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Trapped and Curious




Ryan had his feet up on the front desk like he owned the damn place, one boot heel resting on the mouse pad, the other knocking against the drawer every time he laughed.

I was supposed to be doing inventory. That was the job, technically. Instead, I was leaning back in the second chair, tossing balled-up receipts into the trash can by the door while Ryan gave commentary like he was calling the NBA Finals.

“Brick,” he said when I missed.

“Shut up.”

“You got the wrist of a scared child.”

“You got the haircut of a divorced youth pastor.”

He sat up fast, grinning. “Take that back.”

“Nope.”

He grabbed one of the stress balls from the desk and whipped it at me. I caught it against my chest, barely, then launched it back. It bounced off his shoulder and hit the framed sign behind him: SECURE STORAGE. SECURE PEACE OF MIND.

That made both of us laugh harder than it should have.

It was a slow Thursday afternoon, the kind where the security monitors showed nothing but rows of orange doors baking in the sun. The AC in the office rattled like it was dying on purpose. Outside, heat shimmered off the asphalt, and inside it smelled like burnt coffee, dust, and the cheap cologne Ryan wore too much of.

Ryan was twenty-three, same as me, but he had the confidence of a guy who thought every woman within ten feet was already interested. Tall, lean, stupidly good-looking in a way that annoyed me because he didn’t even try. Dark hair always messy, jaw always shaved clean, sleeves always pushed up like he was in a commercial for manual labor.

I looked like a dude who worked at a storage place because he did. Brown hair, average build, work polo, name tag, jeans. Nothing special.

Ryan said I had “quiet divorced-dad energy,” which was bullshit because I had never been married and barely knew how to cook chicken without poisoning myself.

The bell over the office door jingled.

We both straightened like we hadn’t been acting like idiots.

Then she walked in.

The writer.

We’d seen her maybe three or four times before. Never for long, always in big sunglasses and long dresses that looked expensive but also like she’d bought them from a haunted estate sale. She had this dramatic, floating way of moving, like she thought music was playing behind her and the rest of us were too poor to hear it.

Today she wore a deep purple wrap dress, a silk scarf tied around her hair, and lipstick so red it looked like blood. She carried a leather purse clutched to her chest like it had state secrets inside.

Ryan’s mouth twitched.

I kicked his chair under the desk.

“Good afternoon,” she said, drawing it out.

“Afternoon, ma’am,” I said.

Ryan coughed into his fist. “How can we help you?”

Her eyes moved between us, slow and suspicious behind the sunglasses. “I require assurance.”

That almost took me out right there.

Ryan looked down at the keyboard.

“Assurance?” I asked.

“Yes.” She stepped closer, lowering her voice. “That my unit is secure. Utterly secure. No wandering eyes. No wandering hands. No accidents.”

Ryan made a sound that was almost a laugh but turned it into another cough.

I kept my face straight because one of us had to be a professional. “Your unit is locked, and we’ve got cameras covering the rows. Nobody gets in unless they’ve got authorization.”

“And employees?” she asked.

That word landed weird.

Ryan’s eyes flicked to mine, then away.

“Employees don’t access customer units,” I said. “Not unless there’s an emergency or legal issue.”

She tilted her head. “And curiosity is not an emergency?”

My stomach gave this small, guilty dip even though I hadn’t done anything. Yet.

“No, ma’am,” I said.

She smiled then, slow and strange. “Good. Curiosity is a ravenous little beast. One must never feed it after midnight.”

Ryan’s shoulders shook.

I bit the inside of my cheek so hard it hurt.

She placed one hand on the counter. Her nails were long, glossy, and black. “I am a romance novelist. My work demands privacy. Passion, gentlemen, is fragile in captivity.”

Ryan turned away completely, pretending to study the wall calendar.

“Right,” I said, my voice coming out tight. “Totally understand.”

“I doubt that.” She said it sweetly, which somehow made it worse. “But perhaps one day, you will.”

Then she gave us both a look that felt way too personal, like she could see every dumb thought we’d ever had. She turned, her dress swishing around her legs, and drifted back out into the heat.

The bell jingled again.

For two full seconds, neither of us moved.

Then Ryan lost it.

He folded over the desk, laughing into his arm. I cracked too, because there was no way not to. My eyes watered. My chest hurt.

“Passion is fragile in captivity,” Ryan wheezed.

“Dude, stop.”

“One must never feed curiosity after midnight,” he said in a terrible dramatic accent.

“You sound like a horny vampire.”

He slapped the desk. “Bro, what the hell does she have in that unit?”

“Nope.”

“What?”

“No.”

“I didn’t even say anything.”

“You’re thinking it loud.”

Ryan leaned back, grinning at me with that look he got right before he did something stupid. “Come on.”

I shook my head. “No.”

“We don’t have to touch anything.”

