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Dear Reader,


Dear Reader,

Jamie though Ryan's party video was just an embarrassing joke. One viral clip, one half-joking dare, and suddenly he and his best friend are tied to a luxury couple challenge he never asked for. The terms look temporary: wear the outfits for the cameras, play the role, get the prize. Then the role gets inside his skin.

He arrives believing he’s just helping Ryan by being the most convincing “girlfriend” he can be for the shoot. What he finds in that arrangement is safer than he expected and harder to walk away from. By the time the resort trip begins, the praise, the rules, and the tenderness that came with them are asking something from him that he has no clean answer for.

This is a high-heat, explicit gentle M/M feminization romance about public girlfriend presentation, praise-dominance, and care-led ownership.

For your consideration, this book contains the following:

	Coerced Feminization in a Role-Play Framework

	Financial/Prize Leverage

	Power Exchange (Female Dominant / Male Submissive)

	Clothing-Based Feminization (Skirts, Lingerie, Stockings, Makeup)

	Identity Naming & Soft Body Transformation

	Sexual Humiliation to Praise

	Consent, Boundaries, and Care-First Dominance

	Chastity/Denial Themes

	Explicit Sexual Scenes & Language (HEA)




And most importantly...

An affirming, earned, and emotional happy ending.

Please enjoy.
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With Love,

Dolly Darling
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Chapter 1


"Jamie, pause the game."

Ryan's voice cuts in from my doorway, too controlled for a roommate interruption. My headset is warm around my ears, the match timer keeps ticking, and Ryan's stolen hoodie is bunched near my keyboard.

"It's an online match," I say, fingers still on the keys. "The pause button is a beautiful myth told to children and people who play farming sims."

"Then stop moving."

My fingers pause before my brain catches up. I tap Escape out of pure useless muscle memory, and the menu opens over a battlefield that absolutely doesn't freeze. My character stands in the open while my squad keeps moving around me.

"If this is about the dishwasher making that noise again, I've already given it a stern talking-to." My teammate's voice bursts through the headset, demanding to know why I've chosen death as a strategy. I peel the headset off and set it on the desk, earcups leaking tiny furious voices into the room. "I was in a flow state."

Ryan doesn't take the bait. His mouth moves like it means to smile, then gives up. He stands square in the doorway with his laptop under one arm and his phone in his hand, broad shoulders tense under an old gray T-shirt. Usually he leans or sprawls.

The tiny headset voices turn into background static. "Okay," I say. "Why are you doing your serious face?"

"Because I need you to see something before you decide how mad you're going to be."

"That's a horrible opening sentence."

"Yeah." He steps inside and sets the laptop on my desk without asking. We stopped asking years ago, somewhere between shared rent reminders and him eating my cereal while lecturing me about pantry boundaries. "Do you remember the party on Friday?"

"I remember enough to know I should've stopped after the third drink."

"Do you remember the video?"

My stomach gives a small, private twist. "There were probably forty videos. That's what parties are now. Shame, but archived for community engagement."

"Jamie."

The way he says my name presses the joke flat. I sit back, and the chair squeaks under me. "I don't remember a specific video."

Ryan exhales through his nose, short and careful. "I posted one."

"You post everything."

"This one went viral."

The match keeps happening behind the menu. Someone pings my stranded avatar. Ryan turns his phone toward me, and the number under the video has too many digits for my brain.

"Define viral," I say, but my eyes catch the thumbnail instead: Ryan in someone's crowded kitchen, flushed and grinning, one arm hooked around me in a black hoodie, my hair half hiding my face.

"Oh, God." My hand curls around the desk edge.

Ryan's thumb hovers over the phone. "Watch it first." He doesn't smile.

"That phrase has never helped anyone," I say, but he taps play.

Party noise floods from the tiny speaker, laughter and bass over a song I remember hating. The camera is too close to Ryan's face. Drunk Ryan squints while past me slumps against his side.

"Tell them what you said about Jamie," someone offscreen says.

Drunk Ryan looks down at me. His grin changes, soft around the edges.

"That's Jamie," he says, warm and proud and wrecked. "She's wearing my hoodie again. She always does that. Steals my hoodies and pretends it's laundry migration."

Someone laughs behind the camera. My body in the video rocks against his side, loose in a way sober me would deny under oath.

Drunk Ryan keeps going. "She remembers my coffee order when I'm dead on my feet. She puts rent reminders on the fridge because I get weird about autopay. She makes jokes when things get serious because she thinks I don't notice." His thumb strokes once over the shoulder of the hoodie. "Look at her. She fits right here."

My throat closes.

On the screen, past me shoves weakly at his ribs, laughing into his shirt. Drunk Ryan just beams down like the shove proves something.

"She's the prettiest girl I've ever seen," he says.

My skin goes hot before I understand the sentence.

The camera dips. Someone whoops. Ryan's arm tightens around my shoulders, and the clip ends on him looking down at me like the whole room has tilted my way.

Ryan locks the phone.

The black screen shows my reflection, pale and blurry, mouth slightly open. Pretty stays under my skin like a handprint. She's worse. She should bounce off before it can become anything else.

My neck is hot. My hands go still on the chair arms, bitten nails pressing crescents into my palms.

"Well," I say, because my mouth chooses public service over dignity. "That's... a lot of customer testimony for one drunk video."

Ryan watches me too closely.

"Drunk nonsense," I add fast. "Obviously. We were drunk, and the kitchen lighting was probably committing several crimes."

"I know."

"And for accuracy, I'd like the record to show I'm not a girl."

"I know that too."

His voice stays even. The evenness bothers me. Ryan can turn almost anything into a bit, then a plan. He handles rent autopay, subscription cancellations, and billing calls. He doesn't stand in my room holding still unless there's a second part.

"Why does your face say there's a second part?"

He opens his laptop. "Because of the hashtag."

My stomach gives one small, stupid drop. "Please tell me a tag didn't learn paperwork before I did."

"The app suggested one when I posted it. People in the comments were using it. I added it." His jaw shifts. "I didn't know the hashtag was an entry form."

I blink at him.

He turns the laptop so the screen faces me. His email is open to a message from Nia Patel.

Subject: Paradise Pair Promo: Prize Notice And Confirmation Deadline

"Paradise Pair," I read. "That sounds fake."

Ryan scrolls to the sender details instead of defending the name.

"Promo," I say. "As in advertisement promo. Because I need to know which nightmare I'm in."

His finger stops beside the resort logo.

"Amazing. Great. Always wanted to be monetized by accident."

I lean closer despite myself. The email glow fills the space between us, blue-white across Ryan's hands and my desk. His fingers rest near the trackpad.

The first line congratulates Ryan and Jamie for being selected from submitted social-media entries. The second says the clip won a couple-facing promotional prize package for the resort's launch campaign.

Couple-facing.

My brain grabs that phrase and tries to throw it away. It comes back with teeth, warm from the clip and sharpened by the way Ryan is still giving me room to breathe.

"We're not a couple."

"I know."

I look at the word again until the letters stop behaving. "The email knows?"

Ryan's mouth twitches. The almost-smile makes it halfway before the rest of his face shuts it down. "Keep reading."

The prize amount sits in the middle of the message like a typo.

Prize package: $250,000, subject to timely bank and administrative confirmation. Funds will enter confirmed pending status after receipt and verification of required details. Prize funds remain locked and unavailable for withdrawal until completion of the Bora Bora resort promotional stay and required couple-facing content package.

I read it twice. The words stay the same.

"Two hundred fifty thousand dollars," I say.

The number sits there, clean and stupidly real-looking, and my mouth goes dry. "American dollars?" Ryan's finger rests beside the line.

"Because companies will call anything currency now. My dentist has a rewards program." He doesn't laugh. The lock terms wait below the amount in clean black text.

My chair creaks as I shift. I pay rent. I keep the lights on. Still, $250,000 makes my banking app feel haunted and my unopened mail look personally offended.

It's also attached to couple-facing content, Bora Bora, and Ryan's drunk voice calling me she while my body refuses to treat that like a joke.

"You said submitted entries," I say. My grip tightens on the mouse.

Ryan's thumb rubs the laptop edge. "The hashtag entered it." His eyes stay on the screen.

"Accidentally?"

He nods.

I clear my throat and aim for casual. Casual misses by several feet. "And they picked us because you called me pretty."

Ryan's gaze drops to the laptop for one second. He starts to answer, then stops.

"That's not an answer."

I scroll before he can. Nia's message is crisp, polite, and terrifyingly competent. Ryan is listed as the administrative contact because the post came from his account. Initial bank and identity confirmation are due by midnight. The prize can move only into confirmed pending status after those details are received, and final release depends on completing the required Bora Bora promotional stay and couple-facing clips.

Every few lines, couple appears again, attached to facing, itinerary, content, until me and Ryan become a unit with travel dates. My stomach reacts first; my fingers tighten around the mouse before my brain catches up.

"Midnight," I say.

"Yeah."

The clock on my monitor says 8:17.

"You waited until now?"

"I got the email yesterday. I spent today making sure it wasn't a scam." He keeps his hands flat beside the laptop, away from me, away from the keyboard. "I checked the company, the resort partnership, the domain, and Nia. I called the main resort line and got transferred to her."

Of course he did. Ryan doesn't spiral. He investigates, cross-references, and turns panic into tabs. The neat little rectangles lined across the browser look like an accusation.

"Did you tell her we're two guys who made the internet weird for sport?"

"I told her we needed to review the terms before confirming anything."

That calms something in me, then annoys me because I hate when Ryan is good at that.

"So you didn't agree. You didn't send bank stuff. You didn't tell a professional woman named Nia that I'm your tropical content girlfriend."

"No."

At girlfriend, my face heats before I can joke. Ryan doesn't grin. He watches with careful stillness, like one wrong move might make me bolt.

I drag a hand through my hair. It catches in the mess of it. "This is insane."

"Premium insane. Subscription-tier insane." The joke comes out too quick, and my throat still feels tight around girlfriend. "We can't do a couple promo. We're roommates and best friends. You leave protein shakers in the sink until they become municipal hazards."

Ryan stays quiet. The joke scrapes against the email instead of bouncing.

I point at him because it's easier than looking at the email. "It speaks to your character."

The normal rhythm tries to come back. It reaches my chest and stops against the memory of his thumb brushing my stolen hoodie, his drunk voice calling me pretty like he meant it.

I pick at the edge of my thumbnail. The nail is already ruined. Ryan's hands are still near the trackpad, clean and steady.

"Why show me?" I ask.

His eyebrows pull together. "Because it's your name in the email."

"I mean, you could've ignored it. Deleted the post. Let it die."

"Two million people have seen it."

"Ryan."

He rubs his thumb along the laptop edge, one small tell, there and gone. "Because the deadline is tonight. The money is real, the obligation is ridiculous but finite, and you deserve to decide before I kill the option for both of us."

A resort stay, a content package, locked funds, admin details. I can almost stack them into a shape that doesn't include his arm around me or my body answering to she.

"And if I say no?"

"Then I tell Nia we're declining. I can make the post private. I can't erase every copy, but I can stop feeding it."

He says it without hesitation. My shoulders drop before I give them permission.

Ryan catches the movement. "I'm not trying to push you."

"You brought me an accidental girlfriend contract with a countdown."

He pulls both hands away from the keyboard. "I can close it."

"That's what kidnappers with binders say," I add, because silence feels like losing ground.

The almost-smile that crosses his face makes it harder to stay irritated. Ryan has seen me feverish, unemployed, drunk, overcaffeinated, and crying at a dog food commercial. He shouldn't be able to call me pretty and move my pulse to my throat.

I turn back to the email. The terms are cleaner than my panic wants. The campaign needs resort content, the money stays locked, and nobody gets paid unless the obligation is completed. Ryan didn't plan it. The deadline decides whether the option survives the night.

"If we confirm tonight," I say, "we're not agreeing to the whole thing yet?"

"Initial confirmation keeps the prize alive. Nia said the full participation packet follows after that. We can still walk away before travel, but if we miss tonight, it's dead."

"And by we, you mean you. You'd have to send the details."

"I can." His voice lowers a little. "If you want me to."

Want is a bad word in the room. It sits too close to girlfriend and couple and the humiliating place where she has settled under my ribs.

"I want this to be a scam so I can mock you for checking domain records."

Ryan keeps his hand away from the keyboard.

"I want the phrase couple-facing content to be illegal."

This time he almost answers, then doesn't.

The jokes run out. Mine just make more noise on the way down.

Ryan waits. He doesn't fill the silence with pressure, tell me how easy this would be to fake, touch me, crowd me, or lean closer. He lets the decision stay mine.

On his phone, the thumbnail shows drunk Ryan's arm around me, my face half hidden, his mouth open around the word I can't stop hearing. Pretty waits beside the hoodie, the coffee, and she, like he was too drunk to hide the rest.

"Play it again," I say, before I can make it sound casual. Ryan goes still, thumb hovering above the dark screen.

"Jamie."

"The video," I say, and the words scrape a little. "Play it again."

"You don't have to," he says, soft enough that the refusal already has room in it. My nails dig in once more.

"I know."

He studies me for one more second, then unlocks the phone and taps the screen.

The same clip starts with party noise, the slant of the kitchen, Ryan's drunk grin, my body tucked against his side. His voice rambles through the hoodie theft, coffee, rent reminders, the jokes I make when the room gets too serious.

"She fits right here," he says again, and my breath catches because my body remembers the shape before my mind can reject it.

Then the key line comes again with the same wrecked pride. She's the prettiest girl he has ever seen.

This time I don't shove the feeling away fast enough. My ribs lock around it, heat climbing into my throat. For one second, I want to hear it again. That's worse than the word itself.

I breathe through my nose. My hands stay in my lap, nails biting skin.

Ryan pauses the video before the clip ends. "Enough?"

"Yeah."

My voice comes out rough. He sets the phone facedown, and I reach for the easiest joke left. "For the record, your drunk compliment game is dangerous."

Ryan's mouth makes a small, tired shape. "Jamie."

I shake my head once, too quick. "Let the record reflect."

The game on my monitor has kicked me for inactivity. A warning message sits across the screen, bland and final: Disconnected. AFK penalty applied.

I should say yes or no. One clean word, either direction. Instead I stare at the email until the lines start to blur.

"I'm not saying yes to Bora Bora," I say.

Ryan nods once.

"Girlfriend is still where my brain starts throwing chairs."

His hand stays near the trackpad, unmoving. My face still heats at the word.

"I want to read the terms before the option dies."

"And because if I let a hashtag defeat me, I've got to turn in my internet license." The joke steadies my voice by half an inch.

Ryan doesn't make me say more than that.

His face changes then, softer and careful in a different way. He closes one tab, then another, leaving the email and the confirmation page visible.

"Then I need to know if you want me to confirm the bank details tonight," he says. "If we're doing this, even just keeping it alive, I've got to submit before midnight."

If we're doing this.

The roommate mess sits around us: my dead game, his laptop, shared bills, laundry, the hoodie that smells faintly like him. Inside it, another possibility presses outward with Ryan's voice in a video, couple-facing, girl, pretty, and the option of letting him type.

Ryan's hands wait on either side of the keyboard. Mine stay curled in my lap, marked by my own nails.

"Okay," I say. "Show me what I'm authorizing before you send anything."

Ryan's eyes lift to mine. The clock says 8:24, and midnight is coming.
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Chapter 2


The confirmation page has too many boxes for a scam.

That's my first problem with it. Scams should be ugly. Scams should arrive in broken English and ask me to wire money to a Hotmail prince. This page is clean, boring, and professional, with Ryan's laptop on the kitchen table and a progress bar waiting.

Us is a rude word to put on a form.

"Read it to me again," I say.

Ryan doesn't complain. He sits on the chair beside mine, one forearm on the table, the other hand resting near the trackpad. His old scar catches the screen glow when he moves.

"Initial confirmation," he reads. "Names, contact details, Ryan's bank account for the prize hold, ID check for both campaign participants. Submit before midnight to keep the award active. Final packet follows. Money stays locked until completion."

"You made that sound like a rental agreement."

Ryan's thumb rests beside the trackpad. "I made it sound like what it says."

"Yes, and that's worse," I say, because boring paperwork has found a way to be threatening.

My phone lies facedown near my elbow because I can't be trusted with search results right now. Ryan already chased the fraud trail through the resort partnership, company site, domain lookup, Nia's profile, and the main resort line. Ryan approaches panic like it owes him receipts.

The kitchen smells faintly like burnt toast. The apartment is the same apartment it was before Ryan showed me a video of himself calling me the prettiest girl he had ever seen, and yet the table feels smaller around us.

Ryan scrolls down a fraction. "This part is the lock."

"The part where we sell our souls to tropical capitalism."

He doesn't look away from the screen. "The part where the money doesn't move."

"Same genre," I say, and tuck my hands under my thighs before I can reach for my phone again.

His mouth twitches. The almost-smile cuts through me because he looks normal for half a second, tall and stupidly steady, too good at knowing which joke to let pass. Then his face settles back into careful patience, and the page keeps waiting.

"Read it," I say.

"After bank verification, the prize shows as confirmed pending. It can't be withdrawn or spent until the resort promo stay and couple content are completed and approved."

Couple-facing content package should lose power after enough repetition. It doesn't. It keeps crawling into the room with a clipboard.

"So it becomes visible," I say, "but useless."

Ryan taps the word locked with one finger.

"Haunted money," I mutter, because a number that large deserves a ghost story. He leaves it alone.

Ryan leans back a little, giving me more space than the kitchen can afford. "If it helps, Nia said that hold is standard for promo prizes. They don't release anything until the content obligation is complete."

"She said that on the phone?" I ask.

Ryan nods, and I push his phone two inches across the table with one finger. "Put her on speaker."

His eyebrows rise before he unlocks it. "Now?" He taps the screen anyway.

"Unless Nia only exists during business hours, in which case this whole thing is rude."

"She's on Pacific time for campaign support tonight." Ryan unlocks his phone. "You want to ask her yourself?"

My stomach tightens. "I want to hear a human woman confirm that we haven't been chosen by a fake resort bot."

He taps the number from his notes, sets the phone between us, and waits through two rings. The confirmation fields hold our names in neat black text: Ryan's legal name, mine, and the phrase campaign participants. The safer wording still makes my palms damp.

"Nia," a woman says through the speaker, bright and professional. "Paradise Pair campaign support."

Ryan gives his name and apologizes for calling again. Nia doesn't sound annoyed. She sounds used to nervous winners hovering over a trap door.

"No problem," she says. "You still have until midnight for the initial confirmation."

Ryan looks at me.

My tongue sticks to the roof of my mouth for one stupid second. "Hi. This is Jamie."

"Hi, Jamie."

She says my name like it belongs on the paperwork, clean and ordinary.

"Possibly insane question," I say. "If we submit this, are we legally declaring ourselves a couple?"

Ryan's gaze drops to the table. His hand curls once, then settles flat.

Nia gives a small laugh, kind instead of sharp. "No. This is a promotional campaign, not a legal status form. You're confirming that you're the participants from the selected social media entry. Tonight keeps the prize active and begins the pending-funds process. You can decline before travel, but the prize would be forfeited."

Forfeited. Clean and adult and terrible.

"And the money isn't spendable before the stay?" I ask.

"Correct. Once verified, they'll show as confirmed pending, but there are no withdrawals until the promotional obligation is completed."

Ryan watches me carefully. He doesn't look smug about being right. That also feels rude.

"And the obligation is clips?" I ask.

"Short resort-facing couple clips," Nia says. "Arrival, villa content, one or two scheduled date segments, a styling segment if you opt in, and final completion footage. We aren't asking for private content, and we don't film anything without scheduled consent."

The words unclench something under my ribs and tighten something else behind it. Creepy terms would let me slam the laptop shut and call Ryan gullible for the rest of our lease. Reasonable terms leave me alone with myself.

"Okay," I say. "Thank you."

"Of course. Take your time with the packet after tonight. The deadline now is only to preserve the prize."

"Right," I say, because right is shorter than explaining that I'm trying to preserve more than the prize.

Ryan ends the call after another polite thank-you. The kitchen goes quiet, except for the refrigerator's soft rattle and the tiny hum of the laptop.

"She sounds real," I say, which ruins a perfectly good argument.

Ryan's mouth moves like he's swallowing the smallest possible smile, but he lets the line go. I look at him by accident, and his eyes are already on me. The party video flashes through my head: his loose drunk smile, my face half hidden against his shirt, his voice saying she.

I look back at the laptop.

"Submitting keeps it alive," I say, then answer myself before Ryan can. "Missing the deadline kills it."

He waits, which is worse than agreeing with me. I rub both hands over my face, then stop because my skin is hot and touching it makes that information public. "I'm making legally important commentary."

Three years of roommate history sit behind the look he gives me, including every bank notification I've ignored until he sends a screenshot with arrows. The familiarity pushes too close to the girlfriend bit, all those roommate facts from the video lined up into something softer than friendship.

"Show me every line before you send it," I say.

Ryan straightens. "Okay."

He goes field by field through legal names, birth dates, shared apartment address, Ryan's phone, and my email. I make him retype the email because he misses the dot. The bank section is his checking account, the one the campaign expects because his account posted the clip.

"You aren't using the prize money for anything until release," he says before I can say it. "You see every packet, every schedule, every payment status. If this starts feeling wrong, I get you out."

"You make walking sound easy."

"It won't be easy. I'll still be right there."

That sentence sits on the table between us, heavier than the laptop. I nod because anything else might come out too honest.

Ryan turns the laptop enough for me to read the final acknowledgment. The language is dry enough to sand wood. I check the box beside my name with two fingers on the trackpad, like that makes it less intimate.

"There," I say.

Ryan's hand stays off the button. "You sure?"

My laugh comes out thin. "No. But I'm sure I don't want to spend the rest of my life wondering if I chickened out of $250,000 because you got sentimental on camera."

His jaw shifts. "That wasn't the only reason they picked it."

"No?"

"They liked us together."

Us again. The kitchen gets too warm.

"Submit the haunted money form," I say.

Ryan holds my gaze for one beat. "Last chance."

"Don't make the button dramatic."

He clicks Submit.

For three seconds, nothing happens. The progress circle spins, innocent and smug. My knee bounces under the table. Ryan's hand sits near mine, close enough that his knuckles almost brush my thumb. He doesn't move it closer.

The page refreshes.

Administrative confirmation received.

Below it, a new panel opens.

Prize status: Confirmed pending.

Amount reserved: $250,000.00.

Release status: Locked pending promotional obligation completion.

The number is right there.

It's ugly in its perfection. Too many zeroes, two neat decimals, a lock icon beside it like the universe built a user interface for ruining my night.

"Oh," I say.

Ryan's chair creaks. "Yeah."

"That's real."

Ryan nods. The laugh he swallows shows in his shoulders.

I keep joking because the number is too clean to face straight. On the screen, $250,000 exists and can't be touched, because Ryan called me pretty on camera and the internet decided we were marketable.

The laptop pings. A new email from Nia arrives almost at once, confirmation subject line and attachment icon. Ryan opens it only after looking at me.

"Open it," I say.

The packet is short tonight, a preview before the full travel documents. Requirements, timeline, packing suggestions, camera-ready basics. Then the second bullet finds my throat: polished feminine option.

"Polished feminine option," I read.

Ryan's face goes carefully blank.

"Don't make a face."

The blankness gets worse. He scrolls to the next bullet like compliance can hide in cursor movement.

Nia's list stays practical enough to be insulting. It mentions neutral makeup for shine control, a soft outfit for arrival clips, and sleepwear or a robe for villa lifestyle footage if I opt in. A grooming kit and camera-friendly colors sit underneath. The list isn't filthy or invasive, and the normality makes it worse.

"We don't own a polished feminine option," I say.

"No."

"We own your hoodie, my emotional support sweatpants, and black jeans I call formal because they have no holes."

Ryan reaches for the laptop, then stops with his fingers above the trackpad. "I can handle the starter stuff."

My stomach dips. "What does handle mean in this context?"

