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Introduction

“No, absolutely not! I will not join a contest that’s going to turn me into a girl!”
This is an illustrated romance novella, complete with beautiful images inside. Enjoy!

∞∞∞

I borrowed money to save my startup.

I did not know I was borrowing from a monster.

Kevin Hampton and I had been roommates, best friends, and co-founders for two years. We were MIT graduates, gaming nerds, anime addicts, and the exhausted brains behind CivitasAI, an AI platform that should have changed our lives.

Instead, it nearly ruined us.

When our startup failed to make money, we owed $200,000 to Marcus Ragazzo, a former classmate whose family collected debts in ways that did not involve friendly reminder emails.

We had one month to pay.

Then I found Pretty Pretty Boy.

A nationwide makeover, beauty, and talent competition. One month of filming. One massive cash prize. The only problem? The show wanted soft, feminine, camera-ready pretty boys.

Kevin was too broad, too muscular, too masculine.

I was not.

I entered as Jonah Federal because I was desperate. I told myself the dresses, waxing, makeup, nails, hair extensions, heels, and cameras were just part of the strategy. I would become Jonah, win the money, pay the debt, and go back to being John.

But every time the stylists touched me, every time the mirror changed, every time the audience cheered, Jonah felt less like a costume and more like a truth I had been hiding from.

And Kevin saw her too.

The way he looked at me changed. The way he said my name changed. The tension between us became impossible to ignore.

Then I discovered Kevin had been lying.

He was not just my broke best friend. He was the hidden heir to Royal Hampton Air, an empire powerful enough to save us from the beginning.

I had become Jonah in front of the whole world because I thought we had no other choice.

But by the time I learned the truth, Jonah was no longer something I could take off.

I had entered Pretty Pretty Boy to win money.

I had not expected to win myself.

Clutch your Pearl Necklace Tight and

Prepare for a Transgender Romance Ride!

Note: Too Pretty to Be a Guy is a glamorous transgender transformation romance filled with startup panic, dangerous debt, reality-TV drama, salon makeovers, waxing, hair extensions, glossy nails, high heels, stage lights, identity awakening, and forbidden feelings for a handsome best friend with a billionaire secret. Perfect for readers who love feminization, emotional self-discovery, best-friends-to-lovers tension, hidden-heir romance, and a heroine who enters the spotlight as a desperate disguise—then realizes Jonah was never fake at all.

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

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

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

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

…from my authentic feminine self.

Picture this…

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

❖   My curvaceous physique enjoys silk dresses

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

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

Now that you know what your storyteller looks like, let’s get to Too Pretty to Be a Guy.
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Before we get to the exciting part, I’m cordially inviting you to be a Lilly Lustwood VIP.

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

I will be sending you FREE Exclusive Romantic Content that you won’t find anywhere else.
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Chapter 1
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KEVIN HAMPTON was losing to a twelve-foot demon bride with six arms, three health bars, and the emotional resilience of a woman who had been left at the altar by Satan himself.

He had been losing to her for forty-seven minutes.

I knew because I had been listening to him suffer from the couch while I tried to debug the same broken function in CivitasAI for almost an hour, and at some point, his pain had become my background music.

“No, no, no, don’t do that,” Kevin shouted at the television. “Don’t summon the little widows again. That’s illegal.”

“It’s not illegal,” I said without looking up from my laptop. “It’s the boss mechanic.”

“It’s emotional terrorism.”

“It’s a JRPG. That’s the genre.”

Kevin groaned, mashed buttons, and leaned forward so intensely the old coffee table creaked under his knees. The blue-white glow of the TV cut across his face, making him look like some kind of tragic warrior prince trapped in a Cambridge apartment with bad heating and worse funding.

He was shirtless, because of course he was. Kevin treated shirts like optional software updates. He had gray joggers hanging low on his hips, one sock on, one sock missing, and the broad, casually offensive build of a man who claimed he “just did push-ups sometimes” and somehow looked like he had been designed by a fitness app with daddy issues.

I hated him a little for that.

Not seriously. Just in the way you hated people who made masculinity look effortless while you had to spend your whole life pretending you did not notice how often strangers called you pretty.

My laptop made a sad little error sound.

I stared at the screen.

The function still failed.

“Wonderful,” I whispered. “My life has become a loading screen.”

Kevin’s character died again. The demon bride screamed in victory. The words GAME OVER appeared across the screen in bloody pink lettering, which felt dramatic considering Kevin had ignored at least three tutorials and gone into the boss fight underleveled because, and I quote, “vibes matter more than preparation.”

He dropped the controller on the cushion beside him and fell backward onto the rug like a murdered golden retriever.

“I hate this game,” he said.

“You said it was a masterpiece yesterday.”

“I was younger then.”

“You mean six hours ago?”

“I was innocent.”

I finally looked at him, mostly because my code had started to blur. Kevin lay on his back in the middle of our living room, one arm thrown over his eyes, the other stretched toward a half-empty box of cold pepperoni pizza like a dying soldier reaching for home.

Our apartment looked the way every startup apartment probably looked before the founders either became billionaires or moved back in with their parents. There were three monitors on a folding table that we kept calling “the workstation” because “folding table” sounded too depressing. There were sticky notes on the wall with phrases like CUSTOMER SEGMENTATION and ENTERPRISE PILOT FUNNEL, all written during one manic Sunday when we had convinced ourselves we were about to become disciplined business owners.

Underneath one of those sticky notes, Kevin had taped a small anime sticker of a crying cat.

That was probably our real brand identity.

The kitchen counter was covered in coffee mugs, protein powder, instant ramen, and one bag of spinach we had bought four days ago to prove we were adults. The spinach had since wilted into a dark green accusation.

A whiteboard leaned against the wall behind the couch. It had our roadmap for CivitasAI written across it in my handwriting, which had started neat in the first column and slowly descended into serial killer scribbles by the third.

MVP launch.
Beta feedback.
Paid users.
Seed round.
Profit.

Profit had three question marks after it.

One of them was Kevin’s.

Two were mine.

Kevin lifted his arm from his face and looked at me. “Did you fix the document parser?”

“Define fix.”

“Does it work?”

“No.”

“Then I define that as not fixed.”

“Thank you, professor.”

He rolled onto his stomach, grabbed the pizza box, and dragged it toward him. “You need food.”

“I need working code.”

“You need both. You become scary when you don’t eat.”

“I’m always scary.”

He snorted and sat up. “John, you look like a Victorian orphan someone taught JavaScript to.”

I paused typing. “That was so specific.”

“It came from the heart.”

“Your heart is stupid.”

“Your face is stupid.”

“My face pays rent.”

“No, it doesn’t,” he said, taking a bite of cold pizza. “That’s kind of our entire problem.”

He was right, which was annoying.

My face did not pay rent. Neither did my code. Neither did CivitasAI, our beautiful, brilliant, severely underappreciated LLM platform that could summarize documents, generate reports, organize knowledge bases, answer internal questions, and supposedly save small businesses from admin hell.

Supposedly.

In reality, CivitasAI had fourteen free users, three paying users, and one angry dentist from Worcester who had emailed us in all caps because he had uploaded a PDF sideways and decided that was our fault.

I rubbed my eyes and leaned back against the couch.

“I hate that dentist,” I said.

“You don’t hate him. You hate that he represents our customer base.”

“Our customer base is people who don’t understand PDFs?”

“Our customer base is people who need help but don’t know they need help.”

“That sounds like us.”

Kevin pointed his pizza at me. “Exactly. We are our own target market.”

“Then we’re doomed.”

He chewed thoughtfully. “Probably.”

The thing about Kevin was that he could make disaster feel like a weather condition. Bad, yes, inconvenient, definitely, but survivable if you wore the right jacket. He had this stupid, muscular optimism that I both depended on and resented. When numbers looked bad, he said we needed time. When demos flopped, he said we needed better positioning. When investor emails went unanswered, he said maybe they were busy.

Kevin believed locked doors were waiting for him to find the right key.

I believed most locked doors were locked because someone inside did not want us there.

That was why we worked, I guessed. Or why we had worked. For two years, we had balanced each other out. He made me braver. I made him less delusional. He dragged me outside when I forgot sunlight existed. I stopped him from replying “haha sounds good” to emails that legally required more than “haha sounds good.”

We had been roommates since our last year at MIT, when rent had become a horror movie and we realized we already spent most nights in the same lab eating vending machine crackers anyway. After graduation, we kept the apartment because moving sounded expensive and emotionally ambitious. Then CivitasAI happened, first as a class project, then as a prototype, then as a dream with a Delaware C corp and a bank account that looked like a sickly child.

Kevin knew everything about me. He knew I picked the mushrooms off pizza but still ordered supreme because I liked the flavor they left behind. He knew I slept on the left side of the couch when I crashed during coding sprints. He knew I hated phone calls, loved turn-based combat, and could not watch secondhand embarrassment in anime without pausing every twelve seconds.

I knew everything about him too. I knew he pretended to like black coffee because he thought it made him look disciplined, but he always stole my oat milk when he thought I was not looking. I knew he got quiet when he was worried. I knew he called his mother once a month and always took the call outside, even in winter. I knew he owned one watch that looked way too expensive for a broke founder, but whenever I asked about it, he said it was a graduation gift and changed the subject.

That was Kevin. Open about everything until suddenly there was a wall.

I should have paid more attention to the walls.

At the time, I was too busy trying not to drown.

My phone buzzed on the cushion beside me.

I glanced down.

Another email notification. Not a customer. Not an investor. Not salvation. Just a newsletter telling me seven ways AI could revolutionize productivity.

“Great,” I muttered. “Maybe way eight is paying our bills.”

Kevin’s eyes flicked to me.

There it was again, the quiet. The worry behind the golden retriever act.

“How bad is it?” he asked.

I looked back at my laptop. “Which it?”

“The money it.”

I laughed once, sharp and ugly. “Bad.”

“Like ramen-for-two-weeks bad?”

“Like ramen has started looking financially irresponsible.”

He said nothing.

I closed the laptop halfway, then opened it again because closing it felt too much like surrender.

“We have enough for rent,” I said. “Barely. If your freelance thing pays on time.”

“It will.”

“You said that last month.”

“It eventually did.”

“After I sent three follow-ups and threatened to add interest.”

He smiled faintly. “You were very sexy in that email.”

I froze for half a second.

Kevin said things like that sometimes. Carelessly. Casually. Like words did not have little knives attached to them.

I rolled my eyes to cover the tiny, stupid reaction in my stomach. “Please don’t sexually harass your co-founder during insolvency.”

“Is it harassment if it boosts morale?”

“It did not boost morale.”

“Your ears got red.”

“My ears are none of your business.”

He grinned, victorious in the tiny way he liked to be. The TV menu music looped behind him, soft and dramatic, while outside our fourth-floor window, Cambridge sat cold and dark and expensive. Somewhere down the street, drunk students laughed like their lives had not yet become invoices.

I envied them.

Kevin tossed the pizza crust back into the box. “Priya’s coming tomorrow, right?”

“Technically today.”

“What time?”

“Ten.”

He winced. “In the morning?”

“No, Kevin. Ten at night. Priya loves doing financial autopsies under moonlight.”

“Rude.”

“Correct.”

He got up and stretched, and because life was unfair, every muscle in his arms shifted like he was being lit for a cologne ad. He was not even trying. That was the offensive part. Kevin could stand in a room full of trash and failing business metrics and still look like a man people would trust to carry heavy things, open jars, and ruin their emotional stability.

I, on the other hand, looked like what happened when a porcelain doll learned Python.

I was not ugly. That would have been simpler. Ugly had a kind of privacy to it. People looked away. People left you alone.

Pretty was different.

Pretty got noticed. Pretty got commented on. Pretty made drunk girls in bars say things like, “Oh my God, your eyelashes are wasted on a guy.” Pretty made old women call you sweetheart. Pretty made men glance twice and then get angry at themselves for glancing. Pretty made every haircut dangerous because the wrong length turned you from “slightly delicate nerd” into “why does he look like an anime princess with student debt?”

I had spent most of my life dressing against my face.

Hoodies. Dark shirts. Messy hair. No skincare beyond panic-washing with whatever soap was closest. I kept my body angular through neglect and stress, not fitness. I made jokes before anyone else could. I tried to be sharp enough that people forgot I looked soft.

Kevin never forgot.

He never mocked me for it, exactly. That was part of the problem. He noticed with this strange, quiet gentleness that made me want to throw something.

He would say, “You look tired,” when other people would have said pretty. He would toss me his hoodie when I looked uncomfortable. He would step slightly closer at bars when someone stared too long.

Sometimes I thought he understood the burden of my face better than I did.

Sometimes I thought I was imagining that because sleep deprivation made losers romantic.

Kevin walked to the kitchen and opened the fridge.

“Don’t eat the spinach,” I said.

He looked inside. “I wasn’t going to.”

“It’s dead.”

“It is not dead. It’s just emotionally complex.”

“It liquefied.”

He closed the fridge. “Fine. No spinach.”

He grabbed two cans of sparkling water from the counter instead and tossed one to me. I caught it badly, fumbled, and trapped it against my chest.

Kevin smirked. “Athletic.”

“I’m saving my body for esports.”

“You don’t play esports.”

“I’m saving it very well.”

He sat beside me on the couch, close enough that his thigh nearly touched mine. The couch dipped under his weight, pulling me subtly toward him. It always did that. Our couch was old, cheap, and structurally invested in our emotional confusion.

Kevin cracked open his drink. “We’re going to figure it out.”

I stared at the code on my screen. “You always say that.”

“Because we always do.”

“No, we don’t. Sometimes things just get worse and then we rename worse as pivoting.”

He was quiet for a moment.

Then he said, softer, “Johnny.”

I hated when he called me that because I did not hate it.

I looked at him.

His expression had lost the humor. Under the messy hair, the unshaven jaw, and the infuriating shoulders, Kevin looked tired too. Not physically, maybe. He had the kind of face that made exhaustion look cinematic. But his eyes were strained.

“We’ll talk to Priya,” he said. “We’ll get the numbers clean. Maybe there’s something we missed.”

“There isn’t.”

“Maybe there is.”

“There isn’t, Kevin.”

He held my gaze. “Let me be optimistic until tomorrow.”

That did something to me. Not because it was inspirational. Because it sounded like a request, not a strategy.

So I let him have it.

“Fine,” I said. “You can be optimistic until Priya destroys us.”

“Thank you.”

“But after that, I reserve the right to spiral.”

“Spiraling is already in your benefits package.”

“Do we have benefits?”

“No.”

“Then I want dental.”

He laughed, and for one small second, the apartment felt like it always had: messy, broke, warm, ours.

Then my phone buzzed again.

This time, it was a text.

Unknown number.

I opened it.

One sentence.

Tell Hampton the clock started yesterday.

Below the text was a photo.

Our apartment building.

Taken from across the street.

My body went cold so quickly I forgot how to breathe.

Kevin noticed. “John?”

I handed him the phone.

His face changed.

Not dramatically. Kevin was not dramatic when something was actually wrong. He went still. That was worse.

The TV kept looping its soft boss-fight music.

Outside, a car passed through the wet street, headlights sliding across the window.

Kevin read the message once, then again. His jaw tightened.

“Is that Marcus?” I asked, though I already knew.

Kevin looked toward the window.

For the first time that night, optimism did not come.

Priya arrived at ten in the morning with a tote bag, two coffees, and the expression of a woman who had already seen the corpse but was polite enough to let the family identify it.

She stepped into the apartment, looked around, and said, “Wow.”

Kevin, who had put on a shirt specifically because Priya respected professionalism and also because I threatened him, smiled. “Good wow or charming wow?”

“Biohazard wow.”

I took one of the coffees from her. “Thank you for coming into our biohazard.”

“I considered wearing gloves.”

“You still can.”

Priya Nair had been our friend since MIT and had the terrifying gift of making you feel both supported and incompetent at the same time. She was small, sharp-eyed, and always dressed like she had somewhere better to be after watching your life collapse. That day, she wore a navy coat, slim black pants, and earrings that looked minimalist but probably cost more than our monthly software subscriptions.

She placed her tote on the table and looked at our three-monitor setup, the whiteboard, the sticky notes, the pizza box Kevin had not thrown out, and the sad spinach visible through the translucent trash bag.

“You two live like the before photo in a productivity course,” she said.

Kevin pointed at me. “John’s department.”

I pointed at him. “Kevin’s shirt was optional until twenty minutes ago.”

Priya blinked. “I’m proud of both of you for surviving this long.”

“That sounded like a eulogy,” I said.

“It may become one.”

She sat at the folding table and opened her laptop.

Kevin and I sat across from her like children called into the principal’s office, except the principal was our friend and the school was capitalism.

For the next hour, Priya went through everything.

User numbers. Revenue. Burn rate. Churn. Conversion. Website traffic. Email open rates. Demo completion. Customer feedback. Support tickets. Trial-to-paid ratio. Pricing. Acquisition channels. Pipeline.

Every number felt like a tiny door closing.

Priya did not say anything cruel. That almost made it worse. Cruelty would have given me something to fight. Instead, she was calm, precise, and honest.

“The product is good,” she said finally.

Kevin exhaled like that mattered.

Then Priya added, “The business is not.”

I stared at the table.

Kevin leaned forward. “Okay, but that’s fixable, right? Business is a layer. We can improve the layer.”

Priya looked at him. “Yes. If you have time, money, or distribution. Ideally all three. You currently have none.”

I took a sip of coffee. It tasted like judgment. “So what you’re saying is we’re thriving.”

“What I’m saying,” Priya said, turning her laptop toward us, “is that CivitasAI solves a real problem, but nobody understands that from the way you present it. Your website says, ‘Context-aware LLM-powered knowledge workflow automation for operational teams.’”

Kevin nodded slowly. “That’s accurate.”

“It sounds like a grant proposal had a seizure.”

I covered my mouth.

Kevin looked wounded. “It’s technically clear.”

“To whom? Other sleep-deprived MIT graduates? Your target customers are small businesses, local offices, dentists, accountants, property managers, and admin-heavy teams. They do not wake up thinking, ‘I need context-aware LLM-powered knowledge workflow automation.’ They wake up thinking, ‘I have forty-seven documents, three staff members, and no idea where anything is.’”

I hated that she was right.

Priya clicked to another slide. She had made slides. Of course she had made slides. Priya did not enter a crisis without formatting.

“Your demo video is sixteen minutes long,” she said.

“It’s thorough,” Kevin replied.

“It opens with John explaining vector embeddings for two minutes.”

I straightened. “Some people care about architecture.”

“Customers care about pain relief.”

“Architecture is pain relief.”

“Not if you explain it like you’re trying to seduce a database.”

Kevin laughed.

I glared at him. “Do not enjoy this.”

Priya continued. “You have no emotional hook, no vertical-specific landing pages, no testimonials beyond one beta user named Greg who wrote, ‘Seems neat.’ Your onboarding emails are too technical. Your pricing page is confusing. Your LinkedIn posts are irregular and mostly read like release notes.”

“They are release notes,” I said.

“Yes,” Priya replied. “That is the problem.”

Kevin rubbed his jaw. “Okay. So we reposition. We redo the site. We make shorter demos. We target one industry first.”

“That would have been a great plan three months ago.”

The room went quiet.

There it was.

The actual diagnosis.

I looked down at my hands. My fingers were narrow, pale from too much indoor life, nails bitten shorter than they should have been. I curled them into my sleeves.

Kevin asked, “How much time do you think we have?”

Priya’s gaze softened. “With current revenue? Less than a month.”

I laughed once. “Funny.”

She looked at me.

My laugh died.

Less than a month.

The same timeline as Marcus.

The apartment seemed to shrink around us. The monitors, the whiteboard, the sticky notes, the anime figures, the controller on the couch—everything looked suddenly childish. Evidence of two boys who had mistaken intelligence for preparedness.

Priya closed one spreadsheet and opened another. “If you cut everything, pause nonessential tools, delay rent somehow, and get emergency contract work, you might survive longer personally. But the company needs cash.”

“How much?” Kevin asked.

Priya hesitated.

That was never good.

“To stabilize? At least fifty thousand. To have a real shot at relaunching properly? More like one-fifty to two hundred.”

I almost smiled because the number was so obscene it became artistic.

“Great,” I said. “We just need the same amount of money we already owe to a terrifying man in loafers.”

Priya’s eyes flicked between us.

Kevin went still.

Damn it.

Priya narrowed her gaze. “What terrifying man in loafers?”

I looked at Kevin.

Kevin looked at me.

There was a long, stupid silence.

Priya leaned back slowly. “Tell me you did not take money from someone weird.”

“We didn’t know he was weird,” I said.

“That is not a denial.”

Kevin ran a hand through his hair. “Marcus Ragazzo gave us a private loan.”

Priya stared.

Then she said, very softly, “Marcus Ragazzo as in Ragazzo Group Marcus?”

“I don’t like the way you said that,” I said.

“You shouldn’t.”

Kevin frowned. “You know them?”

“I know enough. Their family has real estate, clubs, private security, investment shells, and rumors that make people stop talking when lawyers enter the room.”

My stomach dropped.

I had known Marcus was bad. I had not known he was known-bad.

Priya looked at us like we had just informed her we had adopted a wolf because the shelter said it was shy.

“How much?” she asked.

“Two hundred thousand,” Kevin said.

Priya closed her eyes.

“Originally,” I added, because apparently I enjoyed making things worse.

Her eyes opened. “Originally?”

I told her about the text. The photo of our building. The deadline. The penalties Marcus had hinted at but not yet fully explained.

Priya did not interrupt.

That scared me more than if she had yelled.

When I finished, she sat back and rubbed her forehead. “You two built a Ferrari and parked it in a basement,” she said. “Then you borrowed gas money from a crime family.”

Kevin tried for a smile. “So you’re saying our go-to-market strategy needs work.”

Priya looked at him.

The smile died.

“I’m saying,” she replied, “that CivitasAI is technically impressive, commercially invisible, and now attached to people who do not treat debt like a spreadsheet.”

I swallowed.

Kevin’s knee bounced under the table. He stopped it with his hand.

Priya softened slightly. “I’m not saying this to make you panic.”

“Too late,” I said.

“I’m saying this because you need to understand the situation clearly. The product is not hopeless. You are not stupid. But you are out of time.”

Out of time.

The phrase stayed in the air long after Priya left.

She hugged me at the door, which she almost never did. Then she hugged Kevin too. She told us to document everything, not meet Marcus alone if we could avoid it, and call her before signing anything.

When the door closed behind her, the apartment felt different.

Before, it had been messy.

Now it felt watched.

Kevin stood by the window, looking down at the street.

I sat on the couch with Priya’s printed notes in my lap, staring at the words CUSTOMER CONFUSION as if they were going to rearrange themselves into money.

After a while, Kevin said, “Marcus wants to meet tonight.”

I closed my eyes.

“Of course he does.”

The bar Marcus chose looked like money laundering with better lighting.

It sat on a narrow Boston street between a private dining club and a boutique hotel, all dark glass, brass trim, and the kind of discreet signage that said if you had to ask about prices, someone would gently escort you back to your tax bracket.

Inside, the lighting was low and amber. Beautiful people murmured over cocktails that looked like perfume samples. A bartender in a white jacket stirred something with the seriousness of a surgeon.

I immediately felt underdressed, underfunded, and underqualified to breathe the air.

Kevin, naturally, looked fine. He wore a black sweater, dark jeans, and the expensive watch he pretended was normal. The sweater stretched across his shoulders in a way that made the hostess smile too long.

I wore my best jacket, which was just my least embarrassing jacket, and tried not to look like someone who had spent the afternoon researching whether you could sell plasma in Massachusetts.

Marcus Ragazzo stood when he saw us.

He looked exactly like the kind of man who described cruelty as business.

Tall, lean, polished. Dark hair swept back. Navy suit without a tie. Loafers that probably cost more than our refrigerator. His smile was warm in the way a knife could be warm if someone had just pulled it out of a fire.

“Hampton,” he said, clasping Kevin’s hand. “Federal.”

He said my name like he was reading it off a bill.

“Marcus,” Kevin replied.

“Sit. Please.”

We sat.

There were already drinks on the table. Whiskey for Kevin. Something clear and cold-looking for me.

I did not touch it.

Marcus noticed. “Not drinking?”

“I like to be conscious during financial assault.”

Kevin shot me a warning look.

Marcus laughed as if I had charmed him. “Still funny. I always liked that about you.”

I did not remember him liking anything about me at MIT. Marcus had existed on the glossy edge of our world, one of those rich students who attended lectures when convenient, threw parties in apartments nobody understood the funding of, and treated group projects like optional philanthropy.

He and Kevin had known each other better than Marcus and I had. Not close, exactly. But Kevin had a way of being invited into rooms. People liked him. Trusted him. Wanted him around.

People looked at me and asked if I was old enough to be there.

Marcus lifted his glass. “To CivitasAI.”

None of us drank.

His smile widened.

“I hear the product is good,” he said.

“It is,” Kevin replied.

“Good. That makes this sadder.”

My stomach tightened.

Kevin leaned forward. “Marcus, we know we’re late. We’re working on options.”

“Options,” Marcus repeated. “I love that word. Very founder. Very optimistic.”

I said, “We didn’t realize the repayment schedule would change.”

“It didn’t change.”

Kevin’s jaw flexed. “The penalties were not explained like this.”

Marcus tilted his head. “They were in the agreement.”

“The agreement you said was standard,” I replied.

“It is standard. For my family.”

There it was.

My skin prickled.

Marcus reached into the inside pocket of his jacket and pulled out a folded document. He placed it on the table between us with two fingers, like it was too clean to touch fully.

“The outstanding amount, with penalties and late fees, is now two hundred and seventy-six thousand.”

For a second, I genuinely thought I had misheard him.

Kevin went very still. “That’s insane.”

“That’s math.”

“That’s predatory.”

“That’s perspective.”

I stared at the paper. The numbers looked fake. Too many digits. Too neat. Our destruction formatted in a tasteful serif font.

“We don’t have that,” I said.

Marcus looked at me. “I know.”

The way he said it made my throat close.

Kevin’s voice lowered. “We can make payments.”

“You already missed payments.”

“We can restructure.”

“You are not in a position to request structure.”

I felt my pulse in my wrists, my neck, behind my eyes. I had imagined this meeting badly, but imagination had made it loud. Threats. Anger. A slammed fist. Something obvious.

Marcus was worse because he was calm.

He enjoyed the calm.

He took a sip of his drink. “My father believes young men like you need consequences. I argued for patience.”

“How generous,” I said.

Kevin’s hand shifted under the table, brushing my knee once. A warning or comfort. Maybe both.

Marcus smiled at me. “Still funny,” he said again. “But jokes are for people with leverage.”

I shut up.

He turned back to Kevin. “One month.”

Kevin frowned. “For the full amount?”

“For enough to show respect.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means two hundred thousand by the end of the month. We can discuss the remainder after.”

I almost laughed again, but there was nothing funny left in me.

Two hundred thousand by the end of the month.

A month to raise what we had failed to raise in a year. A month to make a dying startup breathe. A month before Marcus’s family decided we had become more useful as examples than debtors.

Kevin said, “We need more time.”

Marcus’s expression did not change. “No.”

“Marcus—”

“No,” he repeated, still polite. “I like you, Hampton. I always did. You were never as boring as the rest of the scholarship geniuses. But this is not a dorm-room extension. This is my family’s money.”

“We thought it was your money,” I said.

Marcus looked amused. “That was your first mistake.”

His eyes moved over me then, slower than necessary. Not sexual exactly. Evaluating. Like he was trying to find the weakest seam.

“You know,” he said, “I told my cousin about you two. The AI boys. MIT. Big brains. No cash. He said people like that are the easiest. They think intelligence protects them from stupidity.”

My face burned.

Kevin’s voice sharpened. “Don’t talk to him like that.”

Marcus’s eyes flicked to him. “Protective.”

Kevin did not move.

For one brief, stupid second, I wanted to lean into that. Kevin defending me always made me feel two things at once: grateful and embarrassed. Like I had been caught needing it.

Marcus leaned back. “Relax. Nobody is hurting anyone tonight.”

Tonight.

The word landed on the table.

He let it sit there.

Then he finished his drink and stood. “One month. I suggest you become creative.”

He buttoned his jacket.

“Marcus,” Kevin said, standing too. “We’ll get it handled.”

“I hope so.” Marcus looked between us. “I would hate for things to become personal.”

He walked away without paying because men like Marcus did not pay in places like that. They were either comped, feared, or both.

Kevin and I sat for a moment in the low amber light, the paper between us, the drinks untouched.

My hands were shaking.

I put them under the table.

Kevin saw anyway.

“John,” he said softly.

“Don’t.”

“I’m sorry.”

“I said don’t.”

I stood too fast, nearly knocking my chair back, and walked toward the exit.

Outside, cold air hit my face hard enough to wake me from the bar’s expensive nightmare. The street was wet from earlier rain, reflecting gold from the windows and red from passing taillights.

A black SUV idled across the street.

A man leaned against it.

Big. Dark coat. Hands folded in front of him. Not hiding. Not approaching. Just watching.

Kevin came out behind me and stopped when he saw him.

The man looked at us with cold patience.

Then he smiled.

Not with humor.

With recognition.

I felt something inside me fold.

Kevin stepped closer to me. “Keep walking.”

We walked.

The SUV did not follow.

It did not have to.

By the time we got back to Cambridge, I had moved past fear and into the bright, buzzing state where my brain started trying to solve impossible problems by opening too many tabs.

The apartment door had barely closed before I had my laptop open.

Kevin locked the door, checked the window, then checked the lock again.

“Stop doing that,” I said.

“Doing what?”

“Acting like we’re in a crime show.”

He looked at me. “We might be in a crime show.”

“Then I hate the writing.”

He almost smiled. Almost.

I sat at the folding table and started searching.

Emergency startup funding Massachusetts.
Fast business grants AI startup.
Pitch competitions cash prize Boston.
Same day contract software work.
Sell used electronics Cambridge.
Personal loan bad credit no collateral.
How much is a kidney worth legally.

Kevin leaned over my shoulder. “Do not search kidneys.”

“I added legally.”

“That doesn’t improve it enough.”

I opened another tab.

He pulled a chair beside me. “Okay. We make a list.”

“I’m making a list.”

“You’re panic-Googling.”

“That’s a kind of list.”

“John.”

“What?”

He waited until I looked at him.

His face was calm again, or trying to be. Kevin calm was starting to feel like a personal attack.

“We need to think.”

“I am thinking.”

“You’re spiraling.”

“I reserved the right.”

“I know.” His voice softened. “But spiral productively.”

I hated him for making me almost laugh.

I opened a spreadsheet because nothing said productive panic like rows and columns.

For two hours, we listed every possible way to make money.

Freelance contracts.
Consulting.
Selling equipment.
Pitch competitions.
Small business loans.
Angel investors.
Customer prepayments.
Crowdfunding.
AI hackathons.
University grants.
Enterprise pilots.
Selling Kevin’s watch.

“No,” Kevin said immediately.

“It’s expensive.”

“It was a gift.”

“From who?”

He looked away. “Family.”

“Which family member?”

“My mother.”

“Ask her for money.”

“No.”

The speed of his answer made me pause.

I stared at him. “No?”

“No.”

“Kevin, we owe two hundred thousand dollars to a man whose loafers threaten people.”

“I know.”

“And your mother can buy watches that look like they have their own passports.”

“It’s complicated.”

“Uncomplicate it.”

He stood and walked to the kitchen. “It’s not an option.”

Something hot and angry moved through my chest. “Why?”

“Because it isn’t. It has sentimental value.”

“That’s not an answer.”

He gripped the edge of the counter and stared down at the dead spinach like it contained legal counsel.

I pushed back from the table. “You always do that.”

“Do what?”

“Close a door and stand in front of it.”

He turned. “John, not now.”

“Yes, now. We have one month. Apparently now is the only thing we have.”

His jaw tightened. “My family money is not available.”

“Why?”

“Because taking it comes with strings.”

“We are being strangled by strings already.”

He looked at me then, really looked, and the exhaustion in his eyes cut through some of my anger.

“I can’t go back there,” he said.

The words were quiet.

There was a there in them I did not understand. A whole place. A whole history. One of Kevin’s walls.

I wanted to demand more. I wanted to push until the wall cracked. But fear made people cruel, and I knew if I kept going, I would say something I could not unsay.

So I turned back to the laptop.

“Fine,” I said. “No family.”

He was quiet for a long time.

Then he came back and sat beside me.

“Fine,” he echoed. “No family.”

We kept searching.

The options were humiliating.

Most grants took months. Investors wanted traction. Contract clients wanted references and timelines longer than our remaining lifespan. Hackathons paid five thousand dollars if you won, which suddenly seemed both insulting and desirable. Selling our equipment would kill the company and still not cover enough. Crowdfunding required an audience, and our audience consisted of fourteen free users, three paying users, and the Worcester dentist who wanted us dead.

Around two in the morning, Kevin made coffee.

Around three, I started laughing at a website that promised “fast cash for founders” and then asked for collateral, revenue history, and a personal guarantee.

Around four, I typed “competitions cash prize nationwide application now” with the dead-eyed focus of a man one tab away from madness.

That was when I found it.

At first, I thought it was an ad for makeup.

The page loaded in a burst of pink, silver, and glittering animated stars. A video auto-played silently at the top: soft-faced contestants walking runways, laughing in salon chairs, spinning in dresses, singing under stage lights, crying in confessionals, hugging under falling confetti.

The logo appeared in huge glossy letters.

PRETTY PRETTY BOY

Underneath:

A nationwide beauty, talent, and transformation competition from EMA — Entertainment Made Amazing.

I blinked.

Then I laughed.

Not a happy laugh. Not even a sane one.

Kevin looked over from the kitchen. “What?”

“You have to see this.”

He came behind me, coffee in hand, and leaned over my shoulder.

I scrolled.

The contest promised one month of filming in Boston. Contestants would undergo full makeover packages, beauty training, wardrobe styling, talent development, dance coaching, social media challenges, runway events, and weekly eliminations. The winner would receive a cash prize, brand deals, a media package, and national exposure.

“Absolutely not,” I said, still scrolling.

Kevin said nothing.

“Right?” I looked up at him. “Obviously absolutely not.”

He kept reading.

My smile faded. “Kevin.”

“What’s the prize?”

I scrolled lower.

Then both of us saw it.

Two hundred and fifty thousand dollars.

The apartment went silent.

Even the refrigerator seemed to stop humming out of respect.

I stared at the number.

Two hundred and fifty thousand dollars.

Enough to pay Marcus’s demand. Enough to breathe. Enough to survive.

The video looped again. A contestant with long silver hair blew a kiss at the camera. Another walked down a runway in heels. A third sat in a makeup chair while someone applied lashes.

I laughed again, weaker this time. “No.”

Kevin set his coffee down.

“No,” I repeated.

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You thought something.”

“I think many things.”

“You thought something loud.”

He leaned closer to the screen. “Applications are still open.”

I turned slowly in my chair. “For feminine pretty boys, Kevin.”

“I can read.”

“Beauty, talent, and transformation.”

“Also cash prize.”

“Makeovers.”

“Cash prize.”

“Dancing.”

“Cash prize.”

“National exposure.”

He paused.

I pointed at him. “Exactly.”

He winced. “Okay, that part is bad.”

“Bad? Kevin, this is the kind of thing people from high school would screenshot and send into group chats with seventeen skull emojis.”

“You don’t talk to people from high school.”

“They would find me spiritually.”

He scrolled despite my glare. “It says contestants can use stage names.”

“Oh wonderful. I can be publicly humiliated under an alias. That fixes everything.”

He clicked the eligibility tab.

I slapped his hand away. “Why are you clicking?”

“Research.”

“This is not research. This is betrayal with Wi-Fi.”

He read aloud anyway. “Ages twenty-one to thirty. Must be available for one month in Boston. Must be comfortable with makeover, wardrobe, performance, and public filming. No professional pageant experience required. Looking for unique stories, charisma, beauty, and transformation potential.”

Every word made me feel colder.

Transformation potential.

I hated that phrase immediately.

It sounded like something a witch would say before turning you into a swan.

Kevin was quiet.

Too quiet.

I looked at him.

He was looking at me.

Not at the screen.

At me.

My stomach sank.

“No,” I said.

He opened his mouth.

“No.”

“I didn’t—”

“You did. You looked.”

“I have eyes.”

“Remove them.”

“John.”

“Don’t John me.”

He dragged a hand through his hair, which was how I knew he was trying to find the least offensive version of whatever offensive thing he wanted to say.

“Okay,” he said carefully. “Hypothetically—”

“No.”

“Hypothetically, if one of us had to do this—”

“One of us doesn’t.”

“—I clearly couldn’t.”

I looked him up and down with the full contempt of a sleep-deprived debtor. Broad shoulders. Thick arms. Stupid heroic jaw. The body of a man who could carry a couch alone and then apologize to the couch for jostling it.

“No,” I said. “You could not.”

He nodded slowly. “Right.”

“Don’t say right like that.”

“Like what?”

“Like you’re standing at the edge of a conclusion.”

He looked back at the screen. “The show is called Pretty Pretty Boy.”

“And?”

“And you are…”

I stood so fast the chair rolled backward. “Finish that sentence if you want to die before Marcus gets the chance.”

Kevin raised both hands. “I’m not insulting you.”

“Yes, you are.”

“I’m not. John, come on. You know you’re—”

“Don’t.”

He stopped.

The room pulsed with the word he had not said.

Pretty.

I hated it.

I hated how often I had heard it. I hated how it followed me through bars, classrooms, grocery stores, airports, and family parties. I hated how people said it like a compliment but watched for my reaction like it was a confession. I hated that it made me feel both special and trapped, like my face had signed some contract without my permission.

Kevin’s voice softened. “I wasn’t trying to hurt you.”

“Well, congratulations on the startup spirit. You failed anyway.”

He flinched.

That should have satisfied me.

It did not.

I paced away from the table, then back, then away again because the apartment was too small for the size of my humiliation.

“You want me to go on national whatever, get made over, wear dresses, sing, dance, and let the internet call me a pretty boy for money?”

“I want us not to get killed by Marcus Ragazzo.”