“That’s not the point.”

“We just look.”

“That is literally the point.”

He spun the office chair once, then stopped himself with his boot. “Tim. She basically begged us to wonder. That whole thing was foreplay for a trespassing charge.”

“Awesome. Great. Let’s not get fired because some weird lady talks like a paperback cover.”

He stood and grabbed the key ring from the hook by the cabinet.

I stared at him. “Ryan.”

“What?”

“Put those back.”

“I’m not saying we open it.” He held the keys up, metal glinting in the fluorescent light. “I’m saying we walk by. Casual. Two hardworking employees checking the property.”

“You’re an idiot.”

“Yeah, but you’re curious.”

I hated that he was right.

Because I was. I had been since the first time she showed up in that long black coat in July, sweating like hell but acting like she was in a gothic castle. Every time she visited, she went straight to Building C, Unit 118, stayed ten minutes, and left looking pleased with herself.

Ryan watched my face and smiled wider. “There it is.”

“No, there isn’t.”

“Bro, your eyes just said yes.”

“My eyes don’t talk.”

“They do, and they’re little sluts for mystery.”

I laughed despite myself, then rubbed a hand over my face. “We walk by. That’s it.”

“Sure.”

“I mean it. We don’t open anything.”

“Absolutely.”

“Ryan.”

He put one hand over his heart. “On my honor.”

“You don’t have any.”

“Then we’re good.”

Ryan flipped the sign to CLOSED with two fingers and way too much confidence.

“That’s a terrible idea,” I said.

He looked back at me over his shoulder, grinning. “Which part?”

“The part where you just closed the office in the middle of the day so we can go snoop through a customer’s unit.”

“Bro, nobody’s here.”

“That’s not how rules work.”

Ryan shrugged and grabbed the ring of master keys from the drawer. The little metal tags clacked together in his hand, loud in the front office. I stared at them like they were evidence in a future court case.

“Put those back,” I said.

He didn’t. Of course he didn’t.

Ryan had that look on his face, the one that usually ended with him talking me into something stupid. He was good at it. Too good. He made bad ideas feel casual, like rules were just suggestions for people who got nervous easily.

“We shouldn’t be doing this,” I said again, quieter that time. “We could get in big trouble.”

He stepped around the desk, close enough that I could smell his gum and the cheap body spray he wore after lunch. “So what? Worst case, we get fired and find another minimum wage job.”

“That is not comforting.”

“It’s honest.”

I looked toward the security monitors. Four little screens showed empty aisles, orange roll-up doors, sun flashing off metal, nothing moving but heat. The place felt asleep.

Ryan followed my stare. “See? Dead.”

“That doesn’t mean invisible.”

“Tim.” He said my name like he was already bored with my conscience. “We are walking down a hallway. That’s it.”

“With keys.”

“Keys are part of the uniform.”

“We don’t wear uniforms.”

He glanced down at his polo. “Whatever this sad shirt is.”

I hated that I laughed. It came out before I could stop it, and Ryan’s grin widened because he knew he had me.

He tossed me the golf cart keys, then seemed to change his mind and hung them back up. “Nah. Cart’s too obvious. We walk.”

“Great. Sneaky crime cardio.”

“Attaboy.”

“Don’t ‘attaboy’ me.”

He pushed open the office door, and the heat hit us hard. I locked up behind him because apparently, if I was going to be an idiot, I was going to be a responsible idiot. The closed sign swung in the window behind us.

We crossed the lot at an easy pace, trying to look normal. That was impossible, because the second you were doing something wrong, every camera felt pointed at your forehead. I kept my hands in my pockets and stared ahead, pretending I wasn’t listening for tires, voices, sirens, even God.

Ryan looked relaxed. He always did. One hand in his pocket, keys looped over one finger, dark hair falling into his eyes because he refused to get it cut like a functioning adult.

“You’re sweating,” he said.

“It’s hot.”

“You’re stress-sweating.”

“Because I’m stressed.”

“Breathe, dude.”

“I am breathing. That’s why I’m still alive for this dumbass plan.”

He laughed under his breath.

Building C sat toward the back of the property, where the units got older and the lighting got worse. The hallway entrance was a gray metal door with a keypad that stuck half the time. Ryan punched in the employee code before I could remind him that codes were logged.

The lock buzzed.

He pulled the door open and gave me a little bow. “After you.”

“Nope. Your felony, your entrance.”

“Felony is dramatic.”

The corridor was cooler than outside but not by much. It smelled like cardboard, dust, old clothes, and that faint plastic stink storage places always had. The lights hummed overhead, long strips of white broken by a couple flickering bulbs.

Rows of unit doors stretched ahead, each one painted the same dull orange. The hallway was narrow enough that my shoulder nearly brushed Ryan’s when I walked beside him. I noticed that, then got annoyed that I noticed it.

