds every pulse beneath the gown. "Keep it locked."

His gaze travels from my bare collarbones to the skirt that carried me through the room. "Then stand still while I take care of my beautiful princess."

The title draws my hands away from the skirt. I let the silk hang from its own structure and rest both arms at my sides.

Jacob kneels first. He lifts the front of the skirt with both hands and arranges it across his forearms instead of shoving it aside. Blush silk pours over his dark sleeves. His fingers find the strap of my left shoe. The buckle gives with a small metallic sound, and then his palm cups my heel while he draws the shoe away. The rug takes my bare foot. A red line crosses the instep where the strap held it.

"You crossed that floor in these," he says.

"They were the correct height."

"We'll discuss the designer's crimes against feet after I get you out of the gown."

He removes the second shoe and sets the pair beside the wardrobe. The ache remains for later care. When he rises, he holds the skirt clear until I have my balance.

"Turn around."

I turn, giving my tired body somewhere to go.

Jacob removes the pearl studs and places them in the shallow dish on my dresser. He finds the first hidden pin at my nape. Its pressure releases, then the second, and my hair slips forward across my shoulders. His fingers comb gently over the tender places.

"Better?"

I lean into the pass of his hand. "Yes."

He gathers my hair over one shoulder. His knuckles brush the bare back above the portrait line, then stop at the zipper pull.

"Tell me."

The whole gown waits on one small piece of metal.

"Unzip me."

The zipper descends one tooth at a time. Air reaches the damp line of my spine. Jacob pauses at the waist, works the internal closure free with his broad fingers, and eases the corseted foundation open until my ribs expand without resistance. I take a breath so deep it trembles on the way out.

"Good," he says near my ear. "You carried it long enough."

His hands slide beneath the loosened bodice. He lifts it away from my skin without dragging the stays, first one side, then the other. I draw my arms free. The portrait neckline folds outward, showing its hidden support for the first time since I dressed.

The skirt drops.

Silk pools around my feet in a wide blush circle, the six pleats released without a body to govern them. I stand in sheer stockings and the smooth high-waisted briefs that kept the cage private beneath the gown. My makeup remains on. My hair is loose. Jacob walks around me slowly, looking at what the dress has left behind. I make myself leave my hands at my sides.

"Name what belongs to you," he says.

"The gown. The walk. Every answer I gave the room."

He stops behind me and hooks two fingers into the waistband of the briefs. "And what did you give me?"

The cage presses hard around my cock. "What happens next."

"Then step out of your masterpiece, princess. Let me keep what you asked me to hold."

I lift one foot over the silk, then the other. Jacob catches my hand and steadies me. The gown remains open on the rug, luminous under the bedside lamp. I should reach for a padded hanger. I should check the hem, close every hook, and put the work away before I allow myself anything else.

Instead I turn into Jacob's chest. "Take me to bed."

His arm goes behind my knees. The sudden lift pulls a startled sound from me, and my arms close around his shoulders. He carries me the few steps without making the gesture into a joke. My stockings whisper against his jacket. When he sets me on the edge of the mattress, the sheets catch faintly against their sheer surface.

Jacob removes his jacket, shirt, and shoes. He folds back the cover rather than laying me down. Silk still covers the rug behind us, and I remain upright in stockings, softened showcase makeup, loose hair, high-waisted briefs, and the locked cage.

"Take the briefs off," I say. "Leave the stockings."

He draws them down without rushing, easing the fabric over the cage and then over my feet. Steel lies exposed between the sheer bands on my thighs. My cock pushes uselessly against the bars, wet at the tip from hours of denial.

Jacob reaches for me.

I catch his wrist before his hand closes around the cage. "I don't want you to make me come."

His attention lifts to my face.

"I want to make you come." I spread my knees farther. "Tell me how to serve you while I stay locked."

Hunger strips the last patience from his expression. He takes a folded blanket from the foot of the bed and lays it on the rug.

"Kneel, princess."

I lower myself onto the padding. The stockings tighten over my bent knees, and the cage hangs heavy between my thighs. Jacob stands in front of me and unfastens his trousers. The zipper sounds loud in the quiet apartment. He pushes trousers and briefs down far enough to free his cock, thick and hard, the head already wet.

My mouth waters.