I spun on him. “So your plan is to make me a girl on the internet?”

“My plan,” Kevin said, and for once his voice sharpened too, “is to keep us alive.”

The words hit hard enough to shut me up.

Kevin stood. He was taller than me by enough that I always noticed when we fought. Usually he softened himself around me without thinking. Leaned back. Sat down. Made himself less big.

He did not do that now.

“Do you think I like this?” he asked. “Do you think I want you anywhere near cameras or people like Talia Frost or whoever produces this glitter circus? Do you think I want strangers looking at you?”

I blinked.

That was not the argument I expected.

He seemed to realize he had said too much, because he looked away.

But I heard it.

Strangers looking at you.

Not laughing at you.

Looking at you.

My chest felt strange.

Kevin exhaled. “I’m saying you could win.”

I laughed, but it came out thin. “Based on what? My tragic bone structure?”

“Based on you.”

“That means nothing.”

“It means everything.” He stepped closer, then stopped like he was afraid I would back away. “You’re smart. You’re funny. You get weirdly intense about things, which the internet loves. You can sing.”

“I can sing anime openings in the shower.”

“You can sing.”

“I cannot dance.”

“You can learn.”

“I cannot walk in heels.”

“You can learn.”

“I do not own heels.”

“That seems solveable.”

I stared at him.

He gave me a tiny, nervous smile.

I wanted to throw the laptop at his head.

Instead, I said, “You are enjoying this too much.”

“I am absolutely not enjoying it.”

“Your face says otherwise.”

“My face is terrified.”

“Your face is lying.”

“My face has never lied.”

“Your face told a hostess tonight that we belonged in that bar.”

“We did belong. Briefly. Until we saw the menu.”

I almost laughed.

I hated him for that too.

I sat back down, not because I had changed my mind, but because my legs had started to feel unreliable.

The Pretty Pretty Boy page glowed on the screen like a curse in a cute font.

I scrolled through the contestant FAQ.

Makeover consent required.
Wardrobe provided.
Hair and grooming services included.
Beauty, talent, and personality judged.
Weekly eliminations.
Livestream voting.
Finale prize: $250,000.

I imagined it.

Not clearly. Just flashes.

Someone touching my hair. Powder on my face. A camera too close. My name online. People I had never met deciding whether I was beautiful enough to keep watching. Kevin seeing me like that. Kevin regretting everything. Kevin not regretting enough.

My stomach twisted.

“I can’t,” I said quietly.

Kevin sat beside me again. The couch dipped in my memory even though we were at the table.

“Okay,” he said.

That made me look at him.

He was not pushing now. That was somehow worse.

“Okay?” I repeated.

“Okay. We’ll find another way.”

“There isn’t another way.”

“We’ll look.”

“We looked.”

“We’ll keep looking.”

I stared at the screen.

The application button pulsed pink.

Apply Now.

Pretty Pretty Boy wanted unique stories, charisma, beauty, and transformation potential.

Marcus wanted two hundred thousand dollars.

CivitasAI wanted to live.

Kevin wanted to save us.

And me?

I wanted to disappear.

Unfortunately, disappearing did not pay.

I moved the cursor over the button.

Kevin’s breath changed beside me.

“John,” he said softly.

I did not click yet.

“If I do this,” I said, “you never make jokes about it.”

“I won’t.”

“You never call me pretty.”

He hesitated.

I looked at him.

He swallowed. “I won’t call you anything you don’t want.”

That answer was too careful.

It made something ache.

“And if anyone from MIT sees it,” I continued, “we deny everything.”

“It’s a national competition.”

“We deny nationally.”

He nodded. “Aggressively.”

“And if I have to wear something stupid—”

“I will personally hate the outfit with you.”

“And if I lose?”

Kevin’s expression softened. “Then we deal with it together.”

Together.

That word had gotten us into this mess.

It also kept saving me from the floor.

I looked back at the application.

Name.
Age.
Location.
Talent.
Why do you want to join Pretty Pretty Boy?

I had no idea how to answer that without typing because a loan shark in designer shoes is going to ruin my life.

So I typed the only thing that felt even slightly true.

Because I need to become someone brave enough to win.

I stared at the sentence.

Kevin did too.

Neither of us spoke.

The apartment hummed around us, cluttered and broke and full of everything we had built badly but loved anyway.

Then I clicked.

Apply Now became Application Started.

The form opened.

And somewhere deep in my chest, under the fear, under the shame, under the stupid, impossible number we owed, something else opened too.

I did not know what it was yet.

I only knew it scared me almost as much as Marcus Ragazzo.

Maybe more.


Chapter 2
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THE FIRST AUDITION tape looked like a hostage video filmed by a man with student debt and no will to sparkle. I sat on the edge of our couch in my usual black hoodie, arms crossed, shoulders hunched, hair doing whatever it did when I forgot mirrors existed. Behind me, the apartment looked exactly like what it was: two failing founders, one dead dream, and a decorative layer of takeout containers.

Kevin stood behind my laptop, watching the playback with the expression of someone trying very hard not to say the obvious.

On screen, I stared into the webcam like it had murdered my family.

“Hi,” Video Me said flatly. “I’m John Federal. I’m twenty-four. I’m an MIT graduate and co-founder of CivitasAI, an LLM-powered productivity platform for operational document intelligence. I’m applying to Pretty Pretty Boy because…”

Video Me paused for so long it looked like the Wi-Fi had given up.

Then I continued, “Because I think transformation is a relevant metaphor in the age of artificial intelligence.”

Kevin pressed his lips together.

I looked at him. “Don’t.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You inhaled judgment.”

“I breathed.”

“With attitude.”

Kevin slowly turned the laptop toward me. “Do you want honesty or emotional support?”

“I want two hundred thousand dollars.”

“That wasn’t one of the options.”

“Then emotional support.”

He nodded seriously. “You looked very intelligent.”

“That is not the compliment this show wants.”

“No.”

I groaned and dropped my head into my hands.

We had been awake for most of the night. After I clicked the application button, I thought maybe there would be a simple form, a few photos, a place to explain my talent, and then a merciful waiting period where I could pretend I had done my part and the universe could reject me with dignity.

Instead, Pretty Pretty Boy required an audition video.

Of course it did.

The page asked applicants to submit a three-to-five-minute introduction showing personality, visual appeal, and transformation potential.

I hated every word in that sentence.

Personality I could fake. Transformation potential sounded like a diagnosis. But visual appeal felt personal in a way I wanted to sue over.

“What does visual appeal even mean?” I asked.

Kevin leaned against the folding table, arms crossed, trying to look casual and failing because his arms made casual seem expensive. “It means they want to see you.”

“I am visible in the video.”

“You look like you’re about to report them to HR.”

“I might.”

“You also described transformation as a relevant metaphor in the age of artificial intelligence.”

“It was thoughtful.”

“It was unbearable.”

I stood from the couch. “Fine. You do it.”

“The show is not called Broadly Masculine Debt Disaster.”

“It could be. Niche market.”

“John.”

I walked to the kitchen and opened the fridge, even though I knew there was nothing inside except condiments, dead spinach, and a carton of oat milk Kevin had absolutely been stealing from me.

“What?” I snapped.

“You need to give them something real.”

I turned around. “This is real. This is the realest I’ve ever been. I am a broke programmer applying to a televised beauty competition because a man named Marcus Ragazzo threatened us with a designer spreadsheet.”

Kevin’s face softened at Marcus’s name.

That softened mine less than it should have.

Since the bar, fear had become a third roommate. It sat in the corner while we worked. It followed Kevin to the window every time headlights crossed the glass. It woke me up when my phone buzzed. It made our apartment feel smaller, like the walls had moved in while we were sleeping.

Marcus had given us one month.

Pretty Pretty Boy had given us an application portal.

Capitalism, apparently, had a sense of humor and it was tacky.

Kevin came closer, careful in the way he became careful when I was close to breaking. “I know this is awful.”

“Do you?”

“Yes.”

“Because you’re not the one who has to be visually appealing.”

A flicker moved across his face. “I know.”

That should have satisfied me.

It didn’t.

I hated how kind he was being. Kindness made humiliation harder to hold at arm’s length. If he mocked me, I could fight him. If he joked, I could joke back. But Kevin kept looking at me like this was not ridiculous. Like this was not a joke. Like he believed there was something in me worth submitting.

It made me feel worse.

“What do they want, then?” I asked. “Do I smile? Do I say I’ve secretly always wanted to be covered in glitter and judged by strangers?”

“Maybe don’t lead with bitterness.”

“Bitterness is my brand.”

“Your brand is more… accidentally charming panic.”

I stared at him.

He winced. “That sounded better in my head.”

“It did not.”

He walked to the couch and picked up my hoodie sleeve between two fingers. “Maybe we start with not this.”

I snatched my sleeve away. “This hoodie has survived finals, flu season, and three failed investor calls.”

“And it looks like it.”

“Rude.”

“Accurate.” He nodded toward the door. “Come on.”

“Where?”

“Thrift store.”

I blinked. “Absolutely not.”

“We need a better audition.”

“We need dignity.”

“We lost that when you typed ‘because I need to become someone brave enough to win’ into a pageant application at four in the morning.”

I opened my mouth.

Closed it.

He had me there.

Twenty minutes later, I was standing in a thrift store in Central Square while Kevin Hampton held up a soft cream cardigan like he had discovered the final piece of a sacred prophecy.

“No,” I said.

“You haven’t even tried it.”

“I don’t need to try it. I can feel its agenda.”

“It’s just a cardigan.”

“It wants things from me.”

Kevin ignored me and added it to the pile hanging over his arm. The pile had already become concerning. A fitted black top. A pale blue button-down too soft to be masculine. A silver chain. A pair of slim dark jeans that looked like they were designed for someone who believed in leg day aesthetically but not spiritually.

Then he stopped in front of a rack of women’s sweaters.

I stopped breathing.

“Kevin.”

“I’m looking.”

“Look somewhere else.”

He slid one hanger out. It was a pale pink knit thing, cropped slightly, with pearl buttons.

“No,” I said so fast the word almost tripped over itself.

He put it back immediately. “Okay.”

The speed of that made me feel stupid. He was not forcing me. That should have made me safer. Instead it made me feel like I had panicked in front of him and he had seen exactly where the panic lived.

He moved down the rack and picked a loose gray cardigan instead. Softer than my hoodie, but not pink. Not obviously feminine. Almost safe.

“This?” he asked.

I eyed it. “It looks like something a sensitive barista wears before ruining your latte art.”

“So yes?”

I took it from him. “Maybe.”

He smiled like maybe was a victory.

After the thrift store, Kevin dragged me to a pharmacy beauty aisle with fluorescent lighting so aggressive it felt like interrogation.

I stood in front of an eyeliner display and wanted the floor to swallow me into a simple, masculine grave.

A woman with a basket full of shampoo squeezed past us. Her eyes flicked to me, then to Kevin, then to the eyeliner in his hand.

I grabbed the nearest lip balm just to look busy.

Kevin compared two black pencils. “Do you know what waterproof means in this context?”

“It means it survives shame.”

“Helpful.”

“Why are there so many kinds of black?”

“There’s black, very black, carbon black, intense black—”

“They are lying to us.”

He picked one. Then he grabbed a tinted lip balm, cotton swabs, makeup wipes, and a small tube of concealer after watching a tutorial for fifteen seconds and gaining the confidence of a mediocre man in a hardware store.

“You don’t know what you’re doing,” I said.

“No, but I know how to learn.”

“That sentence built every dangerous machine in history.”

We checked out with the cardigan, fitted shirt, eyeliner, lip balm, and cheap accessories. The cashier did not care. That was somehow both comforting and insulting. I had built an entire courtroom in my head, and the world had responded with a bored receipt.

Back at the apartment, Kevin set everything on the table like surgical instruments.

I stood several feet away.

He looked at me. “You have to come here.”

“I’m assessing from a distance.”

“You’re hiding behind the chair.”

“The chair is emotionally available.”

“John.”

I dragged myself to the table and sat.

Kevin opened the eyeliner pencil.

“No,” I said.

“You agreed.”

“I agreed to improved visual appeal. I did not agree to you stabbing my eye.”

“I’m not going to stab your eye.”

“You once cut a bagel toward your hand.”

“That was one time.”

“The scar remains.”

He held up the pencil. “Do you want to do it yourself?”

I looked at the eyeliner.

Then at him.

Then back at the eyeliner.

“No.”

“Then trust me.”

That was the problem.

I did.

Kevin leaned in, and the whole apartment seemed to become too quiet. He smelled like coffee and laundry detergent and the faint spice of his deodorant. His hand came up toward my face, then paused.

“Okay?” he asked.

I hated that too. The asking. The care.

“Just do it before I develop a philosophy about it,” I said.

He smiled a little and touched my chin with his fingers, tilting my face toward the light.

My body forgot several basic instructions.

Breathing, for example.

His thumb rested under my jaw. His other hand brought the pencil close to my eye. I stared at a point over his shoulder, at the whiteboard where PROFIT??? still mocked us.

“Stop flinching,” he murmured.

“Stop approaching my cornea with capitalism.”

“I’m barely touching you.”

I knew.

That was the issue.

The eyeliner dragged clumsily across my upper lash line. It tickled and scratched, and my eye watered immediately.

Kevin pulled back. “Oh.”

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“Never say oh while doing beauty procedures.”

“It’s a little…”

“What?”

“Dramatic.”

I grabbed my phone and opened the camera.

A thick black streak leaned upward from my eye like I had been attacked by a raccoon with ambition.

I stared.

Kevin said, “It’s not terrible.”

“It looks like my eye joined a gang.”

He laughed. He tried not to, but it broke out of him, warm and helpless.

I should have been angry.

Instead, I laughed too.

Maybe because it was four disasters past midnight. Maybe because fear had burned through me and left the wiring exposed. Maybe because Kevin’s laughter always made the room feel less doomed.

“Give me the cotton swab,” I said.

He handed it over.

“No, wait,” he said. “Let me fix it.”

“You caused this.”

“I can learn from my mistakes.”

“That would make you the first founder to do so.”

He dampened the cotton swab with makeup remover and leaned in again. This time, his touch was softer. He cleaned the messy edge with careful little strokes, his brow furrowed in concentration.

The apartment felt warmer.

I watched his face because I could not look anywhere else. Kevin’s mouth was slightly open, focused. His lashes were lowered. The same hands that could crush a controller during a boss fight were now trying not to press too hard against my eyelid.

“There,” he said quietly.

He drew the line again, thinner this time.

Better.

Still strange.

Still mine.

When he finished the other eye, he handed me the tinted lip balm.

“I can do that myself,” I said quickly.

He held up both hands. “I assumed.”

I applied it while looking at my reflection in the dark laptop screen. The balm gave my lips a faint color, not much, just enough that I became aware of them as something people could look at.

I did not like that.

Or maybe I liked it and did not like that I liked it.

Kevin made me change into the fitted black top and gray cardigan. The shirt clung more than my hoodies did. It did not reveal much, but it suggested things. A narrow waist. Slim shoulders. The delicate, annoying shape of me.

When I stepped out of my room, Kevin was adjusting the tripod he had made from stacked books and a lamp.

He looked up.

Then he looked down too quickly.

That was new.

“What?” I asked.

“Nothing.”

“You said nothing like a liar.”

“You look good.”

I hated the way my stomach reacted.

“It’s a shirt.”

“It’s a good shirt.”

“The shirt is not responsible for my debt.”

“No, but it might help pay it.”

That should have killed the moment.

It almost did.

I sat on the couch again, this time without crossing my arms. Kevin told me to loosen my shoulders. I told him I had no loose shoulders available. He told me to think of the camera as one person. I asked if the person could be dead. He said ideally no.

We recorded again.

This time, I did not pitch CivitasAI like a doomed enterprise SaaS webinar.

I told the truth, or a safe cousin of it.

“Hi,” I said, forcing myself to look at the camera. “I’m John Federal. I’m twenty-four, based in Cambridge, Massachusetts, and I’m a co-founder of an AI startup. I know that sounds like the least glamorous sentence in human language, but I promise there’s a person under the dark circles.”

Kevin snorted behind the laptop.

I ignored him.

“I grew up being told I was too pretty for a guy, which is a very weird thing to hear when you’re just trying to buy snacks or survive gym class. So I did what any emotionally healthy person would do. I dressed like a haunted software engineer and pretended I did not have a face.”

Kevin went still.

I kept going before I lost the nerve.

“I’m applying to Pretty Pretty Boy because I think I’ve spent a lot of my life being scared of being seen. Maybe this is a terrible idea. Actually, it is definitely a terrible idea. But maybe terrible ideas are where the interesting things happen.”

I paused.

My heart pounded.

Then I added, “Also, I can sing anime openings with alarming sincerity.”

Kevin laughed again, but softer.

We stopped recording.

I immediately stood up. “Delete it.”

“No.”

“Delete it.”

“That was good.”

“It was humiliating.”

“It was honest.”

“Same thing.”

He replayed it before I could stop him.

On screen, I looked…

Different.

Not transformed. Not yet. The eyeliner was uneven if you knew where to look. The cardigan was thrifted and slightly too big. My hair still needed help from a merciful god.

But I did not look ridiculous.

I looked soft. Nervous. Funny. Strangely watchable.

Pretty, said the worst part of my brain.

No, I corrected.

Visual appeal.

I wanted to die.

Kevin watched the video without joking.

“That’s the one,” he said.

I looked at him.

He was serious.

“That’s really the one?” I asked.

“Yeah.”

I looked back at myself on the screen.

I had spent years avoiding cameras because they had a way of catching what mirrors only hinted at. Mirrors gave you control. Cameras took evidence.

This camera had taken evidence of something I did not know how to deny.

“Fine,” I said.

My voice came out small.

Kevin uploaded the video before I could change my mind.

Then we sat beside each other in silence while the progress bar crawled to one hundred percent.

Application submitted.

For a second, nothing happened.

The world did not explode. Marcus did not kick down the door. The ceiling did not collapse. I did not become someone else.

I was still John Federal, broke founder, doomed debtor, reluctant possessor of visual appeal.

But Kevin kept looking at me like the upload had changed something.

And maybe it had.

EMA called back three days later.

Technically, they emailed first.

The subject line was:

PRETTY PRETTY BOY APPLICATION — NEXT ROUND INVITATION

I stared at it for nine full seconds before I understood the words.

Kevin was in the kitchen making coffee. Shirtless again, because apparently fabric had offended making coffee. Shirtless again, his ancestors.

“Kevin,” I said.

He looked up. “What?”

“We have a problem.”

He came over fast enough to almost knock into the chair. “Marcus?”

“No.”

“Priya?”

“No.”

“Dentist from Worcester?”

“Worse.”

I turned the laptop toward him.

His eyes scanned the subject line. Then his face did something complicated. Relief, fear, pride, guilt. A whole weather system.

“They picked you,” he said.

“I know.”

“They picked you.”

“I can read.”

He broke into a smile.

I pointed at him. “Do not look happy.”

“I’m not happy.”

“You are visibly happy.”

“I’m happy you have a chance.”

“I have a chance to be publicly altered.”

“You have a chance to win.”

I clicked the email.

Dear John Federal,

Thank you for your application to Pretty Pretty Boy, produced by EMA — Entertainment Made Amazing. Our casting team loved your video, your humor, your vulnerability, and your unique transformation potential.

I stopped reading. “There’s that cursed phrase again.”

Kevin leaned closer and continued silently, lips moving slightly.

I hated when people read over my shoulder unless the person was Kevin, in which case I only pretended to hate it because his closeness did several inconvenient things to my nervous system.

The email invited me to a video interview with Talia Frost, executive producer, later that afternoon.

I considered throwing the laptop out the window.

Instead, I took a shower, changed into the cardigan again because apparently that was my brand now, and let Kevin fix my eyeliner with marginally improved skill.

“You’ve been practicing?” I asked as he cleaned the outer corner with a cotton swab.

He froze.

I stared at him. “Have you?”

“No.”

“Kevin.”

“I watched one tutorial.”

“One?”

“Three.”

“You watched eyeliner tutorials for me?”

His eyes flicked to mine, then away. “For the audition.”

That answer sat between us, dangerously shaped.

I looked away first.

The video interview happened at three.

Talia Frost appeared on screen from what looked like a glass office overlooking the Boston waterfront. She had sleek auburn hair, a white blazer, perfect lighting, and the predatory brightness of a woman who could turn your breakdown into a promotional clip.

“John,” she said, smiling. “Can I call you John?”

“That is my name.”

Kevin, standing off-camera, made a strangled sound.

Talia laughed. “Oh, you are exactly like your video.”

“I apologize.”

“Don’t. It’s refreshing.” She glanced at something on her screen. “MIT graduate, AI startup founder, reluctant pretty boy, funny, awkward, oddly soulful. We love it.”

I felt my soul try to leave through my spine. “Oddly soulful?”

“It’s a compliment.”

“Is reluctant pretty boy also a compliment?”

“For our audience? Absolutely.”

Kevin pressed his fist to his mouth.

I wished for a small electrical fire.

Talia leaned forward. “Let me be direct. Pretty Pretty Boy is not just a beauty competition. It’s a transformation story. We’re looking for contestants who can change visibly and emotionally over the course of the month. The audience needs to root for you. They need to watch you resist, soften, try, fail, glow up, break down, and rise.”

“That sounds medically unsupervised.”

She smiled wider. “That’s television.”

I did not like how much I believed her.

She asked about my startup. I gave a safe explanation of CivitasAI, leaving out the loan shark. She asked why I wanted to compete. I gave another safe answer about pushing myself outside my comfort zone, which sounded mature and was technically true if comfort zone meant “not being filmed in lip gloss.”

Talia watched me carefully through all of it.

Then she said, “Here’s what we see in you.”

My stomach tightened.

“You have what I call accidental beauty,” she continued. “You’re not polished. You’re not trained. You don’t know what to do with your face or your body on camera yet. But that’s good. You have softness, intelligence, and resistance. The camera loves resistance when it knows it can win.”

I hated that sentence.

I hated it because it sounded like a threat and a prophecy.

“You also have an unusual contrast,” Talia said. “Tech founder by day, feminine transformation by night. We can build a story around that. The shy MIT guy who thinks beauty has nothing to do with him until the glam team proves otherwise.”

Kevin was quiet off-camera.

I could feel him listening.

I said, “That sounds like a person I do not know.”

“Not yet,” Talia replied.

The call ended with an official next-round offer. If I accepted, I would report to EMA’s beauty suite in Boston for preliminary filming, full makeover evaluation, and contestant onboarding. The contract would require public filming consent, salon and grooming consent, wardrobe participation, talent development, social media usage, and one month of availability if selected for the main competition.

Talia sent the documents within five minutes.

They were thirty-seven pages long.

I read every line.

Kevin made dinner, which meant he microwaved rice and scrambled eggs with the solemnity of a widower.

For two hours, I sat at the table reviewing clauses that made my skin feel too tight.

EMA could film my makeover.
EMA could style my hair.
EMA could apply cosmetics.
EMA could provide wardrobe.
EMA could use my stage name, image, likeness, voice, performance, confessionals, and edited footage.
EMA could broadcast and stream competition content nationally and internationally.
EMA could post clips on social platforms.
EMA could film “emotional reaction moments.”

I highlighted that one.

“What is an emotional reaction moment?” I asked.

Kevin looked over from the stove. “Probably crying.”

“I don’t cry.”

“You cried when that anime dog waited at the train station.”

“That was narrative terrorism.”

He set a bowl beside me.

I kept reading.

The contract required a stage name.

I stared at that blank field longer than any legal clause.

Stage Name: __________________

Kevin sat across from me and watched me watch it.

“You don’t have to decide now,” he said.

“Yes, I do. It’s in the form.”

“I mean emotionally.”

“Nothing about this is emotional.”

He gave me a look.

“Fine,” I said. “Everything about this is emotional, but I’m filing it under logistics.”

He ate a bite of eggs. “What names are you thinking?”

“Debt Repayment Plan.”

“Catchy.”

“Legal Exhibit A.”

“Too mysterious.”

“National Mistake.”

“Already taken, probably.”

I tapped the pen against the table.

A stage name.

Not a username. Not a handle. Not an alias for some forum where no one knew me. A name people would say on camera. A name that would sit under my face in captions. A name that would belong to the person they planned to make out of me.

I wrote JOHN, then immediately hated it.

John in makeup sounded like a joke.

I wrote J.

Too influencer.

I wrote JON.

Too unfinished.

Then, without thinking too hard, I wrote:

Jonah.

I stared at it.

Kevin leaned forward.

“Jonah,” he said.

The name came out gentle.

Too gentle.

My fingers tightened around the pen. “It’s close enough.”

“To John?”

“Yes.”

“But not the same.”

“I know.”

He studied me like he wanted to ask something and knew better.

I looked down at the name again.

Jonah Federal.

It sounded like someone who could survive a reality show. Someone softer than me, but not weak. Someone who could step into a salon and not evaporate. Someone who could maybe wear the cardigan without acting like it had attacked him.

It sounded possible.

That was the problem.

My phone buzzed.

Both of us looked at it.

Unknown number.

My throat closed before I even picked it up.

One month.

Don’t make me visit your apartment.

No photo this time.

Just words.

Kevin stood so fast his chair scraped the floor.

I sat completely still.

The contract blurred in front of me.

Stage Name: Jonah Federal

Marcus Ragazzo did not know it yet, but he had just signed that name too.

I clicked the final box.

I signed.

EMA sent a car the next morning.

Not a limo. Nothing that dramatic. A black SUV with the EMA logo discreetly placed on the side, driven by a woman who did not ask why my hands shook when I got in.

Kevin came downstairs with me.

Of course he did.

He wore a navy hoodie, black joggers, and that watch. His hair was damp from a rushed shower. He looked like a man who had slept three hours and still somehow won genetics.

I wore dark jeans, the fitted black shirt, and the gray cardigan.

My emergency visual appeal uniform.

Kevin handed me a paper bag.

“What’s this?”

“Bagel. Cream cheese on the side because you get weird about texture if it’s already spread.”

I blinked at it.

Something in my chest softened so suddenly I almost hated him for it.

“You remembered.”

“I live with you.”

“You also live with the dead spinach and forgot it existed for a week.”

“The spinach and I were not emotionally bonded.”

The driver pretended not to listen.

I held the bagel like it was a sacred object.

Kevin shifted, hands in his hoodie pocket. “Text me when you get there.”

“I’m going to a salon, not war.”

“It’s still Boston traffic.”

“Fair.”

“And if anything feels weird, call me.”

“Everything feels weird.”

“Weirder.”

I looked up at him. He was trying to smile, but his eyes were worried.

I wanted to tell him he had caused this.

I wanted to tell him I was scared.

I wanted to ask whether he really thought I could win, or whether he had just needed someone to put on a dress so we did not die.

Instead, I said, “If they shave my head, avenge me.”

“They’re not going to shave your head.”

“You don’t know their methods.”

“I will avenge you.”

“Thank you.”

The driver opened the door.

I got in.

Kevin leaned down slightly, one hand on the top of the doorframe. “John.”

I looked at him.

For one second, the whole morning paused there. Him outside. Me inside. The old name between us.

Then he corrected himself.

“Jonah?”

My stomach dropped.

Not badly.

That was the terrifying part.

I said, “Don’t make it weird.”

His mouth curved a little. “Too late.”

The SUV pulled away.

I watched him through the rear window until he disappeared behind traffic and the gray morning swallowed him.

EMA’s beauty suite was on the sixth floor of a renovated industrial building near the Seaport, which meant exposed brick, polished concrete, glass walls, and the kind of plants that existed to prove someone had investors.

The lobby had screens playing EMA promos on loop. Bright graphics. Laughing hosts. Dramatic contestants. Confetti. Tears. Glamour. A logo that looked like it had been designed by a committee of caffeinated bisexuals.

Entertainment Made Amazing.

I took the elevator up with a man carrying garment bags and a woman transporting three mannequin heads with wigs pinned to them.

No one reacted to this.

Apparently mannequin heads were normal here.

At the sixth floor, a production assistant with a headset greeted me.

“John Federal?”

I swallowed. “Yes.”

She checked her tablet. “Stage name Jonah, correct?”

Hearing it from a stranger was worse.

Or maybe better.

I could not tell.

“Correct,” I said.

“Great. Welcome to preliminary glam assessment.”

That phrase did not improve my blood pressure.

She led me through a hallway where people moved with terrifying purpose. Stylists rolled racks of clothes past us. Someone in a robe walked by with foil in their hair. Two contestants or applicants whispered near a coffee station, both prettier than me in ways that seemed professionally maintained.

My instinct was to turn around.

My debt, unfortunately, was faster.

The assistant brought me into a private beauty suite with warm lighting, a makeup station, salon chair, changing screen, facial bed, clothing rack, and a long mirror that looked expensive enough to have opinions.

A woman stood near the mirror reviewing notes on a tablet.

She looked up.

She had glossy black hair pulled into a sleek ponytail, gold hoops, red nails, and the kind of presence that made the room organize itself around her. She wore a cream blouse tucked into wide black trousers, with a measuring tape draped around her neck like a royal sash.

Her eyes moved over me once.

Not cruelly.

Completely.

“John Federal,” she said.

“Yes.”

She smiled. “I’m Maribel Santos. Mimi if I like you. Ms. Santos if you irritate me.”

I had no idea what to do with that. “Noted.”

Her smile sharpened. “Funny. Talia said you were funny.”

“Talia is easily amused.”

“No. Talia is a shark with extensions. If she laughed, you earned it.”

I did not know whether to be complimented or afraid.

Mimi circled me once.

I stood very still.

“Relax,” she said. “I’m not buying you.”

“Comforting.”

“Yet.”

I looked at her.

She laughed and tapped her tablet. “Okay, Jonah. We’re doing a camera-readiness assessment today.”

I flinched at the name.

She noticed, of course.

Stylists probably noticed everything. That was their dark magic.

“Too soon?” she asked.

“No. Just… new.”

“New things always feel like lies until you wear them long enough.”

That sentence landed somewhere I did not want touched.

Mimi continued before I could respond. “Today we’re doing baseline photos, measurements, grooming, skin prep, brows, waxing, nails, hair consultation, extensions test, and a soft glam reveal.”

My soul left my body around the word waxing and did not return.

“Waxing?” I repeated.

“Yes.”

“As in…”

“As in hair removal, not candle making.”

“I figured.”

“Legs, underarms, upper lip, basic cleanup. Arms we’ll assess. Brows definitely. Your brows are hiding good bone structure under fear.”

“My brows are innocent.”

“They are unemployed.”

I opened my mouth.

She held up one red-nailed finger. “Before you argue, remember you signed the makeover consent.”

“I signed under duress.”

“From us?”

I thought of Marcus’s text.

“No,” I said.

Her gaze sharpened slightly, but she did not push. “Then let’s make the duress pretty.”

That was how I met Mimi Santos.

And that was how my body stopped being a private disaster and became a production schedule.

First came the baseline photos.

Front. Side. Three-quarter. Smile. No smile. Hair back. Hair down. Full body.

I stood on a taped mark while a photographer named Alec told me to relax my hands.

My hands refused.

Mimi watched from beside the monitor. “You hold yourself like you’re apologizing for taking up space.”

“I am in a room with ring lights and legal consent forms.”

“Exactly. Take up space with paperwork.”

Alec lowered the camera slightly. “Chin up.”

I lifted my chin.

“No, not like you’re smelling smoke,” Mimi said. “Like you own the room but forgot where you put it.”

“That instruction is insane.”

“And yet you understood it.”

I hated that I did.

After photos came measurements.

Chest, waist, hips, inseam, shoulders, neck, wrist, ankle, shoe size.

Every number got entered into Mimi’s tablet. I tried to detach from my body while she measured it, but detachment was difficult when a glamorous woman was wrapping tape around your waist and saying things like, “Tiny,” under her breath.

“I’m not tiny,” I muttered.

“Compared to what? A bracelet?”

“I’m average.”

“You are average in the way Boston rent is reasonable.”

I stared straight ahead.

She measured my hips and made a thoughtful sound.

“What?” I asked.

“Nothing.”

“Stylists should not make sounds.”

“Your proportions will dress well.”

“That sounds threatening.”

“It is a compliment.”

“With teeth.”

“All useful compliments have teeth.”

Then came the waxing.

A woman named Bree entered with a rolling cart, warm wax, strips, gloves, and the cheerful energy of someone who had ruined thousands of follicles and slept peacefully after.

I sat on the edge of the treatment bed.

“No,” I said.

Mimi did not look up from her tablet. “Yes.”

“I have reconsidered my relationship with debt.”

“Debt does not care about your leg hair.”

Bree smiled kindly. “First time?”

“Is it obvious?”

“You have the eyes.”

“What eyes?”

“The ones that think waxing is a betrayal.”

“It is.”

“It’s also quick.”

That was a lie.

It was not quick.

It was a thousand tiny betrayals in organized rows.

I lay back while Bree started with my lower legs. Warm wax spread over my shin. A strip pressed down. A pause.

Then rip.

“Mother of algorithms,” I gasped.

Bree smiled. “Good. You didn’t kick.”

“Was kicking an option?”

“No.”

Mimi sat nearby, sipping iced coffee. “Breathe, Jonah.”

I glared at her. “Do not use the stage name while I’m being harvested.”

“You need to get used to hearing it.”

“I need new skin.”

Bree ripped another strip.

I made a sound that did not belong to any gender.

The legs were the worst because there was so much leg. I had never thought of my legs as a meaningful territory before. They were just the things that got me from laptop to refrigerator. Now they were under lights, being smoothed into something visible.

Every rip made me more aware of myself.

Calves. Knees. Thighs.

I had worn jeans as armor for years, and here I was, lying on a beauty bed while strangers prepared my body for dresses I had not yet agreed to emotionally.

By the time Bree finished the first leg, my eyes were watering.

“Beautiful,” she said.

“Cruel word choice.”

“No, really. Look.”

I did not want to.

Then I did.

My right leg looked unfamiliar. Smooth. Pale. Almost elegant under the warm light. The skin reflected softly where she had applied oil.

My left leg, still untouched, looked like evidence from before.

I stared too long.

Mimi noticed.

Of course she did.

“First point of no return,” she said quietly.

I looked away. “It’s just hair.”

“Sometimes it is.”

Bree did the other leg.

Then underarms, which made me feel like a plucked chicken with a LinkedIn profile.

Then my upper lip, which was so fast and sharp my eyes watered instantly.

“Rude,” I said, voice thick.

Bree patted my shoulder. “You did great.”

“I did medium.”

“Medium is great on first wax.”

Mimi came over for brows herself.

That scared me more.

She tilted my face up and studied me with the focus of a jeweler appraising a stone.

“Your brows are good,” she said. “They just need discipline.”

“I relate to them.”

“I know.”

She cleaned stray hairs with wax and tweezers, shaping without making them thin. Every pluck felt intimate in a different way than the leg waxing. This was my face. My defense system. The thing people noticed before I could make a joke.

When she finished, she handed me a mirror.

I expected to see something dramatic.

Instead, I saw me.

Sharper. Cleaner. More awake.

My eyes looked bigger.

That was not comforting.

“Oh,” I said.

Mimi’s expression softened, just for a second. “There you are.”

I swallowed.

“No,” I said automatically.

She did not argue.

That was worse.

After waxing came exfoliation and moisturizer. Bree used warm towels, sugar scrub, and some lotion that smelled faintly like vanilla and expensive hotels. She worked over my legs and arms with professional detachment while I stared at the ceiling and tried not to think about how soft my skin was becoming.

Softness had always felt like something people accused me of.

Now they were manufacturing it on purpose.

When Bree finished, she added a light body glow to my legs and arms. Nothing glittery. Just a subtle sheen that made the skin look healthy, almost luminous.

I sat up slowly.

The paper on the treatment bed crinkled under me.

My legs were smooth.

My arms were softer.

My face was cleaner.

My brows had shape.

My upper lip felt naked.

I looked down and touched my shin with two fingers.

The sensation shocked me.

Smooth. Warm. Mine.

A strange feeling moved through me, quiet and unwelcome.

I expected to feel stripped. Exposed. Less like myself.

Instead, I felt polished.

Like someone had found an old piece of silver in a drawer and started rubbing away the tarnish.

I pulled my hand back.

Mimi saw that too.

“Don’t worry,” she said. “Everyone has the moment.”

“What moment?”

“The moment they realize maintenance can feel like revelation.”

“I’m not having a revelation.”

“Of course not.”

Her tone was so patient I wanted to bite someone.

The nail station was worse because I could not pretend not to watch.

Lulu Reyes arrived wearing a hot pink smock, gold bangles, and the expression of a woman who knew everyone’s secrets by the second coat of polish.

“So this is Jonah,” she said, taking my hand before I could hide it.

“This is unwilling,” I replied.

She examined my nails. “Bitten. Nervous. Programmer hands.”

“Is programmer hands a medical term?”

“It is now.” She looked at Mimi. “We going full glam?”

“Soft first,” Mimi said. “Milky pink gel. Short. Clean. Feminine, but don’t scare him off a balcony.”

“I am right here,” I said.

Lulu patted my hand. “Yes, baby. That’s why we’re discussing your balcony risk.”

She soaked, cleaned, clipped, filed, buffed, shaped. My hands were useless in hers. I had never had a manicure before. I had never thought much about my hands except when they typed, clicked, or failed to open jars Kevin opened while pretending not to smirk.

Now my fingers lay under a lamp while Lulu transformed them one by one.

The shape was subtle. Not long. Not dramatic. Just neater, softer, more intentional.

Then came the polish.

I tried once. “Could we maybe do clear?”

Mimi answered from across the room without looking up. “No.”

“I was asking Lulu.”

“I heard you from your cowardice.”

Lulu grinned. “Milky pink is basically clear with self-esteem.”

I watched the color go on.

It was soft. Pale. Glossy. Almost innocent.

The gel lamp glowed blue-purple over my hand, and I felt absurdly trapped, as if the machine was baking a decision into me.

When Lulu finished the first hand, she let me lift it.

I stared.

My fingers looked different.

Not fake. That would have been easier. Fake could be rejected. Fake could be laughed off.

They looked delicate.