He spun the key ring around one finger. “C-118, right?”

“You memorized it?”

“She comes in dressed like a haunted romance cover and whispers about passion. Yeah, I memorized it.”

“We’re not opening it.”

“Relax.”

“You keep saying that right before you do the thing I’m telling you not to do.”

“That’s called fun.”

“That’s called a future HR complaint.”

Ryan laughed again, softer this time. The sound bounced down the corridor and came back thin. I glanced behind us, but the door had already closed at the far end, leaving us boxed in by metal walls and bad judgment.

Unit numbers passed on our left. C-110. C-112. C-114.

My stomach tightened with every step.

I kept picturing the woman’s face, the way she had looked at us over her sunglasses. Curiosity is a ravenous little beast. I didn’t believe in weird fate crap, but the sentence stuck under my skin.

Ryan stopped at C-118.

For a second, neither of us said anything.

Her unit had a black padlock on it, bigger than the cheap brass ones most people used. There was a tiny red ribbon tied around the shackle. Not a bow. Just a strip of satin, knotted tight.

“Okay,” I said. “We saw it. Mystery solved. It’s a door.”

Ryan tilted his head. “That ribbon is weird.”

“You’re weird. Let’s go.”

He crouched and looked at the lock. “This is new.”

“Ryan.”

“What?”

“Do not open that.”

He glanced up at me. His eyes were bright in the crappy hallway light, full of that reckless little spark that made people follow him places. Girls followed him to bars. Guys followed him into bad decisions. I was apparently the second group.

“We peek,” he said.

“No.”

“One peek.”

“No.”

“Ten seconds.”

“Ryan.”

He stood, close enough that I had to look up a little. He was only a couple inches taller than me, but he carried it like more. His shoulder brushed mine when he leaned in, and I felt the contact through my shirt.

“You’re dying to know,” he said.

“I’m dying to keep my job.”

“You hate this job.”

“I hate being unemployed more.”

He held up the keys. “I’ll open it. You stand there and act innocent.”

“That is the worst legal strategy I’ve ever heard.”

He found the master key and slid it into the override slot beneath the lock housing. My chest got tight. I looked down the hallway again, half hoping someone would walk in and stop us.

No one did.

The lock gave a hard click.

“Ryan,” I said, but it came out weak.

He lifted the latch and grabbed the handle at the bottom of the door. “Ready?”

“No.”

He rolled the door up anyway.

The sound ripped through the corridor, metal grinding on metal. I flinched so hard Ryan laughed, and I shoved his shoulder because I needed to put the panic somewhere.

“Dude,” I hissed.

“What? Doors make noise.”

The unit opened into darkness at first. Then the hallway light spilled in, showing stacked plastic bins, garment bags, boxes with handwritten labels, and a standing mirror covered by a sheet. The air inside smelled closed-up and faintly sweet, like perfume trapped in fabric.

I should have walked away.

I knew that. I knew it in the clean, simple part of my brain that still understood consequences. But the other part, the stupid part, leaned forward.

Ryan noticed.

His mouth curved. “There he is. You say you don’t want this, but it’s written all over your face.”

“Shut up.”

He stepped into the unit and turned back, holding the door with one hand above his head. The light caught his forearm, the tendon flexing under tanned skin. He looked too pleased with himself, too alive, like this was exactly the kind of thing a normal Thursday had been missing.

I stayed in the hallway.

He spread his free hand toward the open space. “Come on, Tim.”

“No.”

“Bro.”

“No.”

“It’s just storage.”

“It’s private storage.”

“Then we’ll privately look at it.”

I stared at him.

He stared back.

Then he softened his voice a little, which somehow worked worse on me. “Ten seconds. Then we bounce.”

I stepped over the threshold before I could talk myself out of it.

Ryan’s grin flashed, sharp and satisfied.

“Good girl,” he said.

“Call me that again and I’ll break your nose.”

He laughed and moved aside, ushering me in with a dumb little sweep of his arm. “Welcome to the forbidden romance dungeon.”

I walked past him into the unit, heart kicking too fast, skin prickling under my work shirt.

Ryan grabbed the bottom of the roll-up door and yanked it down.

The metal slammed into place with a hard, ugly rattle that made my whole body jump.

“What are you doing?” I snapped.

Ryan turned around, one finger pressed to his lips, but he was smiling while he did it. That pissed me off more.

“You don’t want to get caught going through her stuff, do you?”

I stared at him. “I don’t want to be going through her stuff at all.”

“Yeah, okay.” He looked around the unit, already distracted. “But since we are…”

“We are not.”

“We are standing inside her unit with the door closed.”

“That’s because you closed it, dumbass.”

He lifted both hands. “For privacy.”

I groaned.

“Dude, relax. We’ll look around for one minute, have a laugh, and leave. Nobody will know.”