"I pay for it," he says, and when my mouth opens, he adds, "With my own money."

I stare at him.

He keeps his voice even. "The prize is locked, so we can't spend it. I posted the video and added the hashtag. I got us into this mess, so I buy the first round of clothes."

"This wasn't in the roommate bylaws."

Ryan opens a shopping tab instead of answering. Normal almost has room to come back, then burns away at the edges.

Pictures load in neat squares. Soft fabric, straps, cotton, lace, gloss tubes, a skirt that looks like it would move if I breathed wrong. My face goes hot fast.

"No," I say automatically.

Ryan's hand stills on the trackpad. "No to what?"

"Whatever your face is about to do," I say, because his face has never shopped neutrally. I keep my eyes on the screen.

He leans back, and the space he gives me is deliberate. "Tell me what is off limits."

The question takes the floor out from under the joke. He expects limits, which means he isn't going to bulldoze through my embarrassment and call it romance.

"No heels yet," I say. "Nothing costume-y, and no pink explosion."

"I'd never do that to you."

"You say that like you have opinions."

"Start simple," he says. "A few soft things you won't hate putting on. We can worry about the rest later."

The carefulness hits with quiet, vicious precision. My old boxers pinch at my hips. On the screen, a black lace bralette sits beside matching panties, displayed on a model who has never panicked at a kitchen table.

"I don't know my size," I say.

"We'll measure for anything that needs measuring."

The laptop fan hums. My fingers go still on the table. "With you standing there?"

Ryan's eyes lift to mine, and the kitchen shrinks again. "If you want my help."

I swallow. Measure puts his hands in my head, his steady voice, my body standing still because he told me to. Heat crawls up my neck.

"You're enjoying this," I say, because accusation is easier than oxygen.

Ryan doesn't grin. "Some of it."

My pulse stumbles, and he looks down at the shopping page before I can joke again. "I like the part where I get to take care of something because you might actually let me." That should make me shove my chair back and call him an after-school special with biceps. Instead my hands curl under the edge of my T-shirt.

"Buying bras is taking care of something now?"

Ryan studies the list instead of me. "Buying the first things so you don't have to stand in a store and hate yourself."

The sentence gets under my ribs. I point at the screen because pointing is safer than meeting his eyes. "That one looks normal."

"The black set?"

"Don't say set like that," I say too fast.

He scrolls to the size chart. "Fine. The black one is less horrifying."

He clicks it open. Size chart, fabric, reviews. His shoulder nearly brushes mine as he tilts the laptop. He's careful, which makes every inch between us louder.

"Add it," I say.

Ryan doesn't move, and my stomach twists. "Don't make me provide a statement for the minutes."

"I need a yes."

My throat works. The yes is too large for a cart item and a trip I haven't agreed to take. Ryan's hands stay away from me. His eyes refuse to turn this into pressure.

"Yes," I say. "Add it."

He does.

The cart number changes from zero to one. It shouldn't feel like anything.

Ryan adds a plain skirt, a loose top that won't cling "like a haunted napkin," black leggings, and a robe I call unnecessary until he says villa footage and my brain supplies Ryan seeing me in it.

Lipstick comes last. He pauses over a muted berry shade like he can already picture it, and I see the gloss tube before he clicks.

"No."

Ryan keeps his hand still. "You don't know what I'm choosing."

"Lipstick." I push the laptop half an inch away. "Nia said makeup, not emotional weaponry."

Ryan's thumb rests beside the trackpad. "A guy can buy his girlfriend emergency lipstick." The room goes silent.

My face burns. Girlfriend sticks to the screen glow, the locked $250,000, the black lace sitting in a cart paid from Ryan's account. Ryan doesn't look away from me.

I stare at the lipstick tube like it has teeth. "Don't say it so easily."

Ryan's thumb slips off the trackpad. The word he doesn't take back sits there anyway.

My breath catches before I can hide it.

Ryan's expression shifts at once, softer. His hand leaves the trackpad and stays there, not touching me, not adding anything else.

I shake my head before he can retreat, and my voice comes out scraped thin. "Don't get smug."

He adds it without another word.

Then he pays. His card, his billing details, his jaw doing that set thing it does when he intends to carry the practical weight. The order confirmation slides onto the screen. Several items are ready for morning pickup, and the rest will arrive before travel if we don't burn the whole thing down.

I stare at the list until the words fuzz. Bralette, panties, skirt, lipstick, robe. Mine, apparently. Purchased for a possible role, with an exit available.

Ryan closes the payment tab and leaves the confirmation visible. "We can cancel any of it."

"You just spent money on emergency girlfriend supplies," I say.

Ryan looks at the order list instead of me. His voice drops into something quieter and closer. "I told you. I got us into this."

"That's the official reason?"

His mouth moves once. He lets the question sit.

The second reason sits in the space between his hand and mine. He doesn't say it. I don't ask, because asking would require me to know what answer I want.

The confirmation screen glows against his face. Pending money, ordered clothes, a fake couple campaign, a locked account. My life has become a spreadsheet with lingerie in the notes column.

"So," I say. "We're keeping the option alive."

Ryan nods without reaching for the laptop again.

"This is still an option," I say. "Not a yes to the trip. Not yet."

He turns the laptop a few inches aside, leaving the order confirmation's glow thin across the table.

I kick his chair under the table. He catches my ankle lightly with his foot before I can pull it back, old roommate reflex turned charged by accident. My body goes still.

Ryan lets me go.

"Tomorrow," he says, and his voice has that careful line again, the one that makes every joke in me look for cover.

"Tomorrow what?"

He closes the laptop halfway. The screen glow narrows, leaving us in the softer kitchen light, the unpaid dishes, the stale toast smell, the same apartment with a new silence in it.

"If you're going to be a girlfriend," Ryan says, "you need to try something on."
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Chapter 3


The lace catches on my thumb before I can pretend it's normal.

Fabric should have manners. I'm a man holding a black bralette because a resort campaign broke my life. It should stay in the pickup bag.

Instead, one tiny loop hooks on a rough edge of my nail. The pull against my skin is light enough to ignore, and my whole hand goes still anyway.

"Alive in there?" Ryan asks from the hallway.

"Mostly. The window's still an option." I keep my eyes on the lace.

His laugh comes through the bedroom door, low and familiar enough to loosen my shoulders. "We're on the third floor."

"Didn't say it was a good option." I pinch the lace free and hold the bralette away from me like it might learn confidence if I give it room.

We've talked through food poisoning, rent increases, and one truly unforgivable haircut. We live together. We've seen each other in pajama pants, sick sweatshirts, and towels grabbed too fast from the dryer. The black lace in my hand doesn't care about any of that.

The starter wardrobe covers most of my bed: pickup bags, a shipping confirmation, black leggings, a loose travel top, a soft skirt, muted lipstick, and the matching panties waiting beside the bralette like a dare. The rest is delayed, so my dignity arrived in installments.

"I hate that you guessed black correctly."

Ryan doesn't even pause. "You own twelve black T-shirts."

"So?" I pinch the bralette between two fingers. The elastic gives.

His answer comes through the door with a smile tucked inside it. "So there's a pattern." He isn't wrong.

I stare at the bralette harder, as if pressure from my eyes might make it less intimate. The lace is simple, no bows, no sparkle. Ryan listened, worse than if he'd chosen something ridiculous. Ridiculous would give me a joke. This is wearable, soft, pretty before I've agreed to be anything.

My laptop sits open on the desk, screen gone dim. Behind the shopping confirmation, a fit guide waits beside one of Ryan's mild dominant-side feminization forums, a tab I've glimpsed while borrowing his charger.

It should feel like finding a secret. It doesn't.

Ryan has never treated what he likes as contraband. Openly bisexual, casually impossible, leaving tabs around as if everyone has his self-possession. I used to treat those pages as part of the Ryan landscape, along with protein powder and his ability to call customer service without sweating.

"This is barely a garment," I call.

Ryan doesn't answer right away. "There's a tag," he says finally.

"Tags can lie." I touch the edge again, slower this time, and the lace drags over my thumb. My mouth dries.

"Do you want me to talk you through the sizing again?"

My face tries to arrange itself into a grimace, but the memory gets there first. Ryan in the doorway with the measuring tape looped over his hand, explaining before he moved closer. Shoulders from borrowed hoodies. Waist from the sweatpants I stole and defended as community property. Chest measurement from my hands while he turned away and kept his eyes on the wall.

"I can read a chart," I say.

"You tried to measure over your hoodie."

My mouth opens before I can stop it. "It was participating."

Ryan leaves that one alone.

The matching panties are black, small, and far too real. I pick them up, and the waistband gives under my fingers. For one second I picture them on me, and my grip tightens.

"Nope."

Ryan's voice changes at once. "No as in stop?"

The hallway goes quiet enough to hear the apartment below us, someone's cabinet shutting, someone's life continuing without promotional lingerie. He waits on the other side of the door and gives the word space.

"No as in I've got feedback for the fabric industry," I say.

Ryan's silence stays careful anyway. "Okay."

"They're clothes," I say, too quickly. "People wear clothes." No answer comes from the hallway.

I breathe through my nose and set the panties on top of the bralette. People wear clothes, and I'm people, technically. This is a camera-facing trial run for an obligation I haven't agreed to complete, attached to locked prize money.

The explanation is sturdy. It doesn't help my hands.

I pull my T-shirt over my head before I can talk myself into doing tax research instead. The room is too small for the sound of fabric leaving my body, every shift loud against the closed door. My shirt drops onto the chair. My jeans follow, one leg catching around my ankle because dignity likes to die with witnesses nearby.

Standing in boxers and socks, arms folded over my bare chest, I glare at the bralette like it started this.

Ryan's voice comes through the door, softer now. "Color?"

"Somewhere between beige panic and municipal gray."

The floorboards creak once, then stop. "Want me outside the hallway instead?"

Yes should be easy. Friendship is built on limits and not letting your roommate hear you have a breakdown over underwear he bought with his own money.

"Stay," I say, too fast.

Ryan doesn't move. The floorboards outside my room stay silent. "At the door?"

"The door stays between us," I say. My pulse kicks once after I say it, as if my body has objections to the minutes.

"Got it."

I pick up the bralette. The band twists in my hands twice before I find the back, because of course it has hooks. The garment is tiny and apparently built by engineers who hate men with nerves.

"I refuse to be beaten by architecture," I mutter.

Ryan waits a beat. "Need help?"

"Absolutely not." The answer is too fast, and the doorknob stays still. Ryan lets the lie sit there while I get the band around my chest, miss the hooks once, swear under my breath, and finally fasten it on the loosest setting.

The lace settles against my skin. No, settles is too calm. It touches everywhere at once, pressure under my chest, straps over my shoulders, scratch-soft lace on skin that only knows cotton. It weighs almost nothing, making every movement sharper.

My nipples tighten against the thin cups, and I freeze with one hand still at my side. Staying motionless doesn't convince my body to take anything back.

"Jamie?"

"Fine." My voice comes out flat and too high at the same time.

Ryan says nothing. The silence gives me room and steals every excuse with the same gesture.

I reach for the panties because stopping at half-dressed would require explaining why the bralette beat me. The black lace slides over my fingers, then up my legs. I take off my socks because apparently I've got standards in a crisis, and the waistband rests low on my hips, snug enough to follow every breath.

For a few seconds, I keep my eyes on the carpet.

Then I look down.

Black lace on my body makes my face burn before I've got a thought ready. Heat tightens under my skin and between my thighs, shame and curiosity tangled too hard to separate. I still look like me, narrow hips, bitten nails, one faint bruise from the coffee table. I also look like the video dressed a joke in proof.

Prettiest girl.

"Shut up," I whisper, although nobody has spoken.

"What?"

"Nothing. The garment is being aggressive." My hand drifts toward the waistband and stops short, fingers curling around air.

"Do you want the top over it?"

"Skirt first," I say, because my brain has chosen violence against itself.

The skirt is softer than the lace, dark gray fabric that gives under my hands. It slides up my thighs, hem settling above my knees. The waistband covers the panties and makes everything look intentional, more outfit, less evidence.

In the black laptop screen, my reflection is pale skin, dark straps, and a shape I don't have enough jokes for yet. My hands go to the hem and tug once. The fabric slips back into place.

Don't pull it down or wreck it. Don't make Ryan ask from the other side of the door.

"This is stupid," I say.

Ryan lets the words sit before he answers. "It doesn't have to mean anything yet."

Yet catches under my ribs. "That's not better," I say, but it comes out quieter.

My fingers grip the hem harder. The words press too close to the bruise the viral clip left behind, to a drunken line about Ryan's girlfriend that keeps finding places in me to stick.

"Open the door," I say, and my pulse answers before Ryan does.

"You want me to look?"

The doorknob is right there. I could still pull the shirt back on and make this about size charts. Instead I keep my hands on the skirt and stare at the painted wood.

"Yes. Look at my face first or I throw a sock at you."

The door opens slowly.

Ryan stands on the other side in jeans and the dark green shirt he wears when he wants to look casual and accidentally looks like a catalog problem. His eyes find my face first, and my breathing steadies.

Only then does his gaze lower.

He takes in the straps, the black lace, the skirt, my hands clenched in the hem. His throat works once. One hand flexes at his side and goes still, empty, where I can see it.

"Say something normal," I tell him.

Ryan's mouth opens. He closes it again.

"Strong start." The joke comes out, but it has less spine than usual.

He breathes in through his nose. "You look pretty."

Pretty should be easy to reject. I'm in my own bedroom wearing lingerie and a skirt while my best friend looks at me like the joke has a pulse.

Instead my shoulders drop. The hem slides out of one hand. My knees loosen, and I press my thighs together before I remember he can see me.

Ryan sees, because he notices too much. His face shifts, not smug, not hungry enough to scare me, affected enough to make my skin feel thin.

"No funeral voice," I warn, because the truth got out first and I need something to put in front of it.

He nods once and stays in the doorway. "The black works on you, and so does the shape. You still look like yourself."

I laugh because the alternative is folding in half. "Myself, famously a lingerie-based entity."

"Jamie."

My name in his voice is worse than the compliment. I look at the floor, at his socks just over the threshold, at the line he hasn't crossed. "We live together. This is barely top ten weird."

The silence afterward is too clean, so my mouth finds the thing it shouldn't.

"The tabs," I say. "I've seen the tabs."

Ryan goes still for one measured breath. Then he nods. "Yeah."

"I wasn't snooping. You leave things open like a man who has never feared consequences."

"I figured you'd seen some of it." He doesn't scramble or look ashamed, which is offensive because my nervous system has prepared a whole orchestra.

"So this is..." I gesture down. The skirt shifts against my thighs. "Your wheelhouse."

"Some of it, yes." Ryan's eyes stay on mine.

The same honesty from last night rests between us. He leaves the door open without shoving me.

"Great," I say. "Love being a known area."

"You're Jamie." His voice stays even. "That comes before anything I like."

I swallow. The sentence gives me nothing to fight.

He steps only close enough to reach the measuring tape on my desk, then stops and holds it up where I can see both hands. "Shoulder and waist check? The top and leggings should fit, but we can exchange them before travel."

Before travel tries to become a decision. I catch it and pin it back down.

"This still isn't me saying yes to the trip," I say.

"No."

"And don't make the girlfriend part real just because I let you hold a tape measure."

His mouth curves, but he doesn't answer.

Ryan crosses the room with the tape visible. When he reaches me, he waits until I lift my arms a little, because apparently my body is cooperating without management.

The bralette pulls with the motion, lace catching across my skin. Ryan's fingers don't touch me at first. The measuring tape does, cool and flat over one shoulder, then across my back. For the second measurement, he stands close enough to stir the hair near my ear.

My stomach tightens.

"Green?" he asks.

"Annoying, but green."

"I'll take annoying." His thumb guides the tape into place at my waist, over the skirt, not skin. The contact is tiny. My body makes it enormous.

I stare at my dresser drawer handle until the metal edge blurs. The apartment smells like laundry detergent and new-clothes paper. Ryan reads the number low by my ear, while my pulse tries to turn the room into something he hasn't allowed.

"Good," he says.

One word. Practical again. My hips still give the smallest traitorous shift against the tape.

"You can't say good like that while measuring me," I say.

Ryan's hand pauses at my waist. "Like what?"

"Like you're..." The rest of the sentence burns up. I can't finish it without naming something we're leaving alone.

The silence behind me goes taut.

"I'm making sure the clothes fit," he says.

"Terrible loophole."

His hand opens beside my waist, not touching. "Do you want me to step back?"

My answer lodges under my tongue. Stepping back would put the room nearer to how it was before the lace touched me, before pretty got through.

"Finish the measurement," I say.

Ryan doesn't make me dress the sentence up. He finishes, reads the number, and steps away.

The space he leaves behind feels cold.

I grab the loose top from the bed and pull it over my head. It slides down over the bralette, thin enough that the straps still make faint lines. The skirt stays visible. The whole thing becomes less naked and more dangerous.

Ryan looks at me again.

This time I let him.

His expression isn't smug. That's the part I don't know how to fight. He's pleased, jaw tight, eyes returning to my face before they enjoy anything else.

Ryan's gaze comes back to my face. "That works."

"For a fake resort promo?"

"For you."

My laugh breaks in the middle and doesn't become anything useful.

I tuck my bitten fingers into the sleeves because my hands have started to shake. The fabric is soft against my knuckles. The skirt brushes my thighs when I shift. The panties stay there under everything, private and constant.

"You can change back," Ryan says.

I should. I've proved the clothes fit and survived first contact. I can retreat to boxers and a T-shirt and pretend I'm not shaking.

My fingers tighten inside the sleeves. "In a minute," I say.

Ryan's eyes soften, and the whole room tilts by an inch. "Okay."

There's no triumph in it, just permission to stand here in the thing I'm trying to out-joke. "Don't look so nice about it," I say.

The corner of his mouth moves. He looks at the floor for half a second, then back at me. "Pretty thing."

My mouth opens. Nothing useful comes out.

Pretty was bad. Pretty thing is worse, affection with a hand held back, a claim made only with his voice. My skin prickles under the top, under the lace, everywhere Ryan doesn't touch.

"You are a menace," I manage.

Ryan's mouth curves, small and unrepentant, but he doesn't answer.

The old banter is still there, running over something deeper. I can still call this fake and say we haven't agreed to the trip, the packet, or the real girlfriend thing.

I also don't change back.

Ryan glances toward the bags on the bed, then the laptop with Nia's packet behind a dim screen. The practical world creeps in: pending prize, travel schedule, camera-facing basics.

"The skirt won't work for the airport," he says.

My brain takes a second to catch up. "The airport?" His attention shifts to the bags on the bed. "If we keep the option alive."

That small if waits between us again. I could run through it and say we won't need an airport anything because this is ridiculous.

I look down at the skirt instead. The soft fabric rests against my thighs as if it belongs there, and my body gives one more answer I refuse to translate.

"What, the airport has a dress code against emotional damage?"

Ryan picks up the folded leggings, then sets them beside the loose top. "These will be easier to travel in."

Easier does nothing to help. First has too much room behind it. Leggings. Shoes by the door. Ryan at my back while strangers accept the shape before I do. My mouth goes dry, and no polished comeback arrives.

Ryan watches me lose the joke and doesn't rescue me from the silence.

"Then," he says, voice gentle enough to make it worse, "we need an airport outfit next."
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Chapter 4


"Put your hand on the suitcase."

Ryan says it like the suitcase has insulted him personally and I'm expected to help with the consequences.

I put my hand on the handle anyway.

The carry-on is upright beside our front door. My fingers close around the hard plastic grip. The wheels shift against the floor with a tiny click, and that tiny click makes my stomach tighten because suitcases mean leaving while my body is arranged in clothes Ryan picked for a camera-facing girlfriend.

I can handle lace in my bedroom, apparently. Public fabric is a different sport.

"You're doing the thing," Ryan says.

"Breathing? Bold of me."

He stands in front of me with his backpack over one shoulder and my passport in his hand. He doesn't smile at the joke right away. His eyes dip to the suitcase handle, then to my fingers clamped around it so hard my bitten nails press white into the plastic.

My fingers loosen by half an inch.

Ryan holds my passport out. "Take this."

I do. The little navy book feels too official for the version of me wearing black leggings, the loose travel top, and the soft gray cardigan Ryan said would keep the outfit from looking like I panicked in a gym bag. The bralette sits under the shirt, invisible until I move wrong.

Muted gloss coats my mouth. It tastes faintly sweet and sticks when I press my lips together.

"Do I look..." I start, then hate every available ending.

Ryan waits.

The apartment holds its breath with him. His hoodie is slung over the couch where I almost grabbed it as emergency armor. He didn't stop me. He only asked whether I wanted to be warm or hidden, and my traitorous hand let go by itself.

"Like a person who should be allowed near transportation infrastructure?" I finish.

Ryan's gaze stays on my face first. Always now. It should get less effective with repetition. It doesn't.

"You look like you," he says. "Dressed soft. Nervous. Ready enough to decide."

Ready enough lands more gently than ready. My throat works around it.

"That's a horrifying phrase."

"Accurate one."

He sets his backpack down instead of moving toward the door. The shift changes the room. My pulse answers before my brain gets the memo.

"Before we leave," he says, "I need a real check."

"We checked luggage. We checked passports. You checked the lock three times because apparently crime exists."

He leaves the joke alone. The silence after it isn't punishment. It's room.

My mouth shuts.

Ryan steps closer, then stops with one full arm's length between us. "This is the first public step. Airport, flight, resort staff. If your body says no, we turn around."

The words line up neatly, practical enough to hold. My body doesn't become practical with them. The leggings pull at my thighs. The gloss makes my mouth feel visible. The bralette holds me in a secret shape under the top.

"You rehearsed that," I say.

"Yes."

The single word gives me less to fight than a speech.

My fingers tighten around the passport. "Ry."

"Tell me now if this stops being fun." His voice stays steady. "If it happens in the airport bathroom or the resort lobby, I don't care where. You say it, we stop and figure out the next move."

The apartment tilts in some quiet internal place I don't have a name for. He says fun, and the word refuses to behave like useful or convincing or profitable.

Fun gives me too much dignity.

My tongue touches the gloss at the corner of my mouth. "What if it's not all fun?"

Ryan's hand flexes once at his side. He doesn't reach for me. "Then say what part isn't."

That should be too simple. It isn't.

"I hate the airport," I say.

"I know."

"I hate that the leggings are comfortable."

His mouth moves a little, then stills.

"I hate that you're being normal about my mouth."

His eyes drop to my mouth for one controlled second. When they come back up, his voice is lower. "I'm working on it."

The gloss turns too warm on my lips.

I look down at the suitcase handle. "I don't want to turn around."

Ryan doesn't answer at once. The quiet stretches, and for once he lets my sentence stand there without polishing it into something safer.

My thumb rubs over the passport edge. "That doesn't mean I'm your real girlfriend."

"No."

"Or that I'm prepared to be perceived by the Transportation Security Administration as emotionally complex."

That earns the smallest breath of a laugh. It doesn't rescue me. It only makes the room ours again.

Ryan picks up his backpack. "Then we go one step at a time."

The hallway outside our apartment smells like someone's coffee and old carpet. I pull the suitcase behind me, and every wheel click sounds public. Ryan locks the door, checks the knob once, then tucks the keys into his pocket.

His hand hovers near the small of my back, and he doesn't touch. I hate that I miss it before it's happened.

In the elevator, the mirrored wall catches us for half a second: Ryan steady beside me, my mouth glossed, the loose top soft over hidden lace. I look away fast enough to make my neck ache.

"Breathe," he says, low enough for only me.

"The elevator has rules against that."

He doesn't answer the joke. His shoulder settles near mine, not touching, close enough that the warmth of him steadies the air anyway.

The rideshare driver has the trunk open when we reach the curb. Ryan lifts both suitcases without making it a performance. My bag disappears beside his, and then there's nothing in my hands except my phone and the bare fact of myself.

"Airport?" the driver asks.

"Terminal four," Ryan says.