Jacob gathers my loose hair at the nape. His fist closes firmly enough to set my head without pulling at the tender places where the pins sat.

"Open."

I part the rose-softened lips Nora prepared for the room. Jacob strokes the head of his cock across my lower lip, leaving salt and precome on the balm, then presses inside.

The first inch fills my mouth. I close my lips around him and run my tongue beneath the head.

"Slow," he says. "Let me feel what my princess is giving me."

I obey. My hands stay on my stockinged thighs while I take him deeper, one measured pull at a time. His cock drags over my tongue and presses the back of my mouth. The cage tightens around every response. I can't stroke myself, can't turn service into a route around the lock, can't give my body the release it demands.

Jacob controls the next motion with his hand in my hair. He draws me off until only the head rests between my lips.

"Look up."

I lift my eyes. His jaw is tight, his chest bare, his grip careful and his face hungry.

"Good princess. Take me again."

Praise pulls a pulse through the cage. I open wider and sink down his cock. He stops me before my throat closes, holds me there through one breath, then lets me retreat. Mascara shifts the weight of my blink. My hair remains gathered in his fist. Stockings whisper when my knees spread farther on the blanket.

"More," I say against the head when he gives me room.

Jacob's thumb strokes once behind my ear. "You ask so prettily now."

He guides me deeper. The blunt pressure reaches my throat, and I breathe through my nose while he holds me. When my eyes water, he eases me back before discomfort can become panic.

"Again?"

I answer by taking him in.

His hips begin to move. Short strokes at first, each one contained by the hand controlling my hair. I meet them with my mouth open and my tongue working beneath him. The taste of precome grows stronger. My own cock leaks against steel, every drop trapped at the mouth of the cage.

"Hands behind your back."

I fold my wrists together at the base of my spine. The posture lifts my chest and leaves me balanced on my knees with no hand available to manage his pace or touch the lock.

Jacob groans. "That's my beautiful girl. Still wearing your stockings and makeup, on your knees because you asked to serve me."

My hole clenches on nothing. I take him deeper to answer.

His restraint frays. The next stroke fills my mouth to the throat, then withdraws before I have to fight it. He repeats the depth, reading each breath through the hand at my nape. I keep my wrists crossed and let him decide how much of his cock I take.

"Adam." His voice breaks around my name. "I'm close."

I look up and close my lips more firmly.

"Take it, princess."

Jacob thrusts once, deep and controlled. His cock pulses on my tongue. The first hot spurt hits the back of my mouth, then another as his fingers tighten in my hair. He comes with my name rough above me, hips held close while I swallow around him. Salt and warmth fill my throat. I keep taking him until the last pulse weakens and his grip loosens.

He draws out slowly. I lick the softened head clean before I sit back on my heels.

My mouth is swollen. A trace of muted rose marks the base of his cock. The cage feels impossibly small, my balls drawn tight beneath it.

Jacob cups my jaw. His other hand starts toward the black ribbon beneath his discarded shirt.

"No," I say.

He stops.

"Key tomorrow." I cover the hand at my face. "Keep me locked tonight. I want to wake up with the same choice still on my body and your key still with you."

His thumb passes over my wet lower lip. "You're sure you want the denial?"

"I want you satisfied. I want this ache tomorrow."

Jacob's smile is tired, hungry, and proud. "Key tomorrow, then. Good girl."

I stay on my knees without asking him to relieve it.

Jacob helps me stand and sits me on the mattress. He brings water before anything else. I rinse, swallow, and drink again while he wipes the corner of my mouth with a damp cloth. His thumb checks the hinge of my jaw, then strokes beneath my lower lip where the balm has blurred.

"Sore?"

"Used." I take another drink. "In the way I asked for."

"Good." He kisses my forehead and kneels between my legs. "One check, then I leave the lock alone."

His fingers circle the base ring and lift the cage enough to inspect every contact point. Warm skin answers his touch; sensation remains clear, with no caught place beneath the lock and no concerning color.

"Pain?"

"No. Tight and sensitive."

"Then it stays until tomorrow."

He lets the cage settle.

Jacob rolls each stocking down my leg instead of pulling from the toe. Cool air follows the nylon. He finds the red strap marks across my insteps and works both arches with his thumbs until the clenched muscles release. I brace my hands behind me and watch the man I just brought to orgasm take the same care with my tired feet as he did with my mouth.