I looked back at the door. It was shut tight now, the little seam at the bottom letting in only a thin slice of hallway light. The unit felt smaller with the door down. Warmer too.

He turned away before I could answer and took three slow steps deeper into the unit. I followed because standing by the door alone somehow felt worse. The air was stale but not gross. It smelled like old cardboard, plastic bins, and perfume—sweet, heavy, and too intimate for a storage room.

It got in my throat.

The place was packed but organized. Clear tubs were stacked along one wall, each with handwritten labels in black marker. Research. Drafts. Covers. Props. There were garment bags hanging from a rack near the back, all zipped up and swaying a little from the air Ryan had kicked around.

He pointed at the labels. “Props?”

“Could be normal.”

“For a romance novelist?”

“It probably helps her imagine it better.”

Ryan looked at me. “You sound very sure for a guy who claims he’s not curious.”

“I know books have objects in them, yeah. Big literary insight.”

“Books have objects,” he repeated, nodding like I’d said something profound. “Damn. College really paid off for you.”

“I did one semester.”

“And look at you now.”

I flipped him off.

He laughed and moved toward the rack. On the way, his shoulder brushed against a hanging feather boa draped over a tall cardboard box. The thing slid halfway off and spilled across his arm in a ridiculous cloud of pink.

Ryan froze.

I lost it.

Not loud, because I was still scared somebody might hear us, but enough that I had to clamp a hand over my mouth.

“Shut up,” he said.

“You look incredible.”

He lifted the boa with two fingers. “What the hell is this?”

“A dead flamingo.”

He looped it around his neck before I could tell him not to touch it. Because of course he did. Ryan never met a line he didn’t want to step over with both boots.

He struck a pose with one hand on his hip. “Be honest. Does this bring out my eyes?”

“It brings out your unemployment.”

“Tim, babe, answer the question.”

“Never call me babe at work.”

“So, there are locations where babe is okay.”

“No.”

“Interesting.”

He ran the feathers across his jaw, making a dumb pout. It should’ve been stupid. It was stupid. But he had the kind of face that made even stupid shit look captivating. Sharp cheekbones, dark lashes, that grin always sitting there ready to ruin somebody’s common sense.

I looked away first.

There was a folding table against the wall with a dozen little bottles arranged in rows. Perfume, I guessed. Some had glass stoppers, some were cheap spray bottles with peeling labels. One had a tag tied around its neck with red thread.

Ryan leaned over and sniffed. “Whoa.”

“What?”

He waved me closer. “Smell this.”

“No.”

“Bro, smell it.”

“Why are you sniffing a stranger’s perfume?”

I stepped closer despite myself. He held up the bottle, not spraying it, just uncapping it. The scent hit me before I got too close—vanilla, amber, something floral under it, rich and warm enough to feel expensive.

It did not belong in a dusty storage unit.

It made me think of soft, bare skin.

I didn’t like that.

“Okay,” I said, stepping back. “That’s enough.”

Ryan watched me, eyes narrowing with amusement. “Perfume got you rattled? I take it you haven’t been with many women.” He chortled

“I’m not rattled by perfume. Breaking into a customer’s unit got me rattled.”

“Sure.”

“I hate when you say sure like that.”

“Sure.”

I shoved his shoulder, and he laughed again.

Behind him, the garment rack waited. There were maybe twenty pieces hanging there, some in clear plastic, some loose. Red satin. Black lace. Cream-colored silk. A blue dress with a low front and thin straps. A white corset thing I absolutely did not know how to look at without feeling like I had walked into somebody’s bedroom.

Ryan noticed where my eyes went.

“Oh, hell yeah,” he said.

“Don’t.”

He spread his hands. “I haven’t done anything.”

“You said ‘oh, hell yeah’ while looking at underwear.”

He stepped closer to the rack and nudged one hanger with the back of his knuckle. A black slip shifted, catching the thin light from the bottom of the door. It looked soft. Too soft.

I crossed my arms. “So she writes, what, vampire stuff?”

Ryan glanced back. “Why vampire?”

“Dramatic lady. Weird perfume. Black lace. I don’t know.”

He picked up a paperback from the table. The cover showed a shirtless guy with long hair standing behind a woman in a red gown. His hand was on her throat, but in a romantic way, apparently.

Ryan read the title out loud. “Ravished by the Rogue.”

I snorted. “No way.”

He held it up so I could see. “Way.”

“That has to be fake.”

“It has a barcode. That makes it real.”

“Ravished by the Rogue,” I repeated.

Ryan flipped it over. “Listen to this. ‘Lady Evangeline swore she would never surrender to Captain Blackthorne’s wicked touch.’”

“Please stop.”

“‘But one storm-lashed night⁠—’”

“Ryan.”

“‘—her traitorous body betrayed her innocent heart.’”

I bent forward laughing, quiet and helpless. “Her body snitched?”