The car smells like pine air freshener and warm vinyl. My leggings pull at my knees when I get in, and the hidden lace feels brighter than the city sliding by in the window.

At the airport drop-off, the world becomes glass, wheels, announcements, and too many people who don't care enough to hide me inside their attention.

Ryan pulls the suitcases to the curb. His hand comes to my back this time, warm through the cardigan, two fingers only.

I stop breathing.

He feels it. Of course he feels it.

"Green?" he asks.

People stream around us with neck pillows and coffee cups. A woman in a red blazer argues into her phone. A kid drags a plush dinosaur by one leg. Nobody pauses. Nobody points.

My body still hears the question as if he asked it in my bedroom.

"Green," I say. "Publicly tragic, but green."

His hand presses once, light enough to guide without steering. "Good."

The word goes through me differently in daylight. Smaller, because he keeps it practical. Sharper, because anyone could hear it.

I pull the suitcase handle up and start walking before my face can make a confession.

Check-in is a row of bright counters and smiling staff. Ryan handles the flight numbers and passport stack because Ryan handles things. I stand beside him with my carry-on, practicing the ancient art of looking like I chose my own outfit. The agent checks his passport, then mine.

"Traveling together?" she asks.

Ryan turns the question toward me without moving his body. It is a tiny thing, the choice handed over on a clean plate.

"Yes," I say.

The agent taps her screen. "Both through to Tahiti and then onward?"

"Yes."

My voice doesn't crack. My body celebrates by producing ten new problems.

The agent smiles at me. "Lovely. Window and aisle together. I kept you paired through the connection."

Paired.

Ryan's fingers touch the counter beside mine, close enough that I can feel the heat without contact. "Thank you."

The agent prints tags, passes them over, and tells us where to go for bag drop. She treats us like any couple with luggage and a long flight. The absence of disaster becomes its own pressure.

Security passes in a blur of trays, scanner, and gloss anxiety. The agent waves me through without comment. I gather my things with hands that only shake a little, and Ryan takes the empty tray from me before I can turn it into a shield.

"Nia texted," he says.

My stomach drops. "Of course she did."

Ryan opens his phone and angles it so I can read without him reading it aloud for the entire airport.

Nia: Safe travels, you two! If you can, please send a short boarding-area clip once you're settled. Simple is perfect. Hi from the winning couple, excited for the stay, tag the resort. No pressure if the airport is chaotic. Arrival team can start instead.

The off-ramp sits in the message, professional and harmless.

"We can skip it," Ryan says.

Past him, the gate area is all hard seats, charging cables, and people eating breakfast food at unlawful hours. A family in matching shirts takes a selfie near the window. Nobody explodes.

"If we skip, does it hurt the obligation?"

"No. Arrival team can start it."

I wait for relief. It comes, then leaves room for another feeling underneath. Smaller. Annoying. It looks suspiciously like disappointment.

"A short one?" I ask.

Ryan's face changes before he smooths it out. Pleased, careful, caught.

"Only if you want."

The words put the choice back in my hands so cleanly my fingers tighten around the phone.

"Don't say it like that."

Like my want is visible. Like he isn't allowed to touch it unless I put it in his hand.

I take my phone out before I lose nerve. "We do it fast. No speeches. No influencer voice. If you say journey, I fake a medical emergency."

Ryan nods. "Hard limit. No journey."

We find a quieter stretch by the windows where planes sit huge and white against the tarmac. Airport light catches the wing metal and my gloss when I catch the phone reflection and nearly throw the device into a trash can.

Ryan stands beside me, close enough for the frame. "Do you want my hand on you?"

My thumb freezes over the record button. Want is a rude word in public, and the camera isn't even on yet. "Back," I say. "Not waist."

Ryan nods once. "Back."

His hand settles between my shoulder blades, warm and broad. The contact changes my spine before I can scold it. I stand straighter. My mouth stops twisting. The phone screen shows both of us, Ryan steady and unfairly good-looking, me soft-mouthed and nervous and clearly dressed for something more deliberate than survival.

"Ready?" he asks.

"No. Record."

He doesn't laugh. I press the button.

For the first second, neither of us speaks. The red timer starts counting, and my brain empties itself into airport noise.

Ryan leans a little closer, his voice easy. "Hi from terminal four."

I make myself look at the camera. "The winning couple is awake, packed, and only moderately emotionally compromised."

Ryan's fingers press once against my back, warning and fond at the same time.

I keep going before the joke can become armor. "We're heading to the resort today. Still can't believe the video did all this."

Ryan's gaze shifts to me instead of the lens. "I can."

The line isn't loud. It isn't polished. It puts heat under my skin anyway.

My mouth forgets the next word. In the phone screen, my eyes go wide.

Ryan looks back at the lens and saves nothing. He lets the silence show for half a second, then says, "We'll send better footage when we land."

I hit stop.

"That was terrible," I say.

Ryan takes his hand off my back instead of arguing. The loss is immediate enough to make me angry at physics.

"Do you want to redo it?"

I watch the thumbnail instead of him. My face looks nervous, yes, but alive. Ryan's hand isn't visible. The effect is.

"No," I say. "Send it before I develop standards."

Ryan sends it to Nia. No flourish. No teasing about my choosing it. He gives the moment less pressure by refusing to decorate it.

On the plane, Ryan takes the aisle because he knows I hate getting trapped by beverage carts and strangers with bladder confidence. I get the window. When I slide into the seat, the leggings pull tight over my knees and the hidden lace shifts again.

"Still green?" he asks after he buckles in.

The cabin hums around us. Nobody here knows I wore boxers to every flight before today or that my mouth sticks slightly to itself because Ryan bought a color called rosewood and pretended not to enjoy the word.

"Mostly," I say.

"What part isn't?"

My fingers press into the armrest. "I don't know where to put all the looking."

Ryan turns his hand palm-up on the narrow space between our seats. "Use me."

The consent already lives in the open shape of his hand, in the lack of demand. I put my fingers into his because nobody in the aisle cares, because the engine noise covers my breath, because if I don't give my body one honest thing it may start filing complaints.

His hand closes around mine, and I keep looking out the window until the ground drops away.

Hours blur in small, manageable humiliations: dry air, a flight attendant calling us "sweethearts," my mouth needing fresh gloss somewhere over the Pacific. By the time the second flight dips toward islands so green they look unreal, my body is too tired to keep all its defenses upright.

"We're landing," he says.

"The large ocean stopped."

Warm air hits us the second we step off the plane into the small open walkway. It gets under the cardigan, under the loose top, into the places airport air dried out. My hair lifts off my forehead. Somewhere ahead, resort staff hold signs and flower garlands. The whole place looks prepared to believe whatever we present.

That scares me more than disbelief would.

Ryan stops before the arrivals area. "Jamie."

I turn.

His face is travel-tired and careful. "The arrival team may ask for footage at the transfer desk. We can save it for the villa."

My stomach pulls tight. "What if they expect it now?"

"Then I disappoint them."

"What if I don't pass?" The words get out before I can make them smaller.

Ryan's attention comes back to me fully.

"As female," I say, because apparently travel has stripped me down to the worst sentence available. "What if someone notices?"

He doesn't laugh. "Then someone notices. It doesn't make you wrong. The clip brought us here as boyfriend and girlfriend, and nobody else gets a vote on whether you count."

The answer is too practical to be a rescue. It lands anyway.

Through the glass ahead, a woman with black shoulder-length locs speaks to two staff members near a resort sign. Nia, probably. Professional smile, tablet in hand. Beside her, a lean man with a camera bag adjusts a strap, waiting instead of filming.

The obligation waits in daylight, friendly and harder to refuse because nobody is being cruel.

I could say villa. I could ask for private first. The off-ramp exists.

Ryan waits with both hands visible.

"If I do this," I say, and the sentence thins.

He comes no closer. "Then I stay with you."

Nia waits by the sign. Dev's camera strap hangs loose against his chest. Ryan keeps his hands visible while the choice sits in front of me.

"Publicly?"

"Yes," Ryan says. "As much as you want me there."

That almost makes me laugh. It comes out as one shaky breath.

I look down at myself: leggings, cardigan, travel top, shoes that don't ask for bravery. Soft, public, not costume. My hand lifts to my mouth and stops before I smudge the gloss.

"Back or waist?" Ryan asks.

The question sends heat straight through me, quick and embarrassing. The transfer desk is only a few yards away: staff, camera bag, Nia's tablet, the first resort-facing proof that we're here as the couple from the clip.

Back would be safer. Back would be check-in and friend and steady. Waist is girlfriend.

My voice comes out smaller than planned. "Waist."

Ryan's eyes hold mine for a second longer. He doesn't smile like he won anything. He only nods, and the care in that makes the choice harder to joke away.

We walk toward the resort sign together.

Nia sees us and brightens without rushing. "Ryan? Jamie? Hi. Welcome. Long trip, I know, so we can keep this very light."

Very light. My nervous system has notes.

"Hi," I say. My voice survives.

Nia's gaze moves over my outfit with professional warmth, not inspection. "You both look great. We can do ten seconds for the transfer if you're comfortable, or wait until you settle in."

Ryan looks at me.

Everyone keeps looking at me, and none of it feels like a trap. That might be the worst part.

I make my hand unclench from the suitcase handle. "Ten seconds."

Nia nods as if that answer is normal because it's normal. "Perfect. Dev will keep it easy. Just walk toward the transfer sign together. Natural is better than posed."

Dev lifts one hand from near the camera bag. "No sound if you don't want it. We can just get arrival motion."

Ryan's fingers brush my side, a question even now.

I nod once.

His hand settles at my waist.

The contact is warm, broad, public, and chosen. My breath catches before I can stop it. Ryan doesn't pull me closer than I gave him. He only stands there beside me, steady enough to borrow.

Dev raises the camera.

For half a second I want to run backward into every joke I've ever made. Then Ryan's thumb shifts once against the cardigan, grounding instead of claiming, and the panic breaks into something thinner and brighter.

I step forward with him.

The camera catches us under the resort sign, Ryan's hand at my waist, my suitcase rolling beside me, the girlfriend role active before I can make it private again.
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Chapter 5


Ryan lays the dress on the villa bed like he already knows which part of me is going to panic first.

"That is a lot of fabric for something you claim is a dress," I say.

The villa gives me nowhere useful to look. Glass doors open to the deck, lagoon water shifts blue beyond them, and a wide mirror waits near the closet. No hallway between us. No bedroom door.

Ryan smooths one hand over the dress. Soft pink fabric slides under his palm, thin straps, fitted waist, skirt light enough to move when I breathe.

"Resort dress," he says. "Different legal category."

"Ah. Maritime law."

His mouth twitches, but his eyes stay on my face. He belongs here. I look smuggled in.

The bralette and panties have been against my skin since the airport.

"We can take an hour," Ryan says. "Shower, eat, let you settle."

"Next clip is later?"

"Early evening, if we want the welcome deck footage today. We can push it."

My body answers first. Heat tugs low in my stomach, followed by the usual scramble to explain it as strategy, obligation, camera readiness, anything except want.

"If we push it, I've got longer to be insane about it."

Ryan hears the yes under the complaint. "Then we keep it private first."

He sets out moisturizer, mascara, soft colors, lip gloss, brushes, and a compact he closes before I can catch myself in it. He isn't treating this like a joke or a trap.

"Sit," he says, nodding to the padded bench.

"You have furniture opinions now?"

"I've got a girlfriend who needs her makeup done."

My feet stop moving. Ryan stills with me.

"Still with me?"

"Yeah," I say, too fast, then sit before the word can become a confession.

He stands between me and the mirror while he starts. Cool moisturizer slides over my cheek, and his thumb steadies my chin while his fingers smooth it in.

"You're tense."

"I'm being painted."

"You're being helped."

That is worse. Help is harder to fight than performance.

The brush comes next, soft over my skin. When my breathing catches, his hand slows.

"I'm fine," I mutter. "Offensively fine."

Ryan nods.

The word settles under my ribs. He lets it sit there before reaching for the mascara.

"This part is weird. Look up."

"That sentence has never improved a situation."

My body obeys before the argument forms. The wand comes close to my eye, and I grab his wrist.

Ryan stops instantly. "We skip it, or you hold my wrist while I do it."

I could skip. I could prove the off-ramp is real by taking it. My fingers loosen, then stay.

"Wrist."

Ryan's gaze warms. "Okay."

I hold him while he brushes my lashes. My eyes water, but he waits, and by the time he finishes the other side, my body has quieted.

Lip gloss comes last, soft pink and less muted than the airport color.

"Open," he says.

"Terrible instruction to give a person in my condition."

His thumb pauses under my lower lip. "Your condition?"

"Terminally supervised."

"Open."

I do. The gloss slides over my mouth, creamy and strange. He cleans the edge with his thumb, and the contact turns the whole room narrow. My lips feel heavier when he finishes, more present. More available.

"Don't look yet. Stand up."

"I hate every sentence in this villa."

My knees do a poor job with the concept, but I stand. Ryan lifts the dress from the bed and holds it open.

"Bathroom, me turned around, or I help," he says.

The last option sits between us with all the air gone around it.

"If you help," I say, then stop.

He waits.

"You have to be normal about it."

"No." He doesn't smile. "I can be careful. I can stop. I can't promise normal."

The honesty hits harder than reassurance would have. Normal has been our hiding place for years, every hoodie and joke that kept wanting out of reach.

"Careful then," I say.

Ryan's breath changes. He turns before I can lose my nerve.

I strip out of the travel top and leggings. The bralette and panties leave me exposed in all the villa light. I step into the dress and pull it up, but the straps twist.

"Okay," I say, with no dignity left. "Fashion emergency."

Ryan turns. His gaze catches on me and stops. For one second, all his competence leaves his face.

My skin goes hot from throat to thighs. "Ryan."

He blinks once, then comes back to himself. "Still okay?"

The question saves me from the look by making the look safe.

"Yeah."

He fixes the straps. His fingers brush my shoulders, then the back of my neck. The dress settles soft around my waist, skirt brushing my thighs. He crouches to smooth one caught fold near my hip and pauses before touching.

"Yes," I say.

His knuckle grazes my thigh through the dress, and my cock twitches in the lace panties.

I freeze. Ryan does too, because of course he notices. He rises without rushing, eyes on mine.

"Mirror," he says.

"Absolutely not."

"You don't have to. I want you to see before the camera does."

The camera. The evening clip. The world outside this room waiting to accept the version Ryan is building with makeup, fabric, patience, and hands that ask before they take.

I move because his logic gives my want a practical mask.

He turns me toward the mirror. At first I look at Ryan over my shoulder. He stands behind me, close but not touching, broad and steady and too careful to use his size as an argument.

"Jamie."

My eyes drop to the mirror, and panic hits clean.

The dress works. The makeup works. My mouth looks softer. My eyes look wider under the mascara. The waist of the dress turns the slightness I usually resent into shape. The bralette gives the top of me a hidden structure I can see because I know where to look.

I look like Ryan's girlfriend.

The thought should make me laugh or reach for my old clothes. Instead, my cock presses harder into lace.

"No," I whisper.

Ryan's hands stay at his sides. "Tell me what no means."

"I don't know."

"Then we pause."

He steps back. The space should help. It makes the mirror worse because now it's only me in the dress, me with my mouth pink and my eyes too open, me looking like the joke found a body and decided to keep it.

"It works," I say.

Ryan doesn't move.

"You're supposed to blame lighting or resort witchcraft."

"It's you in it."

My eyes sting. Ryan comes closer only after I look at him in the mirror.

"You are allowed to like what you look like."

No joke catches the sentence. My fingers bunch soft fabric in both hands.

"I don't know how."

"I know."

"Don't say good girl right now," I blurt.

Ryan goes still.

My face burns in the mirror. "I mean, don't. Unless you mean it. Or unless I'm going to be weird about it. I don't know."

His voice lowers. "I'm going to ask you something. If you hate it, I stop asking."

My body hears the next step before he says it.

"Okay."

"Do you want me to touch you while you look?"

The villa shrinks to lagoon sound, air conditioner hum, my breath, Ryan behind me.

"Touch how?"

"Over the dress first. Waist. Thigh. Then, if you're still with me, I want to get you close and stop there."

My knees soften. My cock throbs against lace.

Ryan doesn't move. "Yellow slows me down. Red stops me."

"And if I want to come?"

"Then you tell me. We talk. I don't assume."

"You want to stop me?"

"I want to show you how much wanting you can survive while I take care of you."

My hands tighten in the skirt.

"That's an insane thing to say."

"Yes."

The honesty almost breaks me.

"Green," I say.

Ryan's hands settle at my waist. The contact starts light, through the dress, through the new shape of me. His thumbs rest above my hips like he's holding something precious and unstable. My body leans back before I give it permission. His chest meets my shoulder blades.

In the mirror, he surrounds me without covering me.

"Look."

"I'm looking."

"At yourself."

I drag my gaze from his face to mine: pink mouth, wide eyes, dress, Ryan's hands.

"Good girl."

The praise lands where the lace is tightest. My hips jerk once, and Ryan's hands firm at my waist, holding, never trapping.

"There she is," he says, soft enough to ruin me.

I should correct him. I should remind him about official terminology and one accidentally viral boyfriend-girlfriend couple. Instead, I grip his wrist and press his hand lower.

Ryan's eyes sharpen. "Say it."

"Touch me."

"Where?"

The truth gets stuck. His hand slides over my hip to the front of the dress, stopping above the hard line trapped under lace.

"Here?"

"Yes. There."

His palm cups me through dress and panties, and my whole body folds around the pressure. The fabric softens the contact and makes it worse. I can see his hand on me. I can see the dress held in place while my cock strains under layers chosen for his girlfriend.

"You are so responsive," Ryan says. "You try so hard to hide it, and your body keeps telling me the truth."

His fingers rub slow circles through the fabric, stroking me through the lace until my cock leaks into the panties. Wet warmth spreads against the cloth. Pleasure builds with insulting speed, sharpened by the sight of myself taking it.

Feminized. Held. Seen.

Ryan's hand stills for one breath. "Too much?"

"No."

His other arm comes around my waist. "Stay with it."

I try to look away, but he stops stroking, and the loss makes me whimper.

"Eyes on yourself, pretty thing."

The old nickname from the apartment comes back with teeth. I open my eyes, and he rewards me with firmer pressure, rubbing me until the ache becomes a hard, pulsing edge. I buck into his hand.

"Please," I say.

Ryan's hand slows. "Please what?"

The mirror shows the exact shape of my wanting. My knees shake, and he holds me up with one arm, calm as if this is what my body was made to do.

"Don't stop."

His mouth brushes near my ear. "I'm going to stop."

The denial punches a whine out of me.

"And you're going to let me," he says. "I've got you. You don't have to grab the ending back."

He strokes me faster for three terrible seconds, pushing me to the edge until my cock pulses hard enough that I can almost feel myself start to come. My hands fly to his forearm.

"Ryan, I'm close."

His grip tightens just enough to hold me still. "I know."

His last stroke drags a broken sound out of me, all wet lace and aching cock and the dress soft against my shaking thighs.

"Good girl," he says, and then his hand leaves me. I nearly sob.

My body pulses against nothing. The ruined edge hangs there, fierce and unfinished, my cock trapped wet and hard in lace. Ryan turns me away from the mirror before my face can become too much for me. He pulls me into him, one hand between my shoulder blades, the other cradling the back of my neck.

"Breathe."

"I hate you."

"No, you don't."

"I hate your accuracy."

His laugh is quiet and rough. "I'll accept that one."

I stand there shaking in a pink dress while he holds me through the part where my body still begs and the rest of me tries to catch up. He doesn't touch me sexually again. He rubs slow lines down my back until my breathing stops tripping over itself.

"Still with me?"

"With you," I say, then swallow. "Mad about it."

"Good."

The word is gentler now. Weighted, but no longer a hand around the edge of me. He guides me to the bed and sits close enough that my bare knee rests against his thigh.

Ryan notices, because he notices everything. "Water and a towel. Then we decide what you want next. No clip until you're steady."

He starts to stand. I catch his shirt.

"Stay for a second."

He sits back down at once. My bitten nails look wrong against the fabric, old damage at the end of a new shape.

"That was..."

"A lot."

I laugh once, shaky and useless. "Your gift for understatement remains terrible."

Ryan covers my hand with his. "Was it safe?"

The question makes my throat hurt. I look at the old scar on his forearm and the careful way he has held back.

"Yes."

"Was it too much?"

My body is still pulsing from denied release. My mouth tastes like gloss and panic and want.

"Also yes."

"Then we keep both answers."

Of course he says it like that. Like I can be contradictory and still taken seriously.

He gets the water with one hand because I still have his shirt trapped in my fist. I let go when he presses the glass into my hands. He wipes under my eye where the mascara has smudged, then cleans the damp edge of my thigh and asks before each touch.

The care after is almost worse. During the scene, I could blame heat. Now I've got to sit in the fact that Ryan wants the trembling aftermath too.

"I thought I'd feel stupid."

"Do you?"

I look down at the dress spread over my thighs, my body still held tight because he stopped when we agreed he could.

"I feel stupid for how much I liked it."

His hand comes up, slow enough that I can move away. I don't. He cups my cheek.

"You get to like what you look like," he says. "And you get to like what we did."

I close my eyes for half a second. "You make everything sound like paperwork."

"Paperwork got us to Bora Bora."

The laugh that comes out of me turns soft around the edges.

Ryan's thumb rests near the corner of my mouth, careful of the gloss. "No more tonight unless you ask. If we film later, it's just you steady on the deck with my hand where you want it. Nothing from this room leaves this room."

"Yes. That's good."

The word catches in my voice. He lets it pass without taking advantage, and that restraint pulls at me in a different place.

We sit until the lagoon sounds become part of the room again. The dress no longer feels like a costume. It feels like a fact I'm still deciding how to hold.

Ryan turns my hand over and brushes his thumb across my palm. "There is one more thing I want to ask. Not now if you're wrung out. I just don't want to hide from it."

My stomach tightens. "That sentence is how horror movies get sequels."

"Do you want me to keep you like this tonight?"

I know before he explains. My body knows too. Denial, continued. Maybe later, a real device. A choice that could follow me past this room.

I should demand the old easy rhythm back, the version where Ryan handles flights and I make jokes and nobody asks whether my body wants to be guided.

Instead, my fingers close around his.

"How?"

Ryan's thumb moves once over my palm, slow and careful, like the answer is something he plans to set down between us instead of put on me.

"By talking first."
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Chapter 6


The spreadsheet is already open, which feels rude.

Ryan has turned the laptop so it faces both of us on the bed, but I'm doing an excellent job looking anywhere else. His notebook sits beside it with a pen tucked into the spiral. The pending account window glows behind the spreadsheet, one tab over, because apparently my personal spiral needs supporting evidence.

My dress is still soft over my thighs. The gloss has gone tacky at the corners of my mouth. Under the skirt, the lace panties hold the ache he left me with, sharp enough that every small shift reminds me my body is still waiting for permission nobody promised it would get.

"You are making the spreadsheet breathe at me," I say.

Ryan sits beside me, shoulder close, not touching. "It's a spreadsheet. Its lungs are theoretical."

"Tell that to row seven. Row seven has intentions."

His mouth twitches. He doesn't laugh over me, which is annoying because I need him to laugh. Laughter would make this normal roommate nonsense. Laughter would make the word rule stop sitting between us like his hand on my waist in the mirror.

Ryan caps the pen. "We can stop here."

My eyes jump to him before I can pretend they don't.

He holds my gaze with his face stripped of smirk and softened command, still in the same clothes from travel day, hair slightly wrecked from the way I clutched him after he denied me.

"How much is all?"

"The rule," he says. "The denial. The girlfriend practice past what the promo needs tonight. We can eat, shower, get you out of the dress, skip any welcome clip, and sleep. If tomorrow you want to tell Nia we're trimming the content to the minimum or forfeiting, we talk through that too."

My stomach drops harder at forfeiting than it does at the rule.

Ryan sees it, because of course he does. "That wasn't a threat."