The pale gloss made my hands seem cleaner, longer, prettier. Even the nervous way I flexed my fingers looked less like anxiety and more like something choreographed.

Lulu started on the other hand. “See? The hands always betray the girl first.”

The words hit with strange precision.

I laughed because I did not know what else to do. “I am not a girl.”

“Did I say you were?” Lulu asked lightly.

I looked at her.

She winked and went back to painting.

I should have been relieved.

I was not.

The pedicure came after, because apparently suffering was a package deal. My feet soaked in warm water while Lulu worked, and I tried to act like having someone touch my toes was normal. It was not. It was deeply unnatural. But by then my ability to object had been weakened by wax, lotion, and legal obligations.

She shaped my toenails and painted them the same soft milky pink.

When she was done, she helped me into a pair of disposable salon slippers.

I looked down.

Smooth legs. Neat toes. Glossy fingernails.

Nothing extreme had happened.

That was the scary part.

I had not been transformed into a different species. I had not become unrecognizable. I had simply been cleaned, shaped, softened, polished.

And already, the version of John I knew felt slightly farther away.

My phone buzzed.

I jumped.

Mimi’s eyes flicked to it.

I checked the screen.

Kevin: You alive?

I stared at my glossy nails around the phone.

They changed the shape of even that. My thumbs looked careful. My grip looked dainty.

I typed back slowly because the gel made me suddenly aware of every tap.

Me: Legally, yes.

Kevin: Emotionally?

Me: In litigation.

Kevin: Did they start?

I glanced at my legs.

Me: They removed half my body hair and my dignity.

Kevin: I’m sorry.

A pause.

Kevin: Are you okay?

I looked at the message longer than I needed to.

Then I typed:

Me: I don’t know.

I almost deleted it.

I sent it before I could.

His reply came fast.

Kevin: I’m here.

That was all.

I hated how much it helped.

Hair happened in a different room.

The salon area was brighter, louder, full of blow-dryers, foil, steam, and women who moved with terrifying expertise. Celeste Varga stood at the main station like the high priestess of expensive hair.

She was tall, elegant, and severe, with silver-blonde hair cut into a sleek bob and cheekbones that looked personally offended by gravity. She wore black from neck to ankle and had a comb tucked behind one ear like a weapon.

Mimi introduced us.

Celeste looked me over.

“Good face,” she said.

“Thank you?” I replied.

“Bad hair.”

“Less thank you.”

She touched the ends of my hair, lifted a section, frowned, then let it drop.

“You neglect it.”

“It grows out of my head without instructions.”

“That explains its confusion.”

Mimi sat in the chair beside us, amused. “We need softness, movement, camera shape. Feminine but believable. Extensions today, not too much. He needs to survive the mirror.”

Celeste nodded. “Natural density. Shoulder to upper chest. Soft layers. Gloss first.”

“Gloss?” I asked.

Celeste looked at me in the mirror. “Shine.”

“My hair can shine?”

“With intervention.”

I had lost the energy to be offended.

They washed my hair first.

That was unexpectedly dangerous.

I lay back at the shampoo bowl while warm water ran over my scalp and Celeste’s assistant massaged shampoo through my hair. My eyes closed before I could stop them. After hours of being assessed, waxed, measured, polished, and joked over, the shampoo felt almost kind.

Then I remembered cameras might be filming some of this and opened my eyes immediately.

A small camera sat in the corner.

Of course.

I stared at it.

The assistant noticed. “Just behind-the-scenes footage.”

“Those words do not comfort me.”

She laughed.

I did not.

After the wash, Celeste applied something that smelled floral and expensive. Then a gloss treatment. Then she blow-dried my hair section by section until it had more shine than I knew hair could legally possess.

I watched myself in the mirror as she worked.

With my brows shaped and my face bare but cleaner, I already looked different. Younger, maybe. Softer definitely. My eyes looked too large under the salon lights. My lips looked too visible even without color. My neck looked exposed above the black salon cape.

Celeste brought out the extensions.

I went still.

They were dark brown, close to my natural hair, with subtle softness in the tone. Long, silky pieces laid across her hand like something alive.

“No,” I said automatically.

Mimi did not even glance up. “Yes.”

“I thought this was a test.”

“It is.”

“A test implies I can fail.”

“You can. We won’t let you.”

Celeste began placing the extensions with clips first, testing the look before anything more permanent. She worked in layers, blending them under my own hair, adding length and fullness gradually.

The first pieces felt strange against my scalp.

The next stranger.

Then she released the hair forward over my shoulders.

It brushed my collarbone.

I forgot what I was going to say.

Celeste kept working, adding more, trimming, shaping, blending. My reflection changed in increments, each one small enough that I could not object until all the objections were behind me.

My hair fell longer now, soft around my face, down past my shoulders. Not dramatic pageant hair yet. Not fantasy. Just enough that when I turned my head, it moved.

That movement disturbed me.

I reached up and touched it.

Celeste slapped my hand lightly with the comb.

“Don’t fuss.”

“You attached new material to my head.”

“And now you respect it.”

Mimi stood behind the chair, watching my reflection.

“Well?” she asked.

I looked at myself.

The longer hair softened everything. My jaw. My neck. The line of my shoulders. The black salon cape hid my clothes, so my face and hair became the whole story.

I did not look finished.

But I looked possible again.

That word kept coming back like a threat.

Possible.

“What happens if I take them off?” I asked.

Celeste met my eyes in the mirror. “Then you take them off.”

That answer should have been simple.

It was not.

Because for one second, I did not want to.

Makeup came last.

By then, I was exhausted in the way people probably felt after crossing a border without moving. My body still belonged to me, technically, but people had inspected, softened, and revised it. My legs were smooth. My nails glossy. My brows shaped. My hair long enough to brush my shoulders when I turned.

Mimi sat me in front of the makeup station herself.

“This is soft glam,” she said. “Not finale. Not drag. Not fantasy. We are introducing Jonah to herself politely.”

“Jonah and I are not friends yet.”

“Most important relationships begin with suspicion.”

The makeup chair faced a large mirror surrounded by lights.

I avoided looking directly at myself.

Mimi noticed.

“Eyes up,” she said.

I looked.

“There. Good. First rule: you don’t vanish while people work on you.”

“I thought vanishing was my personal brand.”

“We are rebranding.”

She started with skincare. Cleanser, toner, serum, moisturizer, primer. Her hands were quick and light, confident without being rough.

“Makeup is not paint,” she said. “Not when it’s done well. It’s architecture and light.”

“That sounds like something a villain says before building a tower.”

“It’s something a woman says before charging three hundred dollars an hour.”

She applied foundation with a brush, then blended it with a sponge until my skin looked even but not masked. Concealer under the eyes erased evidence of our startup lifestyle. Soft contour added shadows I did not know my face could hold. Cream blush warmed my cheeks.

“There,” she said. “Life.”

“I had life.”

“You had blue light exposure and panic.”

She set my brows with gel, brushed them upward, filled the tiniest gaps. My eyes became more open. More deliberate.

Then came eyeshadow, soft taupe and warm brown, barely there but somehow changing everything. Eyeliner thinner than Kevin’s pharmacy attempt. Mascara first, then false lashes that made me panic when she brought them close.

“No,” I said.

“Yes.”

“I need my eyelids.”

“You’ll keep them.”

“Do people know you make these promises?”

She smiled and placed the lash.

I blinked.

The world felt heavier for half a second.

Then she did the other eye.

When I opened them fully, my reflection startled me.

My eyes looked huge.

Not cartoonish. Not ridiculous. Just framed. Softened. Darkened at the edges. As if someone had turned up the volume on a feature I had been trying to mute my whole life.

Mimi lined my lips next.

I gripped the chair.

She noticed. “What?”

“Nothing.”

“Liar.”

“It’s weird.”

“Having lips?”

“Having them… addressed.”

She paused, then nodded as if she understood too much. “People look at softness before they understand it. That can feel like theft.”

I looked at her in the mirror.

For once, I had no comeback.

She chose a rosy nude lip liner, then a gloss that gave color without screaming. My mouth became defined, fuller-looking, warmer.

I hated that it suited me.

I hated that I knew it suited me.

Setting spray misted over my face, cool and final.

Mimi stepped back.

Celeste returned and loosened the hair around my face, arranging the extensions into soft waves. Lulu appeared from nowhere to inspect my nails and add a tiny drop of cuticle oil like a final blessing.

Then Mimi unclipped the salon cape.

Underneath, I still wore my fitted black shirt and cardigan, but now the clothes read differently. Softer. Intentional. Almost styled.

Mimi looked me over and shook her head.

“No. We need the dress.”

My soul, freshly returned, left again.

“I’m sorry?”

“First reveal needs wardrobe.”

“I did not consent to a dress today.”

Mimi turned to her assistant. “Bring the blue.”

“The blue what?” I asked.

No one answered, which was how I knew the blue was bad.

The assistant returned with a soft blue dress on a hanger.

It was not scandalous. That almost made it worse. If it had been outrageous, I could have rejected it as insane. Instead, it was simple: a fitted knit dress with long sleeves, a modest neckline, and a skirt that would probably hit mid-thigh on someone taller but nearly behaved on me. Feminine without being costume. Soft without apology.

“No,” I said.

Mimi held it up against me. “Yes.”

“It’s a dress.”

“Look at you recognizing garments.”

“I’m not wearing that.”

“You are.”

“I will look ridiculous.”

Mimi’s expression changed.

Not softer. Sharper.

“No,” she said. “You are afraid you won’t.”

I went silent.

She handed me the dress.

“There’s a changing screen.”

I took it because I could not think of what else to do.

Behind the screen, I undressed slowly.

The cardigan came off first. Then the black shirt. My jeans. My socks. Every removal felt louder than it was.

I stood there in my underwear with smooth legs, painted toes, glossy nails, long hair brushing my shoulders, makeup on my face, and a blue dress in my hands.

The fabric was soft.

I hated that I noticed.

Putting it on felt like crossing a line that had been drawn years before I knew it existed.

I pulled it over my head. The hair got caught and I panicked, then freed it. The dress slid down my body, close at the waist, soft over the hips, sleeves hugging my arms.

I looked down.

My legs were bare.

Smooth.

Too visible.

The hem made them look longer somehow, more deliberate, like they had been styled into existence.

I did not step out.

“Jonah?” Mimi called.

The name slid under the changing screen.

I closed my eyes.

“Give me a second.”

“You’ve had twenty-four years.”

“That was rude.”

“And yet efficient.”

I stepped out.

The room quieted.

Not dramatically. No one gasped. This was a professional environment, not a Disney curse.

But something shifted.

Mimi’s eyes softened with satisfaction. Lulu smiled. Celeste tilted her head like an artist considering the final stroke.

I refused to look in the mirror.

Mimi came to stand beside me.

“Ready?” she asked.

“No.”

“Good.”

She turned me gently by the shoulders.

I faced the mirror.

For several seconds, my brain simply rejected the image.

Not because it was ugly.

Because it made sense.

The person in the mirror had long soft hair, shaped brows, wide eyes, glossy lips, smooth legs, pink nails, and a blue dress that made the whole body read differently. The waist. The hands. The posture. The nervousness.

I saw my face, but not the version I knew how to defend.

I saw the beauty other people had been accusing me of having, finally organized.

I forgot to breathe.

Mimi stood behind me in the mirror. “There.”

I shook my head slightly. “No.”

But there was no force in it.

She did not argue.

Lulu said quietly, “Oh, baby.”

Celeste adjusted one wave near my cheek. “Good silhouette.”

I tried to make a joke. Any joke. Something cutting. Something defensive. Something that would drag me back to safety.

Nothing came.

I touched the ends of my hair.

The person in the mirror touched hers too.

He did not look like a guy in makeup.

He looked like a beautiful girl with a secret.

The thought came so clearly that it scared me.

Not a boy pretending. Not a joke. Not a costume.

A girl with a secret.

My throat tightened.

Mimi’s voice was gentle for the first time all day. “Say hello to Jonah.”

I looked at the mirror.

I wanted to say that Jonah was not real.

I wanted to say that this was debt. Television. Makeup. Hair. A dress. A trick of lighting and skilled hands.

But the mirror did not care what I wanted.

It only showed me what was possible.

And possibility was much more dangerous than fantasy.

By the time Kevin arrived, I had convinced myself I was calm.

This was a lie so large it deserved its own LLC.

EMA had filmed a short reveal interview after the makeover. I had said very little, mostly because every time I saw my hands on camera, soft pink nails against the blue dress, my brain lost the ability to form marketable sentences.

Mimi seemed pleased anyway.

“Silent awe plays,” she said.

“I am not in awe. I am dissociating.”

“Same face on camera.”

Then she made me sit for photos.

Front. Side. Three-quarter. Looking down. Looking up. Hand near face. Walking. Laughing, which required Lulu to stand off-camera and whisper, “Tax fraud but make it fashion,” until I broke.

By the end, the dress felt less like an emergency and more like a fact. That was alarming. The flats they gave me were delicate and pale, not heels yet, thank God, but they changed how I walked. The skirt changed how I sat. The hair changed how I turned my head. The nails changed how I touched things.

Every part of me had acquired instructions.

When the assistant said Kevin was downstairs, my stomach dropped so hard it should have made a sound.

“No,” I said.

Mimi looked up. “No what?”

“He can’t see this.”

“He is literally here to pick you up.”

“He can pick up the old me.”

“The old you did not survive the afternoon.”

I glared.

She smiled. “Too soon?”

“Extremely.”

Kevin texted.

Kevin: I’m downstairs. No rush.

No rush.

As if I was not standing there in a dress with another person’s hair clipped to my head and enough lip gloss to signal aircraft.

I typed back:

Me: There has been a situation.

Kevin: What kind?

Me: Blue.

Kevin: …blue?

Me: Don’t ask.

Mimi read over my shoulder. “Invite him up.”

I nearly dropped the phone. “You cannot read my messages.”

“I read body language for a living. The phone was just easier.”

“No.”

“Yes.”

“No.”

“Jonah.”

The name hit differently now.

In her voice, in this room, with this dress on my body, it sounded less like a label and more like a command.

I inhaled.

Then I typed:

Me: Come up.

Kevin: Okay.

One word.

Terrifying.

The wait lasted maybe two minutes. It felt like a congressional hearing.

I stood near the mirror, then moved away from it. Then moved back because not seeing myself made me more anxious. Then crossed my arms, realized that made the dress pull strangely, uncrossed them, and had no idea where to put my hands.

Lulu appeared with a tiny purse. “Hold this.”

“Why?”

“Because your hands are panicking.”

I took the purse.

My hands did look better holding it.

I hated everyone.

The door opened.

Kevin stepped in.

He wore the same navy hoodie from that morning, hair slightly windblown, cheeks pink from the cold. He looked normal. Real. Home-shaped.

Then he saw me.

He stopped.

Not dramatically. Not like a cartoon. He just stopped moving, one foot still slightly forward, hand still near the door, mouth parted like whatever he had planned to say had been taken from him before it reached air.

His eyes went to my hair first.

I knew because I felt the hair suddenly, every borrowed inch of it against my shoulders.

Then my face.

My eyes.

My mouth.

The dress.

My legs.

The nails wrapped around the tiny purse.

Back to my face.

Too slowly.

Far too slowly.

Heat climbed my neck under the makeup.

I wanted to cover myself, but I did not know which part to cover first.

Kevin swallowed.

“John?”

The old name landed badly.

Before I could react, Mimi said, “Jonah.”

Kevin’s gaze flicked to her, then back to me.

For a second, I thought he might apologize.

Instead, he said it.

“Jonah.”

Soft.

Careful.

Almost reverent.

My knees forgot their startup equity.

I tightened my grip on the purse.

Mimi, traitor and witness, looked satisfied.

Kevin took one step closer, then stopped again like he was afraid sudden movement would scare me.

“You look…” he began.

I braced for it.

Pretty.

Beautiful.

Ridiculous.

Different.

He seemed to fight through several words and choose none of them.

“You look good,” he said finally.

I laughed once. “Good? That’s what you’ve got?”

His face flushed.

Kevin Hampton, broad-shouldered golden-boy disaster, actually flushed.

“I mean—” He dragged a hand through his hair. “I mean, I didn’t know…”

“You didn’t know what?”

His eyes met mine.

Then immediately dropped to my lips.

Then immediately came back up.

Coward.

“I didn’t know it would be this much,” he said.

The room became too quiet.

Mimi cleared her throat like she was enjoying herself professionally. “I’ll give you two a minute. Lulu, Celeste.”

They left with the subtlety of people who absolutely planned to discuss us in the hallway.

The door closed.

Kevin and I stood alone in the beauty suite.

The mirror behind me showed both of us: him in the hoodie, tall and tense; me in the blue dress, soft and polished and terrified.

I turned away from the mirror first.

“Well,” I said. “Congratulations. Your plan has escalated.”

He shook his head slightly. “This wasn’t my plan.”

“No? Because I remember a certain person saying I could win.”

“You can.”

The certainty in his voice made me look at him.

He was not joking.

He was not even trying to make me feel better.

He believed it.

That was almost unbearable.

“You’re insane,” I whispered.

“Maybe.”

“You saw all this and your first thought was still competition strategy?”

“No.”

The word came too fast.

My breath caught.

Kevin looked away, jaw working.

“What was your first thought?” I asked, because apparently makeover chemicals had damaged my survival instinct.

He looked back at me.

For a moment, the room held its breath for us.

Then he said, “That you looked scared.”

Oh.

That hurt in a place I did not have a name for.

Because he was right.

Under all the makeup, under the hair, under the dress and polish and glow, I was scared. More scared than I had been when Marcus texted. More scared than I had been in that bar. Because Marcus threatened my life from the outside.

Jonah threatened it from within.

I looked down at my nails. “I don’t know who this is.”

Kevin’s voice softened. “It’s you.”

“No.” I shook my head. “It’s something they did.”

“It can be both.”

I wanted to reject that.

I could not.

Kevin came closer, slowly. “Can I?”

He lifted a hand toward my hair, then stopped before touching.

The asking again.

My heart behaved stupidly.

I nodded.

He touched one soft wave near my shoulder, barely between his fingers.

“It feels real,” he said, almost to himself.

“It is real. It’s just not mine.”

He let the hair fall. His fingers brushed my sleeve.

“You okay?” he asked.

“No.”

“Do you want to leave?”

“Yes.”

“Okay.”

He grabbed my bag from the chair. Then he hesitated. “Do you need to change?”

I looked toward the changing screen. My jeans and shirt were folded there. My old clothes. My safer shape.

Mimi had told me EMA wanted departure footage. The first public Jonah leaving the suite. A car shot. A few behind-the-scenes clips. I could change if I wanted, she had said. But her eyes said she already knew whether I would.

I should have changed.

I wanted to.

I did not move.

Kevin waited.

I hated how patient he was.

Finally, I said, “No.”

Something flickered across his face.

Not triumph.

Something gentler.

“Okay,” he said.

We left the suite together.

The hallway seemed louder than before. People looked, but not with shock. With recognition of completed work. Stylists glanced at my hair. A production assistant smiled. One of the other applicants turned to watch me pass, eyes widening slightly.

My instinct was to fold inward.

But the dress punished bad posture.

So I stood straighter.

Kevin noticed.

Of course he did.

In the elevator, the mirrored walls showed us from every angle.

I looked like I was going somewhere with him.

A date, maybe.

A life, if the mirror was cruel enough.

Kevin stood beside me, not touching, but close enough that I could feel the heat of him through the narrow air between us.

He stared at the elevator doors as if they contained national secrets.

I stared at our reflection.

My glossy nails. Smooth legs. Long hair. His broad shoulders. His hoodie. My dress.

The contrast was obscene.

The elevator descended.

Neither of us spoke.

Outside, Boston was gray, cold, and indifferent.

The EMA SUV waited at the curb, but Kevin had driven his old car, which smelled like coffee, winter air, and the mint gum he chewed when nervous.

He opened the passenger door for me.

He had done that before. Sometimes. Casually. Usually when my hands were full.

This time, it felt dangerous.

I sat carefully, because the dress required planning. I smoothed the skirt over my thighs, then immediately resented myself for doing it naturally.

Kevin closed the door.

When he got in on the driver’s side, he did not start the car right away.

“Seatbelt,” he said.

“I know how cars work.”

“You’re distracted.”

“I have foreign hair and painted toes. Of course I’m distracted.”

That got a small laugh from him.

I clicked the seatbelt in place.

The strap crossed my chest differently because the dress sat differently and my posture was too aware of itself. I looked down at my lap. Smooth thighs. Blue fabric. Pink nails.

Kevin’s hand tightened on the steering wheel.

I saw it.

He knew I saw it.

He started the car.

For the first few minutes, we drove in silence.

The city moved around us. Glass buildings. Wet pavement. People in coats. A woman crossing the street in boots with a coffee in one hand and a phone in the other. Normal life. Lives where people were not trying to win debt money by becoming beautiful on camera.

I touched the ends of my hair again.

Kevin glanced over.

“What?” I asked.

“Nothing.”

“You keep saying nothing like it’s doing labor.”

He smiled faintly. “You keep touching your hair.”

“It keeps touching me first.”

“It looks…”

“Careful.”

He exhaled. “Soft.”

I looked out the window so fast my neck almost objected.

Soft.

It was not pretty. It was not beautiful. It was worse because it felt more intimate, like he had described not how I looked but how I seemed.

“I told you not to call me things,” I said.

“You told me not to call you pretty.”

“Soft is adjacent.”

“Noted.”

Another silence.

Then he said, “Jonah.”

My hand froze in my hair.

I did not look at him.

“What?”

“I just wanted to see if…”

“If what?”

“If you’d answer.”

I laughed, but it was quiet and scared. “Did I?”

“Yeah.”

The car hummed.

My reflection hovered faintly in the window, superimposed over Boston.

Long hair. Glossed lips. A girl-shaped possibility staring back at me from the glass.

“I shouldn’t have,” I said.

Kevin did not answer immediately.

Then, softly, “Maybe you should have.”

That was the last thing either of us said for a while.

By the time we reached Cambridge, the sky had darkened.

Our apartment building looked the same as always: brick, old steps, tired windows, a front door that stuck in humid weather. But stepping out of Kevin’s car in that dress made it feel like I was arriving somewhere as a guest.

Kevin walked beside me up the stairs.

Not in front. Not behind.

Beside.

At our door, I hesitated.

“What?” he asked.

“I don’t want the apartment to see me.”

He blinked.

Then his face softened so much I wanted to disappear.

“The apartment has seen worse.”

“Name one thing.”

“The spinach.”

I laughed despite myself.

He unlocked the door.

Inside, everything was exactly as we left it. Monitors. Whiteboard. Pizza box. Game controller. Sticky notes. Folding table. The dead plant Kevin insisted was “resting.” The couch with the bad cushion that always pulled us toward the middle.

Old life.

New body.

I stepped in.

The apartment did not explode.

Kevin set my bag on the table.

I stood in the middle of the room, absurdly aware of my bare legs in a place where I usually wore sweatpants. The air touched my skin differently. The floor felt colder through the flats. The dress made me hold my arms closer to my sides. The hair fell forward when I looked down.

My phone buzzed.

I checked it.

An email from EMA.

WELCOME TO THE PRELIMINARY CAST OF PRETTY PRETTY BOY.

Attached was a schedule for the next week.

Wardrobe consultation.
Talent assessment.
Social media intro.
Dance baseline.
Contestant interviews.
Official cast selection.

I stared.

Kevin came to stand beside me.

“Next week?” he asked.

I nodded.

He read the list.

Then he said, “Dance baseline.”

“Do not.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You breathed comedy.”

“I breathed fear. For both of us.”

I sank onto the couch carefully, smoothing the dress again because apparently my hands had joined EMA’s payroll.

Kevin sat beside me, leaving more space than usual.

I noticed that too.

Usually our thighs touched because the couch was old and gravity was invested in our downfall.

Now there was a gap.

A respectful gap.

A terrifying gap.

I looked at him. “Why are you sitting like I’m radioactive?”

He blinked. “I didn’t want to make you uncomfortable.”

“You always make me uncomfortable.”

“That sounded mean.”

“It was meant to be honest.”

His mouth curved.

The silence that followed was not like our old silences. Our old silences were full of code, games, shared exhaustion, the clink of mugs, the tiny domestic noises of two people who did not need to perform for each other.

This silence watched us.

I leaned back and looked at the ceiling.

“I thought I’d feel more humiliated,” I said.

Kevin turned his head toward me.

I kept staring upward.

“I mean, I do feel humiliated. Obviously. A normal amount. A historic amount. But…” I lifted my hand and looked at my nails. “I also feel weirdly… not bad.”

Kevin said nothing.

Smart man.

I continued because if I stopped, I would never start again.

“They waxed my legs and I wanted to file charges. But then I touched them and it felt…” I swallowed. “I don’t know. Clean? Finished? Like I had been walking around as a rough draft.”

Kevin’s voice was careful. “That doesn’t sound bad.”

“No. That’s what I’m saying. It should.”

“Why?”

I looked at him then.

He really did not know.

Or maybe he wanted me to say it.

“Because I’m not supposed to like any part of this.”

His expression changed.

The room got very quiet.

I looked away first.

“I don’t mean like,” I said quickly. “Not like like. I mean objectively. As a process. Like when software finally compiles.”

Kevin nodded slowly, but his eyes were too gentle.

“Right,” he said. “Compilation.”

“Exactly.”

My phone buzzed again.

Unknown number.

Every soft thing in the room died instantly.

I opened the message.

Pretty.

That was all.

One word.

No signature.

No threat.

No amount.

Just pretty.

My hand went cold around the phone.

Kevin leaned closer. “What is it?”

I showed him.

His face hardened in a way I had rarely seen.

Marcus had seen something. Maybe EMA’s internal teaser. Maybe someone in production had posted a behind-the-scenes clip. Maybe he had people watching. Maybe he simply knew enough to hurt me with one word.

Pretty.

The thing I hated.

The thing I feared.

The thing I was apparently becoming valuable for.

Kevin took the phone from my hand, then seemed to think better of it and gave it back.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

I laughed once, empty. “Don’t be. This is the business model, right? Make me pretty. Pay the debt.”

“John—”

I looked at him.

He stopped.

The old name sounded wrong now. Not because it was false, exactly. But because Marcus’s pretty still burned on the screen, and Kevin’s John felt like a blanket too small to cover me.

Kevin swallowed.

“Jonah,” he said instead.

The word moved through me like a door opening in a dark hallway.

Dangerous.

Tender.

Almost intimate.

I should have corrected him.

I did not.

I looked down at my smooth legs, my blue dress, my glossy nails, the phone in my hand, the threat on the screen, the man beside me who looked like he wanted to protect me from a transformation he had helped begin.

I did not know who I was becoming.

I only knew the world had started calling her.

And some terrifying part of me had started answering.


Chapter 3
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EMA ANNOUNCED the official cast on a Monday morning, because apparently humiliation respected the workweek. The email arrived at 8:13 a.m., while Kevin was making coffee and I was sitting at the table in sweatpants, staring at CivitasAI’s user dashboard like it might grow money out of pity.

It had not.s

Fourteen free users.

Three paying users.

One dentist from Worcester who had opened another support ticket titled: URGENT: YOUR ROBOT IS SARCASTIC.

For the record, our robot was not sarcastic. It had summarized his own notes back to him, which felt like a personal attack because his notes were bad.

My phone buzzed beside my laptop.

EMA CASTING TEAM.

My stomach made a decision without consulting me.

Kevin turned from the counter. “What?”

“Nothing.”

“You said nothing like a man about to vomit.”

“I am not a man about to vomit. I am a founder reviewing correspondence.”

“From EMA?”

“Possibly.”

He crossed the kitchen in two steps.

I picked up the phone and held it away from him. “Privacy.”

“We share a lease, a startup, and a loan shark.”

“Emotionally manipulative list.”

“Open it.”

I opened it.

Dear Jonah Federal,

Congratulations. You have been selected as an official contestant for Pretty Pretty Boy Season One.

I stopped breathing.

Not because I was shocked. I had been expecting something. A rejection would have been mercy. A maybe would have been torture. An acceptance was both.

Kevin read over my shoulder.

His hand landed on the back of my chair, fingers tightening once.

“They picked you,” he said.

I stared at the word Jonah.

Not John.

Jonah.

A week ago, Jonah had been a legal field in a contract and a name Mimi Santos threw at me like a hairbrush. Now it sat in an official email, clean and bright and ready for broadcast.

“Unfortunately,” I said, “they have made a clerical error.”

Kevin’s voice was low. “This is good.”

“This is televised.”

“This is a chance.”

“This is a trap with contour.”

He laughed once, but it faded quickly.

The rest of the email laid out the schedule. Contestants were required to move into the EMA production house near Boston Harbor for the first major filming block. We would have glam orientation, wardrobe fittings, social media introductions, confessionals, dance baseline testing, singing and talent assessment, and our first elimination showcase by the end of the week.

By the end of the week.

I looked at the date.

Marcus Ragazzo had given us one month.

EMA had just taken the first week and covered it in setting spray.

Kevin read silently. “They’re moving you into a house?”

“Reality TV trap,” I said. “Different font.”

“For how long?”

“Initial filming block is seven days. Then weekly depending on eliminations.” I swallowed. “If I get eliminated early, I come home with nothing except trauma and improved brows.”

“You won’t get eliminated early.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I know you.”

“That has never helped anyone predict public voting.”

He pulled out the chair beside me and sat. His knee almost touched mine, then he shifted away like he remembered I had become someone he needed to be careful around.

I hated that I noticed.

Since the salon, our apartment had been contaminated by Jonah.

Not dramatically. There were no gowns hanging from the ceiling. But my old life had cracks in it now. A makeup remover packet lay beside my keyboard. The soft blue dress had been returned to EMA, but I still felt the ghost of it on my thighs when I sat down too quickly. My nails were still glossy pink, and every time I typed code, I saw them flash against the black keys like tiny evidence.

Worst of all, Kevin saw them too.

He kept looking and then not looking.

I kept pretending not to notice, which was different from not noticing and therefore exhausting.

He reached for my phone, then stopped. “Can I?”

I handed it over.

He read the email again, jaw tight.

“You don’t have to do this,” he said.

I stared at him.

Of all the things Kevin could have said, that was the most useless and the most necessary.

“Yes, I do.”

“No. You don’t.”

“Are we suddenly not two hundred thousand dollars in debt to a man who texts like a horror haiku?”

“We are.”

“Then I do.”

He looked at me for a long moment.

His face was doing that thing again. The careful thing. The soft thing. The thing that made me want to be cruel so he would stop looking at me like I was breakable.

Instead, I took my phone back and scrolled to the packing instructions.

Contestants were allowed one suitcase, one personal bag, approved electronics, and basic personal items. EMA would provide wardrobe, styling, grooming, and beauty maintenance.

Beauty maintenance.

My body remembered wax.

“No,” I whispered.

Kevin leaned closer. “What?”

“Nothing. I just saw the phrase maintenance and felt a follicle scream.”

He smiled despite himself.

That helped.

A little.

The production house sat near Boston Harbor and looked like the kind of place influencers pretended to wake up in naturally.

It was a renovated brick building with huge windows, black steel framing, and a rooftop deck that probably knew more about sponsored champagne than I knew about human connection. EMA had rented the entire upper two floors, turning them into a combination dorm, pageant boot camp, salon annex, rehearsal studio, and surveillance experiment.

A production assistant named Jessa met me at the entrance with a tablet, a headset, and the dead-eyed cheer of someone who had already handled three meltdowns before lunch.

“Jonah Federal?” she asked.

Every time a stranger said Jonah, my soul took a screenshot.

“Yes.”

“Welcome to the contestant house. We’re so excited to have you.”

I looked at the camera mounted near the door. “Is that legally binding excitement?”

She laughed like I had been charming instead of afraid.

Kevin stood beside me with my suitcase. He had insisted on driving me. He had also insisted on carrying the suitcase, which would have annoyed me if the suitcase had not been heavy and if I were not wearing slim dark jeans that suddenly felt too masculine under my cardigan, like I had failed the entrance exam for my own new life.

Jessa looked at Kevin. “Family or friend?”

The question landed weirdly.

“Friend,” I said quickly.

Kevin said nothing.

Jessa nodded and made a note. “Great. Friends and family can stay for lobby drop-off only today. Contestants will have scheduled visitor windows later in the week, pending production clearance.”

Visitor windows.

Like I was going to prison but with better lighting.

Kevin’s jaw moved. “Got it.”

Jessa handed me a badge with my name on it.

JONAH FEDERAL.

Underneath, in smaller letters:

CONTESTANT.

I stared at it.

Kevin did too.

Then Jessa clipped it to my cardigan before I could object.

“There,” she said brightly. “Official.”

That word did not comfort me.

Kevin walked me to the lobby, which had been staged to look casual in the way rich people staged casual. Low couches. Coffee tables with art books no one had read. A wall of screens showing the Pretty Pretty Boy logo. Racks of garment bags visible through glass doors. Ring lights folded in corners like sleeping robots.

Two contestants were already there.

One sat on a couch wearing black platform boots, ripped tights, a velvet jacket, and eyeliner so sharp it looked legally weaponized. He had silver rings on every finger and black hair streaked with purple. He looked like he had been born in a backstage dressing room during a thunderstorm.

The other stood near the coffee station stretching one leg like gravity was optional. He was slim, graceful, and absurdly pretty in a clean, polished way, with soft brown hair, glowing skin, and the posture of someone who had been filmed before and survived.

The goth one looked up first.

His eyes moved over me.

I braced.

“New lamb,” he said.

I blinked. “Pardon?”

He stood and walked toward me with theatrical slowness. “Raven March.”

“Jonah Federal.”

“I know. It’s on your badge.”

Right.

Badge.

Raven looked at Kevin next. His eyebrows rose slightly. “And this is?”

“Kevin,” Kevin said.

“Friend,” I added again, too fast.

Raven’s mouth curved. “Violently friend-shaped.”

Kevin glanced at me.

I stared at the floor and considered joining it.

The dancer came over, smiling warmly. “Ignore Raven. He terrifies people recreationally. I’m Ellis Park.”

His handshake was gentle but confident, his nails clear-glossed and perfect. Of course. Even the men here had better hands than I had before Lulu declared war on mine.

“Nice to meet you,” I said.

Ellis looked at my face, then my badge, then my face again. “Oh, you’re the MIT one.”

My stomach dropped. “Already?”

“Talia showed a clip during orientation teasers.”

Raven leaned in. “You looked like you wanted to crawl out of your own skin.”

“That was my strong angle.”

“I liked it,” Raven said. “Honest terror plays well.”

“Everyone keeps saying things play well like my breakdown is a piano.”

Raven smiled. “Sweetheart, in this house, everything is an instrument.”

Kevin shifted beside me. “That sounds healthy.”

Raven looked at him again. “You’re protective.”

“I’m normal.”

“No one here is normal.” Raven’s gaze slid back to me. “Especially not your little genius.”

My face heated.

Kevin’s hand tightened on the suitcase handle.

Jessa appeared before the conversation could become a crime scene. “Jonah, we’re ready to bring contestants upstairs.”

Kevin looked at me.

The room suddenly became too bright.

This was the handoff. The part where I left normal behind, even though normal had been broke and threatened and full of dead spinach. It had still been ours.

Kevin rolled the suitcase toward me.

“I can take it,” I said.

“I know.”

He did not let go immediately.

Neither did I.

For one second, we both held the handle between us like a tiny, stupid bridge.

“Text me,” he said.

“I’ll be under constant surveillance.”

“Then blink twice at a camera.”

“I’ll blink in Morse code.”

“You don’t know Morse code.”

“I’ll learn for my art.”

He smiled, but his eyes stayed worried.

Raven watched us like he was collecting evidence for later.

Kevin lowered his voice. “You okay?”

No.

“Define okay.”

“Alive.”

“Currently.”

“Emotionally?”

“In pre-production.”

His mouth twitched. “That’s something.”

Jessa called my name again.

Jonah.

Kevin released the suitcase.

Something in my chest did the same, reluctantly.

I followed Jessa toward the elevator with Raven and Ellis beside me. At the doors, I looked back.

Kevin stood in the lobby, too big and too familiar for this beautiful trap, hands in his hoodie pockets, watching me like he had sent me into a country that might not give me back.

The elevator doors slid shut.

Raven sighed beside me. “Oh, that is going to be a problem.”

I looked at him. “What?”

“Your violently friend-shaped friend.”

“He’s not a problem.”

Raven smiled without looking at me. “Sweetheart, the camera can smell shame.”

The elevator rose.

He turned his head, eyeliner flashing.

“Powder it down.”

The contestant floor was worse than I expected because it was beautiful.

I had prepared myself for tacky. Tacky would have helped. Tacky could be mocked. Instead, EMA had built an environment so polished it made mockery feel underdressed.

The main living area had floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the harbor, soft gray couches, blush-toned chairs, neon signage, a confessional room disguised behind a velvet curtain, and cameras placed in corners so discreetly they felt more intrusive.

Bedrooms were shared in pairs. Each room had two beds, two wardrobes, two vanity desks, and lighting designed to make sleep deprivation look editorial.

I was assigned to Raven.

Of course I was.

He dropped his luggage on the bed nearest the window and said, “I snore only when emotionally betrayed.”

“How often does that happen?”

“Depends how badly I do in group challenges.”

I placed my suitcase on the other bed and tried not to look at the camera mounted near the ceiling.

Raven followed my gaze. “They don’t film bathrooms or changing without consent. Everything else, assume your ancestors are watching.”

“Excellent. My ancestors were already disappointed.”

He sat on his bed and began unpacking an alarming collection of black clothing, hair products, and something that looked like a tiny travel altar.

“You’re new to all this,” he said.

“I’ve used rooms before.”

“Not rooms. This.” He gestured vaguely at my body, the vanity, the house, the logo on the welcome packet. “Glamour as infrastructure.”

“That phrase gave me hives.”

“It’ll give you cheekbones if you listen.”

I unzipped my suitcase. Inside were my permitted personal items: laptop, chargers, basic clothes, toothbrush, deodorant, emergency hoodie, and the bagel Kevin had packed that morning because he apparently intended to romance me exclusively through carbohydrates and plausible deniability.