“Her body fully snitched.”

“That’s cold.”

“Traitorous body,” he said, shaking his head. “Damn. Been there.”

I looked at him. “You have never had an innocent heart.”

“True.”

He put the book back, but his grin stayed loose and mean in that way that made trouble feel fun. Then he grabbed another one. Different cover this time. Two guys in tuxes, one pressed against a brick wall, both looking furious and horny.

Ryan’s eyebrows went up.

“What?” I asked.

He turned the cover toward me.

I stared at it for half a second too long, then looked at the title. “Best Man’s Secret?”

Ryan gave a low whistle.

“Put it back.”

“Why? Scared?”

“No.”

“You looked scared.”

“I’m just tired of your bullshit.”

“Uh-huh.”

He flipped it open somewhere in the middle, then immediately made a face. “Whoa.”

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“What?”

He looked at the page again, then at me, then back at the page, and his smile turned nasty.

“Dude,” I said. “Don’t.”

“I didn’t even say anything.”

“You’re about to.”

He cleared his throat in that fake dramatic voice he’d used after she left the office. “His hand slid lower⁠—”

I snatched the book out of his hand and slapped it shut.

Ryan burst out laughing.

“Give it back,” he said.

“No.”

“Timothy.”

“Do not Timothy me while wearing a feather boa.”

He looked down at himself, then slowly lifted one end of the boa and flicked it over his shoulder. “You’re just mad I’m pulling it off.”

“You look like a stripper at a bachelorette party.”

He stepped closer, reaching for the book, and I moved it behind my back without thinking. That put us closer than I meant. Too close for a dumb joke.

The perfume hung around us. The boa brushed my forearm. Ryan’s grin faded a notch, not gone, just quieter.

For a second, all I could hear was the buzz of the light outside the door and my own pulse.

Then Ryan’s eyes flicked past me to the rack again.

“Man,” he said, voice back to normal, “what kind of books is she writing in here?”

I stepped away and tossed the paperback onto the table.

“Bad ones,” I said.

Ryan looked at the corsets, the satin, the boas, the perfume bottles lined up neat as evidence.

He smiled. “Dirty ones.”

I swallowed and looked anywhere but the black slip hanging right beside him.

Ryan said, “All right, we’ve seen enough,” and tossed the feather boa back over the box.

“Thank God,” I said.

I meant it. The longer we stood in that unit, surrounded by perfume bottles and lace and paperbacks with shirtless dudes on the covers, the more the place messed with my head. It felt too full of somebody else’s weird little world.

Ryan stepped to the door and grabbed the handle at the bottom. “Let’s bounce before you start praying.”

“Already did.”

He smirked, braced one boot against the floor, and pulled.

Nothing happened.

He pulled harder. The door gave a tiny metallic clunk but didn’t move.

His smile dropped.

I straightened. “What?”

“Hold on.”

He gripped the handle with both hands and yanked up. The metal rattled in the track, loud enough that I flinched, but the door stayed shut. Ryan muttered something under his breath and tried again, harder this time, his shoulders flexing under his work polo.

Still nothing.

“Ryan,” I said.

“It’s jammed.”

My stomach sank. “What do you mean, jammed?”

“I mean the door’s jammed, Tim. Pretty clear word.”

“Don’t get pissy with me. You shut it.”

He shot me a look, then crouched and shoved his fingers under the lip of the door, trying to get a better grip. His jaw tightened. A vein stood out along his neck as he pulled.

The door gave another ugly clank.

No movement.

The unit seemed to shrink around us. The shelves, the boxes, the hanging dresses, all of it felt closer than it had five minutes ago. The perfume smell got heavier, sweet and stale in the trapped air.

“This is bad,” I said. “We’re going to get fired for sure.”

Ryan stood and wiped his hands on his jeans. “We’re not getting fired.”

“Are you kidding?”

“No.”

“We broke into a customer’s unit, closed ourselves inside, and now we can’t get out. That’s not exactly employee-of-the-month behavior.”

“Will you shut up for one second?”

That hit sharp.

I stared at him. “Nice.”

He exhaled hard and dragged a hand through his hair. “Sorry. I’m thinking.”

“First time today?”

He glared at me, but it didn’t have much force behind it. He was rattled too. I could see it now in the tight set of his mouth and the way his eyes kept cutting back to the door.

He pulled out his phone. “I’ll call Mark.”

“Great. Yeah. Call our manager and explain what we’re doing.”

Ryan ignored me and stared at his screen.

Then his face changed.

“What?” I asked.

“No bars.”

I grabbed my phone so fast I almost dropped it. The screen lit up, showing the time, a few old notifications, and absolutely no service.

I lifted it higher like an idiot.

Nothing.

“Seriously?” I turned in a slow circle, holding the phone near the ceiling, then toward the door, then near the back wall. “Come on. Come on.”