"I didn't say it was."

"Your face did."

"My face is compromised by mascara."

He lets that sit instead of grabbing the joke. The silence makes my mouth go dry.

He rubs his thumb over the pen cap. "If you want out, I help you out. I don't pout, and I don't turn the money into a leash. I need that said before I ask to keep you denied."

The laptop light catches on the tiny old scar along his forearm. My fingers remember holding that arm in the mirror, trying to keep him there and survive him leaving me unfinished at the same time.

"And if I don't want to stop?" I ask.

"Then we put it on the page, and I keep my hands where you said I could."

"That is painfully adult."

Ryan glances at the notebook. "Tragically, you're twenty-five."

"Allegedly."

His thumb brushes the edge of the notebook, but he doesn't open it. "Do you want release before we talk? Clean slate. No rule built on you being desperate from ten minutes ago."

The offer hits low and mean. My body answers with a hard pulse against lace, greedy and humiliating, because release is right there in his voice. He would do it. He would help me out of the ache he made, hold me afterward, probably bring me water and make that steady face that ruins every defense I own.

I press my knees together under the dress.

"No," I say.

Ryan's eyes sharpen.

"Not because I don't want it," I add, and the words scrape all the way up. "Obviously."

Ryan's attention drops to my closed knees, then comes back to my face.

My face burns. "Don't be proud of yourself."

"I'm proud of you."

That's worse. Heat climbs my throat and catches under the gloss on my mouth.

He waits until I can breathe again. Weighted line, then space. He has already learned the shape of me, and that should scare me more than it does.

Ryan opens the notebook at last. "First thing. I don't get to keep you aching because I liked seeing you that way. You give me that, or I don't take it. If you give it to me, you don't touch yourself tonight, and I don't make you come unless you ask and we talk. I keep you on the edge because you want my hand there."

The word wanted lands like his palm through the dress. My hands flatten over my skirt.

"And if I change my mind?"

"You say so. We pause the rule and talk. If you want release, you can ask for release. If you want the whole thing gone, the whole thing is gone."

"Just like that?"

Ryan slides the pen toward me. "I don't need a loophole."

The answer is too easy. My brain tries to find the hook in it, the hidden clause, the tiny print where Ryan becomes the person I'm afraid I'm letting him be.

"What if we're filming?" I ask. "Or I'm dressed for something and I panic and say red in the middle of a beach path?"

"Then I stop us. I don't care if it's Dev, Nia, the schedule, or me with my hand under your dress. Yellow gets you a breath and whatever needs changing. Red ends it. Plain stop wins if the color thing gets stupid in your mouth."

The relief is physical, a loosening under my ribs I don't get to make fun of because it matters too much.

"Even with Dev standing there?"

Ryan angles the laptop until the pending balance faces him. "When the camera is closest, I listen fastest. Nia gets professional courtesy. You get me listening."

It should be cheesy. Instead, Ryan has put the line down and left me on the safe side of it.

I glance at the spreadsheet despite myself. Rows of dates, rough outfit notes, footage types, costs. Ryan is trying to make the impossible smaller by turning it into boxes.

"I hate money," I say.

He goes very still.

My fingers curl into the dress. "I mean, I like money in theory. Money buys cereal with marshmallows and legal concerns. Money pays rent and stops the part of my brain that hears one bank notification and starts drafting my own obituary."

Ryan doesn't interrupt.

"The pending account makes me want to throw up," I say. "Because it's huge, and locked, and technically ours if we finish this, and I don't know what I'd do with it except stare until it becomes a tax crime."

His expression softens in a way that makes my eyes sting.

"And you don't get weird about that," I continue, because stopping would be worse. "You just know where forms go. You remember dates. You call people. You buy the stuff and act like it's normal. You make forms and dates stop crawling all over me."

"Jamie."

"I know, okay? This is where I become the incompetent roommate who wants you to handle me."

"No."

The single word lands clean. I shut my mouth.

Ryan turns the laptop a little more toward himself, taking the account screen out of my direct line of sight. "Money overwhelms you. Admin makes your brain turn mean on you. You've trusted me with logistics beside you for years."

My throat tightens. "That's a nicer transcript."

Ryan's mouth softens, but he lets the correction stand without making me thank him for it.

Despite everything, I laugh. It comes out small, but it comes out.

Ryan opens the notebook then. On the page, his handwriting is neat in a way that feels obscene.

"I can handle the numbers," he says. "You get to decide if I handle you."

My body goes quiet in the worst possible way, all of me suddenly listening.

"That's the line?" I ask.

Ryan taps the notebook once.

The line does something to me. It puts the money on one side and my body on the other. It keeps the pending prize from reaching into my panties, into my mouth, into the part of me that wants Ryan's voice low and certain. The money stays numbers. Ryan's hands stay a choice.

"Say the money part," I say.

His gaze holds mine. "I keep the emails, schedule, receipts, outfit costs, and anything we need for the promo. I keep the prize tab out of your face unless you ask for it. I pay for wardrobe until the money releases because I can, and because I want to see you spoiled. It doesn't buy me a yes."

"And later," he says, "if it stays fun, we can make a small trip budget a game. Girlfriend allowance, terrible name, vetoable at every level."

The word allowance takes my knees apart from the inside. "That is a cursed phrase."

Ryan's mouth curves. "Currently a title in pencil. You approve the number, the word, and the items. It buys lipstick and sundresses if you want a reason to let me spoil you. It never buys obedience."

"Presentation goals," I repeat, because the phrase should be boring and is doing a terrible job.

"Dresses when we film couple-date footage. Lingerie under them if you choose it. Makeup when it helps your body stop arguing with the role. Nothing that touches you arrives as a surprise."

My thumb worries the hem of the dress. "And the handling part?"

"I ask first. If you say yes, I can choose an outfit from options you already approved. I can tell you where I want your hands for a clip. I can remind you about the dress if you want that from me. I can keep the denial rule for the trip. I can hold the structure, but I don't get to hide inside it."

The ache under the skirt pulls tight again. "What happens if I say no?"

"Then I stop."

"You're making this too easy to believe."

"If you need a law degree to say no to me, I failed."

The sentence knocks all the air out of my cleverness.

I look down at my hands. Narrow fingers, old bitten nails, soft pink fabric caught between them. I've spent years turning every bill, appointment, and serious conversation into static. Ryan has spent years sighing, handling, teasing, sending calendar invites, buying dish soap, making dinner when I forgot food was a human requirement.

The horrible part is that I do want him to handle things.

The safer part is that he wants me to say where his hands stop.

"What about a cage?" I ask, and nearly die from the sound of my own voice.

Ryan's pen stills.

"The rule," I say quickly. "You said denial. Chastity. I know what that means in human internet terms."

"My browser history was subtle as a brick."

"I've seen your tabs, remember?"

"Tragic security failure."

"Your laptop practically had a welcome mat."

His smile flickers, then settles. "No device tonight unless you ask for one. I didn't pack one because I wasn't going to make the first real conversation feel like a magic trick."

My skin prickles. "You thought about packing one?"

His voice stays even. "And I left it home."

The restraint is worse than the possibility. My body imagines weight, lock, pressure, the ache turned into something I could feel with every step. Then my brain slams both hands on the emergency controls.

Ryan sees the collision and waits it out.

"If we try one later," he says, "it comes off for pain, panic, sleep if you need it, hygiene, travel problems, medical anything, and any red. It never keeps you from basic comfort. It never decides a conversation. It never stands between you and saying no."

"And if you want me to wear it for filming?"

"I can want that. You decide."

My breath shakes. The dress shifts with it.

"I hate that I like that answer."

His mouth threatens a smile and doesn't make it.

"Don't say it like you're pleased."

"I'm careful," he says. "Pleased is under that."

My cock pulses in the lace hard enough that my eyes close. Denied, dressed, sitting next to a spreadsheet while my best friend offers me rules for my own body with more care than most people use to borrow a car.

"You're doing it again," I mutter.

"What?"

"Making structure hot."

Ryan's laugh is low and rough, gone almost as soon as it arrives. "That's partly your fault."

"Victim blaming. In a spreadsheet meeting. Bold."

"You refused release five minutes ago."

My whole face goes hot. He doesn't press. The point lands and stays there, mine because I chose it.

I reach for the pen before I can lose nerve. Ryan lets me take it. The notebook is too clean for what we're putting in it, but maybe that helps. Maybe making the rule legible keeps it from turning into a shadow.

"Write it," I say.

Ryan turns the notebook toward me.

The pen feels heavy. "Bossy."

"Yes."

My stomach flips. I bend over the page and write slowly because my hand isn't as steady as I want it to be.

Denial continues unless I pause or stop it.

The words look insane in my handwriting.

Below it, I add, Yellow slows down. Red stops. Plain stop counts.

Ryan watches without touching me.

I write, Money is logistics, not leverage.

That one makes my chest hurt.

"Good," Ryan says.

My grip tightens on the pen.

"Don't," I say, but the word has no force.

He leans closer, voice low at my ear. "Good girl."

The praise goes straight through the lace, clean and bright. My thighs press together. I don't look away from the page this time.

"That's cheating," I whisper.

"No. That's me praising the part where you made the rule yours."

My eyes sting again. I hate that he knows the difference.

I add one more line before I can overthink it.

Ryan can handle wardrobe spending and presentation goals if I say yes.

The yes is small on the page. Dangerous. Mine.

Ryan's hand comes to rest beside my knee on the bed, palm up. An offer. I put my hand in his because I want to, and his fingers close without squeezing.

"This is still trial," he says. "We check it every day. Before filming, after filming, before anything private. If it traps you instead of steadying you, it changes."

"Or stops."

Ryan draws a small line under the word red.

I nod. The room settles around that. Lagoon sound outside the glass. The air conditioner. The tack of gloss on my mouth. The impossible softness of the dress against my thighs. The ache still there, still mine, still held in a rule I wrote with my own hand.

"I want you to handle the admin," I say.

Ryan's thumb moves once over my knuckles.

"I want you to help with the clothes," I add. "Not surprise clothes. Options. And I can veto."

"Always."

"And the denial can keep going."

His fingers tighten this time, one brief tell before he smooths it away. "Say that part clean."

I swallow. "I don't want to come tonight. I want you to keep it."

The words leave me shaking. Ryan goes still beside me, and for once his silence isn't absence. It's him making room for what I just handed him.

"Okay," he says. "I've got it."

My body reacts like he touched me. He doesn't touch me beyond our joined hands, which makes it worse.

"Temporarily," I say, because I need a handle.

His thumb strokes once over mine.

I press my thumb into the side of his hand until the word feels less fragile. "With exits."

He taps the notebook once. "Written down."

"And food," I add, because I'm still me.

Ryan's smile finally breaks through. "Basic calories are outside the dynamic."

"Coward."

"Menu after this. Then shower or deck, your call."

My phone buzzes on the bed before I can answer. Both of us look at it. The screen lights with Nia's name and a preview line.

First couple-date schedule for tomorrow, flexible timing attached.

The words should shove pressure back into the room. They do, a little. Cameras, resort paths, staff smiles, my dress, Ryan's hand, the whole pending-account machine waiting for us to keep moving.

But Ryan's notebook is open between us now. My handwriting sits there with the rule, the stop, the money line, the yes.

Ryan doesn't reach for the phone. "Do you want to open it?"

My thumb rests over his.

"In a second," I say.

The schedule can wait one breath. The prize can stay locked. The next camera can stay tomorrow.

Right now, the rule is on the page, and the hand holding mine is still asking.
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Chapter 7


"Look at him like you like being his," Dev says.

The camera points at a white linen table under a palm canopy, which is too much faith to put in furniture. Two iced glasses sweat beside a plate of sliced fruit nobody has touched. Beyond the low rail, the water is so blue it looks fake in a way rich people probably call curated.

I stand beside Ryan in the soft pink dress from yesterday, fresh gloss sticking at the corners of my mouth, black lace hidden underneath, denial tucked under the skirt like a live wire. No cage. The device is still back home. The rule is here, written in my own hand, following me onto a resort path where Dev is smiling like he didn't just hand me a sentence designed by my personal enemy.

"That's a hostile prompt," I say.

Dev lowers the camera by an inch. He's lean and calm behind it, shaved head catching the sun, dark eyes friendly instead of hungry for a reaction. "Too much?"

Ryan doesn't answer for me. His hand rests near my wrist on the table edge, close enough that I can move into it if I want. His thumb is still.

The schedule Nia sent last night said first couple-date clip, light breakfast setup, no audio required if either of us wanted it silent. Nia said flexible timing. Ryan read that part twice and then asked me whether morning footage was still something I wanted or a direct attack by the hospitality industry.

I said yes because the rule was on paper and because Ryan let me choose the dress again instead of presenting new clothing like a magician with a problem.

Now Dev is waiting, the camera is waiting, and Ryan's thumb is waiting.

"It's accurate," I say, and that's worse than saying no.

Ryan's attention shifts to me, quiet enough that it arrives and stays without grabbing.

Dev gives one small nod. "We can soften it. Try looking at him like he just said something sweet and you don't want the camera to catch how much it got through."

"Deeply rude that the second version is also hostile."

Dev laughs once, easy. "We'll keep it moving. No performance review."

I press my fingers against the linen. The weave catches under my nails, and I remember the notebook page, my handwriting, the way Ryan drew a line under red. Yellow means slow, red means done, and plain stop still wins. Filming counts too, along with Dev, cameras, and this table with its cheerful fruit and cruel lighting.

Ryan turns his hand palm up beside mine.

There's no command in it. No rescue either.

I put two fingers into his palm.

His thumb closes over them, warm and steady at my wrist. The contact is small enough for public and large enough for my body to reorganize around. My shoulders drop. The lace under my dress scrapes softly when I breathe. The ache from last night is still there, low and unfinished, less sharp after sleep and crueler for being patient.

"Need a breath?" Ryan asks quietly.

My mouth wants a joke. My body wants to lean until the camera stops being the center of the universe.

"I'm here with complaints," I say.

His thumb strokes once over the inside of my wrist. The joke should keep moving. Instead I watch his thumb settle there and lose the next line.

Dev lifts the camera again. "That's good, actually. Keep talking if it helps. Natural beats polished."

"I'm extremely natural. Like a decorative panic plant."

Ryan looks away for half a second, mouth tight with the laugh he's refusing to give the camera.

Of course Dev catches it. "Ryan, look at Jamie again."

Ryan does.

The camera is there. The table is there. The staff member in a white resort shirt is there near the path, waiting to set down another plate. The whole blue water world is there, bright and public.

Ryan looks at me like none of it gets to vote.

My breath catches. I forget to arrange my face into something survivable.

"There," Dev says, soft behind the camera. "Hold that."

Ryan's thumb stays at my wrist. He doesn't pull me closer. He doesn't make the moment bigger. He lets it exist with my fingers half trapped in his palm and my body giving away more truth than the resort paid for.

The staff member steps in when Dev lowers the camera. She's young, smiling, a tray balanced on one hand. "This is the coconut bread Nia asked us to bring for your girlfriend," she says to Ryan, then turns the smile toward me. "And passionfruit jam, miss. The chef said it photographs nicely, but it's good even if you eat it before Dev gets the shot."

Miss.

The word doesn't slap. It settles over me like a towel warmed in a dryer and handed over without ceremony.

My fingers tighten inside Ryan's hand.

Ryan's thumb stills. He doesn't correct her, doesn't perform pride loud enough to trap me inside it. He only asks me with that tiny pause, the same way he asked back or waist at the airport, the same way he asked whether I wanted the dress help.

The staff member sets the plate down. The bread is golden at the edges, the jam bright orange in a little white bowl. Her eyes flick to my gloss and the dress and back to my face with no visible snag.

"Thank you," I say.

My voice is smaller than I mean it to be. It still gets out.

"Of course," she says. "You both look lovely together."

Lovely includes both of us, apparently.

My brain tries to produce a joke about food styling as a threat to national stability. Nothing assembles. Ryan's hand under mine is the only complete sentence in the world.

Dev waits until the staff member steps away. "Still okay?"

The professional kindness should make this easier. Instead it makes the whole thing impossible to dismiss. Nobody is laughing. Nobody is making me prove I count. The resort staff just delivered bread to Ryan's girlfriend and moved on with her life.

Yellow sits at the back of my tongue for one sharp second. Not because it hurts. Because it doesn't, and that's more dangerous than if it had. I could ask for a breath. Ryan would give it. Dev would lower the camera. The bread would still be there, golden and ordinary, proof that the word got to happen.

I curl my fingers once inside Ryan's hand and make myself stay.

"I'm okay," I say.

Ryan's gaze stays on my face. "You sure?"

I nod, then give it one more clean word because the rule deserves sound. "Really."

His shoulders ease by the smallest amount.

Dev gestures toward the table. "Let's get a little movement. Ryan, pour the water. Jamie, take the jam or the plate, whatever feels normal. Then look at each other. No lines unless they happen."

"What if my normal is deeply unmarketable?"

"Then I shoot around it."

I like him for that, which is inconvenient because I'm busy being suspicious of every person with a lens.

Ryan reaches for the water pitcher. Condensation slips over the glass. His forearm flexes, the old scar pale against his skin, and my body remembers his hand under the dress, his voice telling me I don't come unless we talk. The thought is obscene in the middle of linen napkins and coconut bread.

I pick up the little jam bowl before my face can betray me.

Dev films.

Ryan pours water into my glass first. It should be nothing. It's a reasonable breakfast action by a man who knows gravity and hospitality. But he does it with the same care he uses for makeup brushes, for straps, for the notebook line that kept money away from my body.

The clip won't know the difference between choreography and care. It will only show Ryan giving me the first glass like that's what boyfriends do.

The staff called me his girlfriend. Ryan didn't flinch.

He sets the pitcher down and looks at me across the table.

"Try the bread," he says.

"Are you directing my carbohydrate journey?"

His mouth flickers. "I'm trying to feed you before you decide anxiety is a meal."

That reaches a place too soft for the camera. My hand stops over the bread.

Dev shifts a half step instead of pushing. The lens stays quiet.

Ryan tears a small piece from the edge and sets it on the plate between us, close enough for me to take without reaching far. "Only if you want."

The words are familiar. They should be worn out by now. They aren't.

I take the bread. It's warm, sweet, a little sticky from my fingers brushing the jam spoon. Eating on camera should be illegal. Eating while dressed like this, with gloss on my mouth and Ryan watching like my taking a bite matters, is a crime against several versions of me who thought they were going to survive adulthood in hoodies.

Jam touches my thumb. I lick it before thinking.

Ryan's eyes drop to my mouth.

The look is fast. Fast enough for plausible deniability if I wanted one. I don't. The rule pulls tight under my skin, a reminder and a promise. My cock aches against lace, useless and denied, while Dev's camera gathers breakfast footage for a resort campaign.

I put the bread down with extreme dignity, which mostly means I don't drop it.

Dev lowers the camera. "That was nice."

"I've never been called nice by a camera person after eating bread. New achievement unlocked."

"It read relaxed," Dev says.

My laugh comes out wrong. "Then your camera lies."

Ryan leans his hip against the table edge beside me, close but not boxing me in. "It read like you stayed."

The sentence finds the tender place and presses with one careful finger.

I look down at the plate. Coconut crumbs cling to the linen. My gloss has left a faint pink mark on the rim of the water glass. Proof of mouth. Proof of me at this table, in this dress, being treated like Ryan's girlfriend by strangers who have better things to do than interrogate it.

Dev checks the screen. "We have the table. One more walking beat by the rail, then I can let you two eat in peace."

The rail path waits beyond the table, too open for something Nia's schedule called light footage.

"Just a few steps. Ryan beside you. Handhold or arm, your call. If you can, hold the look for two beats, like you forgot I'm here."

The prompt. Like you like being his.

Two beats sounds tiny until it becomes my face on camera with nowhere to hide. My body goes hot in the shade.

Ryan's hand opens again, lower this time, between us and out of frame. He doesn't turn it into a formal check in front of Dev. He gives me the shape and lets me decide whether to step into it.

I put my hand in his.

The rail path is narrow, smooth boards under my sandals, sun pressing through the palm shade in broken stripes. The dress moves against my thighs. The lace underneath keeps translating every step into denial, denial, denial, a private caption nobody else can read.

Dev walks backward ahead of us with annoying competence. "Slow. You don't have to look at me. Look at each other when you want."

Ryan's fingers thread through mine.

People pass on the wider path beyond the breakfast deck. A couple in beach hats, a resort worker carrying towels, two women taking photos of the lagoon. Nobody stops. Nobody points. One of the women smiles vaguely at us the way strangers smile at couples in pretty places.

I wait for humiliation to arrive with paperwork.

It doesn't.

Ryan's shoulder brushes mine. The contact is accidental enough to be public and deliberate enough to ruin me.

"You still with me?" he asks.

"Physically, yes. Spiritually, I may have left a forwarding address."

His fingers squeeze once. "Come back for the next ten seconds."

Command sits in it, low and warm. My spine listens before my pride can object.

I look at him.

Ryan is sunlit at the edge of the rail, blue-eyed and too steady, the water behind him bright enough to make everything look staged. His attention stays on my face. Not the dress. Not the camera. My face, like the rest matters because it leads back there.

Like you like being his.

The thought should make me run. Instead my body settles.

My hand fits in his. The dress is soft. The staff said girlfriend and the sky didn't fall into the lagoon. Ryan looks proud in the careful way he looks proud when he's trying not to spook me with it.

I let myself look back.

Dev doesn't speak. The camera gives its tiny operating hum. Ryan's mouth softens, and for once I don't rush to fill the space before he can see what he did to me.

The clip lasts maybe six seconds. It has enough room inside it to ruin a decade of denial.

Dev lowers the camera. "Great. That's plenty."

Ryan keeps my hand until I ease my fingers. When I do, he lets go right away.

I hate that the letting go is part of why I want him to take it again.

Dev checks the playback, then turns the screen toward us. "Want to review?"

My immediate answer is no, bury the evidence in international waters.

Ryan waits.

"One look," I say. "If I hate it, we never speak of this and I change my name to Table Jam."

"Jamie is already gender neutral," Ryan says.

My mouth opens. The joke tangles itself up and fails.

Dev plays the clip.

On the tiny screen, I'm softer than my panic reported. Nervous, yes. Glossed mouth, pink dress, Ryan's hand holding mine. The staff's bread plate in one shot. The rail walk in another. Then the prompt without sound, only me turning my face toward Ryan and Ryan looking back as if I'm the whole reason the camera exists.

The playback should make me cringe. Instead, my shoulders loosen by a fraction. The version of me on the screen looks nervous and soft, settled into Ryan's hand in a way that makes my throat tighten.

Settled gets both feet down inside me before I can kick it loose.

"Okay," I say.

Dev studies my face for one extra second, then nods. "I'll send Nia the selects. You two can have breakfast."

He steps away toward the path, camera lowered. Professional. Normal. Leaving us with bread, water, and the terrible privacy of having survived.

Ryan picks up my glass and hands it to me. "Drink."

"You know, some couples say romantic things after filming."

He only holds the glass there. The silence isn't a comeback. It's Ryan deciding water matters more than winning.

I drink because the command is practical and because my throat is dry from being seen. Cold water cuts through gloss sweetness. Ryan watches until I swallow, then takes the glass and sets it down.

He doesn't touch me again until Dev is around the bend and the staff member has turned away to another table.

Then Ryan steps close enough that his voice can stay private. His fingers brush my wrist where his thumb rested through the whole clip.

"You did well."

My body reacts before my mouth can armor up. Shoulders, stomach, the denied ache under the dress, all of it pulling toward his voice.

"I ate bread on camera. Heroism has changed."

Ryan's thumb settles over my pulse. "Jamie."

The joke dies there. He says my name like the rule in the notebook, something chosen and specific.

I look at his shirt collar because his face is dangerous.

"You stayed when she called you my girlfriend," he says. "You told Dev you were okay. You looked at me when you could have hidden in a joke."

My pulse hits his thumb.

"That wasn't nothing."