Raven saw the hoodie.

“No,” he said.

“You don’t even know what I was going to do with it.”

“You were going to wear it.”

“It’s clothing.”

“It is surrender with sleeves.”

I hugged it protectively. “This hoodie has seen me through dark times.”

“And now it must retire.”

I placed it in the wardrobe anyway, behind the required robe EMA had provided. The robe was pale champagne satin with JONAH embroidered on the chest.

I stared at it.

Raven appeared beside me. “Careful. The robe gets everyone.”

“It’s a robe.”

“It has your chosen name on it before you know if you chose it.”

That was too accurate, so I closed the wardrobe.

Orientation began in the main room twenty minutes later.

There were twelve contestants total. In addition to Raven and Ellis, there was Darian Blue, who arrived last and somehow made lateness look strategic.

Darian was beautiful in a polished, pageant-trained way: caramel skin, sculpted brows, perfect smile, honey-brown hair, fitted cream turtleneck, and boots with heels high enough to require confidence or legal immunity. He walked into the room like he expected cameras to apologize for not being ready.

He looked at all of us, then at me.

His smile sharpened.

“You’re Jonah,” he said.

“I’ve been told.”

“The tech one.”

“I prefer financially endangered software goblin, but yes.”

A few contestants laughed.

Darian did not.

He looked me over, not unkindly exactly, but like he was reading a product label. “Interesting.”

I hated interesting.

Talia Frost entered with Nadine Cho, the show’s host, and the room straightened without anyone telling it to.

Nadine was gorgeous and camera-polished, wearing a silver blazer dress and heels that clicked like punctuation. She had a smile bright enough to sell vitamins and eyes sharp enough to survive network television.

“Welcome to Pretty Pretty Boy,” she said, and the cameras moved closer. “For the next month, you are not just contestants. You are transformations in motion.”

I wanted to file a complaint against language.

Talia took over the logistics. Daily call times. Confessionals. Glam schedules. Wardrobe fittings. Performance training. Social media rules. No unapproved posts. No outside media. Phones allowed only during scheduled windows. Visitors by clearance. Eliminations every week.

Then came the daily schedule projected onto the screen.

7:00 a.m. Skincare and morning content.
8:00 a.m. Breakfast and confessionals.
9:00 a.m. Glam rotation.
10:30 a.m. Wardrobe and styling.
12:00 p.m. Rehearsals.
2:00 p.m. Talent coaching.
4:00 p.m. Social media challenges.
6:00 p.m. Dinner.
7:00 p.m. Dance or runway.
9:00 p.m. Confessionals and wrap.

I raised my hand before I could stop myself.

Talia looked amused. “Yes, Jonah?”

“Is sleep considered optional or has it been edited out for pacing?”

A few contestants laughed again.

Talia smiled. “Sleep is part of your personal responsibility.”

“So yes.”

Nadine grinned. “He’s going to be fun.”

Darian’s smile tightened.

Raven leaned toward me and whispered, “Careful. Funny gets you screen time. Screen time gets you enemies.”

“I’m here under financial duress, not ambition.”

“Same energy on camera.”

I looked at him.

He winked.

By that night, I understood what he meant.

Everything was content.

My first reaction to the satin robe. Content.

Me trying to figure out the vanity lights. Content.

Raven teaching me how not to look terrified when cameras entered a room. Content.

Ellis stretching in the corner while I ate cereal like a man watching ballet happen in his kitchen. Content.

Darian giving a confessional about “some contestants having raw potential but no discipline.” Definitely content.

And me?

I felt like a fraud among professionals.

Everyone here seemed to know themselves in some curated, camera-ready way. Raven was goth glamour, theatrical and wounded but in control of the wound. Ellis was soft, graceful, and charming, the kind of pretty that made people say angel without feeling embarrassed. Darian was pageant polish with a knife behind the smile. Even the quieter contestants had aesthetics: beachy, punk, doll-like, prince-like, ethereal, sporty.

I had a degree, a debt, and a stage name I still answered to by accident.

That night, lying in bed under the camera’s tiny red indicator light, I texted Kevin.

Me: I live in a Sephora prison.

Kevin: How’s your roommate?

Me: Vampire guidance counselor.

Kevin: Raven?

Me: Obviously.

Kevin: He seems nice.

Me: He threatened my hoodie.

Kevin: Then he’s right.

Me: Betrayal.

Kevin: Are you okay?

I stared at the message.

Across the room, Raven was removing makeup with the seriousness of a priest handling relics.

I typed:

Me: I don’t know how everyone already knows how to be a person here.

Kevin: Nobody knows how to be a person.

Me: Ellis knows. He stretches like a swan with a tax plan.

Kevin: That’s suspicious.

Me: Darian smiled at me like he was planning my elimination.

Kevin: Want me to hate him?

I smiled despite myself.

Me: Preemptively.

Kevin: Done.

Then, after a second:

Kevin: You belong there.

I looked at that sentence so long the screen dimmed.

I typed:

Me: You haven’t seen the schedule.

Kevin: I’ve seen you.

My throat tightened.

I locked the phone before I could answer.

The wardrobe room was a cathedral of decisions I did not want to make.

Racks filled the space in rolling rows, organized by contestant. Every rack had a name card. Raven’s looked like a glamorous funeral. Ellis’s looked like a K-pop prince had wandered into a cloud. Darian’s looked like money with a waistline.

Mine said JONAH.

Under it was a collection of garments that seemed to have been selected by someone who had studied my psychological weak points.

Sweater dresses.

Pleated skirts.

Satin blouses.

Corset-style tops.

Soft robes.

Rehearsal outfits.

Cocktail dresses.

Heels and boots.

Delicate accessories.

Feminine sleepwear for morning confessionals.

I stared at the rack.

Mimi appeared beside me with iced coffee and red nails. “Breathe.”

“I am breathing.”

“You are buffering.”

“This is too much fabric with intent.”

“It’s wardrobe.”

“It’s a personality disorder on hangers.”

She smiled. “Good. You’re awake.”

Cameras hovered at a respectful but devastating distance.

Mimi flipped through the rack. “Today, we learn silhouette.”

“I liked not knowing silhouette.”

“You liked hiding.”

“I loved hiding. Hiding never asked me to wear satin.”

“Hiding also did not pay your debt.”

That shut me up.

Mimi’s eyes softened a fraction, but she did not apologize. She knew enough. Maybe not the Marcus details, but enough to understand that money sat under all of this like a bruise.

She pulled the first dress.

A soft blue sweater dress.

“No,” I said.

“You wore blue before.”

“That was an isolated incident.”

“This one is better.”

“It has a waist.”

“So do you.”

“Allegedly.”

She handed it to me.

Behind the changing screen, I put it on and immediately understood why clothing had started wars.

The dress was warm, soft, and deceptively simple. It hugged my torso without squeezing, skimmed my hips, and stopped above the knee. It made my legs look longer. It made my shoulders look narrower. It made my hands, still glossy pink from Lulu’s first manicure, look like they belonged near a mug of tea in an advertisement about emotional healing.

I stepped out.

Mimi looked me over.

“Good,” she said.

“I feel like a sensitive librarian in a dating sim.”

“Excellent market.”

Raven, passing by in a black mesh top and leather pants, stopped. “Oh. That one loves you.”

“It does not love me. It is fabric.”

“Fabric is never neutral.”

Mimi adjusted the sleeve, then stood behind me at the mirror. “Look.”

I did.

The sweater dress made me look delicate.

That was the word I hated. Not because it was wrong. Because it gave people ideas about me before I had time to weaponize sarcasm.

“I look breakable,” I said.

“You look approachable,” Mimi corrected.

“Same thing with worse consequences.”

Next came the pleated skirt.

I tried to refuse on principle, but Mimi had the patience of a woman who had defeated stronger cowards than me. She paired it with a fitted black top, knee-high socks, and ankle boots with a modest heel.

When I stepped out, the room betrayed me by reacting.

Not loudly.

Worse.

Quietly.

Ellis looked over from his fitting and smiled. “Oh, that’s cute.”

Darian glanced once and looked away too quickly.

Raven said, “There she is.”

My entire body went hot.

“There is no she,” I snapped.

Raven held up both hands. “Figure of speech.”

But it was not.

Not really.

The skirt changed everything.

It made my legs impossible to ignore. Smooth from the wax, pale under the lights, shaped by the socks, they looked like they belonged to someone who knew how to sit carefully and weaponize being underestimated.

I did not know how to do either.

I sat on a stool and immediately had a crisis.

“Knees,” Mimi said.

I looked up. “What?”

“Together.”

I moved them.

“No, not clamped like you’re guarding state secrets. Soft.”

“I am guarding state secrets.”

“Then guard them elegantly.”

The cameras loved that. I could feel it.

That was another terrible discovery: after a while, you could feel when a camera noticed you. It was not literal. It was worse. A shift in energy. A lens turning. A producer becoming quiet. The room deciding you were currently useful.

I adjusted the hem of the skirt.

My nails flashed pink against my thigh.

I looked away.

Next came the satin blouse.

Blush-pink, tucked into a fitted ivory skirt.

I hated it before I put it on.

Then I put it on.

The satin made my skin look luminous, my eyes darker, my shaped brows more deliberate. Mimi added a thin belt at my waist and a pair of delicate earrings that brushed my neck.

When I stepped out, Lulu gasped from the nail station.

“Baby, no. That’s pretty.”

I pointed at her. “We discussed that word.”

“No, you discussed it. I ignored you.”

Mimi circled me. “This is interview Jonah.”

“I have an interview Jonah?”

“You have several Jonahs. We’re meeting them.”

That sentence stayed with me.

Several Jonahs.

Like I was not becoming one person, but opening doors in a hallway.

One Jonah was soft in blue knit.

One Jonah was dangerous in a pleated skirt.

One Jonah was luminous in satin.

I kept telling myself they were costumes.

But every zipper, every clasp, every hemline taught me something I could not unknow.

Clothes did not just change how people saw me.

They changed where I placed my hands.

They changed how I crossed a room.

They changed whether I looked down or met someone’s eyes.

They changed the way Kevin’s texts felt in my pocket.

By the time Mimi handed me a fitted cocktail dress in deep wine red, I had stopped saying no out loud and started saying it internally like a weakening password.

The dress had a square neckline, long sleeves, and a shape that followed my body more closely than any garment had a legal right to.

I stepped out.

The room went quiet.

Actually quiet this time.

Mimi did not speak immediately.

Celeste looked up from another station and tilted her head.

Raven’s mouth curved slowly. “Oh, she’s lethal.”

I stared at the mirror.

The dress made me look older. Less nervous. Not less soft, exactly, but soft in a way that felt expensive instead of accidental.

I did not look like a boy who had been dressed.

I looked like a secret someone had finally styled correctly.

That thought scared me enough that I reached for humor like a weapon.

“I look like I’m about to seduce a venture capitalist and steal his seed round.”

Mimi smiled. “Good. Hold that.”

The photographer lifted his camera.

“No, wait, I was joking.”

“Never waste a joke face,” Mimi said.

Flash.

By lunch, I had tried on twelve outfits, three pairs of boots, four pairs of heels, two robes, one rehearsal set, and a silk sleepwear set I refused to discuss with my ancestors.

My body was exhausted from being interpreted.

My brain was worse.

That afternoon, EMA posted a behind-the-scenes clip of the wardrobe fitting.

I watched it against my better judgment.

It was only twenty-seven seconds long.

Me in the blue sweater dress, muttering that fabric had intent.

Me in the pleated skirt, learning how to sit.

Me in the satin blouse, looking accidentally soft under the lights.

Then the red cocktail dress.

The clip ended with my own voice saying, “I look like I’m about to seduce a venture capitalist and steal his seed round.”

The caption read:

Jonah Federal came to Pretty Pretty Boy with code, debt, and denial. The wardrobe room may be winning.

I stared at the word denial.

Raven leaned over my shoulder. “Accurate.”

“I hate production.”

“Everyone does. Until the edit makes them iconic.”

The comments came fast.

OMG the MIT one is adorable.
He’s so uncomfortable I love him.
That red dress?? excuse me??
Too pretty to debug.
Jonah is giving shy rich girl with a server room.
I fear I am obsessed.

I closed the app.

My heart pounded.

I expected humiliation.

Instead, a shameful little spark of pleasure lit in me, tiny and treacherous.

They were looking.

And it did not all feel like dying.

Makeup lessons began the next morning after skincare content, which was apparently a phrase humans used.

Mimi sat me at my vanity with a clean face, a tray of products, and a mirror that magnified pores I had not personally authorized.

Raven sat cross-legged on my bed eating dry cereal from a mug, watching like this was theater.

Lulu leaned in the doorway filing one nail. “I came for moral support and eyeliner casualties.”

“I feel very supported,” I said.

Mimi placed products in front of me one by one.

“Foundation is correction,” she said.

“I thought foundation was foundation.”

“Foundation is correction. Blush is life. Contour is shadow. Highlight is light pretending to be bone structure. Lip liner is architecture. Mascara is danger.”

“Why is mascara danger?”

“Because men underestimate lashes until lashes ruin them.”

Raven lifted his mug. “Amen.”

Mimi demonstrated first on one side of my face. Primer. Foundation. Concealer. Cream blush. Soft contour. A tiny bit of powder. Brow gel. Neutral shadow.

Then she handed me the brush.

“Other side.”

I stared at it. “That seems like a job for someone with licensing.”

“You have an MIT degree.”

“In IT. Not cheeks.”

“Then debug your cheek.”

Raven choked on cereal.

I tried.

Badly.

The foundation went on too thick near my jaw. The blush landed too low. My contour looked like I had been lightly bruised by finance. When I attempted eyeliner, I got mascara on my eyelid and somehow one dot near my temple.

Lulu stepped closer, squinting. “Creative.”

“I have invented post-apocalyptic soft glam.”

Mimi took my chin and turned my face gently toward the light. “You’re rushing because you hate looking at yourself.”

I went still.

Raven’s spoon stopped clinking.

I looked at Mimi through the mirror.

She continued, not unkindly. “You keep trying to finish before you have to notice what you’re doing.”

I swallowed.

“I’m bad at it,” I said.

“You’re new at it.”

“Same result.”

“Not the same story.”

That was another thing about Mimi. She could insult your pores and then say something that made you feel like your childhood had been quietly indicted.

She cleaned the mascara dot with a cotton swab and made me start the eye again.

So I practiced.

For the next hour, I learned that makeup was not one action but fifty tiny negotiations with light, texture, pressure, and fear. Too much foundation and I looked masked. Too little and I saw every tired founder decision I had ever made. Blush too low made my face drag. Blush higher made me look alive. Brows brushed up made me look awake. A tightlined eye made me look intentional. Lip liner changed not just my mouth, but my expression before I made one.

By the third attempt, I managed something close to simple soft glam.

Not professional.

Not Mimi-level.

But mine.

I stared at myself.

Barely-there foundation. Cream blush. Clean brows. A soft brown line near my lashes. Mascara without tragedy. Gloss.

I looked like Jonah after sleeping eight hours and forgetting capitalism existed.

A strange pride rose in me.

Small.

Embarrassing.

Real.

Raven appeared behind me in the mirror. “There we go.”

Lulu smiled. “The baby glam has arrived.”

“Do not call it baby glam.”

“Beginner glam?”

“Still bad.”

“Soft launch glam?”

I pointed at her. “Unfortunately accurate.”

Mimi handed me my phone. “Document it.”

“For what?”

“For yourself.”

That surprised me.

Not content. Not EMA. Not a clip.

Myself.

I opened the camera and took a selfie.

Then I stared at it.

The face on the screen looked softer than the mirror. More intimate. Less like a reveal and more like a secret I had taken control of for once.

Before I could overthink it, I sent it to Kevin.

Me: I have achieved basic eyeliner without injury.

Three dots appeared immediately.

That made my stomach do something idiotic.

Kevin: You look beautiful.

I stopped.

Everything stopped.

The room noise blurred: Raven’s cereal mug, Lulu’s nail file, Mimi organizing brushes, a producer speaking in the hallway.

You look beautiful.

Not good.

Not the makeup looks nice.

Beautiful.

My fingers hovered over the screen.

Then three dots appeared again.

Kevin: I mean, the makeup looks good.

I stared at the correction longer than the compliment.

Raven, because privacy had apparently never been invented in this house, leaned over. “Oh, honey.”

I locked the phone. “Nothing.”

“That was not a nothing face.”

“I have a normal face.”

“You have a face currently experiencing three genres.”

Lulu came over. “What did violently friend-shaped say?”

“No one.”

Mimi’s eyes flicked to my phone, then to me. “Let me guess. Compliment followed by retreat?”

I hated how women and Raven knew everything.

“He said the makeup looked good,” I said.

Raven smiled. “After?”

“After what?”

“After the real thing.”

I looked away.

Mimi said nothing, which was how I knew she had decided to be merciful.

I should have been relieved Kevin corrected himself.

He had respected the boundary. I had told him not to call me pretty. Beautiful was worse, probably. He had taken it back.

So why did the correction hurt?

That afternoon, during confessionals, a producer asked how I felt about learning makeup.

I should have said something witty.

Instead, I said, “I thought it would feel like covering something up. But it feels more like finding controls I didn’t know existed.”

The producer went very still.

I immediately regretted honesty.

“Can you say more about that?” she asked.

“No.”

She smiled.

I hated production.

Dance baseline happened in Studio B, a mirrored room designed specifically to reveal crimes against coordination.

I had survived coding interviews, demo failures, wax strips, and a satin robe with my fake-real name embroidered on it. I had not survived choreography.

Our dance coach, a terrifyingly cheerful man named Mateo, clapped his hands and told us the first challenge would include a basic group number for the elimination show. Nothing too difficult, he promised, which was how I knew he was lying.

Ellis stood beside me in fitted rehearsal pants, cropped sweatshirt, and sneakers. He looked relaxed. Of course he did. His body seemed to understand music as a language.

Mine understood sitting.

Mateo played the track.

The first eight-count was manageable.

Step, step, turn, arm, hip, pause.

The second eight-count tried to kill me.

I turned the wrong way, nearly collided with Raven, and apologized to a mirror.

Raven said, “The mirror forgives nothing.”

Darian, two rows ahead, executed the move perfectly and looked back just long enough to smile.

I wanted him deported from my narrative.

After twenty minutes, Mateo paused the music. “Jonah, honey, you’re thinking like an engineer.”

“I am an engineer.”

“Yes, and your hips are filing a complaint. Ellis, help him.”

Ellis turned to me with a kind smile that felt dangerous in a different way than Darian’s smile.

“Okay,” he said. “It’s not about memorizing the move like code. It’s weight transfer.”

“My weight prefers to stay where it is.”

He laughed. “Come here.”

I did not like how easily he said it.

I came anyway.

Ellis stood beside me, then slightly behind me. “Start with your feet. Right, left, pivot. Don’t throw your shoulders first. Let your hips lead.”

“My hips are not in management.”

“They are today.”

He placed one hand lightly at my waist.

I froze.

Ellis noticed instantly. “Is this okay?”

The question helped.

Unfortunately, the answer was not simple.

I did not like being touched by strangers.

But Ellis’s hand was gentle, professional, not grabbing. And some humiliating part of me liked being asked. Liked being guided. Liked the idea that my body could be taught something other than stress posture and laptop hunch.

“Okay,” I said.

He adjusted my stance. “Soft knees. You’re locking them.”

“I am protecting myself from rhythm.”

“Rhythm is not your enemy.”

“That sounds like something rhythm would say.”

He laughed again.

We tried the turn.

I stumbled.

Ellis caught my waist.

His hand was warm through the thin rehearsal top.

My face heated.

Not because I wanted Ellis. Not exactly. He was pretty, kind, and clearly used to helping incompetent people become less tragic. But the touch made me aware of my body in a new way. The waist Mimi had belted. The hips I denied. The legs the skirt had displayed. The smooth skin I had pretended did not matter.

I was not used to being corrected into grace.

After several tries, I managed the turn without wobbling.

Ellis beamed. “See?”

“That was one successful rotation. NASA should call.”

“You’re getting it.”

“I have achieved orbit.”

He kept helping me.

Hand at my waist. Fingers near my elbow. A gentle adjustment to my shoulder. Once, his palm hovered near my hip before he asked again with his eyes, and I nodded because I wanted to get the move right, not because the contact made my stomach flutter in a way I refused to categorize.

That was when Kevin walked in.

He arrived with Jessa during approved visitor hour, carrying a paper coffee cup and looking like he had fought traffic, weather, and his own bad decisions to get there.

I saw him in the mirror before I saw him directly.

His reflection entered the studio.

His eyes found me.

Then found Ellis’s hand on my waist.

Everything changed.

Not dramatically.

Kevin did not storm. He did not shout. He did not do any of the things men did in bad romance novels when they forgot women and emotionally confused pretty boys were not property.

He just went still.

That was worse.

Ellis guided me through the turn again, unaware or pretending to be. “Better. Keep your center lifted.”

My center had left the building.

Raven, across the room, looked from Kevin to Ellis to me and mouthed, Oh.

I turned too fast and nearly fell.

Ellis caught me with both hands at my waist.

Kevin’s jaw tightened.

Mateo clapped. “Careful, Jonah.”

“Gravity remains undefeated,” I said weakly.

Kevin did not laugh.

During the break, I walked over to him, suddenly too aware of my rehearsal clothes: fitted black top, soft jogger shorts, leg warmers because wardrobe had become an unregulated state, and the stupid glossy nails that made holding a water bottle look feminine.

“Hi,” I said.

Kevin held out the coffee. “I brought this.”

“What is it?”

“Your order.”

“My emotionally specific coffee?”

“Oat milk, extra shot, no cinnamon because you say it tastes like craft store dust.”

I took it.

My nails flashed against the cup.

His eyes flicked down.

There.

Again.

“You okay?” I asked.

“Yeah.”

“Convincing.”

“I’m fine.”

“That’s worse.”

He looked past me, toward Ellis, who was now helping another contestant with the step.

“Dance looks intense,” Kevin said.

“Dance is a hate crime against my skeleton.”

“He seems helpful.”

I followed his gaze. “Ellis?”

“Yeah.”

“He knows what he’s doing.”

“I saw.”

The coffee suddenly felt too hot in my hand.

I tilted my head. “Are you being weird?”

“No.”

“You are.”

“I’m not.”

“You have a weird face.”

“My face is normal.”

“Your face looks like it wants to sue choreography.”

His mouth tightened like he wanted to smile and refused out of principle.

Then he said, too casually, “He touches you a lot.”

Oh.

There it was.

A door opened under my ribs.

I stepped through because apparently danger had become my hobby.

“Because I’m bad at dancing.”

Kevin looked at me. “Right.”

“Because I require physical intervention to rotate.”

“Sure.”

I narrowed my eyes. “Do you not like watching Ellis touch me?”

The question came out teasing.

The silence after it did not.

Kevin looked at me then, really looked, and for one second I saw the answer before he could hide it.

No.

He did not.

Heat climbed up my neck.

I lifted the coffee to my mouth mostly to have somewhere to put my face.

Kevin looked away first. “Forget it.”

“No, that was interesting.”

“It wasn’t.”

“It had layers.”

“John.”

The old name landed awkwardly in the studio.

Not wrong.

But incomplete.

I saw Kevin realize it.

His expression shifted.

I asked, quietly, “Because I’m your business partner?”

His eyes came back to mine.

The room seemed to blur at the edges.

“No,” he said.

“Because I’m your friend?”

He did not answer.

I should have stopped.

Instead, I heard myself ask, “Then because I’m what?”

Kevin’s throat moved.

“You’re you,” he said.

My pulse made a mess of itself.

I could have laughed it off. I was good at that. It was my only athletic skill. But the words hit too precisely. Not John. Not Jonah. Not friend. Not partner. You.

That was both everything and nothing.

So I made it worse.

“John or Jonah?”

Kevin’s face went completely still.

Behind me, Mateo called for everyone to reset positions.

Kevin did not answer.

Of course he did not.

I smiled like I had won something, but it hurt too much to count as victory.

“Thought so,” I said.

Then I walked back to the mirrors before he could see that my hands were shaking.

First elimination day began with a 6:00 a.m. wake-up call and a production assistant knocking on our door with the kind of cheerful cruelty usually reserved for summer camp and military operations.

Raven sat up in bed with his hair flattened on one side and said, “I hope everyone responsible suffers creatively.”

“Agreed,” I mumbled into my pillow.

“Contestants in glam by seven!” the assistant called.

Raven looked at me through one half-open eye. “Do you remember when your biggest problem was debt?”

“I miss the simplicity.”

The first elimination showcase would air live and stream across EMA’s platforms. It was not the final competition, not even close. Just the first public ranking event. Each contestant would walk, introduce their persona, perform a short talent teaser, and survive audience voting combined with judges’ scores.

Just.

A word doing Olympic-level deception.

By seven, the glam room looked like beautiful chaos.

Hair dryers roared. Makeup artists moved between chairs. Contestants sat in robes while stylists painted, blended, curled, pinned, polished, adjusted. Someone cried because their wigline was wrong. Someone else rehearsed vocal runs in a corner. Darian meditated under eye patches like a villain conserving power.

I sat in Mimi’s chair wearing the champagne satin robe with JONAH on the chest.

The robe had gotten me.

I hated Raven for being right.

Mimi clipped my hair back. “How’s your stomach?”

“In open rebellion.”

“Good. Means you care.”

“I would like to care less.”

“No, you wouldn’t.”

She started skincare.

I closed my eyes and let her work because fighting glam on elimination day felt like arguing with weather. Cleanser, serum, moisturizer, primer. The familiar sequence was becoming less strange. That scared me too. My body had started anticipating touch. Not craving it exactly. But recognizing the order.

Celeste came first for hair, refreshing the extensions and shaping soft waves that fell around my face in glossy pieces. She used a curling wand, clips, spray, and something that smelled like expensive flowers.

“Don’t touch,” she said when my hand twitched.

“I was attacked by a curl.”

“You were blessed by one.”

Lulu checked my nails next. The milky pink gel had survived, but she added a faint rose-gold shimmer for stage.

“Subtle,” she said.

“It is sparkling.”

“Subtle sparkle.”

“That is not a legal category.”

“It is in my chair.”

Mimi did the makeup herself.

Tonight’s look was more polished than anything before. Luminous skin. Soft contour. Rosy blush. Defined eyes with lashes that made blinking feel dramatic. Glossy lips with a warmer pink tone. Body shimmer on collarbones, shoulders, and legs.

The body shimmer was a problem.

Not because it looked bad.

Because it looked good.

When Mimi brushed it down my shins, my legs caught the light like they had been edited.

I stared.

Mimi did not comment.

Mercy, apparently, could be taught.

Then wardrobe brought the dress.

Rose-gold.

Mini.

Fitted, but not obscene. Sparkling under the lights, with thin long sleeves and a neckline that showed my collarbones. It looked like something a shy person would wear only after being blackmailed by fate and styled by professionals.

So, accurate.

“No,” I said.

Mimi smiled. “You say that to everything that works.”

“It’s short.”

“You have legs.”

“We’ve established that against my will.”

“Tonight, we establish them on camera.”

I changed behind the screen.

Putting on the dress was easier than the blue one had been.

That frightened me.

I knew to step in carefully. I knew to pull it up without catching the extensions. I knew to smooth the fabric down my waist. I knew to check the hem before stepping out. My body had learned procedures.

When I came out, Raven was waiting in full goth glamour: black velvet, silver chains, smoky eyes, dark lips. He looked like a vampire pop star attending his own coronation.

He looked at me and smiled.

“Oh, Jonah,” he said.

I touched the skirt. “Too much?”

“No.” His voice softened. “Enough.”

Lulu appeared with heels.

I backed away.

“No.”

Mimi pointed at the chair. “Sit.”

“I survived dance. Do not punish me further.”

“Low heel. Stage safe. You’ve practiced.”

“I have endured.”

“Same thing.”

They were rose-gold too, delicate but not impossible, with a block heel that made me taller and less stable in equal measure.

When I stood, the room shifted.

Not literally.

But I did.

The heels changed my balance. Forced my spine up. Made my steps smaller. Made my hips aware of consequences.

Mimi adjusted a wave near my cheek, then turned me toward the mirror.

There I was.

Rose-gold dress. Soft waves. Glossy lips. Lashes. Smooth shimmering legs. Pink nails. Heels.

I looked like someone designed to be watched.

My first instinct was still fear.

But under it, sharp and warm, was something else.

I looked good.

Not acceptable. Not survivable.

Good.

The thought was so arrogant I almost apologized to myself.

Mimi watched me in the mirror. “Hold on to that.”

“To what?”

“The part of you that knows.”

I looked away.

Backstage smelled like hairspray, warm lights, perfume, panic, and electrical equipment.

The audience waited beyond the curtain. Not huge, but big enough. EMA staff, invited guests, online superfans, industry people, sponsor reps, and cameras. So many cameras.

Nadine Cho’s voice carried from the stage, bright and smooth, welcoming everyone to the first live elimination showcase of Pretty Pretty Boy.

The crowd cheered.

My stomach attempted to resign.

Raven stood beside me, calm as a funeral bell.

“I can’t do this,” I whispered.

“Yes, you can.”

“I’m going to fall.”

“Fall pretty.”

“I’m going to forget the walk.”

“Then walk like you forgot on purpose.”

“I’m going to die.”

“Not in that dress. Mimi would kill you first.”

On my other side, Ellis touched my elbow gently. “Breathe into your ribs.”

“My ribs are unavailable.”

“Jonah.” His voice was kind. “You’re okay.”

Darian, two contestants ahead, glanced back. “Some of us are trying to focus.”

Raven smiled at him. “Then try harder.”

Darian turned away.

I loved Raven a little.

Mimi appeared with a powder puff, touched under my eyes, fixed my gloss, checked my hair, and gripped my shoulders.

“Listen to me,” she said.

I listened because Mimi had the energy of a woman who could direct traffic during an earthquake.

“Do not run from the light. Walk into it. If you feel scared, slow down. The camera reads slow as confidence.”

“I am not confident.”

“Then lie with your body until your brain catches up.”

“That sounds unethical.”

“That is pageantry.”

Nadine announced Raven first.

He walked out to cheers and owned the stage like darkness had paid rent there. He sang two haunting lines of something dramatic, bowed, and left the crowd yelling.

Ellis went after him, all softness and clean lines, dancing a short piece so graceful the audience sighed.

Darian followed and was infuriatingly excellent. He walked like he had been born under a spotlight, smiled like he had already forgiven us for losing, and delivered a spoken intro so polished I wanted to trip him with my mind.

Then Nadine said my name.

“And now, our reluctant tech-heartthrob from Cambridge, the MIT co-founder who walked into Pretty Pretty Boy with code in his head and denial in his closet—Jonah Federal.”

The crowd laughed.

Then cheered.

My legs turned to decorative pudding.

Mimi squeezed my shoulder once and shoved me gently toward the entrance.

I walked.

The lights hit first.

Hot. White. Total.

For half a second, I saw nothing.

Then the stage appeared under my feet, glossy and black, reflecting rose-gold fragments of me back upward. The audience became shapes beyond the lights. Faces. Phones. Movement. Sound.

My heels clicked.

My body remembered Mimi.

Slow down.

Do not run from the light.

I forced my steps to lengthen, then remembered the dress and made them smaller. The crowd noise changed. Rose. Focused. A wave I did not know how to ride.

Phones lifted.

Someone gasped.

Not laughed.

Gasped.

My heart pounded so hard I thought the microphone might pick it up.

At center stage, I stopped on the mark.

The camera came close.

I looked into it.

For one terrible second, I saw myself on the monitor at the edge of the stage: rose-gold, luminous, wide-eyed, lips parted slightly because I had forgotten air.

Too pretty to be real, some future comment would say.

I should have felt humiliated.

I did feel humiliated.

But the humiliation had changed shape.

It was no longer only shame.

It was exposure.

And exposure, under the right lighting, had started to feel dangerously close to power.

Nadine smiled from her mark. “Jonah, you look like you surprised yourself.”

The audience laughed warmly.

I swallowed.

Then I heard my own voice come through the mic.

“I surprise myself most days. Usually by making poor decisions with confidence.”

The crowd laughed again.

Real laughter.

Not cruel.

My pulse steadied by one molecule.

Nadine grinned. “Well, this poor decision is working for you.”

Heat rose under my blush.

The talent teaser was only thirty seconds. I had chosen, under extreme duress, to sing a few lines from an anime ballad in English translation while a simple CivitasAI-generated visual pulsed behind me. It was not the full AI performance I wanted to build later. Just a hint. Code and softness. Nerd and glam. John and Jonah, if I was being honest, which I tried not to be.

The music started.

My hands trembled.

I curled my fingers carefully so the nails looked intentional instead of terrified.

Then I sang.

The first note came out thin.

The second steadier.

By the third, the room quieted.

I loved singing in private because it was the only time my voice did not have to be useful. It did not have to explain. It did not have to defend. It could just exist.

On stage, in that dress, with lashes heavy over my eyes and shimmer on my legs, my voice felt like it belonged to someone I had not fully met.

Not stronger than John’s.

Not weaker.

Different.

When the short piece ended, the audience cheered louder than I expected.

Too loud.

My throat tightened.

Nadine touched a hand to her chest theatrically. “Okay, MIT. Vocals.”

I laughed because if I did not, I might cry, and EMA would definitely use that in a promo.

I walked offstage to applause.

Backstage, Raven grabbed my shoulders.

“There,” he said. “You felt it.”

“No, I didn’t.”

“Liar.”

Mimi appeared, eyes bright. “You held the camera.”

“I blacked out.”

“Then your blackout has instincts.”

Lulu checked my nails. “No chips. Emotional or gel.”

Ellis hugged me carefully. “You did so well.”

I let him.

For one second, I let all of it happen.

The praise.

The touch.

The dress.

The body.

The name.

Jonah.

It did not feel like disappearing anymore.

It felt like being seen from an angle I had spent my whole life avoiding.

The rankings came at the end of the show.

I did not win the night.

Darian did, because injustice wore cream boots.

Raven placed second. Ellis third.

I placed fourth.

Fourth.

Out of twelve.

The judges praised my “raw vulnerability,” “unexpected vocal sweetness,” and “high transformation potential,” which still sounded like they planned to renovate me without permits.

But fourth meant safe.

Safe meant another week.

Another week meant another chance at the money.

Another week meant more Jonah.

When Nadine announced I was safe, the crowd cheered, and I smiled before I remembered to be embarrassed.

That smile appeared online within minutes.

The clip went viral before we even got back to the house.

I knew because my phone became unusable.

Notifications flooded in.

Tagged clips. Comments. Follower alerts. EMA posts. Reaction videos.

The main clip was the stage walk.

Caption:

MIT boy Jonah is too pretty to be real.

I stared at it in the living room of the contestant house, still in the rose-gold dress, heels kicked off beside the couch, hair slightly fallen from its perfect waves.

The view count climbed while I watched.

Twenty thousand.

Fifty thousand.

Eighty.

A hundred.

Comments poured in.

I am looking respectfully.
No because why is he prettier than me??
The way he looked scared then ATE.
Jonah Federal you will always be famous.
Too pretty to be a guy, I fear.
This is my winner.
Protect him at all costs.
The shy ones are dangerous.

Protect him at all costs.

I almost laughed.

If only comments could pay Marcus Ragazzo.

Raven sat beside me, removing one earring. “Do not doom-scroll unless you want the internet to become your co-parent.”

“I’m not doom-scrolling. I’m financially analyzing engagement.”

“Of course.”

Ellis leaned over the back of the couch. “You’re trending.”

“No.”

“Yes.”

Darian passed behind us with a glass of water. “Enjoy it. First-week sympathy is powerful.”

Raven said, “Darian, go moisturize your personality.”

Darian smiled. “I already won tonight. I can afford dryness.”

He walked away.

I hated him, but I respected the line.

My phone buzzed with a private message.

Kevin.

Kevin: I saw.

My breath caught.

I stared at those two words.

Me: Unfortunately, so did everyone.

Kevin: You were incredible.

My throat tightened.

Me: Fourth place is not incredible.

Kevin: You were incredible.

No correction.

No retreat.

Just the sentence.

I looked down at the rose-gold shimmer on my legs, the dress pooled around my thighs, my pink nails holding the phone.

Me: You’re biased.

Kevin: Yes.

I stopped.

He sent another message.

Kevin: Still true.

I pressed the phone to my chest for half a second like an idiot, then remembered Raven existed.

He looked at me.

I lowered the phone. “What?”

“Nothing.”

“You are visibly saying something.”

“I’m saying nothing with contour.”

Before I could respond, my phone buzzed again.

Unknown number.

The room seemed to tilt.

I opened it.

A screenshot of the viral clip loaded first.

Me onstage, rose-gold and luminous, caught mid-turn with my hair moving and the audience blurred behind me.

Under it, one sentence.

Didn’t know desperation looked this good.

Marcus.

My body went cold so fast the dress might as well have been made of ice.

Raven noticed immediately. “Jonah?”

I locked the phone.

Too late.

He had seen enough.

His expression changed.

Not nosy now. Not theatrical.

Sharp.

“Who is that?” he asked.

“No one.”

“Bullshit.”

I stood, forgetting the heels were off, and nearly tripped on the hem.

Ellis reached for my arm. “Hey.”

“I’m fine.”

No one believed me.

I walked to the window, away from the cameras, though there was no real away in that house. Boston Harbor glittered below, dark water catching the city lights. Beautiful. Expensive. Indifferent.

My reflection appeared in the glass.

Jonah in rose-gold.

Jonah with soft waves.

Jonah with glossy lips and frightened eyes.

Behind the reflection, Raven stood watching me.

I unlocked the phone and read the message again.

Didn’t know desperation looked this good.

The humiliation hit first.

Then the fear.

Then something colder.

Marcus had watched.

Marcus had seen me.

Marcus knew exactly how to turn the knife. Not by calling me weak. Not by saying I looked ridiculous. By saying I looked good and making it filthy. Making beauty another debt he thought he owned.

My hands trembled.

But when I looked at my reflection again, I saw something else.