“No reception down here,” Ryan said. He shoved his phone back in his pocket and grabbed the door again. “Help me.”

I moved beside him and took the handle. Our hands bumped, sweaty and awkward. We both pulled on three.

The door rattled and screamed in the track, but it didn’t lift.

“Again,” Ryan said.

We tried again. Then again.

By the fourth time, my palms hurt and my breath had gone thin. Ryan stepped back and kicked the bottom corner of the door. The sound cracked through the unit.

“Stop,” I snapped. “You’ll make it worse.”

“It’s already worse.”

“You kicking it isn’t going to magically fix it.”

He kicked it again anyway, then turned away, fists on his hips, breathing hard through his nose.

I looked at the sealed door. No light at the bottom now. No gap big enough to yell through. Just metal, locked tight in its track, with us on the wrong side of it.

My pulse started hammering.

“Ryan.”

He didn’t answer.

“Ryan.”

“What?”

“We’re fucked.”

He looked back at me then. For once, he didn’t have a comeback ready.

The silence after that felt worse than the door slamming shut.
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For a while, we sat in silence.

That was probably the weirdest part. After all the panic, after Ryan kicking the door and me calling him every kind of idiot I could think of, there was just nothing left to do. We sat on opposite sides of the unit, sweating in the stale air, waiting for somebody outside to notice the office was closed or that we were missing.

Nobody did.

My fear wore itself down into boredom. It didn’t disappear. It just got tired.

Ryan had his back against a stack of bins, one knee bent, phone in his hand even though the screen still showed no service. Every couple minutes, he lifted it, checked, swore under his breath, and dropped it back on his thigh.

I sat on a cardboard box marked Winter Masquerade and stared at the clothing rack.

“This is your fault,” I said.

“You’ve mentioned that.”

“I’m going to keep mentioning it.”

“Cool.”

“Forever.”

“Can’t wait.”

The air felt thick. The perfume had settled into everything, especially the dresses, which hung there like they were waiting for an audience. I had tried not to look at them too much, which meant I kept looking at them.

Ryan noticed, because Ryan noticed everything that made me uncomfortable.

He pushed himself up and wandered over to the rack. “You know what would make this less boring?”

He slid hangers apart with one finger. Satin whispered against lace. A red gown, a black slip, something pale blue and shiny. Then he stopped at a pink dress with ruffles along the neckline and a skirt that looked way too short to be practical.

He pulled it off the rack.

I stared at him. “No.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You’re holding it like you’re about to say something.”

He grinned. “I dare you to put this on.”

“What the fuck?”

“What?” He lifted the dress higher. “Chicken?”

“No.”

“Sounds like you’re chicken.”

“I am not.”

“Then do it.”

I laughed once, sharp and disbelieving. “Why would I do that?”

“Because we’re bored, we’re probably dying in here, and it would be funny.”

I rubbed both hands over my face. “You’re such a pain in the ass.”

“Big talk from a guy scared of a dress.”

“I’m not scared of a dress.”

“Then prove it.”

That was the problem with Ryan. He knew exactly where to poke. The stupidest part of me—the part that hated looking weak in front of him—sat up and took the bait.

I sighed. “Ugh. Turn around.”

Ryan’s eyebrows jumped. “No shit?”

“Turn around before I change my mind.”

He spun on his heel, too pleased with himself. “Yes, ma’am.”

“Say ma’am again and I’ll strangle you with that boa.”

“Kinky.”

“Ryan.”

He put his hands up but kept facing away. “Fine. I’m not looking.”

He started digging through one of the open bins anyway, because apparently his version of not looking still involved committing more crimes. I watched the back of his head for a second, making sure he didn’t turn.

Then I sat down and pulled off my work shoes.

The concrete was cold through my socks. That made the whole thing feel real in a way I didn’t like. I tugged my polo over my head, folded it once like an idiot, then dropped it on the box beside me.

I unbuttoned my jeans and pushed them down. They stuck a little at my thighs because I was sweaty and tense. I stepped out of them, standing there in my boxers and socks in a stranger’s storage unit, holding a frilly pink dress like my life had taken a wrong turn and hit every guardrail on the way down.

“This is stupid,” I muttered.

“That’s kind of the point.”

I found the zipper along the side, fumbled with it, then pulled the dress over my head.

The fabric slid down my chest first, soft and cool against my bare skin. Then the waist caught at my ribs, and I had to tug it into place. The skirt fell around my thighs, light and strange, brushing skin that was usually covered by denim.

I froze.

It wasn’t just the dress. It was how aware it made me of my body. My shoulders felt too broad, my chest too flat, my legs too exposed. The neckline sat lower than I expected, showing the top of my chest, and the sleeves were thin little straps that made me feel half naked.

“Everything okay back there?” Ryan asked.