"I know," I whisper, and then hate how bare it sounds.

Ryan's hand lifts to my chin and stops before touching. Waiting.

I nod.

His fingers tip my face up, barely enough to make me meet his eyes. "Good girl."

Daylight sharpens the praise past what the notebook could do. This time, part of it happened in public, and Ryan praises the part of me that stayed. My body is still denied, and his voice is the only release I'm allowed.

My mouth opens for the joke.

Nothing useful gets there in time. The only thing under the ruined joke is a want so clear it scares me: again.
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Chapter 8


Talia puts a nail buffer into my hand like she expects me to know which side is dangerous.

"This one is for the surface," she says, tapping the gray pad with one tidy fingernail. "This one shapes the edge. Don't worry, I'm doing the actual work."

"Bold of you to trust me with equipment after watching me stand near fruit for money."

Her smile is quick and practical in the salon mirror. She has a dark brown bob tucked behind one ear, a black apron over a linen shirt, and the relaxed confidence of someone who has handled stranger tourist emergencies than my hand-maintenance crisis.

"It's a buffer, Jamie. If it wins, I'll intervene."

Ryan stands near the styling table with both hands loose at his sides. That is the problem. He isn't picking up colors, isn't telling Talia what would suit me, isn't doing the Ryan thing where he makes a decision sound so easy my panic forgets to object until later. He waits, and the little square of foam gets heavier in my hand.

The salon suite smells like polish, coconut oil, and clean towels. Sun stripes a row of tiny bottles in pinks, corals, glassy nudes, soft pearly colors that all look like they require a better personal history than mine. A tablet sits near Talia's elbow with Nia's styling segment notes open. Hands, detail shots, optional face. No audio unless approved. Talia has already read that part out loud, then asked if I want Dev present.

I said no. Ryan didn't answer for me.

That should make this simpler. Instead I'm in a chair with my hands on a folded towel, still wearing the soft pink dress and black lace underneath. I'm still denied under the rule in my own handwriting, still no cage, no device, nothing holding me except fabric, want, and one sentence in Ryan's notebook that says I don't touch unless I pause or stop it.

My cock doesn't care that a manicure is technically a seated activity with cuticle oil.

Talia pulls the rolling tray closer. "For the clip, we can do a few close shots. Filing, oil, polish if you want polish. If you don't, buffed clean nails still read polished on camera."

Polished on camera. Girlfriend enough for the resort's hands-only clip. Girlfriend enough that a staff member called me miss this morning and went on living.

My thumbnail catches against the buffer. The nail is too short where I've worried it down. Talia sees without making a face.

"Your hands are nice," she says.

I stare at her.

She has the nerve to look normal about it. "Long fingers. Narrow nail beds. They'll look delicate if we clean the edges and add shine."

"Delicate is a violent accusation."

"It's a useful camera word." She takes my left hand after I nod. Her touch is warm and impersonal, thumb bracing my finger with professional care. "Pretty hands sell detail shots. They also make product look expensive."

Pretty hands, and Ryan's attention shifts. I don't look at him. If I look, I'll see whatever that phrase did to his face, and then I'll have to keep being alive once he's seen me.

Talia runs the file along my nail in small strokes. The sound is soft and raspy, a tiny scrape that travels up my finger. She shapes, checks, turns my hand under the light, then shapes again.

"You do this all day?" I ask because silence has developed teeth.

"Hands, hair, hems, skin tone, shine control. People think camera-ready means more. Usually it means removing what distracts." She brushes dust from my fingertip. "For you, we keep it soft. The dress is already doing the main work."

The dress pulls across my thighs when I shift. Under it, lace catches at my cock, and the written rule tightens in my head. Denial has become a place I'm standing, not an event that happened last night. I carry it into breakfast. I carry it into this chair. I carry it while Talia files my nails and Ryan watches by not taking over.

"Soft," I say, trying to make it useless.

"Soft reads well on you."

There is no tease in her voice. No knowing wink. She says it the way someone might say this neckline photographs better open, or that coconut oil adds shine but not too much. A fact with no trap attached.

My next joke doesn't come. Ryan moves at the edge of my sight. One step closer, then he stops himself. The restraint lands harder than if he had touched me. His hands stay visible and empty.

Talia changes to a finer file. "Need a break?"

I swallow. "No. Keep going."

Ryan exhales softly through his nose. Talia gives no big reaction. She only says, "Good," and takes my other hand.

By the time she finishes shaping, my fingers look more like they belong to the version of me on Dev's tiny screen, cleaner and longer, less chewed down into apology. Talia rubs oil along the cuticles, and the slick warmth makes each fingertip too awake. She massages it in with small circles, practical and brisk, but my body doesn't know how to keep professional touch in the correct drawer anymore.

Ryan's gaze is on my hands when Talia sets a fan of polish sticks on the towel in front of me. "Color options."

The samples spread across the white cloth: clear shine, milky nude, soft rose, peach, coral, a pearly shell pink with a shimmer that only appears when the light hits. There are safer choices. Nearly invisible choices. Choices a man could call clean grooming if cornered by the imaginary court of masculinity in my head.

Ryan says nothing. I pick up the clear one first. It's thin plastic tipped with shine, harmless and respectable.

"That would work," Talia says.

It would. It would also let me pretend this whole thing happened around me.

The pearly pink catches the light again.

My fingers tighten around the clear sample. Ryan sees it. I know he sees it because his whole body goes still in that quiet way he has, the one where he refuses to reach for me even though he wants to.

If he told me to choose the pink, I could roll my eyes and blame him. If he teased me, I could make it a bit. If Talia pushed, I could hide inside camera logic.

Nobody rescues me. I set the clear sample down and touch the pearly pink with one fingertip.

The little strip is cool, smooth, ridiculous. It glints like shell under water, barely pink until it turns and then suddenly very pink. My mouth goes dry while Talia waits with the bottle unopened and Ryan stays back, hands empty. The choice has room around it, enough for me to hear myself breathing.

"That one," I say.

Ryan's eyes lift to my face.

The sample stick trembles once between my fingers. I hold it tighter and make the next words come out.

"I want that one."

Ryan's hand closes once at his side. His mouth parts, then closes. His throat works once.

Talia accepts the sample from me like I've chosen between normal salon options. "Good eye. It'll catch sunlight without looking heavy."

Ryan looks at my hand on the towel, at the color I chose, then back to me. Pride sits on his face, careful and almost too naked.

"Pretty choice," he says.

My stomach pulls tight around the words. Good girl waits somewhere behind them. Pretty choice is already too much because it belongs to me.

Talia opens the bottle. The polish smell blooms sharp and sweet. She rolls the brush against the rim, takes my index finger, and paints the first stroke from base to tip.

Cool wetness drags over the nail, and my body locks.

"Don't move yet," Talia says.

Ryan's hand flexes at his side. He still doesn't step in.

The brush moves again. Each stroke is small and exact, a line of pink turning my hand into evidence. One nail, then the next. She leaves a hairline near the skin, turns my finger, cleans the edge with a tiny angled brush. The precision feels intimate even though she's all focus and no prying.

The shimmer comes alive under the lamp. My hands look like they're learning a language before I do.

Talia films the detail shots herself on the tablet. Just my hands, the bottle, the brush touching down, my fingers resting on the towel while the polish dries. Ryan stays out of frame unless I look at him. When I do, his face has that same held-back look from the rail path, pride with a leash on it.

"You okay with this going to Nia?" Talia asks after the last shot.

I watch the replay. My hands rest on a white towel, pink nails bright in a frame with no face and no punchline.

My voice roughens around the yes. "Send it."

Talia taps the screen. "Done. Give it a bit before you touch fabric. Longer before buttons. Ryan, if he smudges them, I hold you responsible."

Ryan's mouth curves, eyes still on my hands. "Understood."

"Great. I'm going to give you both the room for the drying portion, because tourists develop intense feelings about wet polish and I don't need to be involved. Text me if you need me, and I'll knock before I come back."

"Coward," I say.

"Professional." Talia caps the bottle and sets it beside me. "I'll check the finish before you go. Sit still, pretty hands."

She leaves with the tablet and the quiet click of the door. A moment later, my phone lights on the counter.

Talia: Knock first, promise.

Pretty hands stays behind. Ryan doesn't move for three breaths, and then he comes to me.

He crouches in front of the salon chair, careful of my knees, the skirt, and the wet polish that apparently now has diplomatic immunity. His hands hover under mine without touching.

"You chose that," he says.

I look at the nails because his face is worse. The pink is soft until the light catches it. Then it flashes, unmistakable.

"Talia presented a compelling portfolio of tiny sticks."

Ryan doesn't laugh. The silence takes my joke apart and leaves the real thing sitting there between my painted hands.

"Jamie."

His voice pins me more cleanly than a command.

I keep my fingers spread on the towel. "I know."

His hands close around my wrists instead of my fingers, warm skin above the polish. "Tell me if you want me to stop."

The words are soft, private, and too dirty for the neat salon room.

I look at the closed door, at the phone beside the polish bottle, at the towel under my hands, and my voice drops. "Make a reward out of it."

Ryan turns the privacy latch. The click is small and final enough to go straight under my skin.

My cock jerks against lace. The rule answers before I do, an ache under the skirt, a yes held inside no release.

"There are still nails involved," I say, but it comes out thin.

"I'll be careful."

I believe him. That's the part that keeps undoing me.

Ryan rises and draws me carefully from the chair. He doesn't tug my hands. He puts one palm at my waist and guides me to the long counter under the mirror, where clean towels are stacked beside cuticle oil and the little bottle of polish I chose. The blinds turn the room into stripes of light and shade.

"Hands on the towel," he says. "Fingers spread. Don't smudge what you wanted."

My knees weaken.

I put my hands down.

The mirror shows the soft pink dress, my bare legs under it, Ryan behind me with his face near my shoulder and his hands at my waist. My nails look too pretty against the towel. My cock is hard under black lace, untouched and denied, and every part of me knows Ryan can see how much the command landed.

He doesn't kiss me first. He looks at my hands in the mirror.

"You picked the one that shows when the light hits."

"Accident."

"No."

The single word closes the argument before my joke can get its feet under it.

My breath catches.

Ryan slides his hands down my sides to the hem of the dress. He waits there. I nod, and he lifts the skirt slowly, folding the fabric up until cool air touches my thighs. The lace panties are already tight with me, damp at the front where my cock strains uselessly. No device. Just the rule I asked him to keep, following me into the pressure of his hands.

My fingers press into the towel. The polish gleams.

"Keep it," I say.

His mouth touches the side of my neck, one brief press that makes my hips twitch. "Good."

He cups me through the lace.

The contact is immediate and cruel in the careful way only Ryan manages. His palm covers my cock, presses just enough to make the fabric drag over the head, then stills. I make a sound I'd deny under oath if my nails weren't currently betraying me in pearly pink.

"Look at your hands," he says.

I look.

My painted fingers are spread on a salon towel while Ryan holds my cock through panties I let him buy. The image should send me straight out of my body. Instead it pulls me in and makes the rule visible. The nails, the lace, the ache, and Ryan's hand are there because I asked him to keep them there.

He strokes once through the fabric.

My hips push back before I can stop them.

"Careful," he says, not sharp. "You don't get to chase. You stand there and let me see what choosing does to you."

The praise is inside the restraint. My throat closes around it.

"Ryan."

"I know."

He slips his hand under the lace and wraps his fingers around my cock.

Heat punches through me. Direct skin, his grip, the panties shoved just enough aside, the dress bunched above my thighs. My hands try to curl, and I flatten them fast because the polish is still drying and he told me not to smudge what I wanted.

Ryan sees. Of course he sees.

"Pretty girl," he says, low.

My hips press into his grip before I can make them behave. The praise doesn't dress me up from the outside. It guides me deeper into the room I already walked toward.

His fist moves in slow strokes, thumb slicking over the head with what I've leaked. Too much, too direct, not enough. My legs shake. The mirror catches the awful beautiful arrangement: Ryan's shoulder behind me, my dress lifted, black lace caught under his wrist, my painted hands open on the towel.

The reflection gives me the whole truth at once. I chose the pink, chose this, chose keep it.

"Don't come," Ryan says.

The command cuts clean through the heat.

I make another sound and bite it down badly. "I can't if you keep doing that."

His hand slows but doesn't leave me. "Breathe."

I stare at my hands until the shimmer blurs. "Don't stop."

Ryan's forehead touches the side of my head for one second, too tender for the grip he has on me. Then he strokes me again, tighter, slower, stopping every time my body starts to climb too fast. He learns the exact edge by the way my fingers tremble and my thighs tense. He keeps me there, aching and displayed, until want turns stupid in my mouth.

"Please," I say.

"Please what?"

The answer should be release. My body wants it badly enough that the counter edge digs into my palms.

The rule waits.

My nails shine under my hands, the one detail I chose because I wanted it.

"Please keep it," I whisper.

Ryan goes still.

His grip softens but doesn't let go. In the mirror, pride and hunger move over his face, held in check by care.

"Good girl," he says.

The praise hits while release stays out of reach. My body clenches hard around nothing, cock pulsing in his hand, and the denial turns the words sharper than finishing would.

Ryan holds me through it. His hand stays firm enough to anchor, not enough to push me over. When the shaking gets too sharp, he lets go and fixes the lace back over me with slow fingers.

I sag against the counter, breathing through my mouth, and Ryan murmurs, "Hands."

I laugh once, wrecked and quiet. My hands are still spread. The polish gleams like it survived me.

Ryan lowers my skirt before turning me around. He keeps one hand at my waist and reaches for the water bottle Talia left near the tray. "Drink."

I drink. Water tastes like metal and coconut oil because my mouth has stopped being reliable. He checks my face, then my hands, then my face again.

"Any pain?"

"My pride has suffered a severe styling injury."

His thumb strokes my wrist, above the polish. "Anything real?"

"Nothing hurts," I say, shaking my head and feeling boneless with it. "It's just a lot."

"I know."

Ryan wets a corner of a clean towel and wipes where I leaked through the lace and onto his fingers, careful and quiet, no ceremony. Then he rubs a tiny drop of cuticle oil into the skin around my thumb because apparently aftercare can include nail maintenance now.

His touch is gentle enough that my eyes sting.

"Don't do that," I mutter.

His mouth tilts before he looks down at my thumb again. "Oil your cuticles?"

"Be good at this."

His face stills. For a moment the careful dominant shape slips, and I see the man underneath it, the roommate who remembers rent dates, buys clothes before I can panic, holds the water until I drink.

"Too late," he says.

I should have a comeback. I don't.

Ryan lifts my hands by the wrists and studies the polish again. The shimmer catches between us, pink where I chose it, pink where everyone can see if I let them.

He goes quiet before he praises me.

This time I don't look away.


[image: ]
Chapter 9


Admiration is a stupid explanation for this.

It worked for years because it sounded clean in my head. I admired Ryan's confidence. I admired the way he could call the landlord, charm a bartender, talk to a pretty guy at a party, then come home and fall asleep on our couch with one sock half off like a normal human disaster. I admired his shoulders, his stupid easy grin, the way he filled a doorway without apologizing for having a body.

Fine. Great, technically inspirational roommate content.

Admiration doesn't explain the way my fingers curl inside his hoodie sleeves because he gave it to me after Talia checked the polish and told me to stop touching things like a Victorian ghost with wet hands.

The hoodie smells like his laundry soap and the faint clean salt of him. It's too big, soft at the cuffs, warm from where he wore it earlier over his T-shirt on the walk back from the styling suite. He put it around my shoulders in the villa without making a joke about ownership, without calling me pretty, without doing anything except tucking the fabric over my arms and saying, "Aircon's cold."

My nails gleam pearly pink against the gray cotton, and that's the problem too.

The polish looks gentle until the light from the deck catches it. Then the shimmer wakes up, small and obvious. I've spent the last ten minutes moving my hands under the lamp like a person testing evidence, which is embarrassing behavior even for me.

Ryan sits at the other end of the couch with one ankle hooked over his knee and the room-service menu open on his phone. He has given me half the couch and all the silence in the villa, like space is something he can put in my hands.

Outside, water taps against the pilings under the deck. Somewhere across the resort, people laugh, then the sound thins out under the hum of the ceiling fan. The private pool throws little strips of blue light onto the wall.

I should be hungry. There's an actual menu with responsible post-styling human needs like food, water, and maybe a nap in which I don't dream about Ryan's hand around my wrist. Instead I keep looking at my nails inside his sleeves.

"I can order something boring," Ryan says, and my eyes jump to him.

He doesn't look up from the phone. "Rice, chicken, fruit. Whatever your body will accept after you've spent the afternoon acting like nail polish is a hostage situation."

"It had demands."

"Mm." His thumb pauses on the screen. "Did you negotiate well?"

I should say something stupid. I should tell him I achieved peace through tiny lacquered diplomacy and drag us back to the part where this is funny, where I'm safe because funny people don't have to be serious on purpose.

My thumb rubs the seam inside his sleeve. The polish flashes. "I picked pink," I say, and Ryan lowers the phone.

The villa gets quieter around the words. He doesn't pounce on them or reward them. He rests the phone screen-down on his thigh and looks at my face with the careful stillness I'm starting to recognize as effort.

"You did." The answer is small enough to hold. That makes it worse.

My chest feels too full for the hoodie. "You didn't tell me to."

"No." His attention stays on me, steady enough that I can't turn the answer into a joke.

"Talia didn't push."

"She offered choices."

"Dev wasn't there."

"Because you said no."

Each answer leaves the choice exactly where it started, which is inside me. I hate that. I want to hate that. The feeling won't arrange itself into hate.

I pull one hand deeper into the sleeve until only the pink tips show. The cotton drags lightly across the polish. "So that's horrifying."

Ryan's mouth softens. "Yeah?"

"A little."

He nods once and picks up the water glass from the low table. He passes it to me without crossing the whole distance between us, stretching just far enough to make me reach for it. I do, because apparently my body now understands assignments before I approve them.

Our fingers don't touch. I feel the narrow space between us anyway.

"We can make tonight quiet," he says. "Eat. Watch something awful. Let Talia's work survive until tomorrow." The written rule sits under that offer.

There's no cage or device, nothing locked around me. The denial holds because I chose it, because I wrote it down and Ryan agreed to honor it, because my body is apparently willing to obey a sentence if his voice stands behind it. My cock stirs under the soft pink dress at the thought, a low ache with no scene around it and no hand or mirror to make it into a scene. Quiet shouldn't make that worse.

Ryan sees something cross my face. His posture changes by one careful inch.

"Or we pause it," he says.

My fingers tighten around the water glass. "The rule?"

"Then we pause everything," he says. "The rule too, if you need." He keeps his hands on his own side of the couch.

His voice stays plain, no trap and no disappointment waiting underneath. He's offering me a normal evening in a villa in Bora Bora after I spent the afternoon getting my nails painted for promo footage and then asking him to reward me for wanting it. A normal evening should sound like relief.

"I don't want to stop," I say, and Ryan's gaze stays on mine.

The old version of me would make a joke about customer retention, package deals, resort compliance, good value. The words line up and then fall apart before they leave my mouth.

"Okay," Ryan says.

My throat works. "But I don't want more tonight."

His answer comes faster. "Then we don't do more." The speed of it does something terrible under my ribs. I put the water down before I spill it on myself, his hoodie, and my apparently life-changing manicure.

"You make that sound easy."

"It's easy."

"For you."

He looks at his hands. His forearm turns under the lamp, and the faint old scar catches in a pale line. "No. But it's simple."

I stare at him because the difference matters and I hate that he gave it to me in six words.

He lets the silence stay. The whole afternoon has been full of people waiting for me to choose: Talia with the polish unopened, Ryan while I touched the pink sample, Ryan now with no reward in his hands and no pressure in his mouth.

My body doesn't know what to do with care that refuses to become a demand.

I set the water on the table and tuck both hands into the hoodie pocket. The fabric is huge enough that my fingers meet in the middle. Pink nails brush pink nails in the dark.

"I used to think I wanted to be like you," I say, and Ryan's eyes lift. The words came out without approval from the committee, so I keep going before the committee can issue a correction.

"In college, with girls, I kept trying to do the version of dating I thought I was supposed to be good at. Pay attention, make jokes, be chill about everything, and don't get weird if they wanted me to lead or didn't. I kept waiting for it to click."

The couch cushion dips when Ryan shifts, then he stops himself from moving closer.

"Did it?" he asks.

I laugh once under my breath. "Absolutely not. I was good enough at being pleasant that everyone survived. Five-star safety rating. Zero emotional casualties."

His face doesn't move into amusement. "Jamie."

That version of my name takes the joke out by the roots.

I press my nails into my palm through the hoodie pocket. There's no pain, only pressure. "I liked them, and I wasn't lying about that. I liked being wanted in theory. I liked when someone picked me. I liked having proof I wasn't broken." Ryan's jaw tightens.

"And then they'd look at me like they wanted me to become something in the room," I say. "A boyfriend with a plan, a guy who knows what to do with his hands. I could do pieces of it. Enough to pass. Then I'd go home and feel like I'd been holding my breath through someone else's part." The villa holds the confession without helping me.

Ryan reaches for the remote on the table and sets it aside, farther away, like even the idea of a distraction needs to be moved out of reach. "You never told me that."

"I didn't know that."

He nods. It would be easier if he corrected me. If he told me I did know, or asked why I hid it, or gave me a clean line to push against. Instead his quiet leaves me with myself.

"Then there was you," I say.

His attention changes. It sharpens without getting heavier.

I pull one hand from the pocket. The pink polish looks too sweet for this conversation. "And I thought, okay, that's what wanting is supposed to look like. Ryan knows how to want things. Ryan knows how to stand in a room. Ryan knows how to be looked at without apologizing. So I thought I wanted the confidence. The ease. The..."

I gesture at all of him and nearly smack myself with a hoodie sleeve. His mouth twitches for half a second, then settles.

"The broad-shouldered menu-ordering menace of it all," I say, because one joke survives on instinct.

"I'm excellent with menus."

"Tragically."

The small smile between us fades on its own. It leaves warmth behind instead of escape.

I look down at my nails again. "But when you call me your girlfriend for the camera, or put your hand at my waist, or tell me to keep my hands still so I don't mess up what I picked..."

The words catch. My body reacts before I can make the sentence polite. My thighs press together under the skirt, and the ache of denial answers from inside the quiet. There's no permission to chase it, and still the rule makes Ryan's presence feel closer than his body.

Ryan sees the movement, and his hands stay on his own knees.

"I don't feel like I'm trying to be you," I say. "I feel like I know where to put my hands." My fingers curl against the dress.

My face burns. The old panic lunges for the nearest exit, but there's nowhere good to put it. The hoodie is his, the nails are mine, and the villa is ours for a promo obligation that still waits outside this room, with Nia's schedules and Dev's camera and the pending prize locked somewhere in an account neither of us can spend yet. And still, when I look at my hand, all I care about is whether his eyes stay on it.

Ryan doesn't speak. He gives me the room to hear what I said.

The water taps under the deck. My pulse answers in my throat. My hand lies palm-up on my thigh, pink nails curved against the soft fabric of the dress. They look like they belong to someone braver than me, or maybe someone who got tired enough to stop running.

"I think I've been looking at you wrong," I say.

Ryan inhales slowly.

I glance up. His face has gone serious in a way that makes him look younger for one second, stripped of the easy cocky layer he uses like a jacket. He wants to cross the couch. I can see it in the line of his shoulders, and then he stays there.

"How?" he asks.

My mouth opens. The answer presses up under my tongue with the same terrible clarity as the pearly pink sample on the towel. I want you as me like this. I want to be the person who fits under your hand. I want girlfriend to be the place I'm allowed to want from. None of those sentences fit through my teeth.

I rub my thumb over one polished nail. "I thought I wanted to be the guy who could do what you do."

"Maybe I wanted to be the person you looked at when you did it."

The confession comes out smaller than the truth, but it's still more than I meant to give. Ryan's eyes drop to my hands and back to my face. He doesn't smile. He doesn't praise me. For once, he keeps praise out of it, and my shoulders drop anyway.