The crowd had cheered.

The judges had kept me.

The internet was watching.

Kevin had said incredible.

Marcus had sent a threat dressed as a compliment because he knew, just like I did now, that Pretty Pretty Boy was no longer a joke.

It was the only road left.

Raven came to stand beside me, close but not touching.

“You don’t have to tell me,” he said. “But whatever that was, don’t let it take tonight from you.”

I laughed quietly. “Tonight is not mine. It belongs to debt, production, and a rose-gold dress with too much confidence.”

“No.” Raven looked at my reflection in the glass. “Tonight belongs to the part of you that walked out there and didn’t run.”

I wanted to argue.

I did not.

My phone buzzed again.

Kevin.

Kevin: Are you still awake?

I typed with shaking thumbs.

Me: Marcus saw.

The reply came almost instantly.

Kevin: What did he say?

I sent the screenshot.

Three dots appeared.

Disappeared.

Appeared again.

Kevin: I’m coming there.

Me: You can’t.

Kevin: I can get close.

Me: Kevin.

Kevin: I hate this.

I looked at those words until they blurred.

Then I typed:

Me: Me too.

But it was not completely true.

That was the worst part.

I hated Marcus. I hated the threat. I hated the cameras, the fear, the fact that my body had become a public strategy.

But I did not hate the stage.

I did not hate the cheering.

I did not hate the way the rose-gold dress made me stand.

I did not hate Jonah.

Not tonight.

Maybe not anymore.

I looked at the viral clip again.

MIT boy Jonah is too pretty to be real.

A week ago, I would have wanted to disappear.

Now, standing in a production house near Boston Harbor with shimmer on my legs and danger in my phone, I understood something with awful clarity.

Winning was not optional.

Not because I wanted fame.

Not because I wanted beauty.

Not because I wanted to become the thing everyone had started seeing.

Winning was the only way to pay Marcus.

The only way to save CivitasAI.

The only way to get Kevin and me out alive.

And maybe, in some secret corner of myself I did not trust yet, winning had become the only way to find out who Jonah was when she stopped apologizing.

I turned away from the window.

Raven lifted one eyebrow. “Where are you going?”

“To take off this dress before it starts charging rent.”

He smiled. “Good. Tomorrow, we teach you how to walk like you own the rent.”

“I own nothing.”

“Not yet.”

I walked back toward the bedroom, barefoot, rose-gold hem brushing my thighs, phone heavy in my hand.

The cameras followed.

For once, I did not lower my head.

Let them watch.

I needed the votes.


Chapter 4
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BY THE SECOND week of Pretty Pretty Boy, beauty had stopped being an event and started being a maintenance schedule. That was how they got you.

The first makeover had been a trauma with better lighting. Waxing, nails, brows, hair, makeup, dress—the whole thing had felt like being processed through a glamorous machine designed to find whatever softness I had spent years hiding and put it under a ring light.

But maintenance was different.

Maintenance was quieter.

Maintenance happened before you could prepare a speech against it.

It was a Tuesday morning, and I was sitting in Celeste Varga’s chair with my hair clipped in sections while she tightened and refreshed the extensions that had somehow become part of my daily silhouette. A week ago, I had touched them like foreign objects. Now, when they were taken out, adjusted, and re-secured, I felt strangely incomplete, like someone had temporarily removed a sentence from my body.

That was alarming.

“Stop making that face,” Celeste said, working behind me.

“What face?”

“The face of someone discovering he has preferences.”

I met her eyes in the mirror. “I have no preferences. I have survival adaptations.”

“Mm.”

Celeste made a sound that meant she had heard better lies from people with worse hair.

The salon annex buzzed around us. Hair dryers. Steam. Brushes. Makeup sponges tapping skin. Contestants in robes drifting between stations like beautiful ghosts on production schedules. Cameras tucked into corners. Producers pretending not to listen while absolutely listening.

Raven was two chairs down getting his black-purple hair refreshed into something sharper and more expensive. Ellis sat near the window with cooling eye patches under his eyes, scrolling through comments like a person who claimed not to care and very clearly cared. Darian was in the nail station arguing with Lulu about whether his manicure should be “champagne menace” or “soft villain.”

Lulu, without looking up, said, “Baby, all your energy is soft villain. Let the nails diversify.”

I laughed.

Darian looked at me through the mirror. “You’re enjoying yourself too early in the morning.”

“I’m high on scalp tension.”

Celeste tugged a section of hair.

I winced.

“Proof,” I said.

She finished the extension placement and brushed everything through until the hair fell in soft, glossy layers around my shoulders and down my chest. Fuller than before. More deliberate. Not finale hair. Not yet. But less beginner.

I watched it move.

The movement still got me.

Hair had opinions. Hair announced turns. Hair touched your neck when you forgot yourself. Hair made silence less neutral.

Celeste turned my chair slightly. “Better?”

I should have said it was fine. Fine was safe. Fine was a hallway with exits.

Instead, I heard myself say, “Could the front be a little softer?”

Celeste paused.

Behind me, Mimi Santos looked up from her tablet like a lion hearing a gazelle volunteer.

Raven smiled slowly from his chair.

I immediately regretted speaking. “Forget it.”

“No,” Celeste said. “Say it again.”

“I said nothing.”

“You said softer.”

“I was under duress.”

“From whom?”

“My reflection.”

Mimi walked over, red nails tapping her tablet. “Front pieces softer, more face-framing?”

I stared at the mirror like it had betrayed classified information. “Maybe.”

Mimi’s mouth curved. “Maybe.”

“I don’t like your tone.”

“My tone is proud.”

“Worse.”

Celeste adjusted the front sections, loosening them slightly so they framed my face in a more feminine shape. The change was small. Ridiculously small. But when she finished, my eyes looked larger, my jaw softer, my whole face more intentional.

I hated that I had been right.

Mimi saw it.

Of course she did.

“The scary part is no longer transformation,” she said quietly.

I looked at her in the mirror.

“The scary part is taste.”

I had no defense against that, so I pretended to inspect a split end.

The morning became a conveyor belt of revisions.

Brows next.

Mimi cleaned them herself because apparently my brows had become a personal project. She waxed tiny stray hairs and tweezed with surgical patience, keeping the shape soft but lifted.

“Not too thin,” I said before I could stop myself.

Her hand paused.

I closed my eyes. “I hate myself.”

“No,” she said, satisfied. “You hate that you know what works.”

Lash fill after that.

The lash tech added softer, wispy pieces to the outer corners while I lay under a blanket and tried not to think about the fact that someone was improving my blink.

Then Lulu changed my nails.

I had started with short milky pink gel, the gateway drug of pretty hands. The new set was longer. Not claws. Not yet. But almond-shaped, nude-pink, with the faintest shimmer that caught the light when I moved.

I watched Lulu shape them and felt my stomach twist.

“Too long?” she asked.

Yes, I thought.

“No,” I said.

Lulu grinned.

“Don’t grin,” I said.

“I’m not.”

“You’re grinning with your aura.”

“Baby, you picked almond.”

“I did not pick. I was presented with options and made a tactical decision.”

“Mhm.”

When she finished, my hands looked less like an accident and more like a choice.

That was the problem with every part of this.

At first, beauty had happened to me.

Now I was participating in the crime.

The leg waxing happened before runway week, and I handled it with what I considered dignity and what Bree called “less yelling.”

My legs were smoother now, the regrowth lighter, the shock less violent. That frightened me too. My body was adapting to being maintained. Exfoliation, moisturizer, body oil, shimmer. A routine forming where neglect had lived.

Then came the perfume table.

That was where I truly knew I was in danger.

Mimi lined up five tiny bottles on the vanity.

“No,” I said.

“You don’t even know what this is.”

“It’s fragrance. Fragrance is how people haunt rooms.”

“Exactly.”

“I do not need to haunt rooms.”

“You’re a serious contender now. You need a signature.”

The phrase serious contender landed strangely.

After the first elimination, I had expected the internet to move on. The internet had the attention span of a caffeinated ferret. Instead, it had latched onto me with terrifying affection.

The rose-gold stage clip kept gaining views. Reaction accounts loved my “terrified-to-powerful glow-up.” EMA had posted more wardrobe footage, and people had developed opinions about my dresses as if my hems were public infrastructure. My follower count had become a number I refused to process.

Jonah Federal was no longer just the reluctant MIT contestant.

Jonah Federal was a storyline.

A product.

A person people wanted more of.

Mimi sprayed the first perfume onto a card. “This one is too sweet.”

She sprayed another. “Too obvious.”

A third. “Too old.”

A fourth made me lean in despite myself.

Soft, warm, slightly floral, with something clean underneath. Not candy. Not powder. Something like skin after a bath and a secret kept well.

Mimi noticed.

“Ah,” she said.

“No.”

“You leaned.”

“My neck malfunctioned.”

Lulu came over and sniffed the card. “Oh, that’s her.”

I stared at her. “Her who?”

Lulu waved the card near me. “You know.”

“I do not.”

Raven appeared behind us like a glamorous omen. He sniffed once. “Unfortunately, yes.”

“Everyone stop agreeing about my smell.”

Mimi sprayed it lightly on my wrist.

I lifted it before I could stop myself.

The scent warmed on my skin.

Something inside me went quiet.

Not peaceful. Never that simple.

But attentive.

Mimi said nothing.

That was merciful of her.

Then makeup adjusted for my “growing public image,” which was a phrase that should not have been legal.

My blush went higher. Eyes softer but more defined. Lips rosier. Lashes more romantic. Skin luminous without looking overdone. They were building Jonah into someone the audience could recognize in a second, someone with a visual language.

Softness.

Intelligence.

Reluctance.

Glow.

A girl-shaped secret in a pretty boy competition.

I watched Mimi blend blush across my cheeks and asked, “Is this one better than the peach?”

She stopped.

I closed my eyes. “Don’t.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“Your silence is gloating.”

“The rose suits you better on camera.”

“I know.”

Mimi smiled. “That’s the problem, isn’t it?”

The scary part was not the blush.

It was knowing.

The romance challenge was announced after lunch, because EMA enjoyed feeding people before emotional violence.

Nadine Cho appeared on the main-room screen in a pre-recorded segment wearing a red suit and a smile that could sell drama by the pound.

“Pretty Pretty Boy is not only about beauty,” she said. “It’s about connection. Chemistry. Vulnerability. The fantasy of being chosen.”

Raven, sitting beside me on the couch, muttered, “Here comes the heterosexual nonsense with glitter.”

Nadine continued. “This week, our contestants will perform cinematic love scenes in pairs. Each scene will be styled, filmed, and released for audience voting. Who can create chemistry? Who can tell a story with one look? And who will make the internet fall in love?”

The room erupted in nervous laughter and strategic silence.

My stomach dropped into my polished shoes.

Talia entered in person after the video ended, tablet in hand. “Pairings.”

Of course.

Darian immediately sat straighter, as if he planned to seduce the algorithm.

Talia called names.

Raven was paired with a beachy blond contestant named Milo for what Talia described as a “goth prince meets golden boy tragedy.” Raven looked delighted. Milo looked afraid.

Darian was paired with another polished contestant named Soren for “rivals in a ballroom.” Darian smiled like he had already written fan edits in his head.

Then Talia looked at me.

“Jonah and Ellis.”

Ellis, across the room, smiled.

Kevin’s name did not exist in the room, but somehow I felt him anyway.

Talia continued. “Soft romantic tension. First love. Almost confession. Very intimate, very delicate. Jonah, we want vulnerability. Ellis, we want warmth. The scene should feel like someone being seen for the first time.”

I stared at her.

“Do you people have a lab where you manufacture my problems?”

Talia smiled. “Yes. It’s called production.”

The scene was set in a fake garden built inside Studio C. White flowers, soft curtains, warm lights, fake moon through a fake window. It was ridiculous in the way television was ridiculous: artificial from every angle and somehow effective if you stopped resisting.

Wardrobe dressed me in a pale lavender dress.

I objected, but weakly.

The dress had a soft romantic shape, fitted at the waist with a flowing skirt that moved when I turned. Not short like the rose-gold stage dress. More delicate. More dangerous in a different way. It made me look like I belonged in a memory someone cherished too much.

My hair was styled in loose curls, half pinned back with tiny pearl clips. My cheeks were flushed pink. My lips glossy but softer, more kissable in a way I hated knowing. My nails, longer now, looked elegant when I touched the skirt. The delicate heels made me taller than usual but still smaller beside Ellis.

Ellis wore cream trousers, a soft beige sweater, and the expression of someone who understood exactly how to be tender on camera without combusting.

“I feel like I’m in a perfume commercial for emotional damage,” I said.

He laughed. “You look beautiful.”

I froze.

Ellis saw it. “Sorry. Is that not okay?”

The fact that he asked made the word land differently.

I looked down at my nails. “It’s complicated.”

“Then I’ll say you look cinematic.”

“That is safer and more pretentious. Thank you.”

The scene was simple.

Ellis’s character was supposed to confess love to mine before leaving for some unspecified glamorous tragedy. My character, styled like a sheltered romantic heroine with better brows, was supposed to be afraid to admit he felt the same.

Very subtle, EMA.

The director, a woman named Sloane, placed us on the mark.

“Ellis, you’re here.” She moved him closer. “Jonah, you start turned away. You don’t want him to see how much you care. But he already knows.”

“Feels invasive,” I said.

“Good. Use it.”

The cameras rolled.

At first, I was terrible.

Not acting-class terrible. Worse. Self-aware terrible. I kept making jokes between takes because the silence before emotional intimacy felt like a cliff edge.

Ellis was patient.

Too patient.

He took my hands in his. His were warm, steady, beautifully manicured. Mine looked fragile in his because Lulu had betrayed me with almond nails and because the universe enjoyed symbolism.

“Don’t play the scene like you’re embarrassed,” he said softly between takes.

“I am embarrassed.”

“I know. But don’t play that. Play like you’re trying not to want something.”

I looked at him.

That was not helpful.

Because suddenly I was not thinking about Ellis.

I was thinking about Kevin in the dance studio, jaw tight, saying, “Because you’re you.”

I was thinking about Kevin seeing me in the blue dress for the first time.

Kevin touching my hair like it was real.

Kevin correcting beautiful into the makeup looks good.

Kevin not answering John or Jonah.

The camera rolled again.

This time, when Ellis stepped closer, I let myself stop performing embarrassment. I let myself think of wanting something and not knowing if it could survive being named.

Ellis cupped my face gently, thumb near my cheek but not smudging the makeup.

His voice dropped into the scene. “You think if I see you, I’ll leave.”

My breath caught.

The script line landed too close.

I answered, barely above a whisper, “People leave when they realize what they’re looking at.”

Ellis moved closer.

“But I already saw,” he said.

The director had told us not to kiss. Just almost. Almost was more useful for voting. Almost created comments. Almost created edits. Almost made the internet beg.

Ellis leaned in.

I lifted my chin.

The room vanished in the way rooms vanish when cameras, lighting, and personal ruin align.

His mouth stopped a breath from mine.

I thought of Kevin.

That was when the take worked.

Sloane whispered, “Cut.”

The room stayed quiet.

Then she said, “That’s the one.”

The clip went up that evening.

It was edited beautifully because EMA was evil.

Soft music. Warm garden light. My lavender dress moving when Ellis turned me. His hand at my waist. My glossy lips parting. My eyes lifting to his. The almost kiss held for exactly too long. My whispered line about people leaving when they realized what they were looking at.

The caption:

Jonah and Ellis understood the assignment. Did anyone else forget to breathe?

The internet lost its mind.

JONELLIS??
No because this chemistry is criminal.
Jonah looked like he was really about to cry.
Ellis better treat my girl right.
The almost kiss??? HELLO???
Kevin from the lobby found shaking.

I closed the app at that one.

Too late.

Raven had seen it over my shoulder.

He made a small, delighted sound. “Kevin from the lobby has lore.”

“Kevin from the lobby has no lore.”

“Kevin from the lobby looked like he wanted to eat a camera when Ellis touched your waist.”

“That is not lore. That is projection.”

“Projection is the foundation of fandom.”

My phone buzzed.

Kevin.

I stared at his name and felt like I had been caught doing something.

Which was absurd.

It was acting.

It was for votes.

It was production.

It was Ellis.

It was not Kevin.

That was why my hands shook.

Kevin: Can I come by?

Not That was good.

Not Congrats.

Not You looked beautiful.

Can I come by?

I showed Raven the screen because apparently I had stopped pretending privacy was real.

Raven’s eyebrows rose. “Oh, Kevin from the lobby is in distress.”

“Stop naming him like a regional cryptid.”

“Tell him yes.”

“No.”

“Tell him yes if you want a plot.”

“I have enough plot.”

“Clearly not.”

Kevin had clearance for evening visitor hour because he had been listed as my emergency contact, business partner, and, according to one production assistant, “support person,” which sounded both clinical and terrifying.

He arrived twenty-seven minutes later.

I knew because I counted.

I was in one of the smaller studio lounges, still half in the romance challenge look because production wanted post-release reaction shots. The lavender dress had been exchanged for a soft cream wrap sweater over a fitted skirt. My makeup was still romantic: flushed cheeks, glossy lips, soft eyes. My hair was loose and curled, pearls removed but waves intact.

I looked like someone waiting to be confessed to.

Annoying, considering.

Kevin walked in wearing a dark jacket, jeans, and the face of a man trying not to be visibly insane.

“Hi,” I said.

He shut the door behind him.

The lounge was technically semi-private. No fixed camera, but I knew better than to trust any room in EMA. Still, there were no producers hovering. No Raven. No Ellis. No audience.

Just Kevin.

And me.

And whatever the clip had done to him.

“You saw it,” I said.

“Yes.”

“It was acting.”

“I know.”

“Then why do you look like you want to challenge Ellis to single combat?”

His jaw flexed. “I don’t.”

“Kevin.”

He walked toward the window, then back, restless. “I hated it.”

The honesty hit like a hand on bare skin.

I crossed my arms, then remembered the fitted sweater and uncrossed them. “The clip?”

“Yes.”

“Because it was bad?”

“No.”

“Because Ellis was bad?”

“No.”

“Because I was bad?”

His eyes snapped to mine. “No.”

The force of it quieted me.

He exhaled and dragged both hands through his hair. “I hated seeing you look at him like that.”

The room tilted.

I should have smiled. I should have made a joke. I should have enjoyed finally getting something from him that resembled jealousy in full sentences.

Instead, I felt angry.

Because Kevin had a talent for wanting things only after I had been forced to become visible enough for him to notice.

“It was acting,” I said.

“It didn’t feel like acting.”

My pulse jumped.

I stepped closer. “And what did it feel like?”

He looked at me.

The air thickened.

The soft romance makeup suddenly felt too obvious on my face. My lips too glossy. Hair too loose around my shoulders. Nails too visible where my fingers curled at my sides.

Kevin’s gaze moved over me, and this time he did not hide it fast enough.

“It felt like someone else got to say something I should have said,” he admitted.

My breath stopped.

There.

There it was.

Almost.

The word almost had become the cruelest thing in my life.

“What should you have said?” I asked.

His eyes held mine.

He took one step closer.

“You know.”

“No,” I said, because I was done giving him exits. “I don’t.”

He was close enough now that I could smell the cold air on his jacket and the familiar mint gum underneath. Close enough that the old apartment version of us would have made a joke and stepped apart. Close enough that Jonah did not want to.

Kevin lifted a hand.

Paused.

I hated the pause.

Then his fingers touched the hair near my shoulder, the way he had in the beauty suite. Careful. Barely there. Like he still could not believe it belonged in his hand.

“You’re different,” he said.

The words should have hurt.

They did, but not in the way I expected.

I swallowed. “Bad different?”

“No.” His voice roughened. “That’s the problem.”

The distance between us collapsed by one breath.

My heart pounded so hard I felt it under the neckline of the sweater.

“Kevin,” I said.

I meant it as a warning.

It came out like permission.

His eyes dropped to my mouth.

Mine dropped to his.

He leaned in.

Slowly.

Like he was giving me time to run.

I did not run.

For one second, I thought he would finally do it. Finally stop hovering at the edge of truth like a man afraid honesty required a license. Finally kiss me as Jonah, as John, as whatever version of me had been standing in front of him for years wearing different clothes and the same stupid hope.

His breath touched my lips.

Then he stopped.

Pulled back.

Not far.

But enough.

Enough to make the room go cold.

I stared at him.

He looked like he hated himself.

“I can’t,” he said.

I laughed once, sharp and quiet. “Wow.”

“Jonah—”

“No, don’t Jonah me like you earned the pronunciation.”

He flinched.

Good.

I stepped back, suddenly aware of how ridiculous I looked. Romantic hair. Glossy lips. Soft sweater. A body dressed for confession and receiving cowardice instead.

“You can hate seeing Ellis touch me,” I said. “You can show up here looking like a rejected war hero because I almost kissed someone for votes. You can say it didn’t feel like acting. You can touch my hair. You can look at my mouth. But you can’t actually do anything?”

His face tightened. “It’s complicated.”

I almost laughed again.

The phrase should have been banned from all men with secrets.

“No,” I said. “It’s cowardly.”

His eyes flashed.

Then dimmed.

He had no defense.

That made me angrier.

“I’m trying not to hurt you,” he said.

“You’re doing an innovative job failing.”

A knock sounded at the door.

Production assistant. “Jonah? Confessional in five.”

I did not look away from Kevin.

“Great,” I called. “Perfect timing for television.”

Kevin’s voice was low. “Can we talk later?”

I looked at him, at the man who had dragged me toward this contest, watched me become visible, hated when other people wanted me, and still could not bring himself to want me out loud.

“No,” I said. “I have votes to earn.”

Then I walked past him before my face could do anything profitable for EMA.

The off-day came two days later, which was generous of production considering they had already harvested my emotional organs for content.

Contestants were allowed a temporary break from the house if filming schedules allowed. I went back to Cambridge because I needed my laptop, my own shower, and the illusion that my life still existed outside dress racks and voting metrics.

Kevin picked me up in silence.

Not cold silence.

Worse.

Careful silence.

The kind filled with unsaid apologies and unresolved almost-kisses.

I wore a fitted day dress from wardrobe because EMA had scheduled departure footage. Soft charcoal knit, long sleeves, mid-thigh, paired with ankle boots and a cream coat. My hair was brushed into loose waves. My makeup was lighter but still present: skin tint, blush, mascara, gloss. The nails were nude-pink almond now, clicking faintly against my phone.

Kevin opened the car door and tried not to look at my legs.

I noticed.

He knew I noticed.

We were becoming experts at mutual cowardice.

When we reached the apartment, I braced myself.

The apartment looked smaller than I remembered.

Not physically. It still had the same folding table, the same monitors, the same whiteboard, the same couch, the same anime figures, the same game controllers, the same emotionally deceased spinach finally removed after Raven threatened to report us to the health department through me.

But Jonah had been here now.

There were traces everywhere.

The makeup wipes I had brought from EMA sat by the sink. A small cosmetic bag sat near my laptop. One pair of delicate flats had been left by the door after the beauty suite day. A wardrobe garment bag hung from the back of a chair. My nail oil, gifted by Lulu like a holy object, sat beside a mechanical keyboard.

My old life had not rejected Jonah.

It had made room.

Barely.

Awkwardly.

But room.

Kevin set my overnight bag down near the couch.

I walked to the bathroom and froze.

My makeup bag took up half the sink.

Kevin’s toothbrush stood beside my lip gloss.

That made my chest hurt.

Ridiculous. Domestic objects should not have emotional jurisdiction.

I started removing the day.

False lashes first.

I stood at the mirror and carefully peeled them off, the way Mimi had taught me. Slowly. No yanking. Respect the eye. The lashes came free and rested on the back of my hand like tiny sleeping insects.

Kevin appeared in the doorway.

I saw him in the mirror.

“You can come in,” I said. “It’s your bathroom too.”

“I didn’t want to crowd you.”

“You used to brush your teeth while I peed with the door half open because we were late for a demo.”

“That was different.”

“Because I have lashes now?”

He said nothing.

I reached for makeup remover.

He leaned against the doorframe, watching me with a strange quietness as I wiped gloss from my lips, then softened the eyeliner, then removed the blush and foundation until my face emerged underneath.

Not old John.

Not fully.

The brows were shaped. The lashes, even bare, looked different now. The hair was still long. The nails remained. My skin was smoother from all the care. There was no true return to before.

Kevin watched me brush out the extensions, careful from the ends up.

“You’re staring,” I said.

“Sorry.”

“No, you’re not.”

He smiled faintly. “No.”

I should have told him to leave.

Instead, I kept brushing.

There was an intimacy in undressing the glamour that I had not expected. The world saw the finished product: dress, gloss, hair, lights. Kevin saw the small rituals after. The lashes set down. The lipstick wiped away. The hair brushed loose. The dress unzipped. The body returning but not retreating.

I went to my room and changed out of the dress.

For once, I did not change into my old hoodie.

I put on soft lounge shorts from EMA’s wardrobe package and an oversized sweater that had slid into my bag somehow. Pale gray, falling off one shoulder if I moved wrong, softer than anything I would have bought for myself.

I stood in front of my bedroom mirror.

Bare legs.

Glossy nails.

Long hair.

Oversized sweater.

Not dressed up.

Still Jonah.

That unsettled me more than the cocktail dress.

When I came out, Kevin was at the kitchen counter, making tea because apparently we were characters in a quiet indie drama now.

He looked up.

The kettle clicked off.

His expression changed.

Not like the first makeover. Not shock.

Recognition.

That was worse.

“What?” I asked.

“Nothing.”

I pointed at him with one almond nail. “We have retired nothing as a response.”

He looked down at the mugs. “I thought it would feel like you were pretending.”

I forgot how to move.

The apartment hummed around us. The refrigerator. The heater. A car outside. The tiny city sounds of Cambridge not caring about my identity crisis.

“And?” I asked.

Kevin looked at me.

“It feels like you stopped.”

The words went through me so cleanly I almost did not feel them at first.

Then I felt them everywhere.

I sat on the couch because my legs were unreliable.

Kevin brought the tea and sat beside me. This time, the couch did what it always did. It dipped us toward the middle.

Our thighs nearly touched.

Neither of us moved away.

I held the mug with both hands. My nails looked elegant against the ceramic. Kevin looked at them, then at my face.

“I don’t know what I’m doing,” I said.

“With the competition?”

“With me.”

He was quiet.

That was okay. I had not wanted an answer. Maybe there was not one.

I leaned back, and the long hair fell over my shoulder.

Kevin reached out slowly. “You have a knot.”

I could have fixed it myself.

I did not.

His fingers slipped into my hair, careful and warm, separating a small tangle near the ends. The touch traveled straight down my spine.

“Your extensions are high maintenance,” he said softly.

“So are you.”

“Fair.”

His hand remained in my hair after the knot was gone.

I turned my head.

We were close.

Too close for roommates.

Too close for best friends.

Exactly close enough for whatever we had been avoiding since before Jonah had a name.

Kevin’s thumb brushed a strand away from my cheek.

I leaned into it.

I did not mean to.

Or maybe I did.

His eyes darkened.

My heart became a stupid, loud thing.

“Kevin,” I whispered.

Again, warning.

Again, permission.

He moved closer.

This time, there were no cameras. No Ellis. No EMA. No viral comments. No romance challenge. No production notes. Just our couch, our apartment, the ghost of our old life, and the version of me he could no longer pretend not to see.

His mouth was almost on mine.

Then his phone rang.

We both froze.

The sound sliced through the room, sharp and ordinary and cruel.

Kevin closed his eyes.

“Don’t answer,” I whispered.

The phone kept ringing.

He looked at the screen.

His face changed.

Not annoyance.

Fear.

Then anger.

Then something locked down behind his eyes.

He pulled back.

The absence of him hit harder than the almost-touch.

“I have to take this,” he said.

“No, you don’t.”

“I do.”

He stood.

Just like that.

Again.

I sat on the couch, lips still parted, hair still warm where his hand had been, feeling rejected in a way John had never fully understood.

This was not just Kevin pulling away from his friend.

This was Kevin pulling away from Jonah.

And she felt it.

He stepped into the kitchen, phone to his ear.

His voice dropped.

“Not now.”

A pause.

“I said not now.”

Another pause.

His shoulders went rigid.

“I know what the board wants.”

Board?

I sat very still.

Kevin turned slightly, like he remembered I existed.

Then he walked toward the window, voice lower.

“No. I’m not coming back for a photo opportunity.”

My stomach tightened.

Coming back?

“To what?” I asked.

He did not answer me.

Into the phone, he said, “Tell her I’ll handle it.”

Then he hung up.

Silence.

I stood slowly.

“Tell who?”

He did not turn.

“Kevin.”

He rubbed a hand over his face. “It’s nothing.”

The retired word returned wearing a fake mustache.

I laughed once.

He flinched.

“That was not nothing,” I said.

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Of course you don’t.”

His shoulders tightened.

I could have pushed.

I should have pushed.

But I was tired of begging men to be honest while wearing soft clothes they had made me brave enough to own.

So I picked up my tea, walked to my room, and closed the door.

Not slammed.

Closed.

That felt worse.

The next morning, EMA announced the finale sponsor.

We were all in the main room at the contestant house, halfway through breakfast, when Talia appeared on the screen with Nadine beside her and a graphic glowing behind them.

PRETTY PRETTY BOY FINALE GALA
SPONSORED BY ROYAL HAMPTON AIR

Raven, beside me, stirred his coffee. “Airline money. That explains the upgraded snack table.”

Ellis smiled. “Royal Hampton Air? My grandparents use them when they fly to Europe. Fancy.”

Darian leaned back. “Old money fancy. Not startup fancy.”

I barely heard them.

Royal Hampton Air.

RHA.

The logo filled the screen: elegant serif lettering, a stylized crown-wing emblem, navy and gold. It looked expensive in the hereditary way, like it had never once had to explain its pricing.

My phone buzzed.

Kevin.

Kevin: Did they announce it?

I stared.

A cold thread pulled through me.

Me: RHA?

The typing dots appeared.

Disappeared.

Appeared.

Kevin: Yes.

I waited.

Nothing else came.

My stomach tightened.

Me: Why do you care?

No reply.

I looked across the room at the screen, where Nadine was explaining that RHA would sponsor the finale gala, provide travel packages for the winner, and host a VIP networking reception with executives, press, and investors.

Talia looked delighted.

I felt watched by something I could not see.

Kevin avoided the topic all day.

Not openly. Kevin was too skilled at soft avoidance to make it obvious. He texted about my schedule. Asked if I ate. Sent a meme about a cat failing to jump onto a table with the caption me at dance baseline. Perfectly normal. Perfectly Kevin.

But every time I mentioned RHA, he went vague.

Me: Why is RHA sponsoring EMA?

Kevin: Big brand partnership probably.

Me: You asked if they announced it.

Kevin: I saw rumors.

Me: What rumors?

Kevin: Business stuff.

Business stuff.

I almost threw my phone into the harbor.

By late afternoon, he came to the studio for visitor clearance. He looked tense before he even entered the room.

I was in the wardrobe area getting fitted for a press-day look: a soft ivory blouse, high-waisted skirt, delicate heels, pearl earrings, hair half-up. The outfit was very “founder invited to a luxury brunch after being emotionally edited by television.”

Kevin stopped in the doorway.

His eyes moved over me.

Any other day, that would have ruined my ability to stand normally.

That day, I was too annoyed.

“Business stuff is here,” I said.

Mimi, pinning the skirt, glanced up. “That sounds like a fight I would like to be paid to witness.”

Kevin’s gaze flicked around the room. “Can we talk?”

“About RHA?”

His jaw tightened.

Mimi’s eyebrows lifted.

I smiled without humor. “That’s a yes.”

Before he could answer, the room changed.

Not obviously at first.

A production assistant rushed past the doorway. Then another. Someone whispered into a headset. Talia’s voice carried from the hallway, brighter than usual, which meant important people had arrived.

Mimi looked toward the door.

“Well,” she said. “That’s sponsor energy.”

A group entered the wardrobe wing like money had learned choreography.

Two EMA executives. Talia Frost. A man in a navy suit. Another in a gray one. A woman in cream.

She was the kind of woman rooms recognized before people did.

Tall, elegant, silver-blonde hair pulled into a sleek twist, navy dress under a cream coat, pearls at her ears, posture so controlled it felt like weather. Her face was beautiful in a cold, expensive way, all sharp lines and calm eyes.

Constance Hampton.

I did not know her name yet.

But Kevin did.

Because all the color left his face.

The woman’s eyes moved across the wardrobe room, polite and assessing.

Then they landed on Kevin.

She stopped.

The world did too.

“Kevin,” she said.

Not surprised.

Not warm.

Claiming.

Kevin’s hands curled at his sides. “Mother.”

Mother.

The word hit the floor and shattered quietly.

I looked at him.

Then at her.

Then back at him.

No.

My brain rejected it.

Kevin’s mother did not wear pearls and arrive with airline executives. Kevin’s mother was a monthly phone call taken outside in winter. Kevin’s mother was a watch he refused to explain. Kevin’s mother was complicated.

Apparently complicated had a corporate coat and a board seat.

Constance Hampton looked from Kevin to me.

Her eyes paused on my hair, my makeup, the pinned blouse, Mimi’s hands still at my waist, the heels, the skirt.

Then she looked back at Kevin.

“I see you’re involved with the production,” she said.

Kevin’s jaw tightened. “Not exactly.”

Talia, sensing blood and ratings, smiled. “Mrs. Hampton, this is Jonah Federal, one of our breakout contestants.”

Constance’s eyes returned to me.

Breakout contestant.

I had never wanted a trapdoor more.

“Jonah,” she said, with perfect pronunciation and zero warmth.

I lifted my chin because the blouse had a collar and apparently collars gave courage. “Mrs. Hampton.”

Her gaze flicked to Kevin again.

“Federal,” she said. “As in CivitasAI?”

My stomach dropped.

She knew the company.

Of course she did.

Kevin said, “Mother.”

A warning.

Constance ignored it. “I wondered when your startup experiment would enter the room.”

Startup experiment.

The words were elegant and lethal.

I stared at Kevin.

He looked at me once, and in that second, I saw the whole lie trying to hold itself together.

Royal Hampton Air.

Hampton.

Kevin Hampton.

The watch.

The calls outside.

The family money he refused to ask for.

The board.

Coming back.

Old money fancy, Darian had said.

Not startup fancy.

My voice came out very calm, which meant I was close to murder. “Kevin.”

He closed his eyes briefly.

Constance watched us both.

Mimi’s hands left my waist.

The silence had cameras in it.

Kevin said, “Jonah, I can explain.”

That was when I knew it was bad.

Because explain was what people said when the truth had already convicted them.

Talia, for once, seemed uncertain whether to interfere or sell tickets.

I looked at Constance Hampton. “Your son?”

Her expression did not change. “Yes.”

“Royal Hampton Air?”

“Yes.”

“Kevin Hampton.”

“Yes.”

I laughed.

It sounded awful.

Kevin took a step toward me. “Please.”

I stepped back.

The heel clicked sharply against the floor.

“Not here,” I said.

His face tightened because he knew exactly what that meant.

Not here.

But definitely.

We found an empty conference room on the third floor.

Empty was generous. It had glass walls, a long table, six chairs, and probably four hidden ways to turn human suffering into a promo package. But no one followed us in.

I stood at one end of the table in my half-fitted press outfit, pins still in the skirt, hair perfect, lashes soft, nails shining, and felt like every polished part of me had become evidence against him.

Kevin stood near the door.

He looked ruined.

Good, I thought.

Then hated myself for thinking it.

“Start talking,” I said.

He ran a hand through his hair. “My mother is Constance Hampton. Chairwoman of Royal Hampton Air.”

I laughed again, quieter this time. “Yes, I gathered that from the part where she descended from the sponsor heavens and called you son.”

“I should have told you.”

“Oh, should you?”

“I know.”

“Do you?” My voice rose. “Do you know?”

He flinched.

I took a step toward him, then stopped because the pinned skirt limited dramatic movement, which felt personally insulting.

“You are heir to an airline company?”

“It’s not that simple.”

“There it is.”

His eyes tightened. “Jonah—”

“No. Do not use my name like a fire extinguisher.”

He swallowed.

I continued, every word sharper than the last because if I slowed down, I might start shaking.

“We owe Marcus Ragazzo two hundred thousand dollars. We have been threatened. Followed. Texted. He watched me onstage and sent me screenshots like he owned every inch of humiliation I was standing in. And this whole time, you were what? Secret airline royalty?”

“I don’t have access like that.”

“Bullshit.”

“It’s controlled.”

“Bullshit with paperwork is still bullshit.”

He stepped closer. “My trust is tied to the family company. If I take money, if I ask for help, I go back under their control. Board obligations. Public role. My mother. Malcolm. The whole machine.”

“The whole machine,” I repeated. “That must be terrible.”

His face hardened. “It is.”

“Worse than wax strips?”

He went still.

I kept going because now that cruelty had found me, it wanted exercise.

“Worse than having strangers measure your body? Worse than being told which blush makes you more marketable? Worse than wearing a dress on camera because the man you trusted said you could win? Worse than Marcus texting pretty like he bought the word?”

Kevin’s eyes shone with something like pain.

I did not care.

Not enough.

Not yet.

“I didn’t make you do this,” he said quietly.

That landed badly.

Very badly.

“No,” I said. “You just looked at me and decided I could survive it.”

His mouth opened.

Closed.

I nodded, tears threatening now, which made me angrier because I was wearing too much mascara for justice.

“You convinced me because you couldn’t do it,” I said. “Because you were too masculine and I was convenient. Soft enough. Pretty enough. Desperate enough. You told me I could win, and I believed you because I thought we had no other choice.”

“We didn’t.”

“You did.”

He shook his head. “Not without losing myself.”

The room went quiet.

That sentence should have mattered.

Maybe later it would.

In that moment, all I could hear was the shape of his choice.

His self was worth protecting.

Mine was negotiable.

“You let me become your sacrifice instead,” I said.

Kevin’s face broke.

Not fully. He was still Kevin. Still holding himself together with rich-boy restraint and founder stubbornness. But something in his eyes cracked.

“That’s not what you are to me,” he said.