“Shut up.”

But my voice sounded different. Tight.

I smoothed the skirt without meaning to. The ruffles shifted under my palms, soft and ridiculous. The dress smelled faintly sweet, perfume and storage dust and something warmer from the fabric being close to my skin.

Heat moved through me.

I looked down at myself and felt my stomach drop. The pink fabric hugged my waist more than I expected, then flared out in a way that made my legs look longer. My boxers were hidden under the skirt, but I knew they were there. I knew everything under there was still me, still male, still getting a reaction I did not want to explain.

My dick stirred against the cotton.

I went completely still.

No. Absolutely not.

That only made it worse, because now I was thinking about it. The softness against my thighs. The air touching my legs. The stupid, girly shape of the dress and how wrong it felt and how wrongness had somehow lit up a wire in my body.

I adjusted the skirt lower, trying to cover more of myself, but the movement made the fabric brush over my boxers.

A small pulse went through me.

I clenched my jaw.

“Done?” Ryan asked.

“No.”

“Dude, it’s a dress, not a tax form.”

“I said no.”

I took one breath, then another. My face was hot. My cock was half hard now, pressing forward in my boxers under the ruffled skirt, and I hated that I could feel every inch of it because the dress made everything else feel exposed.

“Okay,” I said, too fast. “Whatever. Turn around.”

Ryan turned.

His smug little smile was already loaded and ready, but it died the second he saw me.

He blinked. His eyes moved over me—bare shoulders, pink bodice, skirt, socks—and his mouth parted a little before he caught himself.

For once, Ryan had nothing smart to say.

Then he gave a low laugh, softer than usual.

“Whoa,” he said.

I crossed my arms over my chest. “Don’t.”

He tilted his head, still looking. Not laughing now. Not really.

“You look kinda hot.”

The words hit me straight in the stomach.

I should have told him to shut the hell up. I should have ripped the dress off and thrown it in his face. Instead, I stood there in pink ruffles with my heart banging and my cock getting harder under the skirt, because the way Ryan looked at me felt worse than the dress.

“Okay,” I said, crossing my arms tighter. “You got your laugh.”

“I’m not laughing.”

“That’s somehow worse.”

His mouth twitched. “I mean, it is funny.”

“Cool. Great.”

He leaned back against a stack of boxes, still wearing that dumb feather boa around his neck. The pink fuzz brushed his collarbone every time he moved. He looked way too comfortable for this insane situation.

I grabbed the skirt and tugged it down, but that only made the bodice pull tighter across my chest. The fabric shifted around my hips, light and annoying and way too easy to feel.

Ryan noticed that too.

I could tell by the way his grin slowed down.

So, I pointed at him.

“Your turn.”

His eyebrows lifted. “My turn?”

“Yeah.”

“For what?”

I looked around fast, desperate for anything that would turn the heat off me. My eyes landed on an open drawer in one of the plastic organizers. Inside were folded scraps of silk and lace in different colors.

A bad idea arrived fully formed.

I reached in and pulled out a pair of black panties.

Ryan’s face changed instantly.

I smiled for the first time since I put the dress on. “I dare you to put these on.”

“What? No way.”

“Oh, come on.”

“That’s way worse than a dress.”

I held them up by the waistband. They were small, shiny, and cut high on the sides. Not some practical cotton thing. These were made for being seen.

“That sounds like fear,” I said.

“It sounds like basic dignity.”

“You made me put on a pink dress.”

“Dresses are outerwear.”

“Panties are also clothes.”

“Bro.”

“What?” I said, enjoying myself now despite the fact that my legs were still bare and my dick was still doing its best to ruin my life. “Chicken?”

His eyes narrowed. There it was. The hook going in.

“No,” he said.

“Then do it.”

He let out a hard laugh. “You’re such a little shit.”

“I learned from the worst.”

Ryan stared at the panties in my hand. Then he stared at me. For a second, his eyes dropped again to the dress, and something moved across his face that I couldn’t read.

My smile slipped a little.

He reached out and snatched the panties from me. “Fine.”

My pulse jumped.

I didn’t know why. It wasn’t like I wanted to see him in them. That was not a thing I wanted. I was straight. He was my buddy. This was boredom and nerves and a stupid dare in a hot storage unit that smelled like perfume.

Still, my throat went dry.

Ryan pointed at me with the panties. “Turn around.”

I blinked. “What?”

“Turn around, dumbass.”

I rolled my eyes, but I turned.

The unit got quiet behind me.

Too quiet at first.

Then I heard Ryan kick off one shoe, then the other. His belt buckle clinked. Denim dragged down his legs with a rough whisper, and my entire body decided to become one big ear.

I stared hard at the wall in front of me.

There was a taped-up box labeled ARC Copies—Do Not Bend. I focused on that. I read it five times. Then ten. It didn’t help.