"Come here?" he asks. The question almost wrecks me.

I move before I can build a defensive presentation about couch logistics. The cushion shifts under my knees. Ryan opens one arm and lets me decide the rest. I tuck myself against his side with the hoodie between us and my cheek near his shoulder, careful of my nails because Talia would sense a smudge from three buildings away.

Ryan's arm comes around me, firm and warm, with no wandering hand and no escalation. His palm settles over the hoodie at my upper arm, and his thumb moves once, a small stroke through cotton. I lean toward him with humiliating speed.

"This okay?" he asks.

"Green," I say into his shirt.

His breath shifts above me. "Good." The word is plain, and my fingers curl in his shirt.

Under his arm, denied and dressed and quiet, the ache goes quiet, not solved, not chased. It keeps company with the fan, the water, the warm weight of Ryan beside me. The rule is still there because I chose it. His hoodie is around me because he saw I was cold and didn't make a ceremony out of care.

Too much to say. I press my fingertips against the soft cotton over his stomach and watch my nails rise and fall when he breathes.

"You're thinking very loudly," he says.

"You have no evidence."

"You stopped insulting the menu."

I roll my cheek against his shirt. "Maybe the menu earned my respect."

"It has a lobster grilled cheese."

"I withdraw my respect."

Ryan's low laugh moves under my cheek. My shoulders sink with the sound, and I breathe with it, then against it, until my body stops bracing for him to ask too much.

He reaches for his phone with his free hand. "Rice, chicken, fruit, and the offensive grilled cheese?"

"If you order lobster grilled cheese in front of me after the day I've had, I'll need a new color word."

"What's the color for moral disgust?"

"Beige."

"Mean."

For three seconds, it's us. Roommates on a couch, stupid food, an overpriced resort menu. Then his thumb stops on the screen and the pink of my nails catches against his shirt, and the other thing is there too, woven through the ordinary instead of replacing it.

I'm still his roommate, still the person who mocks resort menus, still tucked under his arm in his hoodie, with my nails resting on his shirt where his breathing lifts them. His hand at my waist for the camera, his care with money, the way he remembers what I won't handle before I say it out loud, all of it crowds in, untidy and bright. None of it asks me to stand where Ryan stands. My nails press into his shirt, and Ryan's thumb stills against the phone before he sets it down on the cushion.

"Jamie."

My name sounds different from here, tucked under his arm with my polished hand on his chest.

"Yeah?"

He waits until I tip my face up. His eyes are steady and careful and too blue this close.

"What do you want?"

My hand goes still against his shirt.

He leaves out dinner, tonight, me, this. The food, the rule, the role, his arm around me, all of it squeezes into the space between his question and my mouth.

I look at his mouth. Then his eyes. Then my hand against his shirt, the polish bright and soft and mine.

My throat closes before the words can get out.

Ryan waits, and I stay under his arm and can't answer yet.
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Chapter 10


"You," I say.

Ryan's thumb goes still against the couch cushion. His arm stays around me, warm through the hoodie, and the room holds its breath with us. I should turn it into a joke before the word can look at me too closely.

"You," I say again. "And the rule. And the next thing."

Ryan doesn't move closer. That's the worst and safest part of him, the way he can make wanting visible and still leave the choice in my hands. "What next thing?"

My nails shine pearly pink against his shirt. Under the soft pink dress, the black lace sits damp against my skin because the written rule is still active. No device is on me tonight. The ache stays because I wrote the rule and his voice stands behind it. "The thing you didn't bring," I say.

His breathing changes. "Jamie."

"I know the device is home." My hand makes a useless shape against his shirt, all pink nails and no courage. "Not that. The other thing." The joke tries to come first, something about premium roommate tutorials and extremely normal vacation activities, but it dies before my mouth can make it useful. "Training," I say. "First step." My throat works around the rest. "Your fingers first, if that's first. I want you to teach me how to take it."

He turns enough that his mouth brushes my hair, almost a kiss. He waits there until I nod against him.

"Sit up for me."

The command goes through the hoodie, the dress, the lace, and every old explanation I've got left. I sit up. Ryan faces me, one knee bent on the couch, close enough that his heat reaches me and far enough that I've got to lean if I want him.

"Tell me exactly what you want," he says.

"Cruel."

"Careful."

The correction pulls my spine straight. My cock throbs under the skirt, trapped by lace and by the fact that I asked before he touched me. "I want you to keep the rule. No coming unless you decide. No device tonight, because we said no device tonight. And I want you to touch me there."

His eyes stay on my face. "As your dominant?"

My hands curl on my thighs. "Yes."

"As my girlfriend?"

The answer tries to hide in every joke I've ever made. None of them works. "Yes."

Ryan's face changes. The cocky layer slips, and what is underneath looks almost young. He takes my hand and rubs his thumb once over the place where my fingers are shaking.

"If pain hits, we slow down," he says.

"Or stop."

He nods once. His gaze drops to my hand, then comes back to my face. "Embarrassment counts too, if it gets too big."

"I know." My nails press into his hand. I hate that my voice shakes and love that he caught it anyway.

"Good." He lets the word touch me. My fingers flex before I can stop them. "Bathroom first. Then bed. Bring the water."

I stand too fast and catch the hoodie under one knee. Ryan grips the sleeve, firm enough to stop me and loose enough that I can pull free. "Slow."

The bathroom is bright, pale stone and folded towels and expensive soap. I use it because practical things matter, because care can't vanish when the scene starts. When I wash my hands, the polish glints under the light until it stops looking like a dare and starts looking like proof.

Ryan has turned on the bedside lamp when I come back. The rest of the villa is dim, the deck doors dark with our reflections. A towel waits on the nightstand beside the water and the small travel bottle of lube I pretended not to notice when he unpacked.

My knees go soft at the sight of that ordinary bottle. Ryan watches my face long enough to let me back out.

"Dress on or off?"

The choice sits in my hands, no costume department, no camera, no Nia schedule. I touch the hem of the soft pink dress. It has been in the mirror, on the resort path, under Ryan's hand, in Talia's quiet styling room. I don't want to leave it behind.

"On."

"Panties?"

My cock kicks. "You can move them."

"Please," I add, and the word strips the room down.

Ryan steps close, takes my hand, and presses one kiss inside my wrist, just above the pink nails. "On the bed, pretty thing."

I climb onto the cool sheets and settle half against the pillows because flat on my back feels too exposed. Ryan seems to know that without making me explain. He kneels beside me and eases the hoodie back from one shoulder.

"Before I touch you," he says, then stops when my body tenses.

"Don't make it sound like paperwork."

His mouth curves for half a second. "I'll try." His thumb rubs once over my wrist, a little clumsy, like the sentence caught him too. "This is here. Us. I want your yes where nobody gets anything from it except us."

"I want my yes," I say.

Ryan looks at me for a long second.

The correction frightens me after I make it. My yes, mine to give. Proof belongs nowhere near the prize or the trip or the camera. My fingers curl, and the pink nails bite lightly into the sheet.

"Then give it to me," he says.

My cock leaks against the lace. "Yes. I want this."

Ryan slides his palm up my thigh under the dress.

The first touch is warm skin against skin, slow from knee to garter line, not between my legs yet. The beginning of stubble catches under his palm in places I shaved for the trip, human and embarrassing and impossible to hide. His hand pauses where the lace begins.

"Open for me."

My knees part. The skirt slips higher. Air touches the damp front of my panties. Ryan looks down then, and his silence is rough enough to count as praise.

"You're so pretty like this."

My hips jerk. He pins me with one hand on my thigh, not hard, enough. "Stay."

The command sharpens the denied ache. I grip the sheet and force my body to listen. Ryan brushes one finger over the lace. Wetness follows the pressure.

"You asked me to call you my girlfriend," he says.

"No." The word snaps out.

Ryan freezes. "Stop?"

"Not stop. I mean..." My face burns. "Don't say it like that."

His hand stays still. "Tell me."

The room narrows to his fingers, my breath, my nails bright against the sheet. "Call me that because you mean it."

Ryan's face goes utterly still.

"I mean it," he says.

My eyes sting. He moves the lace aside instead of taking it off, which makes me feel more dressed and more exposed at once. His fingers wrap lightly around my cock, direct skin after hours of denial, and my back comes off the pillows.

"My pretty girlfriend," Ryan says.

It doesn't feel like a costume. It feels like his hand on me and the old explanations tearing quietly at the seams. I make a sound I've never made in front of anyone.

"There you are."

My whole body clenches.

"Fuck."

"That's it." His voice drops lower. "You stay denied. You let me teach you. If you need slower, you tell me."

I nod.

"Words."

"If I need slower, I'll say it. If I need out, I'll tell you." I drag a breath in. "Please touch me."

His hand strokes once, slow and maddening, then leaves me before my hips can chase. The loss pulls a rough noise out of me.

"No coming," he says.

"I know."

"Say it."

"I don't come unless you say."

"Good girl."

The praise breaks across my skin. I jerk, and he takes his hand away again before the need can turn into disobedience.

"That was praise," he says. "No chasing."

"I hate you."

His eyes hold mine. "No, you don't."

I bury my face against my shoulder because he's right and because being right should be illegal during intimacy.

The lube cap clicks open. The tiny sound hollows out the room.

"Breathe for me."

I try. It comes out shaky.

"Again."

The second breath is better because his palm rests on my stomach over the dress, feeling the rise and fall until my body follows the pace he sets.

"I start outside," he says. "Nothing in you until you ask again."

The bluntness sends heat straight through me. "Okay."

He slicks his fingers and guides one hand under my thigh. "Knees up a little."

I obey. The position opens me in a way that makes my face burn hotter than any mirror has. The dress bunches around my hips. The panties are pulled aside. My cock lies hard against my stomach, wet and untouched, while Ryan's slick fingers trail lower.

The first contact against my ass is light.

My whole body locks.

Ryan stops instantly. His other hand presses over my hip, holding me here without holding me down. "Talk to me."

"Keep going," I say, though my voice shakes.

"Your body wants slower."

I squeeze my eyes shut. "Yellow, then. Slower. Don't stop."

"Good." His thumb strokes my hip through the dress. "That's what yellow is for."

He doesn't make a lesson out of it. He waits until my knees soften by one inch, then circles again, barely pressing. The touch is too intimate for how small it's being. My body remembers Ryan's hand at my waist for the resort camera, Ryan rubbing oil into my cuticles, Ryan's voice calling me good girl while he keeps me denied, and now this careful slick pressure where I can't pretend casual roommate curiosity brought me here.

"Look at your hands," he says.

My eyes open. My hands are twisted in the sheet, nails bright, fingers narrow and tense against the white. The dress is bunched around my hips. His fingers are slick and careful between my thighs. The sight goes straight through the place he touches.

"Keep looking," Ryan says.

I whimper.

"There." His finger presses a little firmer, still outside. "That's my girl."

My body opens by degrees. The slick pressure stops feeling like a threat and starts feeling like a door I'm letting him test with one careful hand. My thighs tremble.

"Ask me again."

"Please."

"For what?"

"Inside." The word tears out of me. "Just a little. Please, Ryan."

His fingers pause. "Say yes again."

"Yes."

He waits one beat longer, until my body quits bracing against the word.

He presses one slick finger against me and waits. The first stretch is small and enormous. My body fights it, then yields around the slightest pressure, and my mouth opens with no sound. It doesn't feel like anything I know how to want. Then Ryan's other hand closes around my wrist, thumb over my pulse, and the wanting finds shape.

"Breathe."

I breathe because he told me to.

He eases in no farther than the first knuckle. The pressure is full and strange and humiliatingly intimate. My cock throbs against my stomach, untouched. I feel the edge of my panties at my hip, the dress bunched under my ribs, the hoodie twisted around one elbow, and Ryan's eyes on my face.

"Good girl," he says softly.

The praise hits different with him inside me. My whole body clenches around his finger, and his hand goes still.

"Easy."

"I can't."

"You are."

That almost breaks me. He doesn't call it a task. He says I'm doing it, and for one reckless second I believe the version of me he's touching into the room. Ryan's girlfriend. Jamie. Both, with no clean line between them.

He moves one fraction deeper.

I grab his forearm. His skin is warm under my palm, the faint scar familiar beneath my thumb, the same arm that has carried groceries and blocked me from walking into traffic while I argued about game patches. My nails curve against him, pink and careful.

"Too much?"

"No. Just..." Tears slip hot at the corners of my eyes. "Fuck."

"Tell me."

The question strips me bare because he will build the scene around the answer if I can give him one.

"It feels like you found me," I say.

The sentence scares me more than his finger inside me. Ryan shuts his eyes for half a breath. When he opens them, the cocky layer is gone.

"Don't stop," I whisper.

"Tell me you still want it."

"I still want it."

He moves with almost no rhythm at first, tiny presses, tiny retreats, letting my body learn him there. The sting fades into pressure. The pressure deepens into fullness that makes my hips search without permission. Ryan's hand tightens around my wrist.

"No chasing."

I make a sound that should be a word and isn't. My hips still try to follow him.

"Jamie."

"I know." It comes out wrecked. "I know, I can't..."

He curls the finger by the smallest amount.

My back arches. "Oh, fuck."

"There?"

"Yes." He stills, and I drag air into my lungs. "Please. Right there."

His thumb strokes my wrist. Then he does it again, gentle and exact, and my cock leaks across my stomach. No hand on it. No friction except lace, sheet, and the pressure inside me changing every time he moves.

"Look at me."

I do.

"You don't come."

My body tightens so hard his finger stops.

"Ryan."

"You asked me to keep the rule." His voice is low and warm. "You asked me to mean girlfriend. This is me meaning both."

The sentence should scare me. Instead my fingers loosen on his forearm, and my hand slides down until our fingers lock, my polished nails against his knuckles.

"Okay," I whisper.

"Good girl."

He moves again.

The next few minutes lose their edges. Ryan keeps me open on one finger and never pushes past what my body can take. He talks me through breathing, unclenching, the strange needy pressure gathering where his finger presses and my cock aches untouched. The bed creaks under his knee. The lube cools where it slicks my skin. My thighs shake until he braces one hand under my knee, holding me open with the same careful strength he uses in public when his touch tells the camera we belong together.

Only this has no camera. Only us.

That thought almost tips me too close. My hips jerk, and Ryan withdraws his finger with a slow gentleness that still makes me gasp.

"No," I say before I can stop myself.

His palm settles on my thigh. "Breathe."

"I was close."

"I know."

The certainty makes me shudder. Ryan wipes his fingers on the towel, then cleans the lube from my skin with careful passes. He moves the panties back into place without making a show of it and lowers the dress over my thighs.

My cock is still hard under the lace. Denied, wet, furious with me. The rule holds because I asked for it and because Ryan is strong enough to leave me wanting.

"Don't apologize," he says before I can.

"I don't know what I'm doing."

"Denied."

The word hits like another touch. My breath catches, and of course he sees it. His thumb wipes under my eye, catching a tear I didn't approve.

"Come here."

I move into him with no grace. Ryan gets the hoodie untangled, wraps it around my shoulders, and pulls me against his chest while I shake through the aftermath of a scene that didn't let me come and still rearranged the furniture inside my skin. His hand cups the back of my head, fingers careful in my messy hair.

For a while we only breathe. Mine goes ragged first, then slower because his is steady. Ryan reaches for the water and holds it until I take it with both hands. The glass knocks once against my teeth.

"Small sips."

I obey because it's easier than speaking.

I drink. He watches my throat, then looks away like that costs him something. He checks in and asks about pain. I tell him I'm sore in a way that feels strange and okay, then run out of words again. He listens without turning it into triumph. Then he brings a warm damp cloth from the bathroom and cleans my thigh, hip, and stomach with slower hands than he used in the scene. Every pass says the same thing without speech: this body still gets care when the heat is over.

By the time he settles beside me again, the lamp is the only bright thing in the room. My nails have survived. My body has survived. The rule has survived. I'm still Jamie, still in Ryan's hoodie and the soft pink dress, still his roommate in the most expensive bed I've ever been emotionally compromised in. I'm also his girlfriend because I asked him to mean it.

Ryan lies on his side facing me, one hand open between us. He doesn't reach until I slide my fingers into his. His thumb rests against the polish on my thumbnail.

"You did beautifully," he says.

The praise is too much after the scene. I close my eyes. "Don't."

His hand stills. "Bad don't, or overwhelmed don't?"

"Overwhelmed." I squeeze his fingers before he can pull away. "I want it. I just can't hold it right now."

Ryan's thumb stills on mine. "Okay."

His smile comes and goes, tender around the edges. He looks younger in the low light. Less certain. That should comfort me. Instead it opens a hard little point under my ribs.

His thumb moves over my thumbnail again, slow over the pearly polish, like he still can't quite leave the color alone. A few hours ago, Talia painted it while Ryan waited for me to choose. Before that, he had already known where the lube was in the starter kit. Before that, there was a video I barely remember, Ryan drunk and warm and calling me pretty like the word had been waiting in him.

The care is real. My body knows that. The fear wakes up anyway.

How long has he been seeing this much of me?

How much did he want before I knew what I was asking for?

Ryan's thumb moves over my nail. "You're thinking loudly again."

My throat tightens.

He sees the change and pushes up on one elbow. "Jamie?"

The next question is supposed to belong to later. I can feel that. The room is soft, his hand is warm, and my body is tired enough to trust him. Maybe that's why the fear finally gets its mouth open.

"Ryan."

"Yeah."

I look at our hands instead of his face. Pink polish, broad knuckles, the clean practical grip of the person who just took me apart and put water in my hand afterward.

"Before the contest," I say, and his thumb stops moving. "Before the video. Did you want me then?"

Ryan goes very still.

The answer doesn't come before the chapter of my life I'm standing in runs out of nerve.
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Chapter 11


"Ryan?"

My voice comes out smaller than the question deserves.

He's still propped on one elbow beside me, one hand open between us, his thumb gone motionless against the pearly polish on my nail. The lamp makes the room soft enough to lie to, all gold at the edges and shadow past the bed, but Ryan doesn't use the softness. He doesn't reach for me or make a joke.

"Did you want me before the contest?" I ask.

His throat moves.

The rule is still there, a low ache under the lace, written in my own hand and held by his voice. My body is sore in one careful place. The hoodie smells like him. My dress is rucked crooked from where he fixed it after touching me, and every part of me wants to crawl back into the aftercare.

I don't let it.

"Before the video," I say. "Before I was..." My fingers curl against the sheet. The pink nails flash too pretty for how raw my hand feels. "Before I looked like this."

Ryan closes his eyes for one breath.

When he opens them, he moves away. Only a few inches, but his hand leaves mine and his knee shifts off the blanket. Air slides into the space where his body was warming me, and my chest tightens hard enough that I almost grab him back.

He sits at the foot of the bed, turned toward me, hands on his own thighs.

"Yes," he says.

The room goes thin.

The answer should make something easier. It puts every dress, every joke, every careful hand at my waist under a light too bright to look at straight.

"How long?"

Ryan's fingers flex once against his shorts. "A while."

"Roommate answer."

"College answer," he says, quieter.

My stomach drops, and his unsmiling face makes it worse.

"It changed," he says. "I changed with it. At first I liked you and you were my friend. Then we moved in together and you kept stealing my hoodies and remembering which brand of coffee I pretend not to care about, and I had to stop pretending I only liked you because you were easy to live with."

The hoodie around my shoulders turns heavy.

I stare at the seam near his knee because his face is too much. "So why didn't you say anything?"

"Every time anything got close, you looked ready to laugh it off or bolt." His voice stays plain, stripped of charm. "You dated girls in college like you were playing the boyfriend part in a school project. You flinched when anyone made you the pretty one. You saw my tabs once and went so quiet I thought I had made the apartment unsafe for you."

Heat climbs my neck. "I didn't."

"I know that now."

"No, you don't." My hand knots in the blanket. "You know because all of this happened."

He takes that without defending himself. His gaze moves to my hand, then lifts to my face. "Yes."

The honesty hurts more than an excuse would. "So the video," I say, then stop before the question can come out in his words.

Ryan's mouth presses flat. For a second he looks like he wants to reach for the old shape of us, the joke that would make this survivable. He leaves it alone. "Ask it."

The ache under the lace pulses, stupid and badly timed. My body still wants him because my body has poor respect for emotional disasters.

"Was the video a plan?" I ask. "Did you call me that because you knew I would end up here?" The rest jams up in my throat. I gesture once at the bed, the towel, the lube bottle turned label-down on the nightstand. "All of this."

Ryan looks at the bottle too, then away from it fast.

"No."

One word, no flourish.

I wait for the speech after it, the clean Ryan explanation and the confident grin. None of it comes.

"I was drunk," he says. "I was happy. You were tucked against me in my hoodie and laughing at something I don't remember, and I said the true thing out loud because I had less sense than usual." His hands stay on his thighs. "I thought the hashtag was a suggested tag for the event clip. I didn't know it entered us."

"You posted it," I say. "With me in it."

"Yes."

That yes lands ugly because it should. He doesn't try to polish it.

"I should have asked you before posting," he says. "Even drunk, even before I knew about the contest. That part was on me."

My eyes sting, and I hate that apology helps.

"But you didn't engineer the contest."

"No."

"And you didn't buy the clothes because you had been waiting to make me into..." I stop before the word can choose the cruelest shape.

Ryan's jaw works. "Say it if you need to."

"A fantasy," I say. "Your fantasy. Some pretty thing you could finally get your hands on because a prize made it convenient."

His face changes. The hurt is there and gone, swallowed before it can become my responsibility.

"I bought the clothes because I got us into the mess and wanted to cover the first cost myself," he says. "And yes, because part of me wanted to see you in them. I'm not going to lie about that now."

My breath catches.

"Wanting it didn't make it owed to me," he says. "It never did."

I close my eyes.

The blanket scratches faintly under my fingers. My body remembers his hand stopping the second I asked him to slow down, the water, the warm cloth, the way he looked away when drinking from the glass made my throat move. Fear chews through all of it.

"How do I know which part of me you wanted?" I ask.

The question barely makes sound.

Ryan's answer doesn't come quickly. It would be easier if he jumped in too fast and told me all the comforting things in the right order, because then I could be angry at the performance and protect myself with it.

He leans forward, elbows on his thighs, but he doesn't close the distance.

"I wanted you in my oldest hoodie yelling at a game you were losing," he says. "I wanted you when you left your banking app unopened for three days and made me sit beside you while you checked it. I wanted you chewing your nails raw and pretending you hadn't." His voice catches on the next bit. "And yes, I wanted you when the dress made you stop joking."

My mouth trembles before I press it flat. "That sounds like both."

"It's both."

The answer hits harder than a denial.

He sees it. His hand starts to lift, then stops on his own knee. The aborted movement hurts in a strange clean way.

"I don't want a version of you that replaces you," he says. Then he stops, jaw tight, like the rest is harder to say without making it sound rehearsed. "I wanted you before I knew what any of this was. I want Jamie now."

My eyes burn.

"You keep saying Jamie."

"That's your name."

"It feels different when you say it right now."

"Good different or bad different?"

I let out one broken breath that almost becomes a laugh and fails. "Dangerous different."

Ryan nods like that is fair.

The ache under my skirt gives another miserable throb. I shift, and his gaze flicks down before he catches himself and looks back at my face. The restraint isn't absence. It's him holding a door closed because I asked a question on the other side of it.

"Don't do that," I whisper.

"Do what?"

"Look like you want me and then sit there like you're made of furniture."

Something rough crosses his face. "If I touch you right now, you might use it as the answer."

The sentence goes through me.

I look away first.

"I want to," he says. "I want to crawl back into that bed and hold you until this stops scaring you. I want to kiss you until you believe me. I want to use every unfair thing I know about what your body does when I say pretty or girlfriend or good girl." His hands curl on his thighs. "That's why I'm sitting over here."

My throat closes.

No command waits inside it, and no praise or hand at my waist turns the world manageable. Ryan is refusing himself, careful enough to expose me in a new place.