“What am I to you?”

He did not answer fast enough.

He never did.

I smiled.

There was nothing kind in it.

“Exactly.”

“No,” he said, stepping closer. “No, that’s not fair.”

“Fair?” I almost laughed. “Fair was before I found out my broke roommate has a legacy airline family. Fair was before your mother looked at me like I was an embarrassing side effect of your rebellion.”

“She doesn’t know you.”

“You didn’t let me know you.”

He froze.

That one hit.

Good.

“You wanted me to believe in Kevin,” I said. “Just Kevin. Hoodie Kevin. Gaming Kevin. Startup Kevin. The guy who knew my coffee order and bought me bagels and watched eyeliner tutorials like an idiot. But that wasn’t all of you.”

“It was the real me.”

“No. It was the part you liked.”

His eyes lowered.

I had never seen Kevin look small before.

It should have satisfied me.

It did not.

“I walked away from them,” he said quietly. “From all of it. I wanted something that was mine. CivitasAI was ours. You believed in it before anyone. You believed in me before—”

“Before I knew you were lying.”

“I wasn’t lying about us.”

I looked at him.

The words us hung in the air.

Dangerous.

Too late.

“You don’t get to separate it,” I said. “The lie was in the room with us every day. At the table. On the couch. In the bar with Marcus. In the salon when I signed away pieces of myself on camera. Every time I was terrified, you knew there was another world behind you. Maybe locked. Maybe complicated. But there.”

Kevin’s voice broke slightly. “I was scared.”

That almost did it.

Almost.

The familiar word. The human word.

I had built Jonah out of fear and blush and debt and lighting. I knew scared. I knew what it could do to a person.

But I was too hurt to let his fear become a pardon.

“So was I,” I said. “And you let me be scared in public.”

He looked like I had slapped him.

Maybe I had.

I reached for the conference room door.

“Jonah.”

I stopped but did not turn.

“I love—”

“Don’t.”

The word cracked out of me.

Silence.

My hand shook on the door handle.

“If you say something now because you got caught,” I said, “I will never forgive you.”

Behind me, he breathed in.

Then out.

No confession came.

Of course.

I opened the door and walked back into production light.

The worst part about heartbreak in a reality competition was that wardrobe still had notes.

Mimi found me in the hallway five minutes later.

She looked at my face once and said, “Who dies?”

“No one.”

“Unfortunate.”

“I need to finish fitting.”

“No. You need to breathe.”

“I need to stay in the competition.”

She studied me.

Whatever she saw made her not argue.

The press-day outfit was replaced for afternoon filming with a full-glam challenge look because EMA had decided to record reaction confessionals after the RHA sponsor announcement. Talia wanted contestants to discuss ambition, image, public transformation, future dreams.

Future dreams.

Comedy was alive and cruel.

Wardrobe put me in a deep emerald dress with a fitted bodice and soft draped skirt. More mature than the lavender romance dress. More controlled. More expensive. It made my skin look luminous and my hair darker. Lulu checked the almond nails and added a single crystal at each ring finger because apparently my pain needed accents. Celeste refreshed the waves. Mimi adjusted makeup into polished glam: defined eyes, soft lashes, sculpted cheeks, glossy rose lips.

I looked perfect.

That was the obscenity of it.

Every part of me had been touched, shaped, polished, and arranged until the outside gave no evidence of the collapse underneath.

Perfect hair.

Perfect nails.

Perfect lashes.

Perfect dress.

Broken heart.

When Kevin appeared near the wardrobe doorway, I did not look at him.

Mimi did.

Her eyes narrowed with the efficiency of a woman who had solved crimes through contour.

“Ah,” she said.

“What?” I asked.

“Now I know who dies.”

I almost laughed.

It hurt too much, so I did not.

Kevin said my name from the doorway.

Not John.

Jonah.

That made it worse.

I turned.

His face looked wrecked in a way I would have loved yesterday. Today, it only made me tired.

“We’re done,” I said.

He stepped inside. “Please don’t do this here.”

“Funny. I was thinking the same thing when your mother introduced herself as my sponsor’s chairwoman.”

Mimi quietly signaled the assistants out.

A camera operator hovered beyond the doorway.

Mimi looked at him once.

He vanished.

I loved her a little for that.

Kevin came closer but stopped several feet away, like the distance had rules now.

“I never wanted you hurt,” he said.

“But you accepted it as a cost.”

“No.”

“Yes.” My voice shook. “You watched me get turned into content because it solved the problem without forcing you to open whatever locked room you keep your real life in.”

“That’s not fair.”

“Stop saying fair.”

“I was trying to protect you.”

“From what? Money? Lawyers? Your mother? The truth?”

He flinched again.

I stepped closer this time, because the emerald dress made me feel dangerous and because anger had steadier legs than grief.

“I am done being brave for both of us,” I said. “I am done being pushed toward lights while you hide in the wings. I am done letting you almost want me and then retreat like my body is a contract you forgot to read.”

His eyes went wet.

Kevin Hampton, who could lose to demon brides and laugh, who could face Marcus Ragazzo in a bar and keep his voice calm, looked at me like I had finally found the place to cut.

“Jonah,” he said.

“No.” I shook my head. “You don’t get her either.”

The sentence surprised both of us.

Her.

I had not meant to say it that way.

But there it was.

Not John. Not Jonah as stage name. Not a role. Her.

Kevin heard it.

So did I.

Something moved across his face. Grief, maybe. Recognition. Too late either way.

Mimi, behind me, went very still.

I turned before any of them could make the moment bigger than I could survive.

“Tell Talia I’m ready for confessional,” I said.

My voice sounded calm.

Professional.

Camera-ready.

Inside, everything was on fire.

Talia did not waste pain.

That was one thing I had learned.

She did not cause every wound, but if a wound appeared within filming distance, she knew where to place the light.

The confessional room was small, velvet-walled, softly lit, with a chair angled toward the camera and a monitor hidden from the contestant’s view. I had filmed in it before. Funny sound bites. Vulnerable reflections. Half-truths about transformation. Carefully edited pieces of myself.

This time, when I sat down, the emerald dress draped perfectly over my knees. My hair fell in glossy waves over one shoulder. My lashes were still intact. My lips still shone.

I looked like a woman in control of a narrative.

I was not.

A producer named Anika sat off-camera. She had kind eyes, which made me distrust her slightly less.

“Jonah,” she said softly, “we can just do general reaction to the sponsor announcement.”

“Sure.”

“Are you okay?”

I laughed.

It came out wrong.

Anika paused. “We don’t have to film right now.”

That was the first honest offer I had received all day.

For a second, I almost took it.

Then I thought of Marcus.

Two hundred thousand.

The prize.

The votes.

The comments.

The camera loved resistance when it knew it could win, Talia had said.

Fine.

Let it win something useful.

“No,” I said. “Film.”

Anika nodded to the camera operator.

A red light blinked on.

“Jonah,” she said, “how are you feeling after today?”

I looked at the camera.

For once, I did not search for a joke first.

My throat tightened.

“I thought I understood humiliation,” I said.

Anika went still.

“I thought humiliation was people laughing. Or staring. Or calling you pretty like they found a crack in your armor.” My fingers curled on my lap, nails flashing under the soft light. “But I think real humiliation is realizing you trusted someone with the ugliest parts of your fear, and they were standing on a secret exit the whole time.”

A tear slipped down my cheek.

I felt it cut through the makeup.

The old me would have wiped it away immediately.

Jonah did not.

I let it fall.

Anika’s voice was careful. “Are you talking about Kevin?”

I smiled a little.

It hurt.

“I’m talking about what happens when someone tells you there’s no way out, so you become the way out.”

Another tear fell.

I could feel the foundation breaking.

Good.

Let it break.

“I entered this competition because I needed money,” I said. “That’s the truth. I can dress it up in bravery and transformation and all the words people like to put under pretty lighting, but I came here because I was scared.”

My voice shook.

“But something happened. Somewhere between the waxing and the dresses and the nails and the stage and all these people calling me Jonah like it was obvious, I started feeling…” I swallowed. “I started feeling less fake here than I did at home.”

The room went silent except for the camera.

I looked down at my hands.

The almond nails looked impossibly delicate.

“When Kevin called me John after seeing me like this, I thought it was safety. Like he was holding on to the real me.” I looked back at the lens. “But today I realized the real me was not the version that made him comfortable.”

A tear reached my jaw.

I did not wipe it.

“I thought Jonah was the fake part,” I said. “But the only time I felt fake was when I let someone call me John like nothing had changed.”

Anika did not speak.

I breathed in, shaky and sharp.

“So if people want to vote for me because I’m pretty, fine. If they want to vote because I’m messy, fine. If they want to vote because they think I’m confused, they’re right.” I laughed once, wet and honest. “I am confused. But I am not disappearing anymore.”

The camera light stayed red.

I leaned forward slightly.

“And if the person who was supposed to know me best could not tell when I became real, then maybe I have to win this without him.”

That was the line.

I knew it when I said it.

Not because it was crafted.

Because it hurt enough to be useful.

After the confessional, Mimi found me in the hallway with a makeup wipe and a look that said she had already threatened three people on my behalf.

“Come here,” she said.

“I ruined the face.”

“No.” She lifted my chin. “You made television.”

“That sounds worse.”

“It is.”

She cleaned the tear tracks carefully without erasing all evidence of them.

For once, I let her.

Raven came next.

He did not ask what happened. He just stood beside me, shoulder to shoulder, both of us facing the hallway mirror. Him in black rehearsal clothes, me in emerald heartbreak.

Finally, he said, “Do we hate him?”

I stared at my reflection.

My eyes were red at the edges.

My lips still glossy.

My hair still perfect.

“I don’t know,” I said.

“That’s unfortunate. Hate is cleaner.”

“I know.”

“Do we win anyway?”

I looked at him.

That answer was easier.

“Yes.”

He nodded. “Good.”

By midnight, the clip was online.

Not the whole confession. EMA was too strategic for that. Just enough.

Me in emerald.

Tears cutting through perfect makeup.

“I thought Jonah was the fake part…”

A pause.

My eyes lifting to the camera.

“…but the only time I felt fake was when I let someone call me John like nothing had changed.”

The caption:

Jonah Federal just gave the confession of the season.

The views climbed faster than anything before.

Comments poured in.

Oh this hurt.
Protect Jonah at all costs.
Who hurt him??
No because that line destroyed me.
This is not just a makeover show anymore.
Jonah is winning.
If Kevin from the lobby did this, I’m fighting him.
I thought this was camp but now I’m crying.

Kevin texted once.

Kevin: I’m sorry.

I stared at it.

Three dots appeared.

Disappeared.

Appeared.

No second message came.

Of course.

Marcus texted ten minutes later.

The screenshot was from my confession.

My tearful face in full glam.

His message:

Pretty even when you cry. Don’t forget why you’re there.

I should have broken.

Maybe part of me did.

But another part of me looked at the screenshot and saw what he saw.

Not weakness.

Not exactly.

Attention.

Power.

Votes.

If Marcus wanted to turn every version of me into collateral, then I would turn every version of me into leverage.

I saved his message.

Then I sent it to myself, to a folder labeled RAGAZZO.

Evidence.

John Federal would have panicked.

Jonah Federal learned.

I locked my phone and looked across the bedroom.

Raven was asleep, one arm over his face, black nails visible against his pale skin.

The satin robe hung on the wardrobe door.

JONAH.

I got out of bed and stood in front of it.

For a long time, I just looked at the name.

Then I took the robe down and put it on.

Not for cameras.

Not for Kevin.

Not for Marcus.

Not for votes.

For me.

The satin slid over my shoulders, cool and soft. The embroidered name rested over my chest.

Jonah.

I tied the belt carefully.

Then I looked in the mirror.

My makeup was mostly gone now. My eyes were tired. My hair was loose and tangled from the day. My nails still shone. My skin still held the faintest trace of shimmer.

I looked hurt.

I looked scared.

I looked beautiful.

This time, I did not correct the word.

I stood there until the fear stopped being the loudest thing in the room.

Then I whispered, so quietly no camera could earn it, “We win anyway.”


Chapter 5
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BY SEMI-FINAL week, I had stopped asking whether something was too feminine and started asking whether it was the right kind of feminine.

This was, obviously, a horrifying development.

It happened slowly enough that I did not notice the exact moment my survival strategy became taste. One day I was lying on a waxing table wondering whether Marcus Ragazzo would accept a kidney and a sincere apology, and the next I was standing in front of a styling board telling Mimi Santos that champagne satin washed me out unless the blush went warmer.

Mimi looked at me over the rim of her iced coffee.

I stared back.

“What?” I asked.

She smiled.

“No,” I said. “Do not smile like that.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You smiled historically.”

“I’m enjoying your evolution.”

“I am not evolving. I am making tactical decisions under capitalism.”

“About blush.”

“Blush affects votes.”

“Of course.”

“And votes affect prize money.”

“Absolutely.”

“And prize money affects whether Marcus Ragazzo sends a man in a coat to emotionally rearrange my organs.”

Mimi’s smile faded slightly at Marcus’s name, but she still held my gaze. She knew more now. Not everything. I had not sat the glam team down with a PowerPoint titled Why Jonah Is Being Threatened By Massachusetts Loan People, though frankly, EMA would have found a way to sponsor it.

But after the semi-public collapse in the emerald dress, after the texts, after Raven saw too much and asked too few questions, the people closest to me inside the Pretty Pretty Boy machine understood that I was not here because I wanted followers.

At least not at first.

Wanting had become complicated.

I stood in the main styling room on a low platform while Mimi, Celeste, and Lulu circled me like witches with better skincare. Mood boards covered the wall: soft rose, champagne, pearl, ivory, blush, gold, pale blue, smoky mauve. Photos of fabrics, runway poses, hair references, makeup looks, nail shapes, shoe options, jewelry.

At the top, Mimi had written:

JONAH—SEMI-FINAL.

Soft. Expensive. Intelligent. Romantic. Not helpless.

I had said those words myself.

That was the embarrassing part.

I had walked into the room expecting to be told what to wear and instead heard my own voice say, “I don’t want to look like I’m being rescued. I want to look soft, but not weak. Feminine, but not clueless. Romantic, but not helpless.”

The room had gone quiet.

Raven, lounging in a chair with one boot over the other knee, had whispered, “She has arrived.”

I had pointed at him. “I am too emotionally busy to fight you.”

He blew me a kiss.

Now Mimi held up two fabric swatches against my skin: pale blush satin and a deeper rose-nude. “This one?”

“The deeper one,” I said before fear could edit me.

Mimi nodded. “Why?”

“It makes my skin look alive without looking like I’m trying to be a cupcake.”

Lulu, from the nail table, sighed. “Our baby speaks color.”

“I am a grown man in a styling hostage situation.”

No one reacted.

That was another problem.

The more I said things like that, the less everyone believed me.

Celeste came up behind me and lifted sections of my hair, which was longer and fuller now after another extension adjustment. The front pieces framed my face exactly the way I had accidentally requested and then denied. My hair fell in glossy soft waves past my shoulders, brushing the top of my chest when I turned.

“More volume for semi-final,” Celeste said. “Not pageant. Romantic founder. Girl who reads contracts and destroys men.”

“I would like to destroy at least one man,” I said.

“Good. We’ll build height at the crown.”

Mimi laughed softly.

Lulu rolled over on her stool and held up two nail samples. One was nude-pink almond with tiny crystal details near the base. The other was a pale pearl shimmer.

“Choose.”

I looked at both.

I used to bite my nails until they looked like evidence of a nervous breakdown. Now I had opinions about crystal placement.

I hated personal growth.

“The nude-pink,” I said.

Lulu beamed. “Why?”

“It makes my fingers look longer without screaming engagement ring.”

“Correct.”

“I hate that I know that.”

“You love that you know that.”

I did not answer, which was how she knew she had won.

Mimi moved to the wardrobe rack and pulled out the first real piece.

A satin corset-inspired top.

I went still.

It was not lingerie. It was structured and elegant, with a soft sweetheart shape and delicate boning stitched into the fabric, feminine without being obvious, romantic without looking bridal. It was in the deeper rose-nude shade I had chosen.

“No,” I said automatically.

Mimi glanced at me.

The word sounded weaker now. Nostalgic, almost. A souvenir from a version of me who believed refusal could stop fabric.

“No?” she asked.

I looked at the top again.

The structure. The softness. The way it would shape my waist, lift my posture, make my shoulders look smaller and my neck longer.

My stomach tightened.

“Maybe,” I corrected.

Raven clapped once from his chair. “Growth.”

“Betrayal,” I said.

“Same thing with lighting.”

Mimi paired the top with a flowing skirt in a soft ivory-rose tone, layered enough to move but not so full that I looked like I had escaped a wedding cake. Then delicate heels, higher than I would have tolerated two weeks ago but not impossible. I had learned to walk. Not perfectly. Not like Darian, who could probably cross a battlefield in stilettos without smudging his lip gloss. But enough that heels no longer felt like punishment.

They felt like punctuation.

That thought made me close my eyes for a second.

“Jonah?” Mimi asked.

“I’m fine.”

“You looked like you had a realization.”

“I’m suing my brain for unauthorized symbolism.”

She smiled and handed me the outfit.

Behind the changing screen, I undressed without the old panic.

That was new too.

At first, changing for wardrobe had felt like shedding armor in enemy territory. Now it felt procedural. Sweater off. Skirt off. Careful with hair. Step into the new piece. Adjust. Breathe.

The corset-inspired top fastened up the back with hidden hooks and a zipper. One of Mimi’s assistants helped because apparently emotional transformation still required technical support.

When it closed around me, I expected to feel trapped.

Instead, I felt held.

That was much worse.

The structure made me stand differently. Shoulders back. Waist defined. Chest lifted. The top did not create a body that was not mine. It organized the one I had spent years pretending was accidental.

The skirt came next, soft and flowing, brushing my legs when I moved.

Then the heels.

I stepped out.

The room went quiet.

Not like the red cocktail dress.

That silence had been shock.

This one felt like recognition.

Mimi stood in front of me and looked me over from hair to heels.

Lulu pressed both hands to her chest. “Oh, she’s expensive.”

Raven’s voice softened. “Not just expensive.”

Ellis, who had come in for his own fitting and stopped near the door, smiled gently. “You look like the final act.”

Darian, standing near the mirror in silver tailoring, gave me one sharp glance, then looked away.

That was how I knew it worked.

I turned to the mirror.

And there she was.

Not a joke.

Not a stunt.

Not even a disguise.

Long glossy waves. Defined eyes. Luminous skin. Rosy blush. Nude-pink almond nails with tiny crystals. The satin top making my waist and shoulders and neck into something intentional. The skirt moving softly around my legs. Heels I could stand in without looking like I was negotiating with gravity. A delicate trace of the perfume Mimi had chosen warming at my wrist.

Beautiful.

The word arrived.

I waited for the flinch.

It did not come.

That scared me more than the word itself.

Mimi watched my face in the mirror. “There it is.”

“What?”

“You didn’t fight it.”

I wanted to say I had nothing to fight. I wanted to say it was just makeup, just styling, just a smart semi-final package for a contestant who needed votes.

But the mirror was done accepting business explanations.

For the first time, I was not looking for where John had gone.

I was looking at Jonah and wondering why John had been so afraid of her.

I lifted one hand toward my collarbone. The nails flashed softly under the lights. The perfume moved when I did.

Raven came to stand behind me, visible over one shoulder in black satin and eyeliner.

“Terrifying, isn’t it?” he asked.

“What?”

“Liking her.”

My throat tightened.

I did not answer.

I did not have to.

Kevin did not tell me about the Hampton estate until later.

At the time, all I knew was that he stopped texting like himself.

Not entirely. Kevin still sent practical messages because practical care was apparently his native love language.

Kevin: Did you eat?

Kevin: Is Marcus still texting?

Kevin: Don’t go anywhere alone.

Kevin: I talked to a lawyer.

Kevin: Please don’t be mad that I talked to a lawyer.

I did not answer that one for three hours.

Not because I hated lawyers. I had recently become very pro-lawyer. I liked lawyers the way medieval villagers liked walls around a town.

I hated that Kevin had access to solutions I had not known existed.

I hated that his help felt useful.

I hated that I wanted it.

I hated that wanting anything from him made me feel like I had returned to the conference room in that emerald dress, waiting for him to answer a question he never answered fast enough.

Later, when he finally told me what happened, I imagined it wrong first.

In my mind, the Hampton estate was a villain mansion. Thunder. Gates. Oil portraits. A butler named Reginald who judged everyone’s shoes.

The reality was worse because it was tasteful.

A sprawling property outside Boston with old stone, manicured grounds, private security that looked polite enough to ruin your life quietly, and interiors designed by people who understood generational wealth as a texture. Navy walls. Cream trim. Silver-framed photographs. Aviation art. Model planes. Boardroom flowers. Silence thick enough to charge interest.

Kevin had not gone home in months.

Maybe years, emotionally.

He walked into that house in a dark coat and no hoodie, which already felt like defeat.

Constance Hampton received him in a sunroom overlooking the grounds. She did not stand when he entered. Women like Constance did not stand to prove love. They sat to prove power.

Malcolm Hampton was there too.

I had met him only once in a hallway at EMA after the sponsor announcement. Tall, blond, polished, corporate in the bloodless way of men who described cruelty as fiduciary responsibility. He had shaken my hand and looked at my nails for half a second too long.

Kevin said Malcolm smiled when he arrived.

“Prodigal founder,” Malcolm said. “Or is it reality television adjacent founder now?”

Kevin ignored him and looked at his mother.

Constance wore cream again. Apparently that was her color, which felt rude because cream should not be allowed to intimidate people.

“We need to discuss your position,” she said.

“I don’t have one.”

“You have always had one. You simply chose not to occupy it.”

That was the Hamptons, from what I gathered. Even absence had a title.

Kevin stayed standing. “I’m not here for the board.”

“Then why are you here?”

“Because Royal Hampton Air is sponsoring Pretty Pretty Boy.”

Malcolm laughed lightly. “Yes, we all saw.”

Kevin looked at him. “Say what you want to say.”

Malcolm leaned back, pleased to be invited. “Fine. It looks unserious.”

Constance’s face did not move.

Malcolm continued. “You disappeared from the company to play startup with your MIT roommate, borrowed money badly, and now that roommate is a viral contestant in a pretty-boy pageant. It’s colorful. I’ll give you that.”

Kevin’s hands curled.

“Don’t talk about Jonah,” he said.

Malcolm’s smile sharpened. “Jonah. Right. That’s the name now.”

Kevin told me that was the moment something in him stopped negotiating.

Not because Malcolm was cruel.

Because Kevin realized he had spent years letting people like Malcolm define what was respectable. What was embarrassing. What could be loved in public.

Constance finally spoke. “The board is already asking questions.”

“About what?”

“About your judgment.”

Kevin laughed once. “My judgment?”

“You are associated with a production that may become a media circus.”

“It already is a media circus. Your company paid to put its logo on the tent.”

Malcolm’s jaw tightened.

Constance said, “Royal Hampton Air is sponsoring a rising cultural property. That is business. You being personally connected to a contestant is image risk.”

Kevin looked at his mother then.

Really looked.

He had spent years running from that room, that family, that last name. He had thought hiding from Hampton money made him honest. He had thought being broke beside me made him normal.

But normal built on omission was just another kind of lie.

That was what he told me later.

At the estate, he said it out loud for the first time.

“I thought leaving made me independent,” Kevin said. “It didn’t. It made me dishonest.”

Constance studied him.

Malcolm rolled his eyes. “Touching.”

Kevin turned on him. “I’m not embarrassed by Jonah.”

Malcolm’s smile flickered.

“I’m embarrassed that I let him carry the visible part of a mess I hid from. I’m embarrassed that I let John think there was no way out because I was too afraid to admit where I came from. But I am not embarrassed by him. Not as John. Not as Jonah. Not as anything he becomes.”

Constance’s expression shifted.

Slightly.

With her, slightly probably counted as a weather event.

Kevin continued, voice rougher now. “I love John. And I love Jonah. If the board has questions about my judgment, they can start there.”

I did not know what Constance said immediately after that.

When Kevin told me, he stopped for a long moment and looked down at his hands like he still expected them to be shaking.

Then he said, “She didn’t approve.”

Of course she did not.

Constance Hampton did not seem like a woman who approved. Approval was too cheap. She assessed. She withheld. She allowed weather to pass.

But she also did not throw him out.

Instead, she asked, “And what do you intend to do?”

Kevin said, “Tell the truth.”

Constance looked at him for a long time.

Then she said, “That would be a refreshing beginning.”

It was not blessing.

Not acceptance.

But from Constance Hampton, it might have been the emotional equivalent of a standing ovation with one raised eyebrow.

I did not know any of this yet when Marcus’s men found me after rehearsal.

All I knew was that the semi-final dress worked, the votes were climbing, Kevin was being weirdly lawyer-adjacent by text, and Darian Blue had started watching me like he was deciding whether I was fragile enough to break or popular enough to avoid.

We had a late rehearsal in Studio B for the semi-final runway sequence. The choreography was not dance-heavy, thank God, because my body had limits and most of them involved rhythm. It was more movement: walk, turn, pause, camera mark, hand to waist, look over shoulder, step down, join formation.

I could do it now.

That was another impossible thing.

I could walk in heels.

Not just survive. Walk. Pause. Turn. Let the skirt move. Let the camera catch my face. Let my hands do something soft instead of clenching like I was holding invisible stress balls.

Mateo clapped after my third run. “Jonah, yes! You finally stopped apologizing to the floor.”

“I wrote it a formal email.”

“Delete the draft. You’re done.”

Raven, watching from the side, called, “Our girl has ankles now.”

“I always had ankles.”

“Not with narrative purpose.”

After rehearsal, I stayed behind to practice the turn once more. Darian was near the doorway, speaking quietly to one of the assistant producers. Raven had gone to change. Ellis was in vocal coaching. The studio was not empty exactly, but it had that between-schedule thinness where people assumed other people were watching.

I should not have been alone.

I knew that.

Kevin had told me not to go anywhere alone.

Raven had told me not to go anywhere alone.

Mimi had told me not to go anywhere alone, and Mimi sounded like she knew how to dispose of a body using only garment bags and professional discretion.

But I was inside EMA.

There were cameras.

There were people.

There was security.

And for one stupid moment, I wanted to practice without being corrected, watched, or protected.

I did the turn again.

Better.

The skirt moved beautifully. The heels held. My reflection looked steady.

Then the studio door opened.

Two men entered.

Not EMA crew.

I knew immediately.

They were too still.

One wore a charcoal coat. The other had a shaved head and a black leather jacket. They did not look like cartoon criminals. They looked like men who had filled out paperwork before ruining your life.

My body went cold.

“Jonah Federal?” the one in the coat asked.

He used the name like he had been given instructions.

I stepped back. “This is a closed studio.”

The man smiled politely. “We won’t take much of your time.”

I looked toward the door.

The leather jacket man shifted just enough to block it.

Not dramatically.

Professionally.

My phone was in my bag across the room.

Of course.

The man in the coat looked me over. Semi-final rehearsal outfit. Heels. Hair. Makeup still intact from earlier filming. Nails glinting under studio lights.

His gaze made the glamour feel dirty again.

“Marcus sends congratulations,” he said.

My mouth dried.

“Tell Marcus to send a gift basket.”

The man smiled wider. “Funny.”

“People keep saying that before threatening me.”

“We’re not threatening you.”

“Great. Then leave.”

“We’re reminding you.”

The leather jacket man took one slow step closer.

My heart hammered, but I did not move back this time. Some part of me remembered the runway mark. Hold. Breathe. Slow reads as confidence.

Even when confidence was a lie with eyeliner.

The man in the coat continued, “The competition is going well. Mr. Ragazzo is pleased.”

“How spiritually fulfilling for him.”

“But there should be no confusion. If you win, the prize money goes where it belongs.”

“It belongs to me.”

He tilted his head. “Does it?”

Every soft part of me hardened.

There were cameras in the room, but not near enough. Not angled right. EMA filmed performance, not corners where terror learned to whisper.

“If Marcus wants to talk,” I said, “he can talk through a lawyer.”

The man’s expression changed slightly.

There.

Kevin.

Lawyer.

The word had weight now.

“Lawyers make things expensive,” he said.

“So do predatory loan terms.”

The leather jacket man moved closer, close enough that I could smell cold air and cigarette smoke.

“You’re getting brave,” he said.

I lifted my chin. “Production says it plays well.”

For one second, neither of them reacted.

Then the coat man laughed softly.

“You think cameras make you untouchable?”

No.

I knew they did not.

That was the fear.

But I also knew something else now.

Being seen was not protection by itself.

But invisibility had never protected me either.

Before I could answer, Darian’s voice came from the doorway.

“Everything okay?”

The men turned.

Darian stood there in silver rehearsal clothes, hair perfect, expression unreadable. Behind him, one hallway camera blinked red.

The man in the coat smiled. “Private conversation.”

Darian’s gaze moved from them to me.

He saw my face.

He saw enough.

For one terrible second, I thought he might use it. Darian collected weakness the way other people collected skincare. He could turn this into a confessional, a rumor, a strategic wound. Jonah Federal’s secret debt drama. Jonah brought criminals to EMA. Jonah was not here for transformation. Jonah was here because he was owned.

Then Raven appeared behind Darian.

His eyes moved over the scene once.

The temperature dropped.

“Oh, absolutely not,” Raven said.

The leather jacket man looked unimpressed. “This doesn’t concern you.”

Raven smiled.

It was not his camera smile.

It was something older and sharper.

“Everything that happens to her concerns me.”

Her.

The word landed.

No time to flinch.

No time to correct.

The man in the coat looked at the hallway camera, then at Darian, then Raven, then back at me.

“We’ll be in touch,” he said.

“That’s unfortunate,” I replied.

He smiled. “Pretty little thing. Don’t forget what you owe.”

They left.

Only when the door closed did my knees begin to shake.

Raven crossed the room fast and caught my arm before I could pretend I was fine.

“Sit,” he said.

“I’m fine.”

“Sit or I’ll ruin your other lie.”

I sat on the studio floor because dignity had left during the phrase pretty little thing.

Darian stayed by the door.

His face was pale under the bronzer.

“Who were they?” he asked.

“No one,” I said automatically.

Raven crouched in front of me. “Enough with no one.”

Darian walked closer, slower now. “Jonah.”

I looked at him.

For once, there was no pageant knife in his voice.

“They weren’t production,” he said.

“No.”

“They weren’t fans.”

“No.”

He swallowed. “Are you in trouble?”

I laughed.

It came out shaky.

“I’m in a competition show where my prize money has pre-existing claimants.”

Darian stared.

Then the pieces clicked.

His expression changed in a way I did not expect.

Not triumph.

Horror.

“You’re doing this because you owe someone money?”

I looked away.

Raven answered for me. “She’s doing this because men are trash in multiple income brackets.”

Darian sat on the floor too, across from me, careful not to wrinkle his silver pants. “Does EMA know?”

“EMA knows drama,” I said. “Not details.”

“They should know details.”

“No.”

Raven’s gaze sharpened. “Jonah.”

“No,” I repeated, stronger. “If Talia knows everything, she’ll either pull me for liability or turn it into a storyline so big Marcus gets cornered and bites harder. I need the finale. I need the money.”

Darian watched me for a long moment.

Then he said, quietly, “I thought you were playing naive.”

I almost smiled. “I wish.”

“I thought the whole reluctant thing was strategy.”

“It became one by accident.”

He looked down at his hands. His nails were champagne menace after all. Lulu had lost or negotiated.

“I was going to use it,” he admitted.

Raven’s eyes narrowed. “Use what?”

Darian glanced at him, then at me. “The debt rumors. I heard something from a production assistant. I thought if I pushed it in a confessional, it might hurt your voting.”

Raven’s expression went murderous.

Darian lifted a hand. “I didn’t. I was going to. Then I saw those men.”

“You want a medal for not being the worst person alive?” Raven asked.

“No.” Darian looked at me. “I want to say I’m sorry.”

I stared at him.

The apology sounded real.

That was inconvenient.

My phone buzzed in my bag.

I forced myself to stand, legs still weak, and grabbed it.

Unknown number.

A screenshot loaded.

Me in the semi-final fitting: satin top, flowing skirt, soft waves, luminous skin, one hand near my collarbone.

Marcus had the photo before the episode aired.

Of course he did.

Under it:

Pretty little thing. Don’t forget who owns the prize before you win it.

My breath caught.

Raven read over my shoulder and went very still.

Darian whispered, “Jesus.”

I took a screenshot of the message.

Then I saved it to the RAGAZZO folder.

My hand still shook, but I did it.

Evidence.

Jonah Federal learned.

Found family glam night was not scheduled.

It happened because Raven declared it with the authority of a wounded queen and no one was brave enough to refuse.

The semi-final was the next evening. After Marcus’s men cornered me, after Raven quietly informed Mimi, after Mimi made three calls in a voice so calm it could freeze glass, after EMA security suddenly became visible outside rehearsal rooms, everyone pretended the night was about preparation.

It was not.

It was about keeping me from falling apart before cameras could profit from it.

Raven dragged me into the larger glam room after dinner. Lulu arrived with her full nail kit. Celeste came with a curling iron, extension brush, and the severe expression of someone ready to solve emotional trauma through shine. Mimi brought makeup palettes, setting spray, and a small bag of snacks she claimed were for “blood sugar” but were mostly chocolate-covered almonds and revenge energy.

Ellis came too, carrying tea.

Darian stood in the doorway for a moment, uncertain.

Raven looked at him. “Are you coming in or lurking like a subplot?”

Darian lifted his chin. “I brought under-eye patches.”

“Acceptable tribute.”

He came in.

That was how I ended up in a satin robe, sitting at the center makeup station while the people I had expected to compete against assembled around me like a glam-based emergency response team.

The room smelled like hairspray, tea, nail oil, perfume, and sugar.

It should have felt silly.

Instead, it felt safe.

Not completely. Safety was not a switch. Marcus still existed. Kevin still hurt. The debt still hung over me like a chandelier with bad wiring. But for that night, in that room, under warm lights with robes and brushes and curling irons, I was not alone inside the transformation.

Lulu took my hand first.

“Crystal check,” she said.

“The nails are fine.”

“The nails are never fine. They are either perfect or an active crime.”

She inspected each almond nail, filing one edge, adding a microscopic crystal, sealing it like the fate of nations depended on my ring finger.

My hands had stopped looking like they belonged to a nervous programmer.

They looked like Jonah’s hands now.

I did not know when that happened.

Maybe gradually. Maybe the first time Kevin noticed them. Maybe the first time I stopped apologizing for them.

Celeste brushed out the extensions and touched up the waves, working carefully from the ends upward.

“Hair is dry,” she said.

“I am under stress.”

“Hair does not accept excuses.”

“Hair should join the startup world.”

Mimi stood in front of me with two blushes. “Tomorrow, we go a little stronger.”

“I know.”

She raised an eyebrow. “You agree?”

“For stage.”

“For you.”

I looked at her.

She held my gaze, then softened the challenge. “For both.”

I nodded once.

Ellis handed me tea. “Drink.”

“What is it?”

“Chamomile.”

“Do I look like I need sedation?”

“Yes,” everyone said.

I drank.

Darian leaned against the counter, under-eye patches shining beneath his eyes like tiny silver secrets. “For what it’s worth, you’re very annoying to compete against.”

I looked at him. “Thank you?”

“You make people care. It’s inconvenient.”

Raven snorted. “That’s your apology supplement?”

Darian ignored him. “I trained for this. I know how to pose, walk, answer questions, hit marks. I built myself for cameras.” His gaze flicked to me in the mirror. “You look like the camera found you by accident and decided to stay.”

I did not know what to do with that.

So I said, “That was almost kind. Are you ill?”

His mouth curved. “Don’t get used to it.”

Mimi began makeup prep, not full glam yet, just skin care and calming touch. Moisturizer. Cooling roller. Under-eye gel. A little lip balm.

The room talked around me.

Raven told a story about his first performance in a basement bar where the fog machine broke and everyone thought it was a fire. Lulu described the worst manicure request of her career, which involved patriotic rhinestones and a divorce hearing. Celeste admitted she once glued a wig to the wrong side of a lace front during fashion week and simply convinced everyone it was avant-garde. Ellis confessed he had fallen during a music video audition and pretended it was floor choreography.

Even Darian laughed.

I sat there, letting them fuss over me, and felt something inside my chest loosen.

This was not the family I expected. Not even close. A goth singer, a soft dancer, a strategic pageant menace, a nail artist, a severe hair priestess, and a stylist who could read my childhood through foundation placement.

But they were mine for this night.

Or I was theirs.

Raven came behind me and leaned one hip against the counter. In the mirror, his face appeared beside mine: sharp eyeliner, dark mouth, eyes too knowing.

“You’re scared,” he said.

“I’ve been scared for five chapters.”

He blinked. “What?”

“Nothing.”

“Fine. You’re scared in a more specific way.”

I looked down at my tea. “I need to win.”

“Yes.”

“No, I mean I need to. Not want. Need. If I lose—”

“You deal with it.”

“You don’t understand.”

“I understand men making your body feel like collateral,” Raven said quietly.

The room went still.

He did not elaborate.

He did not have to.

His voice softened. “The trick isn’t becoming someone else.”

I looked at him in the mirror.

“The trick,” he said, “is admitting the person in the mirror has been there longer than anyone knew.”

No one made a joke.

Not even me.

My throat tightened.

I turned toward the mirror fully.

There I was again, robe on, hair half-curled, skin bare but cared for, nails shining, eyes tired, lips soft from balm.

No stage dress. No full makeup. No lights.

Still Jonah.

Not because EMA had finished the look.

Because there was no longer a version of me without her.

I had spent years thinking John was the real person and Jonah was the event. A salon accident. A debt strategy. A competition angle. A transformation package with a prize attached.

But looking at myself that night, surrounded by people who saw me too clearly and stayed anyway, I understood that Jonah had not arrived when Mimi zipped the first dress.

She had been there in every flinch when someone called me pretty.

In every hoodie I used to hide.

In every time I hated softness because I feared wanting it.

In every joke I made before someone could name me.

John had not disappeared.