"The correct height," he says, pressing a tender place under my left arch.

"I may revise the specification."

"A historic night."

The joke leaves me warm rather than hidden. When he finishes, he brings the silk robe from my wardrobe and slides it over my arms. The belt closes loosely around the visible cage.

At the bathroom sink, Jacob removes the rest of the showcase from my face. Foundation and taupe shadow mark the cloth. He supports my chin while he cleans the balm and the faint trace of himself from my mouth. My hair stays loose around the robe collar.

"You were beautiful under those lights," he says. "You were also right to refuse the wholesale order."

I meet his eyes in the mirror only long enough to answer. "It would've been a bad dress."

"It would've been forty bad dresses."

"Unforgivable."

Back in the bedroom, the centerpiece still lies open on the rug. I show Jacob where to support the internal corset while I lift the skirt. Together we settle it on the padded hanger without twisting a stay. I arrange the six pleats inside the garment bag, check the raised fifth release, and close the zipper myself.

I hang the bag inside the wardrobe rather than on the workroom rail. Soft neutral shirts occupy most of the space. The pink slip hangs at one end, and the covered satin birthday dress rests beside it. I move three shirts into the lower drawer. Open rail appears between the dress covers and the clothes I wear to work.

I return the sealed envelope from the show bag to my bedside drawer without opening it.

Then I kneel beside the bed and reach underneath.

The flat grey sample box slides out with a soft scrape. Dust marks one corner. I wipe it with the hem of my robe and carry it to the wardrobe without opening the lid.

Jacob watches me place it on the visible shelf beneath the slip. "That stays there?" he asks.

"Yes."

He leaves the contents private.

I turn from the open wardrobe. "I don't want special occasions to be the only time I get this."

Jacob leans against the dresser, listening.

I touch the robe belt over the cage; the ache hasn't faded, and I don't want it to.

"I want space here and at yours. Choose for me at home when I ask. Keep Fridays for your princess."

I stand in bare feet with a clean face and no gown to hold my posture. "Keep me like this," I say. "Not only tonight."

Jacob pushes away from the dresser. He takes my hand but leaves the key where it is.

"I want your clothes at my place," he says. "A drawer, part of the rail, and a robe behind the bathroom door."

His fingers tighten around mine. "Friday nights are yours. So are ordinary Tuesdays when the atelier has taken every answer you had."

"And if we need something different?"

"We change it." His free hand settles over the robe and the locked shape beneath it. "I want the man who makes the dresses. I want the princess who kneels for me in them."

The open wardrobe stands behind him: birthday satin, the bagged centerpiece, the slip, the closed box, and enough bare rail for whatever I make next.

"Then keep the key," I say. "I'm your princess."

His mouth softens into a smile before he kisses me. The kiss tastes faintly of water and the service he let me give him. His hand stays over the cage without trying to turn my chosen ache into another climax.

We get into bed with my robe loose, my face clean, and the lock still closed. Jacob coils the black ribbon into the drawer on his side.

Tomorrow the atelier will need my hands, my eye, and the answers that belong to me. I fall asleep with my tired feet against Jacob's calves, my mouth still tender, and his key waiting for morning.
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Thank You for Reading!

If this story gave you a shiver, a blush, or a smile, I’d love a quick, honest review. Even just a rating or a sentence or two is perfect — what you enjoyed, the trope that hit just right, and how it made you feel. Your words help the right readers find these high-heat, heart-deep transformation romances, and they tell me what to write next.

Your voice matters. Your kink is valid. Your support keeps these books coming. — Dolly Darling
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About the Author

I’m Dolly Darling — the mischievous pen name I use when I step away from my traditional contemporary romances and into stories where men discover how good surrender can feel. I’ve spent years writing dominant alpha males and the women who tame them. Then my own very traditionally masculine, ex-military boyfriend revealed his switchy bisexual side, and everything I thought I knew about power flipped delightfully on its head.

Now I write across the spectrum of male-submissive discovery — from playful, kink-curious exploration and teasing role reversals to tender, slow-burn journeys into the relief of surrendering masculine expectations. Some books are fast and filthy; some take their time and go deep. All of them are complete stories of surrender, emotionally honest, and end with characters who are happier in their own skin.
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