I swallow hard. "I hate this."

"I know."

"Don't just agree with me."

His mouth gives a brief twitch. "I hate it too."

That almost undoes me.

I pull the hoodie tighter around myself. It's his, and the fact that I still want it on makes my anger complicated. "Part of me wants you to come back here."

"I know."

"Part of me wants you to stay over there forever."

"I know that too."

"Stop knowing things."

"Trying."

The tiny dry edge in his voice lands, and it's us for one second, roommate-shaped and familiar. Then the room remembers what we're talking about.

I swipe under one eye with the heel of my hand. "Did you ever think about telling me before the clip?"

"Too many times."

"And you didn't."

"Because I was scared." He looks at me directly then. "Careful too, I hope. Scared too."

The admission lands differently from the rest. Ryan is supposed to be the one with the answer, the broad shoulders, the clean hands, the easy bisexual confidence that makes desire look like a room he already owns. This Ryan sits with his hands empty and admits he hid.

"Of me?"

"Of losing you."

My fingers loosen in the blanket.

"I told myself staying quiet was kinder," he says. "Sometimes it was. Sometimes it was easier for me."

The anger has nowhere clean to stand. I hate that he's right. I hate that he isn't using being right to get close.

"You should have told me earlier," I say. "Before I was wearing a dress and being touched and..."

"Yes."

I shake my head. "You're making it very hard to have a fight."

"I'm not trying to win one."

That's the problem. Ryan not trying to win anything leaves me with only the question itself.

The villa is too quiet. Somewhere beyond the deck, water moves under the floor. The whole resort keeps existing like my chest hasn't cracked open in the expensive bed.

"What happens now?" I ask.

Ryan breathes in through his nose. "I can tell you what I want."

Panic snaps up fast. "Don't put all of it on me."

"I'm not." His voice stays steady. "I want to keep going. I want to finish the obligation with you. I want to be your boyfriend in the public parts and your dominant in the private parts you choose. I want to be your friend if that's all I get to keep." He swallows. "None of that decides for you."

My eyes sting again.

"And if I say stop?"

His hands go very still. "Then we stop."

"The girlfriend thing," I say. "For the rest of the obligation?"

"Then we stop the girlfriend thing."

The yes is immediate even without the word.

"Nia needs the content."

"Then I call Nia and make a mess," he says. "Maybe there is a low-pressure version they'll accept. Maybe there isn't. Maybe we lose the money." He shakes his head once. "The money isn't worth making you feel trapped with me."

My lungs forget how to work.

"Don't say it like that."

"Like what?"

"Like you could just give it up."

His eyes soften. "I couldn't just give you up."

The words are quiet. They don't ask for anything. That's why they get past the locks.

I look down at my hands. The polish is still perfect. My thighs are still sore. The written rule is still active because I chose it and Ryan hasn't tried to use it to make this easier for himself. The ache under the lace is miserable proof that my body hasn't stopped wanting him just because my head is afraid.

"What about the rule?" I ask.

"Yours to pause."

My face heats. "I wrote it. I'm still denied."

Ryan's breath catches. He hides most of it, badly.

"Yes," he says.

The word sits between us, charged and unused.

"Don't make that mean I answered."

"I won't."

"And don't take it away because you're scared I'll think it's pressure."

For the first time since he moved away, confusion crosses his face.

I grip the blanket tighter. "It's mine too. I asked for it. I won't let it be proof or evidence against you."

Ryan's eyes close briefly. When they open, they are bright.

"Okay."

"That's not an answer to whether we keep everything."

"I know."

"I don't know that yet."

"I know that too."

The silence after that is longer. It lets the edges remain where they are.

I want him near. I want him far enough that I can hear myself think. I want the old roommate life back for five minutes, before my own mouth asked for fingers and truth and a name that fits too well.

That version doesn't exist.

The real Ryan is sitting with empty hands, waiting to see what I choose.

"I can't answer tonight," I say.

His shoulders drop by a fraction. Relief or pain. Maybe both.

"Okay."

"I mean it. I can't."

"Then don't."

The permission almost makes me cry again.

I shift under the blanket, and the soreness tugs low and intimate. My body remembers before I can stop it. Ryan sees my flinch and stays where he is.

"You can sleep in the other room," I say, then hate myself for saying it because his face goes quiet.

"If that helps, I will."

"I don't know."

"Okay."

"Can you stop saying okay like you're good at this?"

"I'm terrible at this." His mouth bends for half a second. "I'm sitting on my hands in spirit."

A laugh breaks out of me, cracked and wet. It disappears fast, but it leaves breathing room behind.

Ryan lets it pass without grabbing for it.

I look at the space between us. It's only a few feet. It feels like the whole trip.

"I don't want you to leave the room yet," I say.

"Then I won't."

"And I don't want you in the bed yet."

"Then I won't be."

I pull the hoodie tighter, keeping his smell around me while keeping his body away. "That's unfair."

"Probably."

"To both of us."

"Yes."

The yes is gentle enough to hurt.

Ryan stands slowly, giving me time to tell him to stop. He refills the water glass in the bathroom and sets it within my reach, then steps away before his fingers can brush mine.

The care lands anyway.

He turns off the brighter bathroom light and leaves the bedside lamp on. Then he takes the armchair near the window, the one nobody has used because it looks decorative and uncomfortable. He sits there like a man accepting a punishment I didn't give him.

"You don't have to perch," I mutter.

"This chair cost more than our couch."

"Our couch is better."

The absurdity loosens one more breath. I wipe my face with the hoodie sleeve. "Shut up."

"Gladly."

He does.

The silence this time isn't empty. It has the lamp, the water, the chair, the bed, the space he is keeping because he said yes before I was ready to know what yes meant.

I lie back against the pillows and stare at my nails until they blur. My body still wants. My heart doesn't trust wanting yet. Ryan stays in the chair with his hands visible and his mouth closed.

For tonight, that's the only proof I can bear.


[image: ]
Chapter 12


The polish catches on the hoodie cuff when I drag my thumb over the dress hanger.

I do it again because the tiny click is easier than looking at Ryan.

The dress hangs from the open wardrobe door, soft pink and wrinkled where my body has slept badly in it, the skirt still carrying the shape of my knees from the bed. Ryan's hoodie is bunched around my wrists. It smells like laundry soap, warm skin, and the stupidly familiar safety of our apartment couch, which should make this easier and absolutely doesn't.

Ryan is in the chair by the window, exactly where I asked him to be. His head tips back against the cushion at an angle that has to hurt. One hand rests open on the armrest. The other hangs over his knee, fingers loose and visible.

Even half-asleep, he's keeping the promise.

My throat tightens before I can stop it. I turn the hanger a little, and the dress shifts on the hook with a faint whisper of fabric. The sound is too small to take up this much room inside me.

I could take it off.

The thought comes with instructions attached, neat and awful. Bathroom first. Door shut. Dress over my head. Wipe my mouth clean. Hide the polish under sleeves until I can ask Talia for remover without making it weird. Borrow Ryan's sweatpants. Let him call Nia and make the mess he offered to make.

Nobody would have to drag me back into anything.

My fingers close around the hanger until the wire presses into my palm. The idea should make my lungs open. It should feel like getting out from under a camera lens, Ryan's want, my own body, the pending money with too many zeros, all of it.

Instead, my shoulders curl forward around the hoodie like I'm trying to disappear inside cloth that belongs to him.

"Jamie?"

Ryan's voice is rough with lack of sleep. He doesn't move.

I keep my hand on the dress. "Sorry."

"Don't be sorry." A pause. The chair creaks under the smallest shift of his weight. "Do you want me to leave the room?"

The answer comes too fast, hard enough to scare me. "No."

He goes still again.

I swallow. The pink dress brushes my bare thigh where the skirt has twisted under the hoodie. I'm sore in the careful place Ryan left me sore, still denied under the rule I wrote down, with no device on me and no hand on me and no excuse left that can make wanting him simple.

"I was thinking about stopping," I say.

Ryan's fingers flex once against the chair. "Okay."

"Don't do the okay thing."

His mouth twitches, then goes serious. "I'm trying very hard not to do any thing."

That gets under my ribs.

I look down at my nails instead of at him. Pearly shell pink, still neat, still mine because I picked it while Talia waited and Ryan kept his mouth shut. My thumb rubs the edge of the nail until the skin below it goes tender.

"If I stop," I say, "I can make it make sense. We got overwhelmed. The contest was weird. The video was weird. You can call Nia and be noble and terrible in a very expensive chair. I can put on pants and pretend the dress was only for the promo."

Ryan doesn't answer. He lets the ugly little list sit there with me.

The silence makes me keep going.

"And then what?" My laugh comes out thin. "We go home and I'm just your roommate who knows what your hand feels like at my waist? I sit on the couch in your hoodie like that hasn't always been a problem? I buy nail polish and tell myself it's for a bit we aren't doing anymore?"

The dress shifts when my hand shakes. I hate that Ryan sees it. I hate that he doesn't come fix it.

"I tried to picture it," I say. "Taking all of this off and being normal again."

Ryan's face changes around the word normal, but he stays quiet.

My fingers slide from the hanger to the fabric. The dress is cool where the room has touched it, softer where my palm warms it. The polish catches the light when I smooth a crease from the skirt. My hand looks strange and pretty against pink cloth, and the sight makes my stomach pull low and nervous.

"It doesn't feel like safe," I say.

Ryan breathes in carefully.

I make myself look at him. His gaze stays high, fixed on the part of me trying to speak instead of the dress, my legs, or the hoodie slipping off one shoulder. It's the same discipline that hurt last night. It hurts differently now.

"It feels like hiding," I say.

His jaw tightens. He doesn't reward the sentence with praise. He doesn't use it to get closer. He looks like he wants to, which is almost worse.

"Can I stand up?" he asks.

The question is so plain that my eyes sting.

"Yeah."

He stands slowly, one hand braced on the chair arm. The room seems to notice his height before I do. Broad shoulders, sleep-creased shirt, faint scar on his forearm, face bare of every smug trick he owns.

He stops two steps from me.

"Here?" he asks.

I nod.

His arms hang loose at his sides. "Tell me."

My mouth goes dry.

I've said hard things already. I asked for his finger inside me. I asked if he wanted me before the video. I told him I couldn't answer. None of it makes this easier because this one has no panic, heat, aftercare, or hand pulling the truth out of me, only the dress under my fingers and Ryan waiting.

"I want to finish it as your girlfriend. Not as the joke."

Ryan's whole body reacts, not dramatically, not enough that anyone else would catch it. His shoulders drop, and his mouth opens like the first answer almost gets away from him.

He closes it.

Good. I need the space after the sentence. I need to hear it still there.

"Say something," I whisper.

"I'm scared if I do, I'll say too much."

That's so Ryan and so unlike him that a cracked breath leaves me.

"Try one thing."

His eyes hold mine. "I want that."

My knees almost forget their job.

He sees it and reaches halfway, then stops before his hand crosses the space.

His restraint steadies me as much as his want scares me, and neither one cancels the other.

"I need you to understand," I say, before I lose the exact shape of it. "I'm still scared."

"I do."

"No, Ryan, I mean it. I'm not fixed because you were honest and I had one dramatic wardrobe moment."

A corner of his mouth lifts. "Very rude of you to deny me the dramatic wardrobe solution."

"Shut up."

"Gladly."

But the small bit of us stays, warm and careful, tucked under the bigger thing.

I press the dress between my fingers. "I still hate that you posted the clip without asking. I still hate that you were quiet for years and then all of this happened at once."

"You should."

"Stop being fair. I'm making points."

"Sorry. Continue destroying me."

A real laugh breaks out for half a second, then catches. Ryan's eyes soften, and he looks down at the floor like the softness might be too much aimed straight at me.

"I don't want to go backward," I say. "I don't know what forward is called yet."

"It doesn't need a name tonight."

"It needs some rules."

He nods once. "What do you want me to watch for before anything starts again?"

The words should sound like an interview. They don't. He says them tired and careful, hands empty, voice low enough that the room doesn't turn official around us.

I look at the bed, at the water glass, at the chair, at the phone lying face-down on the nightstand. "Cameras first."

"Okay."

"If Dev or Nia gives us a prompt, I want you to check with me before we do it. Not in front of them like a whole production. Just..." I touch my nail to my thumb. "Give me a second. Let me answer with my face or my hand or something."

"I can do that."

"And if I say no to face footage or audio, it stays no."

"Yes."

"Hands and walking are probably fine. Your hand at my waist is..." My face heats so hard I want to turn away. I make myself stay. "Good. Usually. Ask if it's for camera."

Ryan's breath changes. "I can."

"Money next." My stomach pinches around the word. "You can still handle the admin because I'll set myself on fire if I have to read every line. But no using the money when we're talking about us. I know it's there. You know it's there. I don't want it in the bed with us."

The last sentence comes out sharper than I mean it to. I hear the edge and hate it, because it sounds like I am accusing him of a thing he has spent all night not doing.

Ryan's eyes flick once toward the bed, then back. "I hate that it even gets a shadow there."

My fingers curl against my palm.

"It doesn't get a vote," he says. "I can keep it out."

"And if Nia offers some lower-pressure option, I want to know. Even if we don't take it."

"I won't hide options from you."

The short answer gives me nothing to fight and nothing to lean on. I nod before my throat can get difficult again.

"The rule," I say.

Ryan goes very still.

The ache under the lace has been quiet while I talk, a low background pulse, but naming it pulls it forward. My skin remembers his voice telling me not to come. My body answers him when he hasn't asked it anything.

"Still yours," he says.

I close my eyes for a second. "Still mine too."

"Yes."

"No device."

Ryan's mouth tightens. "We leave it out."

"Not because I'm scared of it forever," I say, then hear myself and flush. "I mean, maybe I am. I don't know. But no device for the final obligation. I don't want metal or a lock or anything making choices for us while cameras are around."

"No device for the final obligation," he says.

"And denial stays because I chose it. But if I need it paused, I need you to let it pause without looking like I broke something."

Ryan's face does something I can't read. He takes one breath before answering, and the pause makes him feel human rather than perfect.

"I might look disappointed," he says. "Not in you. In losing the chance to hold it. But I can handle my face."

The honesty warms me in a weird, sharp place.

"Good," I say. "Because your face is a lot."

"A lifelong burden."

"For everyone."

His mouth shifts, and the almost-smile makes my chest hurt less.

I let go of the dress. My hand hangs empty for a second, pink nails against the dark cuff of his hoodie.

"Touch is last," I say.

Ryan doesn't move.

"I don't want touch to convince me," I say. "Or turn panic into proof. You know what praise does to me, and you can make my brain shut up."

His eyes darken, and he looks away for one second like the accuracy costs him.

"I know," he says.

"But I don't want you to stay across the room forever."

His gaze comes back.

My heart kicks hard enough to make me angry at it. I take one step closer before I can ask him to do it and then resent him for obeying.

"Can I touch you?" I ask.

Ryan's face opens in a way I've never seen from him. Vulnerable, almost stunned.

"Yes."

I put my hand on his forearm, right over the faint old scar.

He shuts his eyes.

The room stays exactly where it is. The money remains behind passwords. The camera stays dark. Ryan keeps still instead of grabbing me, praising me, steering me, or making the touch mean more than I can hold.

Warmth meets my palm. His arm is solid. The scar is a tiny raised line beneath my thumb, ordinary and real, and I have touched him a hundred times before in kitchens and hallways and over controllers on the couch.

My thumb presses the raised line of the scar instead of sliding away.

His hand lifts slowly. "May I?"

I nod.

He touches my wrist, two fingers first, light enough that I can leave. The contact goes through me with a low pull. My body has been waiting for him since he left the bed, since before that, since maybe always, but he only circles his fingers around my wrist and holds there.

"Hi," I say, because apparently my mouth has chosen death.

Ryan's eyes open. The laugh he gives is quiet and wrecked. "You're impossible."

The stupid little word fixes nothing. It gives me a place to breathe.

I step closer until the hoodie brushes his shirt. He still doesn't put his arms around me.

"You can," I say.

"Use nouns, pretty thing."

The pet name hits below my ribs. My fingers tighten on his forearm before I can stop them.

He catches the grip. His hand stays where it is, waiting.

"You can hold me," I say.

Ryan moves like the permission is fragile. One hand settles between my shoulder blades over the hoodie. The other rests at my waist, above the dress, nowhere near anything he could use against me. I lean forward until my forehead touches his chest.

His breath shakes once. Mine follows.

The quiet gives me Ryan's hand warm through the hoodie and my dress trapped between us, chosen and wrinkled and real.

"I want the heat back," I mumble into his shirt, then immediately want to walk into the ocean.

His fingers press once against my back. Not praise. An answer with his hand.

"Not tonight like that," I add fast.

"I know."

"But soon. When this feels..." I stop before the sentence turns into something tidy and awful. My hand curls in his shirt. "When I can ask and not use it as proof."

Ryan's chin brushes my hair. "I can wait for that."

"You'll be smug."

"Privately."

I narrow my eyes against his shirt. "I'll know."

"Tragic."

The warmth in me is small and embarrassed and alive.

My phone buzzes on the nightstand.

I flinch so hard Ryan's arms loosen instantly.

"Just the phone," he says.

"I know."

Neither of us moves for it at first.

Then it buzzes again.

The sound is small. It still cuts through the villa and puts the world back on its hinges, with Nia, cameras, schedules, the obligation we still have not completed, and the pending money sitting somewhere behind passwords and admin screens.

Ryan's hand leaves my waist. "Do you want me to look?"

I almost say yes because it's easier. Then I remember my own mouth saying no hidden options.

"Together," I say.

He steps back enough for us to turn. The loss of his body against mine stings, but his hand stays open near my elbow, available without taking.

I pick up the phone.

Nia's name sits at the top of the screen, bright and professional.

Final package schedule, prize release timing.

My stomach flips before I get past the subject line.

Ryan reads over my shoulder only after I tilt the screen toward him. That small wait matters more than it should.

The message is long, dotted with bullet points and cheerful exclamation marks that make Nia sound awake in a way nobody should be awake. I skim once and catch only fragments. Final couple shoot. Beach path and villa deck options. Dev available for a quiet pickup window. No private interiors required. Completion review after final selects. Pending prize release initiated after approval, expected within one to three business days.

"She gave options," Ryan says.

I keep reading because answering him would make my voice shake.

"No private interiors required," he adds.

"I see that too."

My thumb hovers over the screen. The letters blur for a second, and I blink until they sharpen. Nia has included an easy reply button for confirmation, another for adjustments, another for call request. Professional pressure in three polite rectangles.

Yesterday, maybe, the buttons would have looked like a trap.

Now I can touch any one of them and still keep my hand.

I hold the phone between us. "We don't confirm yet."

"No."

"We read all of it. You explain the admin parts in words that don't make me want to fake my death. I pick what footage I'm okay with."

"Yes."

"And then we answer."

Ryan's gaze stays on my face. "As my girlfriend?"

The question is soft enough to give me room to refuse the word.

My nails shine around the edge of the phone. The pink's still there. The dress waits behind me on the hanger and on my body at the same time, wrinkled proof that I wore the night and didn't run from the morning after it. Ryan's hoodie hangs off my shoulders, his hand waits near my elbow, and the chair by the window sits empty.

"As your girlfriend," I say.

Ryan's breath leaves him, slow and careful.

The phone buzzes once more in my hand, another tiny reminder from Nia's schedule thread, and this time I don't flinch. I turn the screen so we can both read the next line.

Final shoot window requested by tomorrow evening. Beach path preferred; villa deck backup if wind changes. Dev can keep the crew minimal.

Tomorrow evening glows on the screen under my thumb, with a camera waiting for whatever my yes looks like in daylight.
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Chapter 13


The clasp at my hip clicks shut under Ryan's fingers, and my body forgets that this outfit is for a camera.

It remembers his hands first.

The skirt is pale enough to look almost white in the beach light, soft pink only where the fabric gathers against my thighs. Talia called it resort-safe and camera-kind, which sounds fake until the gauze brushes the backs of my knees and turns every step into a reminder that my legs are bare. The top ties at my side with a little bow I could undo by accident if I fidget too hard. I've already checked twice.

Ryan's hands hover after the clasp catches.

"Done," he says.

I look down at myself because looking at him might make me say something embarrassing and permanent. The pearly pink polish has survived sleep, panic, Ryan's hoodie, and me. My nails rest against the skirt, narrow and shiny and mine.

"I look like Nia's Pinterest board attacked me," I say.

Ryan's breath warms the side of my neck. He hasn't stepped away, but he hasn't taken the closeness either. "I think Nia has better taste than that."

"Rude to my attacker."

"Terrible of me."

The joke should loosen me. It does, a little. Then Dev's voice carries from the beach path below the villa deck, bright and professional, asking someone to move the reflector three feet left, and my stomach pulls tight again.

Ryan's hand lifts near my waist, waits there in the hot space between permission and touch.

I nod once.

His palm settles over the tied fabric, careful with the bow. The pressure is familiar now. My body still answers like it has been waiting all day for him.

"You still want beach path first?" he asks.

"Nia said the wind's better there."

"I asked what you want."

Of course he did.

I turn enough to see him. Linen shirt open at the throat, sleeves rolled to his forearms, old scar visible where his arm catches the light. He looks like every resort ad has been lying because they never once warned anyone that the dangerous part of paradise is your best friend learning how to wait.

"Beach path," I say. My voice comes out lower than I expect. "If we have to do this, I want the pretty version."

Ryan's thumb shifts once against my waist. "Then we do the pretty version."

My nails press into the skirt until the fabric dimples.

"You make it sound easy."

"It's Dev with a camera. Nia with a clipboard. A path we've already walked." His gaze stays on my face. "And me."

My mouth gets stupid around the last two words.

Outside, Dev laughs at something Nia says. Normal people preparing normal promo footage. No one knows I'm still denied because I chose it. No one knows there's no device making the choice for me. They know pink skirt, couple package, final shoot.

Maybe that's enough.

I lift my phone from the table. Nia's schedule is still open, the final line bright under my thumb.

Beach path if the wind holds. Villa deck if it doesn't. Small crew. No private interiors.

I breathe around every item until the list becomes instructions instead of a trap.

"Okay," I say.

Ryan looks at me, waiting for the whole sentence.

"I'm ready."

He doesn't praise me. He doesn't turn it into a command. He opens the villa door and lets the outside heat slide in first.

The path down from the villa makes my sandals whisper over the boards. The hem brushes my thighs with every step. Ryan walks half a pace behind me, near enough for his shadow to touch mine, far enough that I have to choose his hand when we reach the last step.

I do.

His fingers close around mine, and the beach opens in front of us.

The light off the water is too bright at first. I blink hard, gripping Ryan's hand while my eyes adjust. Dev stands near the curve of the path with the small camera rig. Nia is beside him in a coral blouse, tablet under one arm. One assistant holds a reflector low and looks committed to being invisible.

Minimal crew, exactly like she promised.

Nia smiles when she sees us. "There you are. Final stretch."

My hand tightens in Ryan's.

"No marathon language," I say, because my mouth runs when my body can't.

Nia's smile warms instead of sharpening. "Fair. Final stroll?"

"Better."

Ryan glances down at me, mouth threatening the smug shape.

"Don't," I mutter.

"I said nothing."

"Your face has subtitles."

Dev lowers the camera slightly. "For the record, that's adorable, and none of it's rolling."

My throat burns. "Great. Excellent. Love witnesses."

Nia taps the tablet. "We can keep this simple. A few walking passes, hands, waist, maybe one still moment at the curve with the water behind you. No audio unless you tell me otherwise. Face framing only if you're both comfortable."

She says it to both of us. She looks at me for the answer.

That helps more than I want to admit.

Ryan's thumb moves over my knuckle once. A quiet check, just like I asked for. No show. No speech.

"Walking and hands are fine," I say. "Face is okay if you keep it natural. No audio."

"Perfect," Nia says, and makes a note. "Dev?"