He had been guarding her.

Badly, maybe.

But he had tried.

I touched the embroidered name on my robe.

Jonah.

This time, the name did not feel like a dare.

It felt like an answer I had been circling for years.

Mimi’s hand rested lightly on my shoulder. “There.”

I looked at her in the mirror.

She smiled. “Now we can do the face.”

The semi-final itself passed in flashes.

My satin top catching the light.

The skirt moving like water around my legs.

Heels steady under me.

My perfume rising when I walked.

Nadine announcing my name.

The audience cheering before I reached center stage.

The camera finding me.

Me letting it.

I sang better than I had in the first elimination. Not perfect, but open. I walked better. I answered the judge’s question without hiding behind jokes the whole time.

When asked what Pretty Pretty Boy had taught me, I said, “That being seen is only humiliating when you still believe you should be hidden.”

The audience went quiet.

Then loud.

I made the finale.

So did Raven, Ellis, Darian, and one other contestant named Milo, who had somehow survived by being golden, kind, and allergic to drama.

Five finalists.

One prize.

One more week.

One more chance to win everything or become a very pretty cautionary tale.

Kevin came the next day.

Mimi told me first.

She found me during final gown consultations, which felt rude of timing because I was emotionally vulnerable and half-pinned into the future.

“Your Hampton is here,” she said.

I looked up from the platform. “He is not my Hampton.”

“Fine. The large guilty one.”

“That is more accurate.”

I was wearing the understructure for the finale gown fitting, which meant shapewear, a temporary corset form, and a silk robe over everything because the actual gown was still being adjusted. My hair was down, makeup soft from morning filming, nails still perfect. I felt both unfinished and too exposed.

“No,” I said.

Mimi folded her arms. “No?”

“I don’t want to see him.”

“Do you mean that?”

I looked at myself in the mirror.

No.

Damn it.

“No,” I said again, weaker.

Mimi nodded like she respected both the lie and the truth inside it. “He asked for five minutes. No cameras.”

“EMA agreed to no cameras?”

“I agreed to break fingers.”

“Effective.”

She came closer and adjusted the robe at my shoulder. “You don’t owe him forgiveness. You also don’t owe yourself avoidance if what you want is answers.”

“I hate when you become emotionally competent.”

“I charge extra for it.”

Kevin waited in the small fitting room next door.

Not the conference room. Not the lobby. Not the studio. A quieter space with garment racks, soft lighting, mirrors, and a window overlooking the harbor.

He stood when I entered.

He looked different.

Not physically. Same broad shoulders. Same face that had been ruining my peace for years. But something in him had been stripped down. He wore a dark sweater and slacks instead of a hoodie, and somehow that made him look more like a Hampton and less like my Kevin.

I hated that I missed the hoodie.

“Jonah,” he said.

The name was careful.

I closed the door behind me. “Five minutes.”

He nodded.

No jokes. No plea disguised as banter. No immediate excuse.

Good.

Bad.

I did not know.

He looked at me, then looked away, not because he was hiding desire this time, but because he seemed to know he had lost the right to stare.

That hurt too.

I walked to the center of the room and crossed my arms over the robe. “Talk.”

He swallowed.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

Two words.

Clear.

No warm-up.

My throat tightened despite myself.

He continued. “I lied to you. Not by accident. Not because it slipped my mind. I made choices every day not to tell you who I was and where I came from.”

I said nothing.

“I told myself it was because I wanted CivitasAI to be ours. Because I wanted one thing in my life that didn’t have the Hampton name stamped on it. Because I wanted you to see me as Kevin, not as an heir or a board seat or an escape hatch.”

His voice roughened.

“But that was only part of it. The uglier part is that I was ashamed. Not of the money exactly. Of what it meant. Of how much power I had been born near. Of how easily that power could have changed things for us if I admitted it existed.”

I looked down at my nails.

The crystals caught the light.

“I let you carry visible humiliation,” he said, “while I hid invisible privilege.”

That line landed hard.

Because it was true.

Because he had found the shape of the wound.

“I watched you get waxed, dressed, made up, filmed, judged, threatened, and turned into a public story while I kept pretending my secrets were separate from your fear.” He shook his head. “They weren’t.”

I still said nothing.

If I spoke too soon, I might make it easier for him.

I did not want easy.

Kevin took a breath. “I talked to Hampton legal.”

My eyes lifted.

He held up one hand quickly. “Not to pay the debt behind your back. I didn’t. I won’t. I understand now why that would be another betrayal.”

“Do you?”

“Yes.” His gaze held mine. “You need agency. Not rescue. I should have understood that before.”

The word agency felt strange in the room full of gowns and shapewear and mirrors. But it was right.

“I had them review Marcus’s loan documents,” Kevin said. “The penalties are predatory. Some of the collection behavior is illegal. The threats, the surveillance, the men coming to EMA—Jonah, he’s exposed if he keeps pushing.”

My pulse jumped.

“Are you saying it’s over?”

“No.” He did not soften it. “Not yet. Marcus’s family won’t disappear because a lawyer writes a letter. But they know people are watching now. They know Hampton counsel has the documents. They know if something happens to you, it becomes public.”

I laughed quietly. “So I’m still bait, but legally inconvenient bait.”

His face tightened. “Don’t.”

“Why? It’s funny.”

“It’s not.”

“No, it’s not.” My voice sharpened. “That’s the problem. None of this is funny, and I keep making it funny because otherwise I have to admit I’m terrified.”

Kevin’s eyes softened.

I hated it less this time.

“I know,” he said.

“Do you?”

“Yes.” He stepped closer, then stopped. “And I’m sorry I made you feel terrified alone.”

The room went very quiet.

Outside the window, the harbor moved under gray light.

A garment bag rustled somewhere behind me, touched by the air vent.

I looked at Kevin Hampton—my roommate, my best friend, my almost, my liar, my door, my wall, my disaster—and felt anger and love sitting too close to separate.

“I don’t forgive you,” I said.

He nodded.

“I don’t know when I will.”

“I know.”

“And I’m still angry.”

“You should be.”

“I hate that you’re saying the correct things.”

The corner of his mouth moved, but he did not smile fully. “I practiced not making it worse.”

“That must have been exhausting for you.”

“Deserved.”

I looked away before my face betrayed me.

He took another breath. “There’s something else.”

I looked back sharply. “If you are secretly also a duke, I’m throwing a shoe.”

A real smile flickered then, pained but familiar. “No.”

“Good.”

“I went home.”

I went still.

“To the estate?”

“Yes.”

The word estate still felt stupidly fictional, but there it was.

“I talked to my mother. Malcolm was there.”

“Gross.”

“Yes.”

“What did they say?”

“A lot of things that made me want to break expensive glass.”

“That seems wasteful but emotionally valid.”

He looked at me for a long moment.

Then he said, “I told them I loved you.”

My heart stopped.

Not slowed.

Stopped.

Kevin held my gaze, no retreat this time.

“I told them I loved John,” he said. “And Jonah. And that I was done pretending either truth embarrassed me.”

The room blurred slightly at the edges.

I hated him.

I loved him.

I hated that love did not vanish just because someone deserved consequences.

“You don’t get to use that like a key,” I said, voice shaking.

“I’m not.”

“You don’t get to say love and walk through the door.”

“I know.”

“I am not a finale challenge.”

“I know.”

“I am not something you confess to now because your mother made you feel cornered.”

“I know.” His voice broke slightly. “I should have said it before anyone cornered me.”

I looked away.

The mirror caught me.

Silk robe. Long hair. Soft makeup. Nails. Hurt eyes.

Jonah looked back.

Not helpless.

That mattered.

A knock came at the door.

Mimi’s voice. “Gown is ready.”

I closed my eyes.

Of course.

Timing had become a character in my life, and it hated subtlety.

Kevin stepped back. “I should go.”

I turned toward the door.

Then stopped.

I did not forgive him.

But I also did not want him gone before he saw what all of this had become.

Not the pain.

Not the humiliation.

Not the debt strategy.

The result.

The choice.

“Stay,” I said.

Kevin froze.

I kept my eyes on the door. “For the fitting. You can stay.”

His voice was barely there. “Are you sure?”

“No.”

A pause.

Then, softer, “Okay.”

Mimi entered with two assistants carrying the finale gown in a garment bag like it was a religious artifact.

She saw Kevin.

Then me.

Then Kevin again.

Her expression did a whole conversation without words.

“Large guilty one stays?” she asked.

I sighed. “Apparently.”

Kevin looked at her. “That’s fair.”

“I wasn’t asking.”

The assistants unzipped the garment bag.

The finale gown was not fully revealed yet, but even the glimpse of champagne-pink fabric made the room change.

Chapter six would belong to that gown.

This was only the preview.

Mimi helped me out of the robe. Kevin turned away immediately.

I noticed.

So did Mimi.

She gave him one approving point for restraint and probably deducted several thousand for emotional damages.

The understructure was already in place, so the assistants stepped me carefully into the gown base. Fabric rose around me. Cool. Heavy. Soft. The bodice settled against my torso, more structured than the semi-final look, more final. The skirt was not fully hemmed yet, pins marking where it would fall. Celeste would adjust the hair later. Lulu would change the nails for finale. Mimi would build the full face.

But even unfinished, the gown changed me.

Or maybe I changed inside it.

Mimi clipped the back temporarily and stepped away.

“Turn,” she said.

I turned toward the mirror.

And saw the shape of the ending.

Not complete.

Not crowned.

Not safe yet.

But close.

I did not look like someone trapped in a transformation anymore.

I looked like someone arriving.

Kevin had turned back.

I saw him in the mirror behind me.

His face did not freeze this time.

It opened.

Like he was seeing me and deciding, finally, not to run from what it meant.

For a long moment, he said nothing.

Then he looked at me in the mirror and said, “You’re the bravest person I know.”

The words were simple.

No poetry.

No strategy.

No almost.

That was why they hurt.

I wanted to hate how much they mattered.

I wanted to turn them away, make a joke, tell him bravery was just terror with better PR.

But the gown was heavy around me.

My hair brushed my shoulders.

My nails caught the light.

Jonah looked back from the mirror, soft but expensive, feminine but intelligent, romantic but not helpless.

Not forgiven.

Not finished.

Not lost.

I lifted my chin.

“Good,” I said, voice steady even though my heart was not. “Then watch me win.”

Kevin’s eyes shone.

Mimi, behind me, smiled like she had been waiting all week to hear that sentence.

Outside the fitting room, production moved, cameras waited, Marcus threatened, the Hamptons calculated, and the internet prepared to vote.

Inside the mirror, Jonah Federal stood in an unfinished gown and finally looked like someone too pretty to lose.


Chapter 6
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FINALE DAY began before the sun, because apparently emotional rebirth required a 5:00 a.m. call time. A production assistant knocked on our door with the soft, cheerful aggression of someone who had never personally been waxed for ratings.

“Finalists up,” she called. “Glam starts in thirty.”

Raven made a sound from the other bed that could only be described as a curse in a dead language.

I opened one eye.

The ceiling of the contestant bedroom looked the same as it had for weeks: clean white paint, soft recessed lights, tiny camera indicator glowing red in the corner like a judgmental star. But everything felt different. The room had become a holding cell before a coronation. Our robes hung on the wardrobe doors. Makeup kits waited on the vanities. My finale gown was somewhere downstairs being steamed, guarded, and probably discussed by people with emergency sewing needles.

For a few seconds, I did not move.

I listened to the harbor outside the windows, the distant sound of production carts in the hallway, Raven muttering threats into his pillow, my own heartbeat trying to file an appeal.

Finale day.

One month ago, I had been John Federal in a Cambridge apartment, debugging a broken function while Kevin lost to a demon bride and our startup died one invoice at a time.

One month ago, Pretty Pretty Boy had been an absurd ad on a desperate search page.

One month ago, Jonah had been a name I typed because it was close enough to John to survive.

Now she had a robe, a perfume, a voting base, a legal folder labeled RAGAZZO, a gown waiting downstairs, and a man I had not forgiven but had not stopped loving.

Growth was exhausting.

Raven sat up slowly, hair a black-purple disaster around his face. He looked at me across the room.

“If we die today,” he said, “I want my obituary to mention that my contour was correct.”

“I’ll make sure.”

“And if you win, I want emotional damages.”

“For what?”

“Being present during your heterosexual turbulence.”

“I am not heterosexual turbulence.”

He stared at me.

“Fine,” I said. “I am turbulence with eyeliner.”

He nodded. “Better.”

We got out of bed.

I showered first, because Raven needed more time to commune with darkness and dry shampoo. The bathroom mirror reflected me bare-faced, tired, and quieter than I expected. My hair was loose from sleep, extensions tangled carefully enough that Celeste would not murder me. My nails were still the nude-pink almond set with tiny crystals, though Lulu had promised finale repairs. My skin was smooth from weeks of care, brows shaped, lashes lighter without fills but still soft.

There was no old John waiting under the sink.

No emergency version of myself folded behind the towels.

I looked like me before makeup.

That was new.

The bath had been scheduled in the spa room downstairs, not the small bathroom, because finale prep was apparently not hygiene but ceremony. By 5:45, I was in a deep soaking tub in EMA’s beauty suite while warm water, bath oil, and rose-scented steam worked on a body that had started the month as a private problem and ended it as public infrastructure.

“Don’t look so tragic,” Lulu said from a stool near the tub, scrolling through her phone. “You’re in a luxury bath.”

“I’m being parboiled for judgment.”

“You’re being softened for victory.”

“Sounds like a soup recipe.”

Mimi sat nearby with her tablet, reviewing the timeline. She wore a champagne blouse and black trousers, hair slicked back, red nails ready for battle. “Long bath, body polish, final touch-ups, skin prep, nails, hair, makeup, wardrobe, jewelry, performance mic check, finalist interview, red carpet, show.”

“I miss when mornings meant coffee and dread.”

“Dread is still included,” Raven said from another chair, wearing his robe and eye patches. “It’s in the premium package.”

After the bath came body polish.

Aesthetic words did not prepare you for being scrubbed like an expensive vegetable.

Bree handled it with warm towels and a sugar polish that smelled faintly citrus and floral. She worked over my arms, shoulders, collarbones, back, legs, and feet with professional efficiency. Final waxing touch-ups followed: tiny areas, nothing like the first time, but enough to remind me that beauty had maintenance claws.

The first wax had made me feel stripped.

This one felt like preparation.

That difference scared me in a quiet way.

I lay there while Bree cleaned up my legs and underarms, while Mimi checked emails, while Lulu hummed something under her breath, and I realized I was not waiting for the process to be over so I could return to myself.

I was letting them prepare me for something I wanted.

Not just the money.

Not just survival.

The stage.

The mirror.

The moment where everyone would see Jonah and I would not flinch first.

Bree finished with warm towels and lotion. Then she applied a light body oil that made my skin glow without looking greasy, because apparently there were rules about radiance.

When I sat up, my legs looked smooth and luminous in the soft light.

I touched one shin, remembering the first time I had done that in panic.

This time, I did not pull my hand away.

Mimi noticed, but said nothing.

Mercy, again.

Skincare came next.

Cleanser, cooling toner, hydrating serum, moisturizer, depuffing patches, primer. Mimi worked on my face herself, slower than usual. Not because she needed more time. Because this was the last time before the finale. Even she felt the ritual in it.

“You’re quiet,” she said.

“I’m conserving personality for the judges.”

“That has never stopped you before.”

“I’m thinking.”

“Dangerous.”

I looked at her through the mirror. “Did you know?”

“Know what?”

“That this would happen.”

She smoothed primer over my cheek with gentle fingers. “That you would become a finalist?”

“That I would become… this.”

Her hand paused.

Behind us, Celeste was setting up the hair station. Lulu had opened her nail kit. Raven watched from the couch, sharp and silent for once.

Mimi met my eyes in the mirror.

“I knew the mirror would tell you something,” she said. “I didn’t know if you’d listen.”

My throat tightened.

“I spent so long thinking beauty was something people used against me,” I said.

“It was.”

That answer surprised me.

Mimi continued blending the primer. “People use beauty against people all the time. They name it before you do. They make it a joke. A weakness. A reason to stare. A reason to dismiss you. A reason to own you.” Her voice softened. “That doesn’t mean it belongs to them.”

I looked down at my hands.

The crystals on my nails caught the early light.

“Marcus thinks it does,” I said.

“Marcus is a man with a debt scheme and no lip care routine. We don’t let him define reality.”

A laugh escaped me.

Small.

Needed.

Lulu pointed a nail file at Mimi. “That’s going on a mug.”

The nail repair happened after skincare.

Lulu inspected every nail as if she were evaluating structural damage after an earthquake. One crystal had loosened. One edge needed smoothing. The finale set, she explained, would stay mostly the same because the semi-final nails had become recognizable online, but she would add a little more dimension: tiny champagne crystals, a subtle glossy overlay, and a slightly brighter shine.

“Not too bridal,” I said automatically.

Lulu froze.

Then slowly turned her head toward Mimi.

Mimi smiled without looking up.

“What?” I demanded.

“Nothing,” Lulu said sweetly.

“We retired nothing.”

“Our baby said not too bridal.”

“I have eyes. I saw the gown color.”

“Mm-hmm.”

“I’m making styling decisions.”

“Of course.”

“I hate you both.”

“We know.”

When Lulu finished, my hands looked immaculate. Longer, softer, elegant, but still mine. I flexed my fingers and watched the crystals catch the light.

I thought of the first manicure.

The milky pink. My panic. Lulu saying the hands always betray the girl first.

My hands had betrayed nothing.

They had told the truth early.

Hair took nearly two hours.

Celeste brushed out the extensions with reverence and judgment, section by section, detangling, smoothing, protecting the shine. She added volume at the crown, curled the lengths into glamorous waves, pinned some pieces to cool, released others, then shaped everything around my face until the hair looked soft, expensive, and alive.

Not pageant helmet. Not red carpet stiff.

Romantic.

Camera-ready.

Jonah-ready.

Celeste adjusted one front wave and stepped back. “There.”

I looked in the mirror.

The hair changed everything again.

Even after weeks, it still had the power. Long glossy waves falling over my shoulders, face framed, neck softened, eyes made larger by contrast. The style looked feminine without trying too hard. Like someone had prepared me lovingly, not disguised me urgently.

I reached for one wave.

Celeste lifted her comb.

I froze.

“Good girl,” she said.

The room went silent.

Heat shot through my face.

Celeste blinked, then looked faintly amused, as if she had not expected the phrase to land like a dropped match.

Raven, from the couch, whispered, “Oh, that one got her.”

“Shut up,” I said, but my voice had no force.

Mimi’s eyes met mine in the mirror.

There was no judgment in them.

Only recognition.

Makeup came after hair.

Mimi built the face slowly.

Foundation first, thin and luminous, letting my skin show through but better, softer, finished. Concealer under the eyes, because finale nerves were not allowed to become texture. Cream contour, careful and subtle. Rosy blush placed high, the shade we had chosen because it made my face look alive and emotional without making me look like a cupcake. A soft highlight on cheekbones, nose, and inner corners of the eyes.

Then the eyes.

Defined but not harsh. Warm browns, soft shimmer, a deeper line near the lashes. Lashes that lifted and opened without becoming heavy. Brows brushed and set, shaped but still natural.

“You want them to see your eyes before the gown,” Mimi said.

“What if my eyes panic?”

“Then panic beautifully.”

“Everyone’s solution to my problems is adverb-based.”

“Because you resist nouns.”

The lips were last.

Liner, soft rosy-pink. Lipstick, satin. Gloss at the center.

Mimi handed me a tissue to blot.

I pressed my lips against it.

The imprint looked like evidence from a crime scene called femininity.

She set everything with spray.

The mist touched my face, cool and final.

Then came perfume.

My signature.

The same soft, warm floral-clean scent Mimi had chosen and I had pretended not to love. She sprayed it lightly at my wrists, behind my ears, at the base of my throat.

Not too much.

Just enough that anyone close would know.

That anyone close would remember.

Kevin, traitorous brain supplied.

I closed my eyes.

Raven noticed. “Thinking about the large guilty one?”

“No.”

“Lying in full glam should be illegal.”

“I’m thinking about winning.”

“Good. Think about both. Multitask.”

I opened my eyes and glared at him.

He smiled.

Then the shapewear.

Nothing dramatic. Nothing painful. Just smoothing pieces and structure to make the gown sit perfectly. Still, being helped into it felt intimate in a way that made me quiet. Not ashamed. Not anymore. Just aware. My body had been prepared, polished, and supported. Not erased. Supported.

That mattered.

The dress itself was not in the room yet.

But the pieces around it arrived like attendants before royalty.

Jewelry first.

Delicate drop earrings with tiny champagne stones. A fine bracelet. No necklace, because Mimi wanted the neckline clean and my collarbones visible. Rings? No, she decided. The nails were enough.

Heels next.

Champagne-pink satin with a stable heel and a thin ankle strap. Higher than I had ever worn before the competition, but now I could stand in them. Walk in them. Turn.

I sat while Mimi buckled them herself.

That was when my throat tightened unexpectedly.

She looked up. “What?”

“Nothing.”

“We retired nothing.”

I swallowed.

“You’re all doing this like…” I looked at Lulu, Celeste, Raven, Mimi. “Like it matters.”

Raven’s expression softened.

Lulu stopped fussing with the nail oil.

Celeste looked at me in the mirror.

Mimi finished the buckle and stood.

“It does matter,” she said.

My eyes burned.

“Don’t,” I warned.

“Cry now if you must. I can fix it. Cry in ten minutes and I charge Kevin.”

I laughed wetly, which saved me.

Raven stood and came close, careful not to disturb the hair. He touched my shoulder with two fingers.

“This is not disguise,” he said. “This is ceremony.”

The words sat in the room like a blessing.

And for once, I believed them.

The finale gown arrived in a garment bag carried by two assistants and treated with more respect than most CEOs deserved.

It was champagne-pink.

Not baby pink. Not bridal white. Not pageant neon. Champagne-pink, soft and luminous, with a satin underlayer and a sheer overlay that moved like light on water. The bodice was structured but romantic, with delicate draping that softened the shape. The waist was defined without looking harsh. The skirt flowed, not too full, not too narrow, made to move under stage lights. Tiny beadwork caught the light near the bodice and faded downward, like stars disappearing into dawn.

I stared at it.

The room went quiet.

Even Raven, who had an opinion on every fabric known to mankind, said nothing for a moment.

Then he whispered, “Oh.”

Mimi looked at me. “Ready?”

No.

Yes.

Both.

I stood carefully in the heels.

The assistants helped me step into the gown. The fabric slid up my legs, over the shapewear, around my waist. The bodice settled into place. Mimi adjusted the front. Celeste lifted my hair out from under the back. Lulu stood nearby with emergency tools, as if prepared to go to war over a bead.

Then Mimi zipped it.

The sound was small.

A zipper.

Ordinary.

But it felt like the final door closing on the old lie that this had only been about money.

The gown fit.

Of course it did. Mimi had made sure it would.

But fit was not the word.

The gown understood me.

That sounded insane, so I did not say it.

It made me stand tall without making me hard. It made my softness look chosen. It made my body look like something I had finally agreed to inhabit. The skirt moved when I breathed. The beadwork caught light at my chest and waist. The neckline left my collarbones bare, glowing faintly with shimmer.

Lulu crouched to inspect the hem. “No snags.”

Celeste adjusted the waves over one shoulder. “Hair stays forward on the left for the first walk. Turn right on the second mark.”

Mimi touched up the blush.

Raven stood back, eyes bright. “If you cry, I cry, and if I cry, my eyeliner becomes everyone’s problem.”

“I won’t cry.”

“Another lie. She collects them.”

Mimi gave me one last look.

Not stylist to contestant.

Not mentor to project.

Something warmer.

“Turn around,” she said.

I turned toward the full-length mirror.

For a second, I did not think anything.

No joke arrived.

No panic.

No argument.

No desperate search for John under the gown, under the waves, under the makeup, under the name.

There I was.

Not John in costume.

Not Jonah as strategy.

Just Jonah.

The room blurred.

“Don’t cry,” Raven warned, voice already shaking.

“I’m not.”

“You are literally crying with your eyes.”

Mimi appeared behind me with a tissue and caught one tear before it could damage anything important.

I laughed softly.

In the mirror, the girl laughed too.

Not girl.

Woman.

The word moved through me slowly, almost too large to hold.

I had been called pretty before I could name what it meant. I had dressed against my own face. I had hidden in hoodies, sarcasm, code, and exhaustion. I had thought softness was something people stole from me by noticing.

But standing there in that champagne-pink gown, with my friends around me and my name embroidered on the robe behind us, I understood something that felt both new and ancient.

Jonah had not replaced John.

John had carried her as far as he could.

Now she was standing.

Raven came forward and hugged me carefully, arms light around my shoulders, cheek not touching my makeup.

“I’m proud of you,” he whispered.

That nearly destroyed me.

“You smell like funeral flowers and expensive revenge,” I whispered back.

He laughed into my hair. “Thank you.”

Lulu kissed the air near my cheek. “Win or lose, baby, they will remember this look.”

“Win,” Mimi corrected.

Lulu nodded. “Win.”

Celeste stepped back, arms folded. “Walk slowly. The gown needs time to speak.”

“The gown has a speech?”

“The gown has a keynote.”

I laughed again.

Mimi handed me a small clutch containing my phone, lip color, and blotting sheets. “Kevin is here.”

The room shifted.

I looked at her in the mirror.

“He asked if he could see you before the show,” she said.

My heart did something deeply unprofessional.

Raven’s eyes narrowed. “Do we allow the large guilty one?”

I looked at myself.

At Jonah.

At the gown.

At the woman who did not need to be hidden from the person who had failed to see her soon enough.

“Yes,” I said.

My voice was steady.

“We allow him to witness.”

Kevin saw the gown in a hallway outside the green room, because apparently no room in EMA could hold that much unresolved emotion without becoming a fire hazard.

He stood near the wall in a black suit.

Not a tux. Not fully formal. But tailored and expensive enough that the Hampton name sat on him whether he wanted it or not. He looked older than he had in hoodies. More dangerous. More himself in a way that made me understand, painfully, that he had been hiding too.

Not as visibly as me.

Not as bravely.

But hiding.

When I stepped into the hallway, he turned.

Everything in him stopped.

I remembered the beauty suite. The blue dress. His first “Jonah.” The shock. The longing he had not known how to hold.

This was different.

This time, he did not look surprised.

He looked undone.

Like he had expected beauty and found truth instead.

I walked toward him slowly because Celeste said the gown needed time to speak and because I did not want to trip during an emotional climax.

Kevin’s eyes shone.

He opened his mouth.

Closed it.

Then said, “There you are.”

The words hit deeper than beautiful would have.

I stopped in front of him.

“Careful,” I said. “That almost sounded emotionally competent.”

A broken laugh escaped him.

He looked at my face, my hair, the gown, my hands. But not with the old disbelief. Not like he was trying to reconcile John and Jonah.

Like he had stopped making them fight inside his head.

“You look…” He stopped.

I lifted an eyebrow.

“Brave,” he said.

My throat tightened.

“Better,” I said.

He nodded.

For a second, the hallway held us gently.

Then production called finalists to the stage wing, and the world rushed back in.

The finale stage was larger than anything we had used before.

EMA had rented a real theater near the waterfront and turned it into a glittering, streaming-ready event. The audience was packed: fans, press, influencers, sponsors, EMA executives, Royal Hampton Air people, and enough cameras to make privacy feel like a historical concept.

The stage had a glossy black runway, huge LED screens, and a central performance area framed by soft light arches. The Pretty Pretty Boy logo floated above it in pink, silver, and gold.

Backstage, the five finalists waited in full looks.

Raven wore black crystal couture that made him look like a gothic monarch. Ellis wore pale gold and cream, soft and luminous as a dream sequence. Darian wore silver-white tailoring with a dramatic cape, because of course he did. Milo wore soft blue, smiling nervously and trying not to hyperventilate.

And me.

Champagne-pink gown.

Glossy waves.

Rosy lips.

Nails shining around the microphone pack they clipped under the gown with more respect than our investors had ever shown CivitasAI.

Nadine Cho’s voice rang out onstage, polished and electric.

“Tonight, one finalist will become the first winner of Pretty Pretty Boy.”

The audience roared.

My heart pounded.

Raven reached for my hand.

I took it carefully, nails against black crystal.

“You ready?” he asked.

“No.”

“Good. Honest.”

“Are you?”

“No. But I’m prettier scared.”

“You are.”

He smiled.

The finale began with the runway walk.

One by one, we stepped into the lights.

When Nadine announced my name, the audience reaction hit me like weather.

Not polite applause.

Cheers.

Screams.

My name.

Jonah.

People were shouting Jonah.

I walked out under the lights, and for the first time, I did not feel like I was borrowing the stage.

I did not feel like I had tricked anyone.

The gown moved beautifully, the skirt following me in soft waves. I remembered Celeste: slow, let the gown speak. I remembered Mimi: do not run from the light. I remembered Raven: the person in the mirror has been there longer than anyone knew.

At the end of the runway, I stopped.

Turned.

Looked into the camera.

And smiled.

Not defensively.

Not as a joke.

A real smile.

The audience erupted louder.

Something in my chest opened so wide it hurt.

The final talent performances came after the runway and judges’ questions.

Raven performed first, singing something dark and stunning that made the theater feel like a cathedral built for heartbreak. Ellis danced with a tenderness that made people hold their breath. Darian delivered a dramatic spoken-and-movement piece about perfection and pressure, infuriatingly excellent and emotionally sharp enough that I forgave him at least six percent. Milo sang a sweet pop ballad and cried at the end, which made the audience melt.

Then it was my turn.

My final talent piece had started as a joke between me and Kevin before everything broke.

“What if you made CivitasAI do stage visuals?” he had said weeks ago. “Like your voice controls the graphics.”

I had told him that was technically stupid.

Then I had built it.

Because technically stupid was often where interesting things lived.

The team had helped adapt it for EMA’s LED system. CivitasAI’s core model was not performing live in the risky way that could crash national streaming and end my life through buffering. Instead, I had built a controlled visual engine using audio input, pre-generated assets, and live-reactive parameters. Nerdy. Safe enough. Beautiful if everything worked.

If it failed, I would become a meme and then possibly a ghost after Marcus found out.

So, normal finale stakes.

Backstage, a tech checked my mic.

“Visual sync is ready,” he said.

I nodded.

My hands were cold.

Kevin stood near the side wing, allowed there through sponsor clearance, family power, legal intimidation, or some combination I chose not to investigate before singing. His eyes met mine.

He did not give me a thumbs-up.

Good.

Thumbs-up would have ended us.

Instead, he placed one hand over his heart.

Small.

Private.

Mine, if I wanted it.

I looked away before my makeup betrayed me.

Nadine announced me.

“And now, our final performance of the night. He arrived as an MIT founder who claimed beauty had nothing to do with him. Tonight, Jonah Federal brings code, voice, vulnerability, and transformation together in a performance only he could create.”

The lights dimmed.

I walked to center stage.

The screen behind me was black.

For one terrible second, so was my mind.

Then the first note played.

Soft piano.

My breath entered the microphone.

On the screen behind me, a single line of code appeared in pale blue.

if seen == true:

A quiet ripple moved through the audience.

I almost smiled.

Then I sang.

The song was simple, original enough that EMA’s music team had blessed it, emotional enough that I had avoided practicing it in front of Raven because he would have said something devastating.

My voice was not perfect.

It had never been perfect.

But it was mine.

Soft at first.

Then steadier.

Behind me, the code responded to my voice. Blue lines pulsed with each note, branching into patterns, functions, loops, fragments of syntax turning into light. The graphics were delicate at first, like circuitry learning to bloom.

I sang about hiding in rooms full of screens.

About being named before I was ready.

About building systems to understand language while refusing to understand my own reflection.

Then the music quieted.

I lowered the microphone slightly.

The stage lights softened.

I spoke.

“I used to think being smart meant I could escape being seen.”

The audience went still.

I looked into the dark beyond the lights, where hundreds of faces waited, where cameras carried me to more strangers than I could count, where Marcus might be watching, where Kevin definitely was.

“I thought if I explained things well enough, coded things cleanly enough, made enough jokes before anyone else could, people would forget to look at me too closely.”

My voice shook once.

I let it.

“But being seen terrified me more than failing. Failing was simple. I understood failing. Failing had metrics.”

A soft laugh moved through the audience.

Good.

Still me.

I continued.

“Beauty felt dangerous because I thought it belonged to whoever noticed it first. The people who stared. The people who laughed. The people who used pretty like a dare or a debt.”

My hand tightened around the mic.

The nails flashed.

“Then this show dressed me, painted me, polished me, terrified me, and somehow gave me back something I thought had been stolen before I ever got to name it.”

Behind me, the code began to shift.

Lines broke apart.

Symbols became petals.

Variables unfolded into flowers.

Loops became wings.

The audience murmured.

I sang again.

This time, the visuals bloomed with my voice.

Flowers in pale blue and rose-gold spread across the screen. Stars appeared between them. The circuitry became vines of light. The central shape grew slowly, almost imperceptibly, into a glowing feminine silhouette made of code, flowers, wings, and broken brackets transformed into ornament.

It could have been cheesy.

Maybe it was.

I no longer feared sincerity enough to care.

The final note rose higher than I had ever sung it in rehearsal.

For one second, I thought it would break.

Then I saw myself on the side monitor: champagne-pink gown, hair glowing, eyes bright, standing in front of a silhouette that looked like something inside me had finally rendered.

The note held.

The visuals exploded into soft light.

The silhouette opened into wings.

The music ended.

Silence.

One breath.

Two.

Then the theater erupted.

People stood.

Not everyone at first, then more, then almost all. Cheers, applause, shouting, phones raised, the sound rising until it pressed against my skin.

I lowered the microphone.

My hand shook.

But I did not look down.

Nadine came onto the stage with tears in her eyes, which might have been real or excellent hosting. With Nadine, both were possible.

“Jonah Federal,” she said, voice thick, “you may have just broken the internet.”

I laughed into the mic, because what else could I do? “Can I invoice it?”

The audience laughed and cheered again.

The judges gave comments. They used words like unforgettable, vulnerable, innovative, luminous, authentic. Talia Frost stood near the stage wing, hand over her mouth, eyes shining with the expression of a producer watching a moment become currency.

Fine.

Let her sell it.

I had sold worse parts of myself for less.

Backstage after the performance was chaos.

Raven grabbed me first and almost ruined both our looks.

“You absolute menace,” he said. “You made me feel feelings during a coding visual.”

“I apologize to the arts.”

Ellis hugged me carefully. “That was beautiful.”

This time, the word did not hurt.

“Thank you.”

Darian approached next, silver cape dramatic even in emotional surrender. “I hate that you deserve to win.”

“That might be the nicest thing you’ve ever said.”

“It is. I need water.”

Milo cried again, but that seemed to be his finale brand and frankly it worked.

Then Kevin appeared.

He did not rush me.

He waited until the others stepped back.

I turned to him.

For a second, neither of us spoke.

His eyes were wet.

Mine were probably worse, but Mimi had built the face to survive minor weather.

“You did it,” he said.

“Not yet.”

“Yes,” he said softly. “You did.”

Before I could answer, another voice cut in.

“Well. That was certainly theatrical.”

Malcolm Hampton.

Of course.

He stood near the sponsor entrance in a dark tux, blond hair perfect, smile thin. Constance stood a few feet behind him, elegant in navy, pearls at her ears, unreadable as ever. Two RHA executives hovered nearby, pretending not to witness family damage.

Kevin’s posture changed.

Mine did too.

The gown suddenly felt like armor.

Malcolm looked at me, then at Kevin. “I suppose this is the part where everyone pretends a pageant scandal is a leadership credential.”

Kevin’s expression hardened. “Don’t.”

Malcolm smiled. “I’m only saying what half the board will say. You disappeared from the company, attached yourself to a failing startup, and now you’re publicly mooning over a contestant in a pretty-boy competition. It’s not exactly the Hampton legacy.”

Several cameras were nearby.

Not pointed directly at us.

Yet.

But production people had the instincts of sharks around blood.

Talia appeared in my peripheral vision.

Of course she did.

Kevin saw the cameras.

Saw his mother.

Saw Malcolm.

Saw me.

I knew the old Kevin well enough to know what he would have done before.

He would have lowered his voice.

Moved the argument private.

Said, It’s complicated.

Protected me by hiding me.

Protected himself more.

This Kevin inhaled once.

Then he stepped beside me.

Not in front.

Beside.

He took my hand.

In front of everyone.

My breath caught.

His fingers wrapped carefully around mine, thumb resting against the crystals on my nails.

The cameras turned.

I felt them.

So did he.

He did not let go.

“Jonah is not a scandal,” Kevin said.

His voice was steady enough to carry.

Malcolm’s smile flickered.

Kevin continued, “And if the Hampton legacy can’t survive me being proud of someone brave, then maybe it’s weaker than all of you pretend.”

The hallway went silent.

I stared at him.

He looked at me, not the cameras.

“I am proud of you,” he said.

Not as damage control.

Not as a joke.

Not as an almost-confession in a private room.

Public.

Clear.

Chosen.

My throat closed.

Constance watched silently.

She did not smile.

She did not interrupt.

That might have been the first gift she had ever given us.

Malcolm’s jaw tightened. “You’re making a mistake.”

Kevin’s hand held mine.

“No,” he said. “I already made the mistake. I’m correcting it.”

I felt the cameras take the moment.

Fine.

Let them.

Some truths deserved witnesses.

The final results took forty minutes to prepare and seventeen years to announce.

At least that was how it felt.

The five of us stood onstage under the finale lights while Nadine built suspense with the skill of a woman who could weaponize a pause. Audience votes had closed. Judges’ scores had been calculated. Social engagement had been factored in. Somewhere, servers knew my future before I did, which felt insulting since I had spent years building systems and still did not trust them with my emotional outcome.

My hand remembered Kevin’s even after he had returned to the sponsor area.

That warmth stayed in my palm.

The finalists stood in a line.

Raven to my left. Ellis to my right. Darian beyond him, face calm but eyes bright. Milo on the end, already crying preemptively.

Nadine stood center stage with the results card.