Dev lifts two fingers. "Easy. You two walk toward the curve like you're heading back from breakfast. Don't perform at me. Pretend I'm a palm tree with student loans."

I snort before I can stop myself.

The sound helps for half a second. Then Dev lifts the camera again, and my fingers go straight for the tie at my hip.

The first pass is awkward because I know where the lens is even when Dev keeps it low. My shoulders creep up. My fingers keep trying to check the tie at my hip. Ryan only walks with me, hand steady around mine, and when we reach the curve, he turns so the wind hits him before it hits my skirt.

The second pass is easier. By the third, the camera becomes another object in the weather, a thing near us instead of the thing making us. Ryan murmurs that my sandals sound like an overfunded craft project, and I bite my lip to keep from laughing too hard. Dev catches the laugh anyway. His camera tilts a fraction, quick and pleased, before he steps aside for the reflector. When Nia asks for a still moment at the water rail, Ryan looks at me before he moves, and I shift my hip toward his hand in answer.

His palm settles at my waist over the skirt, firmer this time, public enough for the camera and personal enough that my breath catches.

Dev steps around us. "Beautiful. Just hold there."

The word beautiful makes my old defenses twitch awake, already searching for a joke. Ryan's fingers press once at my waist, and the joke loses its footing. I look out over the water instead. Blue stacked on blue, bright enough to make the whole world look edited. The wind lifts the edge of my skirt against Ryan's thigh.

"Chin a little toward him," Dev says. "Only if that's okay."

Ryan's hand asks against my waist.

I turn my chin.

His face is right there, sun in his lashes, mouth soft with the effort of letting me lead inside someone else's prompt. He looks proud and careful and a little wrecked. The camera is on us. Nia is a few steps away. The whole path is public enough that a passing couple slows, smiles, and keeps walking.

My heart kicks once, hard.

I could wait for Dev to say kiss his cheek. I could let the prompt make it someone else's idea.

Instead, I slide my hand up Ryan's chest, fingers catching in the open collar of his shirt, and rise onto my toes.

Ryan goes still.

I kiss the corner of his mouth.

It's quick, barely anything beside all the ways he's touched me in private, all the places my body still aches from wanting him. But the sound he makes is so low only I catch it, and his hand tightens at my waist for one breath before he remembers the camera.

I don't pull back right away. My mouth stays close to his. His eyes search mine, blue gone darker under the sun.

"Hi," I whisper, because apparently I remain committed to being ridiculous at historic moments.

Ryan's laugh comes out through his nose. He looks helpless for half a second, and I get that on camera. I hope Dev caught the exact look of Ryan losing every clever thing he owns because I kissed him where people could see.

Dev lowers the camera.

"That's it," he says, quieter than before. "That's the one."

Nia looks down at the tablet, then at us. Her professional smile has softened around the edges. "We should grab a walking-away shot and one hand-detail shot for the package, but yes. That was lovely."

Lovely should be too much. It isn't.

Ryan stays close. I'm still standing in the final outfit. The camera has caught us, and nothing bad has happened.

I let myself smile.

The last few shots move faster. Hands against the rail. Ryan's thumb brushing my painted nails. Our sandals leaving paired marks where the path gives way to sand for ten careful steps. Dev never asks for anything private. Nia never turns us into a ceremony. No one announces a winning couple. No one demands a confession, a label, a future, a performance bigger than the one I already chose.

By the time Dev checks the final playback, my nerves have gone thin and fizzy, like my whole body is a shaken drink someone forgot to open.

Nia stands beside the tablet with Dev, both of them angled away enough to give us room. Ryan stays behind me, hand at my waist, not hiding that we are together and not making a spectacle of it either.

"You okay?" he asks near my ear.

"I kissed you on camera."

"I was there."

"That was either brave or a medical event."

"Could be both."

I turn my head enough to glare at him. His eyes are warm, and the glare dissolves before it does any work.

"Don't look smug."

"I'm looking adored."

My laugh catches. The word hits under my ribs because I did that. I gave him that look in front of a camera, and Dev has already lowered the lens. Nia is smiling at the tablet. Ryan hasn't let go.

Nia walks over before I can drown in it.

"All right," she says. "Dev has the selects he needs. I have the final checklist marked complete pending upload and review."

Ryan's posture changes, only a fraction.

Mine does too.

Nia holds the tablet so we can both see the green checks without handing the whole thing to Ryan: arrival content, date footage, styling content, final couple shoot, completion review queued.

My eyes stick on the last green mark.

"So that's..." I stop. My mouth has gone dry.

Nia nods. "That's the promo obligation complete on your end."

Ryan's hand tightens once, then eases so I don't have to carry his reaction too.

Nia taps the screen, and a confirmation page opens. "Final selects go through approval. Once they clear, the pending release moves into processing. I won't promise the bank's exact timing, but the prize-release step is triggered."

The money exists in the sentence, huge and real, but it doesn't swallow the beach. It doesn't climb into Ryan's hand. It doesn't decide what the kiss meant.

"So it starts moving," I say.

"Exactly. You don't need to do anything else for the package unless approval asks for a technical replacement, and I don't expect that."

Dev gives us a little salute with the camera hand. "I got what they need."

Nia's smile widens. "We got what we needed. You two are done."

Done.

The word should make me lighter all at once. Instead it opens one latch after another: the obligation, the pretending, the last useful excuse, the camera's power to decide what we are.

I look at Ryan.

His face is open in a way he would probably deny under oath. Proud. Relieved. Wanting me so badly that my knees remember every rule still holding between us.

"Thank you," he tells Nia, because one of us has to be functional.

"Thank yourselves," Nia says. "You made my job easy."

I don't say, absolutely not, I've made everyone's job weird since we got here. That would be the old kind of joke, the one that crawls away from being seen. I keep it in my mouth and let it turn into a small smile.

"Thanks," I say.

Nia's eyes brighten like she hears the difference. "I'll message when the review clears."

The walk back to the villa is quieter.

Ryan doesn't rush me. We leave the beach path, pass the bend where Dev caught the kiss, and climb the steps toward the villa with his hand still in mine. My sandals scrape the boards. The skirt keeps brushing my thighs. The sun has warmed the fabric at my hip where Ryan held me, and every step reminds me that the outfit is no longer a requirement.

I'm still wearing it.

Inside the villa, the cool air touches my shoulders and raises little bumps along my arms. Ryan closes the door behind us, and for a second we stand just inside, not touching except our linked hands.

No camera. No Nia. No Dev with his student-loan palm tree routine. No one needs us to look like anything now.

Ryan lets go first.

That almost makes me laugh because of course he gives me the room after the room stops asking for us.

I turn on him before the space can get too large.

"Don't," I say.

He freezes. "Don't what?"

My fingers curl into the side bow at my hip. The knot is still neat. Talia would be proud. My body isn't.

"Don't do the thing where the camera is over so you step back and wait for me to decide if any of it still counts."

Ryan's face shifts. "Okay."

"No, use more words."

His mouth opens. Closes. The silence is rougher than his usual restraint.

"I was trying to give you the room," he says.

"I know." My voice shakes, which is rude because I am making an excellent point. "I need some of the room. I don't need you across the country."

His shoulders drop on a breath. "Jamie."

My name in his voice makes the skirt, the polish, the kiss, the green checks, all of it press inward until I have to grip the bow harder.

"When we go home," I say, and the words come fast because stopping would be fatal, "don't stop treating me like this just because Nia's done with us."

Ryan doesn't move. He looks like the sentence has caught him by the throat.

"I don't mean cameras," I add. "Or beach walks. Or the horrifying amount of pink luggage we now apparently own."

"We do own a concerning amount of pink luggage."

"Focus."

"Trying."

My thumb rubs over the bow. "I mean... don't make me ask from zero. Don't put all of it away and wait for me to prove I still want it in normal lighting. I know home is home. I still don't have a neat label. I still want you to look at me and know."

His eyes stay on mine.

"But don't stop looking at me like I'm your girlfriend."

Ryan crosses the space between us slowly enough that I can tell him not to.

I don't.

He stops with his hands at his sides, near enough for his shirt to brush my skirt.

"I won't," he says.

It's too short for the size of the thing. It's exactly enough.

My fingers slip from the bow. "Good."

His mouth softens. "That's the verdict?"

"Don't make fun of my powerful closing argument."

"I never would."

"Your face says you would."

"My face is..." He stops, breath catching like the words got ahead of him. "I look at you and forget how careful I'm supposed to be."

The words don't explode the room. They settle into it like they belong there, frightening and plain. Ryan's expression changes as if he didn't mean to say them now, or meant it too much to stop.

My breath leaves in pieces.

"That's a lot," I say.

"I know."

"I'm not ready to do the big return speech."

Ryan's hand lifts a little at his side, then stops there. "Take the time you need."

I stare at the open V of his collar because looking higher might undo me. "But I don't want you to take it back."

"I'm not taking it back."

The ache in me pulls low and bright and held. Denial still active, no device, no camera, no proof required.

I step forward and put my forehead against his chest. The villa air cools my shoulders. His shirt is warm under my cheek. The skirt is still on me.

Ryan's hands stay lifted beside me, waiting.

"Hold me," I say.

His arms come around me over the final outfit, one hand steady between my shoulder blades, the other at my waist where the camera had seen it. The touch is public and private at once. His hand stays there, not lower, and the ache under the skirt keeps its teeth in me while I choose this much and no more.

I press my painted nails into his shirt and let myself be held as Ryan's girlfriend after the job is done.
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Chapter 14


"Don't stop," I say into Ryan's shirt.

His arms keep me against the outfit, one palm between my shoulder blades, one at my waist. The villa is too quiet after Nia and Dev. The skirt brushes my thighs every time I breathe too hard.

Ryan's chest moves under my cheek. He waits like the rest of the sentence might bite.

I press my shell-pink, unbitten nails into the fabric over his ribs. Mine. "I mean it."

"I know."

"No, you don't. You know the edited version where I sound sane."

His mouth touches my hair, careful enough that it barely counts. "Tell me the unedited version."

My laugh comes out thin. "You're brave."

"I'm invested." That should let me joke, but my mouth closes against his shirt. The camera is done. The obligation is done. The money is between green checks and bank timing, and none of it's a good enough excuse now. I lift my head, and Ryan looks down at me with his hands still where I asked for them.

"When we go home," I say, "I still want this."

His fingers tighten at my waist.

"The clothes. The way you look at me. The rule if I ask for it." I swallow. "The bank emails too, because if two hundred and fifty thousand dollars hits my account, I'm going to freeze or buy eleven gaming chairs."

Ryan's mouth twitches.

"Don't laugh at my investment strategy."

"I'm holding it in." His thumb strokes the tied fabric at my hip, and the laugh works this time.

Then my phone buzzes on the table. Nia's thread sits under my name, and my whole body goes tight because of course the outside world gets one more knock before we can breathe. Ryan's hand leaves my waist.

"You can ignore it for a minute."

"I know." I cross the room anyway and pick it up with two fingers like it might leak money on me. Nia must have sent Dev's key shot for fast review while we walked back.

Completion packet accepted. Final selects approved. Prize release has moved into processing. Release step officially triggered. Congratulations, you two.

I read it three times. The message stays official and calm while my nails shine around the phone. It doesn't turn into spendable money under my thumb.

"Jamie?" Ryan asks.

"Final selects approved." My voice is too soft for a quarter million dollars. "Release is in processing."

Ryan exhales once, slow enough that I only catch it because I know him. "Okay."

"That's all you have?"

"If I say more, I might start sounding like a bank dad."

"You are a bank dad." His smile stays gentle, waiting to see where I go next. The prize is real and huge and still not in my hands, which helps. I don't have to spend it tonight or understand why every banking app makes its buttons look like moral tests.

I only have to say what I already know.

"When it clears," I say, "I want you sitting with me."

"I can do that."

"No, I mean..." My thumb rubs the phone case. "I want you to help me split it before I panic. Taxes, savings, rent, clothes if we keep buying them. I still get access. I still say yes or no."

"Never."

My shoulders drop before I can stop them.

"Everything else, I can help with." He steps closer, then stops with enough space between us for my answer to matter. "Your access stays yours. I can give you structure without taking the choice."

The old girlfriend allowance joke should still feel cursed. Instead, it slides warm under my skin, less like a bank thing than a trip-budget excuse to let him spoil me, with every number, word, and yes still mine.

With you. My body eases before I tell it to.

"I want you there," I say.

Ryan's face changes and leaves him quieter.

I set the phone facedown. "I don't want the money to be the thing that keeps us. I don't want the camera to be the thing that made this count."

"It isn't."

"I know." My hands find the side bow again. "The part of me that kissed you outside knows. The rest of me is catching up with paperwork."

Ryan's laugh is soft. "Your emotional support bureaucracy."

"Exactly."

"Jamie."

My name in his mouth stops the joke before I can hide inside it. He says it the way he said girlfriend before my body stopped flinching from it.

I look at him.

"I love you," Ryan says.

The room doesn't explode. The lagoon keeps moving outside the glass. My sandals sit abandoned near the door, one turned on its side. The whole world has the nerve to stay ordinary while Ryan says the thing he has been holding back for years.

My eyes burn.

"That was supposed to be illegal until after snacks," I say.

His laugh breaks once, then his mouth goes serious again. "I love you. Before the video, during the stupid contest, after it. In the hoodie. In the dress. When you steal my coffee and act like you ordered it. Like this too." His gaze drops over the skirt, the bow, my painted nails, then comes back to my face. "Especially when you stop pretending wanting something makes it a joke."

My throat works around nothing.

I don't have the big return speech. Man, girlfriend, pretty thing, Jamie, some future word I haven't earned yet. They all crowd near the door in my head, waiting for a clipboard I refuse to give them.

Ryan doesn't ask for one.

That's the part that gets me moving.

I cross the room and put my hands on his chest. His heart beats hard under my palms.

"I love you too," I say, plain enough to scare me. "Which is rude because I'd planned to be difficult."

His hands rise, then stop. "Can I touch you?"

I nod. Then I shake my head because nodding feels too small for this. "Yes. Touch me."

His palms settle on my waist, warm through the final outfit. My body answers him so fast it's almost embarrassing. Denial has been living under my skin for days because I chose it and chose it again. There is no device or lock to blame, only the rule, Ryan's voice, and my own need to hear him keep it.

"The rule," I say.

Ryan's fingers still. "Tell me."

My face heats. "I want it to end tonight."

His eyes darken, but he doesn't move closer. "You want to come."

The directness hits between my thighs. I grip his shirt.

"Yes."

"Say the rest."

My breath catches. The command is quiet enough to break me open anyway.

"I want you to let me come," I say. "As your girlfriend."

Ryan's hands tighten around my waist. His control frays at the edges, visible in his jaw and the way his thumbs hold still.

"Pretty girl," he says.

The praise goes through me hot and bright. My knees soften.

"You kept the rule," he says. "You asked for it, and you kept it. Now I get to give it back to you."

I make a sound that would ruin my credibility in any court.

Ryan bends and kisses me.

It isn't careful the way the beach kiss was careful. His mouth takes mine with all the restraint still in it, pressure and heat and the rough shape of finally. I kiss him back too hungry, hands twisting in his shirt, nails catching fabric, until he walks me back and my thighs hit the bed.

The final outfit rustles between us.

Ryan pulls away just enough to look down at me. "Do you want this off?"

My fingers go to the side bow. The knot gives with one tug. The top loosens, and cool air touches the strip of skin at my side.

"I want you to take your time," I say, and my voice shakes on the last word.

Ryan's expression goes so intent I nearly look away.

"Then keep your hands on the bed," he says.

My spine snaps straighter. I sit on the edge of the mattress and put my hands beside my hips. Pearly pink nails against white bedding. Narrow fingers, no bite marks left to hide in. The sight makes my chest tight.

Ryan kneels in front of me.

"Oh, fuck," I whisper.

His smile is small and wicked and gone before it can become a joke. He slides the top away from one shoulder, then takes the hem between his fingers and lifts slowly, watching my face while the pale fabric climbs my thighs.

My cock presses against the panties beneath, aching and trapped by lace instead of metal. The denial is all body now, wet at the tip and shaking because Ryan is looking at the place where the rule has lived.

"Look at you," he says.

My hands curl into the bedding.

Ryan bends and kisses the inside of my knee. The contact is light. My whole body jerks anyway.

"Ryan."

"I know."

He kisses higher, over skin that still tastes faintly of salt and beach heat. The skirt bunches in his hands. The lace pulls tight over my cock when my hips twitch.

"Stay still."

I make a needy sound before I can swallow it. I try. I fail halfway. His hand settles on my thigh, firm enough to remind me I asked for this.

"Good girl."

Everything in me goes loose and desperate.

He hooks his fingers under the panties at my hips and draws them down. The lace slides over my cock, catches at the head, then releases me into the cool air. I gasp, and my hands leave the bed before I can stop them.

Ryan catches one wrist and returns it to the sheet.

"Hands down."

"You're mean."

"I'm generous." His thumb holds my wrist to the sheet for one more breath. "You just have terrible patience."

"I've been denied for days."

"Because you chose it."

My breath shudders. "Because I wanted it."

He presses his mouth to my thigh again, lower now, so close that my cock jerks toward him. He takes the panties off, and the final outfit stays a pretty wreck around my waist, one shoulder bare, nails bright against the bedding.

Ryan looks at my face first.

That nearly undoes me more than his mouth would.

"I love you like this," he says. "Scared and asking anyway. Bossy about cereal. Letting me see how badly you want."

My eyes sting again. "You're doing illegal speeches during sex now."

"Report me later."

Then his mouth closes over me.

My back bows. I choke on his name and nearly pull my hands off the bed again, but his palm spreads over my hip and holds me down through the first wet slide of his tongue. He takes me deeper with a slow hunger that makes the whole room narrow to his mouth and hand.

Broken little sounds leave me, higher than my usual voice, less embarrassed than they should be. Ryan groans around me like the sounds are doing something to him too. His fingers stroke the inside of my thigh, keeping me there without a word.

I try to watch. I last maybe two seconds before my head falls back. The ceiling blurs.

"Ryan, I'm going to..." The sentence fails.

He pulls off with a slick sound that makes my hips jerk. "Not yet."

I whine. An actual whine, terrible and historic.

Ryan stands, breathing hard, and strips his shirt over his head. My hands stay on the bed because I deserve an award and possibly medical attention. When he steps between my knees again, his cock is hard and flushed against his stomach, and my mouth goes dry.

"On the bed," he says.

I scoot back. The skirt slips higher. He follows, one knee on the mattress, and kisses me while his hand wraps around my cock. I taste myself on his tongue and make another wrecked sound into his mouth.

His grip starts slow, perfectly awful, and my hips chase it.

"Please," I say.

Ryan's forehead rests against mine. "That's my girl."

My knees shift wider before I can think better of it. The camera, Nia's clipboard, Dev's lens, and the prize are outside the room now. Ryan hears what I sound like when I stop fighting the shape of wanting.

"I don't need the whole label tonight," I whisper.

His hand pauses only a fraction, and I open my eyes. "I know I want this tomorrow."

Ryan's face changes in a way I'll remember later, when I've got opinions about sensible cereal.

"Then tomorrow I treat you like my girlfriend," he says.

"When we're home too."

"Especially then."

I reach for him. This time he lets me. My fingers slide over his shoulders and chest. He shifts closer, cock pressing against my thigh, hot and solid. I wrap my hand around him, and his breath breaks against my mouth.

Ryan strokes me again, firmer now, thumb sliding over the wet head until my vision sparks. I match the rhythm on him badly at first, then better when his hips move into my grip. We are messy with it, kissing between broken breaths.

"Say it again," he says.

"Which part?"

His mouth brushes my jaw. "Who you are."

My body locks around the answer. Old panic claws up for one useless second. Then his hand tightens on me, and the skirt lies soft under my hips, and my nails press into his shoulder without shame.

"I'm your girlfriend," I say.

Ryan groans. "Yes."

My grip slips on his shoulder.

"Your girlfriend," I say again, because the first time doesn't kill me. "Your Jamie. Your good girl when I want it."

"When you want it," he says, rough and immediate.

I kiss him for that.

The rhythm loses its neatness after that. My hand slips on him. His slips on me. He gathers the soft ruined skirt higher and holds the small of my back while pleasure tries to throw me out of my body.

"Come for me," he says. "You've earned it."

My hips lift into his hand.

I come with my mouth open against his shoulder, shaking so hard he has to hold me through it. It tears out of me in hot pulses over his hand and my stomach and the pale fabric bunched between us. The aftershock rolls through every place denial has kept hungry.

Ryan says my name like praise.

My hand tightens on him. He groans, hips jerking, and comes over my fingers with his face buried against my neck. His control breaks quietly, like he's trying not to scare me with how much he needs.

For a while there's only breathing. My body feels sticky, warm, ridiculous, and too present. The skirt is probably ruined. Ryan's hand stays at my back while his other hand opens slowly around my softened cock.

"Don't move," he murmurs.

"Wasn't planning on discovering ambition now."

His laugh shakes against my throat. Then he reaches for the towel folded on the bedside chair. He cleans his hand first, then mine, then my stomach and the fabric with careful strokes. Warm cloth, steady hands, his mouth brushing my temple whenever my breathing snags.

When the ruined skirt finally comes off, he doesn't throw it aside like a costume. He folds it over the chair as if it still matters.

That's when I cry.

My eyes spill over while I'm sitting there bare except for one strap fallen down my arm and my stupid beautiful nails.

Ryan is in front of me at once. "Hey."

"I'm fine."

"I believe you." He wipes under my eye with his thumb. "I also have eyes."

"Rude."

"Very."

He pulls the sheet around my shoulders and sits beside me. The waiting doesn't feel like distance now.

"You folded it," I say.

Ryan glances at the chair. "The outfit?"

"Yeah."

"It was important today."

My mouth trembles. I hate him. I love him so much my ribs hurt.

"It wasn't just today," I say.

"No."

"I don't know what I am after all this."

Ryan's thumb moves over the back of my hand, careful around the polish. "You don't have to hand me a word."

"Good, because the word department is a smoking crater."

His smile tucks itself against my shoulder. "Then we'll skip forms tonight."

I lean into him. My body still hums from release. The ache is gone, and something else sits where it was, warm and stunned and a little afraid of the quiet.

"I know I don't want to go back," I say.

Ryan kisses my shoulder. "Then we don't."

Aftercare is Ryan bringing me water and making me drink enough that I complain. He finds the soft robe from the starter wardrobe and helps me into it, then changes the sheet while I sit wrapped up, nails on the glass, watching him do practical things with love still on his mouth.

My phone buzzes once more, Nia sending a smiling congratulations sticker I absolutely don't deserve, and Ryan turns the screen facedown without reading it.

"Tomorrow," he says, "we answer anything that needs answering."

"Tomorrow you make the spreadsheet."

"With categories," he says. "Especially pink luggage."

I sip water and let my smile happen. "And you don't stop."

Ryan sits beside me again, bare shoulder warm against my robe. "I don't stop."

"Even if I panic at home and wear your worst hoodie for three days."

"Then I'll wash the hoodie and put your nail oil next to the controller."

My throat tightens. "That's weirdly hot."

"Everything about you is weirdly hot."

"Flattery will get you spreadsheet access."

The joke sits easy this time. It doesn't hide the tenderness. It gives it somewhere to rest.

Later, when the villa is dim and the bed is clean and Ryan's arm is heavy around my waist, I lie awake with my nails against his wrist. My body is tired in places I'll think about tomorrow and then immediately pretend not to think about while Ryan looks smug over breakfast.

Tomorrow.

Tomorrow no longer feels like a threat.

I don't need to wake up as somebody with a finished answer. Home can wait for what I choose to say. Nia, Dev, the camera, the prize release, and the final outfit can stay outside this bed.

I only need this: Ryan's hand at my waist because I asked him to keep it there, my nails shining where I can see them, and the quiet inside me where the old argument used to live.

Ryan shifts in his sleep and pulls me closer.

I let him.

In the morning, I'm still going to be his girlfriend.

And I'm not going back.
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