“Tonight,” she said, “one of these incredible finalists will become the very first winner of Pretty Pretty Boy.”

The audience roared.

My heart pounded against the bodice of the gown.

I thought of Marcus.

Two hundred thousand.

His texts.

Pretty little thing.

Don’t forget who owns the prize before you win it.

I thought of the RAGAZZO folder. Kevin’s lawyers. The men in the studio. The way fear had followed me into every room and still failed to keep me offstage.

I thought of CivitasAI, our terrible website, our useful product, the Worcester dentist who might one day receive a better onboarding flow.

I thought of the apartment.

The couch.

The dead spinach.

Kevin shirtless, yelling at a JRPG boss.

John in a hoodie, trying to debug his way out of being seen.

Then I thought of the mirror.

The robe.

Jonah.

Nadine began with fifth place.

Milo.

He cried beautifully and accepted it with grace.

Fourth place.

Darian.

His smile froze for half a second, then recovered into something stunning. He hugged Ellis, then me. When he leaned in, he whispered, “Win, or I’ll be furious retroactively.”

“Terrifying motivation,” I whispered back.

Third place.

Ellis.

The audience gasped. Ellis smiled, soft and bright, though his eyes shone. He hugged me carefully.

“Whatever happens,” he whispered, “you already changed the show.”

I could not answer.

Then there were two.

Raven and me.

Of course.

The goth monarch and the reluctant glitch who had become a girl in front of America.

Raven reached for my hand.

I took it.

His rings were cold against my fingers.

“If I lose to anyone,” he whispered, “I’m glad it’s you.”

“If I lose to you, I’ll pretend to be gracious and then eat cereal in your bed out of spite.”

He laughed.

Nadine held the card.

The theater went quiet.

“America has voted. The judges have spoken. The first winner of Pretty Pretty Boy is…”

Time stopped.

Actually stopped.

I did not breathe.

The lights blurred.

My body became only a heartbeat, a hand in Raven’s, a gown, a name waiting to be called.

“Jonah Federal.”

For half a second, I did not understand.

Then Raven screamed.

The audience exploded.

Confetti burst from above in champagne and pink and silver. The sound hit me like a wave. Nadine was saying my name again. Mimi was crying backstage. Lulu was jumping. Celeste had both hands over her mouth. Ellis was cheering. Darian looked furious and proud. Kevin stood in the sponsor section with tears on his face and no attempt to hide them.

I won.

I won.

I had won.

Raven hugged me so tightly a producer probably died of garment anxiety.

“You did it,” he said into my ear.

“I did it?”

“You did it.”

Nadine placed the sash over me.

PRETTY PRETTY BOY — WINNER.

Then the crown.

It was not huge. EMA had taste when it wanted to. Delicate, silver, with tiny rose crystals. Light enough to wear. Heavy enough to mean something.

The check presentation came next.

$250,000.

The number glowed on a giant screen behind me.

The audience cheered again.

I stared at it.

Money.

Ugly, necessary, miraculous money.

Enough to pay the demand. Enough to keep Marcus from owning the rest of our fear. Enough to give CivitasAI air. Enough to make the month mean survival, not just spectacle.

But standing there under falling confetti with the crown in my hair, the sash across my gown, and my name echoing through the theater, I understood that the money was not the whole win.

Not anymore.

I had entered the contest as John in disguise.

I had won as Jonah by choice.

Nadine handed me the microphone.

“Jonah,” she said, voice emotional, “what do you want to say?”

I looked at the audience.

At the cameras.

At the people who had voted for me, mocked me, loved me, edited me, threatened me, styled me, held me, watched me become visible.

Then I looked at Kevin.

He was still standing.

Still crying.

Still proud.

I lifted the microphone.

“I came here because I needed to win money,” I said.

A ripple moved through the audience. Surprise. Laughter. Recognition.

I smiled through tears. “That is not the glamorous answer, but it is the honest one.”

Nadine laughed softly beside me.

“I thought this show was going to turn me into someone else. I was terrified of that. Then I realized I had spent my whole life being more terrified that someone would notice who was already there.”

My voice shook.

I kept going.

“So thank you for seeing Jonah before I was brave enough to stop looking away.”

The audience roared.

I lowered the mic.

Mimi was fully crying now.

Good.

She deserved consequences too.

The legal part did not happen onstage, obviously.

That would have been too tidy, and life was rarely kind enough to follow a clean act structure.

But it began that night.

Marcus texted during the post-show press chaos.

No screenshot this time.

Just words.

Congratulations. We’ll discuss payment.

I stared at it in the green room, crown beside me on the vanity, sash still across my gown.

Kevin stood behind me.

I showed him the phone.

His face hardened.

Then another message arrived.

From an unknown number, but not Marcus.

This is Attorney Leighton with Hampton Legal. Do not respond. We have issued notice to Ragazzo Group counsel. All communication should now be preserved and directed through legal representation. We have also notified EMA security and relevant parties regarding the unauthorized approach at the studio.

I looked at Kevin.

“You did this?”

“I told you I talked to lawyers.”

“You have a lawyer who texts like Batman.”

“He’s very expensive.”

“I can tell.”

Kevin’s mouth curved slightly, then faded. “Marcus can still try things. But not quietly. Not anymore.”

I looked down at the phone.

For the first time since the bar, Marcus’s name did not make my body go cold.

Not because he was gone.

Because he had become documented.

Visible.

Men like Marcus liked shadows, contracts, side doors, fear in private rooms.

Pretty Pretty Boy had made me public.

Kevin’s lawyers had made him careful.

And the prize money meant he no longer had the same grip on my throat.

I saved the messages anyway.

Evidence.

Jonah Federal learned, but she did not become careless.

After the final press photos, winner interviews, sponsor shots, and enough confetti-related cleanup to qualify as a weather event, I escaped.

Not far.

Just to a quiet backstage corridor near an old stairwell, where the theater sounds were muted and the air smelled like dust, perfume, and electrical cables.

I carried the crown in one hand.

The sash still crossed my gown.

My feet hurt.

My face hurt from smiling.

My heart hurt from everything else.

Kevin found me there.

Of course he did.

He stopped a few feet away, as if asking permission with distance.

“Hi,” he said.

I looked at him.

“Hi.”

For a moment, we were quiet.

The man had publicly taken my hand, told cameras he was proud of me, challenged Malcolm, cried when I won, and still somehow looked like the shy one now.

Absurd.

Familiar.

Mine, if I was brave enough to admit wanting did not equal surrender.

He looked at the crown in my hand. “It suits you.”

“Careful. That sounds like a compliment.”

“It is.”

“I’m emotionally fragile. Be specific.”

He smiled softly. “You looked like yourself tonight.”

There went my throat again.

I looked away, down the corridor.

“Thank you,” I said.

He took one cautious step closer. “I’m sorry.”

I closed my eyes.

Not because I was tired of hearing it.

Because this time, the words did not sound like a key.

They sounded like a door he was willing to stand outside of.

“I know,” I said.

“No, I need to say it again. Not for you to forgive me faster. Just because it’s true.” His voice was low. “I’m sorry I lied. I’m sorry I let you believe there was no other choice. I’m sorry I wanted to be seen as normal so badly that I made you carry the abnormal part in public.”

I opened my eyes.

He was looking at me fully.

No retreat.

No almost.

“I’m sorry I kept loving you like a secret,” he said.

That one hurt.

Softly.

Deeply.

I looked down at the crown. The tiny crystals caught the backstage light.

“I don’t forgive you all at once,” I said.

He nodded. “Okay.”

“I might forgive you in pieces. Annoyingly. With conditions.”

“I accept.”

“Some days I might still be angry.”

“I’ll deserve it.”

“Yes, you will.”

His mouth tilted.

I took a breath.

“And I don’t want to lose you,” I said.

His face changed.

Not triumph.

Not relief exactly.

Hope, held carefully.

“But,” I continued, because if I did not say it now, the gown might drag me into old patterns, “I am not going back to pretending Jonah is temporary.”

Kevin’s eyes shone again.

“I know.”

“No, I need you to understand. I don’t know everything yet. I don’t know what I’ll wear every day. I don’t know what name goes where. I don’t know how public I want to be after this, or how private, or what happens when the internet moves on and I’m still me.” My voice trembled. “But I am not folding her up and putting her in a garment bag because the contest is over.”

Kevin stepped closer.

Slowly.

Carefully.

“Then don’t go back,” he said.

The words were simple.

So simple I almost missed the size of them.

Then don’t go back.

No condition.

No negotiation.

No but what about.

No John or Jonah split into categories he could tolerate.

Just permission I did not need but wanted from him anyway.

I laughed once, a wet, quiet sound. “That easy?”

“No.” He shook his head. “Probably not. But I’ll be there. If you want me there.”

I looked at him.

At Kevin Hampton.

The boy from the couch and the man in the suit. The liar. The protector. The coward. The one who had finally stopped hiding. The one whose hand I had wanted even when I hated him.

“I want you there,” I said.

His breath caught.

“But you have to earn staying there.”

“I will.”

“You have to tell me the truth even when it makes you look bad.”

“I will.”

“You have to stop almost kissing me like a Victorian ghost.”

A laugh broke out of him, shaky and real.

“I can do that one immediately,” he said.

The air changed.

There it was again.

The cliff edge.

But this time, I was not in a lavender challenge dress. Not on our couch interrupted by a phone call. Not in a beauty suite after a reveal. Not waiting for Kevin to decide whether wanting me was worth the consequences.

I had a crown in my hand, a sash across my gown, prize money waiting in legal processing, and enough body shimmer on my collarbones to bankrupt subtlety.

I had won.

I had no interest in almost.

Kevin came closer.

“Can I kiss you?” he asked.

The asking nearly undid me.

I lifted my chin.

“Yes.”

He kissed me.

Not fast.

Not dramatic for cameras.

There were no cameras.

No audience.

No Nadine building suspense.

No Marcus.

No Malcolm.

No almost.

Just Kevin’s hand coming carefully to my waist, the other touching my face like the makeup was not a barrier but part of me tonight. Just his mouth on mine, warm and certain. Just the soft press of him, the familiar scent of mint and expensive suit fabric and Kevin underneath all of it. Just my hand against his chest, nails catching on his lapel, the crown held awkwardly in my other hand because apparently even romance had props.

I kissed him back as Jonah.

As John too, somewhere inside me.

But not as confusion.

As continuity.

As the person who had been circling this for two years and finally stopped running in the opposite direction.

When we broke apart, Kevin rested his forehead lightly against mine.

His voice was rough. “I love you.”

I closed my eyes.

No flinch.

No joke.

Not yet.

“I know,” I whispered.

He laughed softly. “Did you just Han Solo me in a finale gown?”

“Yes.”

“Fair.”

I opened my eyes.

Then, because bravery had become a terrible habit, I added, “I love you too. But I’m still mad.”

His smile trembled. “I can work with that.”

“You’ll have to.”

“I will.”

I looked down at my hand in his. Glossy nails. His larger fingers. The sash brushing my arm. The crown glittering softly at my side.

I had thought winning would feel like escape.

It did.

But not in the way I imagined.

I had not escaped Jonah.

I had escaped the fear of her.

Somewhere beyond the corridor, people were still calling my name. EMA staff. Press. Fans. Maybe Talia looking for one more shot. Maybe Mimi ready to scold me for kissing before lip touch-up. Maybe Raven preparing to demand emotional damages again.

The world waited.

For once, I did not want to disappear from it.

Kevin squeezed my hand.

“Ready?” he asked.

No.

Yes.

Both.

I looked at him, then at the crown, then down at the champagne-pink gown that had carried me from stage lights into this quiet hallway where the boy I loved finally kissed the woman I had become.

I had not only won money.

I had not only saved the startup.

I had not only beaten Marcus to the edge of my own life.

I had won myself.

I lifted the crown.

“Let’s go,” I said.

And this time, when we walked back toward the lights, I did not let go of his hand.


Epilogue
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SEVERAL MONTHS after I won Pretty Pretty Boy, the dead spinach was gone. This might not sound like an important milestone in a love story, a startup story, or a public gender crisis accidentally sponsored by an airline, but in our apartment, it meant something.

The spinach had been a symbol.

A decomposing, judgmental symbol.

It had sat in our refrigerator during the final weeks of CivitasAI’s first life, back when Kevin and I were two sleep-deprived founders pretending optimism could pay rent and loan sharks could be handled with spreadsheets. It had watched us panic. It had watched us fight. It had watched me leave the apartment as John and come back as Jonah in a blue dress, glossy nails, and enough emotional instability to qualify as venture capital.

Now the fridge contained actual groceries.

Greek yogurt. Eggs. Salad greens that were still spiritually alive. Oat milk Kevin still stole from me even though we were no longer broke enough to pretend sharing oat milk was a financial strategy. A container of sliced fruit because I had become the kind of person who bought sliced fruit and then complained about the markup while eating it.

The apartment had changed too.

Not completely.

That was the part I loved.

The monitors were still there, though now they sat on actual desks instead of a folding table one screw away from collapse. The anime figures remained on the shelf, except now Raven had gifted me a tiny black-winged figurine he claimed “felt spiritually accurate,” and it stood beside Kevin’s favorite JRPG hero like they were judging him together.

The game controllers still lived near the couch.

The whiteboard still leaned against the wall, but PROFIT??? had been erased.

In its place, Priya had written:

CUSTOMERS FIRST. FEATURES SECOND. NO MORE BASEMENT FERRARIS.

Underneath, Kevin had added:

Also no more crime loans.

Under that, I had written:

Bold of you to limit our brand.

The couch was still terrible.

It still dipped toward the middle no matter where we sat. It had survived emotional almost-kisses, post-finale kisses, apology conversations, product planning, two minor fights about pricing, and one incident where Kevin spilled coffee on a throw pillow and tried to convince me the stain looked “artisanal.”

But now, beside the couch, there was a pair of champagne satin heels.

Not EMA’s.

Mine.

Near the door sat ankle boots, flats, one pair of low black heels I wore to meetings, and a pair of impractical rose-pink shoes that Lulu had bullied me into buying because, and I quoted, “A winner needs shoes that serve no purpose except emotional dominance.”

My dresses had closet space.

Real closet space.

Kevin had moved half his hoodies into storage bins under the bed and acted like it was not a romantic gesture of historic proportions. The first time I saw the empty hangers waiting for my clothes, I had stood in the closet and cried so quietly he pretended not to notice until he came up behind me and zipped the dress I had been holding like a flag.

My makeup lived openly in the bathroom now.

Not hidden in a cosmetic bag. Not packed away as proof that Jonah had been an event.

Openly.

Foundation, blush, brushes, lip gloss, setting spray, eyelash glue, nail oil, perfume. My perfume sat beside Kevin’s razor. My heat protectant lived next to his toothpaste. His toothbrush and my lip liner shared a cup, which felt obscene in the way domestic happiness often did.

The first month after the finale, I kept expecting Kevin to treat everything like a delicate phase.

He did not.

He noticed when I changed my nails.

“New shape?” he asked one morning, while making coffee.

I held up my hand and narrowed my eyes. “That was either very attentive or very dangerous.”

“Almond, but shorter,” he said.

I froze.

He smiled into his mug.

I pointed at him. “Who taught you nail vocabulary?”

“Lulu threatened me.”

“Good.”

“She said if I loved you, I should know the difference between almond and coffin.”

“That is legally true.”

He came close, took my hand, and kissed my knuckles like he had done it every morning of his life.

“Looks good,” he said.

“Careful.”

He looked at me, eyes soft. “Looks like you.”

That was how he did it.

Not perfectly. Kevin was still Kevin. He still forgot laundry in the dryer. He still claimed he did not cheat during Mario Kart even though he absolutely looked at my screen. He still went quiet when Hampton family messages came through, though now he showed them to me instead of building a wall and standing in front of it.

But he treated Jonah as normal.

Not spectacular.

Not shocking.

Not temporary.

He kissed me when I wore full makeup and when I had none. He helped me fasten necklaces when my nails made the clasp impossible. He learned how to hold bobby pins in his mouth while I fixed my hair, though he looked deeply betrayed the first time he tasted hairspray. He asked before touching my hair, then eventually learned when the asking could become a look because trust was not a grand speech. It was repetition.

Some mornings, I still wore hoodies.

That surprised people most.

The internet had decided that Jonah Federal lived exclusively in satin, lashes, and emotional lighting. The internet was wrong about many things. I still liked comfort. I still coded in oversized sweaters. I still made ugly concentration faces at monitors. I still swore at broken functions and ate cereal at midnight.

But now the hoodie did not feel like hiding.

It felt like a choice.

That was the difference.

One Saturday morning, Kevin and I sat on the couch while rain streaked down the windows and the city looked gray and expensive outside.

He was fighting another JRPG boss, because personal growth had limits.

I sat beside him with my laptop open, reviewing CivitasAI’s latest demo analytics. My legs were tucked under me. My hair was in a loose claw clip. I wore soft lounge shorts, an oversized sweater, no foundation, lip balm, and the nude-pink nails Lulu maintained with near-religious discipline.

Kevin’s character died.

Again.

The words GAME OVER flashed across the screen.

I did not look up. “Have you considered not being bad?”

He dropped the controller on his lap. “Have you considered emotional support?”

“I emotionally support the demon bride.”

“She has six arms.”

“And still better strategy.”

He turned his head and looked at me.

“What?” I asked.

He smiled.

“No,” I said. “Do not look at me like I’m about to be told something sincere.”

“I was just thinking.”

“Dangerous. We’ve discussed this.”

“This place feels like us now.”

I looked around.

The monitors. The anime figures. The heels by the door. The makeup in the bathroom. The robe from EMA hanging behind my bedroom door, JONAH embroidered over the chest. Kevin’s hoodie thrown over the chair. My perfume in the air because I had sprayed it earlier and pretended I had not done it for him.

Us.

Not John’s life invaded by Jonah.

Not Kevin’s life disrupted by truth.

Ours.

“Yeah,” I said softly. “It does.”

CivitasAI relaunched on a Thursday because Priya said Tuesdays were better for B2B announcements and I told her my transformation arc had already respected enough production schedules.

Priya stared at me over her laptop and said, “Fine. Thursday. But if the open rate suffers, I’m naming a dashboard after your stubbornness.”

“I would be honored.”

“You would be measured.”

“That sounds worse.”

Priya had become our unofficial strategy officer, which meant she arrived twice a week with coffee, merciless notes, and the ability to destroy our assumptions in twelve words or fewer. She had rebuilt our messaging from the ground up.

No more context-aware LLM-powered knowledge workflow automation.

Priya had made a face the last time she saw that phrase, like it had personally harmed her ancestors.

The new headline was simple:

Find answers in your business documents in seconds.

Under that:

CivitasAI helps small teams organize, search, summarize, and act on the information they already have.

I had resisted at first.

“It sounds too simple,” I said.

“Customers like simple,” Priya replied.

“Developers like impressive.”

“Developers are not your buyers.”

Kevin had leaned back in his chair and whispered, “The Ferrari is leaving the basement.”

I threw a pen at him.

But Priya was right.

Again.

Annoyingly.

The relaunch was not just a website refresh. It was an actual strategy, which felt rude because apparently those worked.

We had vertical pages now: property managers, dental offices, local agencies, accounting teams, and admin-heavy small businesses. We had short demo videos. Clear pricing. Case studies. A waitlist built from my Pretty Pretty Boy audience, half of whom admitted they did not need business AI but wanted “Jonah’s robot to succeed,” which was sweet, unhinged, and not our target market.

Still, visibility helped.

EMA had turned Jonah Federal into a public story, and for once, we used the story without letting it use all of me.

Our relaunch content did not pretend Pretty Pretty Boy had been a random marketing stunt. It told the truth, or the polished founder version of it.

Transformation was not only personal. It was operational.

That was Priya’s line.

I hated how good it was.

Kevin wrote a post about building CivitasAI, failing to reach customers, and learning that useful products still needed clear stories.

I wrote one about hiding behind intelligence because vulnerability felt inefficient, then discovering that people did not connect with systems until they understood the humans behind them.

The internet ate it up.

Of course it did.

There were comments about the product. Questions from actual businesses. Demo requests. Press inquiries. A few trolls, because public life came with mold. But mostly, people were curious.

Royal Hampton Air became our first major enterprise client.

The contract took weeks.

Not because the product was not ready.

Because I refused to let it look like a family favor wrapped in procurement.

Kevin agreed.

That mattered.

He attended every meeting openly as Kevin Hampton, co-founder of CivitasAI and yes, connected to Royal Hampton Air. He did not minimize it. He did not perform poverty. He did not pretend his last name was a coincidence that happened to have a crown-wing logo attached.

Constance Hampton attended the final presentation.

She sat at the head of the RHA conference table in navy, pearls, and emotional frost. Malcolm was there too, looking like a man forced to watch a romance subplot become a vendor relationship.

I wore a white silk blouse, tailored black trousers, pointed heels, soft glam makeup, my hair in smooth waves, and nude nails with a thin gold line.

Professional Jonah.

Founder Jonah.

Beautiful, intelligent, and very prepared to invoice an airline.

I presented CivitasAI’s internal document search pilot with Kevin beside me. He covered technical architecture. I covered customer pain, use cases, onboarding, and measurable time savings. Priya watched from the back with a facial expression that said she would allow herself to be proud after the signature.

Constance asked sharp questions.

I answered them.

Malcolm asked whether our “unexpected media visibility” might distract from enterprise reliability.

I smiled.

“Only if your teams are easily distracted by efficient onboarding and measurable productivity gains.”

Kevin coughed into his hand.

Priya looked at the ceiling like she was thanking a god of positioning.

Constance’s mouth moved almost imperceptibly.

It might have been a smile.

Or indigestion.

With Constance, one never assumed.

The deal closed two days later.

A real contract.

Clean terms.

Real payment.

No secret rescue.

No hidden exit.

No Marcus Ragazzo.

Marcus, for his part, had become much quieter after the finale.

The prize money cleared the legitimate principal through counsel. The predatory penalties became the subject of legal dispute, and after Hampton Legal, EMA security reports, and the saved texts entered the conversation, Marcus’s family suddenly discovered a deep passion for settlement and discretion.

I never saw him again.

That was the best apology he could have offered.

Occasionally, I still thought about the bar. The black SUV. The screenshot messages. Pretty little thing. Don’t forget who owns the prize before you win it.

Then I would look at the signed RHA contract, the relaunch metrics, the legal letters, and my own reflection in the dark monitor.

Marcus had not owned the prize.

He had not even understood what I was winning.

The interview happened at the CivitasAI relaunch event, three months after the finale.

We hosted it in a small but beautiful venue near the Seaport, not far from where EMA had first made me Jonah under lights and professional scrutiny. The space had white walls, warm wood floors, a small stage, demo stations, and tall windows that looked out toward the harbor.

There were investors, potential clients, tech reporters, a few EMA people, RHA executives, and because my life had become absurd, Raven, Lulu, Celeste, Mimi, Ellis, Darian, and Nadine Cho.

Raven arrived in black silk and said, “I’m here to make your B2B event bisexual.”

“Thank God,” I said. “The SaaS people needed help.”

Lulu inspected my nails before saying hello.

Celeste adjusted one piece of my hair without asking, which was legal because she had earned the right through battle.

Mimi looked me up and down, eyes sharp.

I stood in front of her, suddenly nervous.

My outfit was a sleek feminine founder look: a soft ivory satin blouse with a sculpted collar, high-waisted wide-leg trousers in pale taupe, pointed heels, delicate gold earrings, glossy waves, polished makeup, rosy lips, and elegant almond nails in a sheer pink-beige.

Glamorous but professional.

Beautiful but not decorative.

Intelligent but not apologizing for beauty.

Mimi smiled.

“Good,” she said.

I narrowed my eyes. “That’s all?”

“Great would make you unbearable.”

“I won a televised competition in heels. I am already unbearable.”

“True.”

She hugged me then, careful but real.

“You look like yourself,” she said quietly.

That still had the power to undo me.

During the panel interview, Nadine sat across from me onstage, because EMA understood synergy and because Nadine could make a software relaunch feel like an awards special without losing the plot.

Kevin sat in the front row beside Priya.

He wore a navy suit with no tie, open collar, hair slightly messy in the way that reminded me he was still the man who lost to JRPG bosses with his whole chest. He watched me with open pride now. No hiding. No careful distance. No private almost.

Just love.

Visible.

Nadine crossed one perfect leg over the other and smiled at me. “Jonah, a few months ago, most people knew you as the reluctant MIT contestant on Pretty Pretty Boy. Tonight, you’re relaunching CivitasAI as its co-founder and public face. Did the show change you?”

There it was.

The question people loved.

Did the show change you?

As if transformation were a switch flipped by wardrobe.

As if Jonah had been installed like software.

I smiled.

“The show did not create me,” I said. “It made me impossible to ignore.”

The room went quiet in the good way.

Nadine’s eyes warmed.

I continued, “I think people like clean transformation stories. Before and after. Hoodie and gown. Old name and new name. But it was never that simple. I was already there before the cameras. Before the dress. Before the first manicure. The show just put me in enough light that I had to stop pretending I could not see myself.”

Nadine nodded. “And CivitasAI?”

I laughed softly. “CivitasAI had its own transformation problem. We had a strong product, but we were hiding it behind technical language no customer wanted to read before coffee.”

Priya clapped once from the front row.

The audience laughed.

“We thought intelligence was enough,” I continued. “It wasn’t. Products need stories. People need stories. Businesses need to understand not just what something does, but why it matters to them.”

Nadine smiled. “So beauty and intelligence were never opposites?”

“No.” I looked toward Kevin, then back at Nadine. “Beauty is not the opposite of intelligence. Visibility is not the opposite of substance. Sometimes being seen is what finally gives your substance somewhere to go.”

That line made the reporter in the second row start typing fast.

Good.

Let him.

After the panel, we demoed CivitasAI.

Actual customers asked actual questions. Property managers wanted document search. A dental group wanted intake automation. A local nonprofit wanted grant report summaries. One man asked if the platform could handle messy PDFs, and I almost saw the Worcester dentist flash before my eyes like a war memory.

“Yes,” I said. “We are aggressively improving PDF handling.”

Kevin, beside me, whispered, “For Greg.”

“For justice,” I whispered back.

By the end of the night, we had more qualified leads than we had gotten in the entire first year of CivitasAI’s existence.

Priya hugged me.

Then immediately said, “The follow-up sequence needs to go out tomorrow morning.”

“Can I enjoy one feeling first?”

“Schedule the feeling. Then the sequence.”

“I missed you when you were just insulting our website.”

“You need me more now.”

Unfortunately, she was right.

Raven cornered Kevin by the drink table later and pointed one black nail at him.

“If you hurt her again,” he said, “I will become a legal problem your family has never seen before.”

Kevin nodded solemnly. “Fair.”

“You’re learning.”

“I’m trying.”

Raven studied him, then softened by approximately three percent. “She looks happy.”

Kevin looked across the room at me.

I was talking to Mimi and Lulu, laughing at something Darian had said that was probably rude but structurally elegant.

Kevin’s expression changed.

“She is,” he said. “I think.”

Raven smiled. “Good. Keep thinking before speaking. It suits you.”

After the event, Kevin and I walked through Cambridge instead of going straight home.

It was cold enough that I wore his coat over my shoulders, which would have been romantic if I had not immediately complained that it ruined the line of my blouse.

“It’s freezing,” Kevin said.

“Beauty has weather resistance.”

“Beauty also gets pneumonia.”

“Fine. But I’m wearing it under protest.”

“Your protest is noted and ignored.”

We walked past dark shop windows, cafés closing for the night, students carrying backpacks, cyclists cutting through side streets, rainwater shining faintly on the pavement. Cambridge had been the backdrop of our old life: lab nights, startup panic, ramen runs, investor rejections, debt dread.

Now it looked different.

Or maybe I did.

My reflection moved with us in the dark glass of a closed bookstore.

Long glossy hair.

Soft makeup.

Kevin’s coat over my shoulders.

Heels clicking against the sidewalk.

His hand holding mine.

My nails looked pale and perfect against his fingers.

I slowed.

Kevin noticed. “Feet hurt?”

“Yes, but that’s not why I stopped.”

He followed my gaze to the window.

Our reflections looked back.

For once, I did not flinch.

He squeezed my hand gently. “Do you ever miss it?”

“What?”

He hesitated. “Being invisible.”

The question settled between us.

Not cruel.

Not careless.

Real.

I thought about John.

The old hoodies. The messy hair. The bitten nails. The way I used sarcasm like a smoke bomb. The way I hated pretty because it always arrived before I was ready. The way I thought hiding meant safety when it mostly meant loneliness with better plausible deniability.

I missed parts of him.

Of course I did.

He had gotten me here.

He had built the product, loved Kevin badly and quietly, survived Marcus’s first threats, clicked the application button, and carried Jonah until she could stand.

But invisibility?

No.

I looked at my reflection in the shop window.

Then at Kevin.

“No,” I said. “I don’t miss being invisible.”

He smiled, soft and relieved.

“Good.”

“I do miss when fewer people had opinions about my blush.”

“Your blush has stakeholders now.”

“Terrible sentence.”

“Priya would say to segment them.”

“Priya would make a dashboard.”

He laughed, and the sound warmed the cold street.

We kept walking.

At the corner, Kevin stopped under a streetlight.

“What?” I asked.

He turned toward me, still holding my hand. “I love you.”

I rolled my eyes because romance required balance. “You say that a lot now.”

“I’m making up for lost time.”

“You are still in emotional debt.”

“I know.”

“Interest applies.”

“I accept the terms.”

“That is how we got in trouble before.”

He laughed and pulled me closer.

This time, when he kissed me, there was no almost. No secret. No production light. No audience demanding a story. Just the quiet street, the cold air, his coat on my shoulders, his hand at my waist, and me kissing him back without negotiating which version of me he meant.

He meant me.

All of me.

When we finally continued home, the apartment windows glowed above the street. Our apartment. Our monitors. Our game controllers. Our contracts. My dresses. His hoodies. My perfume. His coffee. Our ridiculous couch waiting to drag us toward the middle.

I looked down at our joined hands.

At my glossy nails against his skin.

At the life we had nearly lost, rebuilt into something stranger and softer and stronger than what we started with.

Once, people had called me too pretty like it was a warning.

A mistake.

A problem for a boy to solve.

They had been wrong.

She had not been too pretty to be a guy.

She had been too powerful to stay hidden.

~THE END~

Did you enjoy Too Pretty to Be a Guy? In that case, I hope you can check out my second full-length Transgender Transformation novel, Creating The Lady.
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“My best friend needed a glamorous fake fiancée to sell the power couple fantasy and lure more investors. Neither of us expected me to transform into her for real.”

Creating the Lady is Lilly Lustwood’s second full novel. It’s a glamorous, high-stakes feminization romance about luxury beauty, body transformation, trans awakening, scandal, obsession, surgery, power, and a love story of more than 50,000 words, fierce enough to survive the world finding out the truth.

Read Creating The Lady

Can’t get enough? Let’s multiply that urge more with this bundle that contains some of my chart-topping illustrated feminization and transgender transformation steamy romances.
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“Five deliciously girly transformations.”

Step into a world of glamour, temptation, and irresistible feminization in this illustrated romance collection from Lilly Lustwood. Inside are five standalone feminization stories, each paired with beautiful images and packed with transformation, seduction, and girly fantasy.

No repeats. No cross-additions. These stories are exclusive to this collection and do not appear in Lilly Lustwood’s other collections.

Included in this collection:

His First Skirt

The Pink Mask

Seven Girly Sins

Girly Weekends

Trapping My Boss

Clutch your Pearl Necklace Tight and Prepare for a Feminization Romance Ride!

Note: This collection contains feminization, transgender transformation, romance, and first time with a transgender woman tropes.

Read Secret Girly Transformations
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Want to really immerse Lilly’s world? How about a long gender swap romance of over 130,000 words!? Yes! It’s truly epic!

“Again?! Not another gender swap! Take me back to my body!”

Not Another Gender Swap is Lilly Lustwood’s debut gender swap long romance with over 130,000 words. It revolves around ego, redemption, transgender becoming, and true love.

Read Not Another Gender Swap
 


Hello Lilly
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So, okay, I know that you can’t wait to read the book but I can’t help but share with you my excitement (I know, I don’t look too thrilled in that photo but it’s the only one I could find where I’m holding the telephone, lol) but trust me, I am!

I’ve created an exclusive Fansly(profile) where I post feminizing and enchanting audio clips to help you achieve your most dazzling version.

Apart from the hypnotic lessons, I also post bonus content such as photos and scalding real-life stories along with POV clips that can lull (or get your blood rushing) depending on your choice, xo.

I’ll be updating it weekly with new content so stay tuned.

CLICK HERE TO LISTEN

(Not working? Simply search on Fansly(lillylustwood)


Book Bundles

∞∞∞

Need more of my romantic bedtime stories? It’s your lucky day! All of my bundles are unique, and none of the stories were cross-added so you can buy all of them without having to worry about whether or not a story already appeared on another bundle.

With these bundles, you’re going to save more than 50%. Love love love!

	[image: A person in a pink corset  Description automatically generated]	[image: A cartoon of a person lying down  Description automatically generated]
	[image: A person with long hair  Description automatically generated]	[image: A person posing for a picture  Description automatically generated]
	[image: A person sitting on a bench holding a lantern  Description automatically generated]	[image: A person in red dresses  Description automatically generated]
	[image: A person in a garment  Description automatically generated]	[image: A person in a white lingerie]



Custom Story

∞∞∞

Did you know that I also write custom/commission-based stories? Yes, I do, and I will write it to the tee based on your liking. Here’s a sample of a commission story I’ve created for one of my lovely readers.
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Added to that, if you’re a Lilly Lustwood reader, you’re quite aware of how colorful my prose is and I do three rounds of edits before I publish. Please understand that masterpieces cannot be rushed.

Don’t take my word for it, here’s what one of them had to say:

“I love the story!!!! Ty for writing almost 100 pages for Michelle and Evelynn—I’m sure they’re happy you gave them such love and attention as well. <3 My only disappointment came when I finished reading, but I realized I can re-read as much as I want.

Your storytelling skills are so great—if there’s any way I can leave a review please let me know! I truly enjoyed every moment of this commission.” -Michelle

Get Your Own Story


Audiobooks

∞∞∞

I know that many of you prefer consuming a book while doing something else. Most especially when it’s some of my books which are hard to read even with one hand haha!

That’s why I’ve created audiobook versions of my top sellers. They’re available on Audible and other major distributors!
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Listen to Audiobooks


Find Femboys
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Many of my readers love dressing up and have not fully transitioned for various reasons. Some of them also live double lives and are happy dressing up femininely part-time.

I get a lot of emails, but I can’t accommodate each and every one of them, so I created a community called Find Femboys. It’s a kink-positive platform allowing sissies, crossdressers, femboys, and people who love them to chat, exchange, meet, and more in a safe online space.

We have over 44,000 ACTIVE MEMBERS from around the world!

✓    44 Free Messages Daily

✓    View 44 Profiles/day

✓    Faster PHP system

✓    Support replies in 24–48h

App version in the works!

You don’t even need to upgrade to VIP to enjoy most of it.

Creating an account is as easy as 1-2-3. See you there!

Visit Find Femboys


Latest & Other Titles

Here’s the latest book from Lilly Lustwood…
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“I just woke up one day and felt gross about looking like a guy!”

I came to Los Angeles as Ben Trappe, a twenty-four-year-old gardener from Kansas with dirt under my nails, a beat-up truck, and one simple dream: save enough money to start my own landscaping company. Then I got cut by a rose. Not just any rose. Vivian’s Bloom was the rarest flower in Montgomery House, the old-money mansion where I worked as a live-in gardener.

Its owner, Mr. Elias Montgomery, was almost thirty, devastatingly polished, and a resident doctor who warned me not to touch the rose without gloves. I should have listened. Because the next morning, I woke up different. Softer skin. Fuller lips. A smaller waist. A body that suddenly hated every rough, masculine thing about itself.

My first thought should have been to call a doctor. Instead, I needed to shave. Everywhere. Immediately. Then came the moisturizer. The lip gloss. The wigs. The dresses. The perfume. The heels. OMG, the heels. I told myself it was the rose. A reaction. A medical problem. A bizarre botanical nightmare with excellent skin care. But the more I changed, the more I liked it.

And the more Elias looked at me like I was something rare, the harder it became to pretend I wanted to go back. His doctor friend said the rose might not have created Vivian from nothing. It might have unlocked the girl I had buried so deep I never knew she was there.

There was a cure. One little vial that could bring Ben back. I should have wanted it.I did want it. At least, I thought I did. But when I looked in the mirror with glossy lips, smooth legs, blonde hair, and a dress that made me feel alive for the first time, I had to ask myself the question that terrified me most:

Was I losing myself…
or finally blooming?

Read Woke Up Super Girly

Lilly Lustwood is a bestselling author of Transgender Romance. She has written hundreds of books but there are titles that truly helped introduce her to a wider range of readers. Here are just some of her bestselling books of all time.
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Want her classic works or check out some obscure ones? Feel free to check out these titles below.
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Author’s Message
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Dear Romantic Reader,

Thank you very much for purchasing and reading Too Pretty to Be a Guy.

For a writer, I can’t seem to find the best word to describe how grateful I am for your support.

If you enjoyed this book, KINDLY (with puppy-dog eyes) give it a Rating and Review.

Let’s get it to the overall bestseller list <3

Should you feel the need to send me a message concerning this book, your love life, or just about anything, please feel free to follow the pages below and Subscribe to my Mailing List to get updates on Free Books, Promos, and New Releases.

You can also follow my author profile on Amazon simply by visiting the Amazon Page below, you will get e-mails from Amazon whenever I have a new book, xo.

Mailing List (stats.sender.net/forms/er756a/view)

Home Page (www.lillylustwood.wordpress.com)

Amazon Page (www.amazon.com/Lilly-Lustwood/e/B0B9X11BMR/)

Facebook | Twitter |(@LillyLustwood)

TikTok @LillyLustwoodTok

Goodreads (www.goodreads.com/lillylustwood)

Fansly(www.fansly.com/lillylustwood)
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