Behind me, Ryan muttered, “Jesus Christ.”

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“You stuck?”

“No.”

“You need instructions?”

“Shut the fuck up.”

A laugh broke out of me before I could stop it. The dress shifted when I laughed, ruffles brushing my thighs, reminding me all over again that I was standing there mostly naked in pink fabric.

My cock gave another slow, unwanted pulse.

I swallowed and pressed my thighs together just enough to hide it from no one, because no one was looking. Except soon I’d be looking at Ryan.

That thought hit me hard.

I heard fabric stretch. A soft snap of elastic against skin.

Then Ryan exhaled. “Okay.”

I didn’t move right away.

“Tim.”

“Yeah?”

“You can turn around.”

My hand tightened in the skirt.

I turned.

Ryan stood near the clothing rack with his jeans off and his socks still on. His polo was still on, hanging loose over his hips, but not low enough to hide what he’d put on.

The black panties fit him too well.

That was the problem.

They sat low on his hips, the waistband cutting a clean line across his tan skin. The fabric cupped him in front, snug enough to show the shape of him without showing everything. His thighs were lean and muscled from all the moving and lifting we did at work, and the high-cut sides made his legs look longer than usual.

I swallowed.

Ryan crossed his arms, trying for cocky, but his ears had gone red. “Say one word and I’m kicking your ass.”

I didn’t say anything.

I couldn’t.

Because my brain had split in half. One side was yelling that this was Ryan, my friend, the guy who ate gas station burritos in the office and called energy drinks “breakfast.” The other side was stuck on the black fabric stretched across him and the hard cock pressing against it.

He looked good.

My stomach tightened, and my cock pressed heavier under the pink dress.

Ryan noticed my silence. His posture shifted. Less defensive. More alert.

“What?” he said.

I shook my head. “Nothing.”

“Bullshit.”

“It’s nothing.”

His eyes dropped to the front of my skirt.

I felt my face burn.

“Dude,” I warned.

He looked back up, slower this time, and his mouth parted slightly. “Are you⁠—”

“No.”

“I didn’t even finish.”

“Don’t.”

The air between us changed. It still smelled like perfume and old cardboard, but now there was sweat under it too, ours, warm and nervous. The unit felt too small again, but not in the same way as before.

Ryan hooked his thumbs under the waistband of the panties, adjusting them like he couldn’t decide whether to hide or show more.

My eyes went there before I could stop them.

He caught me.

A grin started at one corner of his mouth, but it wasn’t his usual asshole grin. It was slower. Testing.

“What?” he said again.

I forced myself to look him in the face. “You look ridiculous.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.”

He took one step toward me,

“Then why are you staring?”

Ryan’s smile stayed on me for too long.

I looked away first, because apparently that was my new thing. Standing in a pink dress, half hard under the skirt, refusing to make eye contact with my best friend while he stood there in black panties like he hadn’t just broken my brain.

He laughed under his breath. “You’re red as hell.”

“Shut up.”

“You are.”

“You’re wearing women’s underwear.”

“And pulling it off, according to the way you’re staring at me.”

Ryan glanced down at himself, then back at me, his confidence slowly rebuilding. I hated watching it happen. Five seconds ago, he’d been nervous too. Now he had ammo.

He pointed at the drawer. “Your turn.”

I stared at him. “No.”

“You’re in a dress with boxers under it. That’s weak.”

“Nothing about this is weak.”

“You need to be wearing panties too.”

“Absolutely not.”

Ryan grinned. “What, chicken?”

I stood there for a second, breathing through my nose, trying to find the grown-ass-man part of my brain. It had apparently clocked out. All that was left was a hot, stupid buzz under my skin and the need to not let Ryan win.

“Turn around,” I said.

His eyebrows lifted again, but he obeyed.

I dug through the drawer with fast, annoyed hands. Lace, satin, pale colors, dark colors, little scraps of fabric that made my face heat just touching them. I picked a white pair because they looked the least insane, which was a lie I told myself while standing in a frilly pink dress.

I slipped out of my boxers under the skirt, almost tripped, cursed, and then pulled the panties up my legs.

The fabric slid tight over my thighs and settled against me in a way that made me suck in a breath. They didn’t hide much. They held me closer than boxers ever did, cupping my cock and balls with soft pressure that made every nerve wake up.

I froze again.

Ryan didn’t turn around, but his voice came back low. “You alive?”

“Barely.”

“Can I look?”

“Don’t make it weird.”

“Too late.”

I let out a laugh that came out shaky. “Fine.”

He turned.

His eyes dropped once, quick but not quick enough, and I saw him swallow. That did something bad to me. Something good, too, which was the part I couldn’t handle.

The skirt hid most of it, but not the feeling. Not the knowledge.

Ryan’s voice roughened. “Okay. Yeah.”

“Don’t.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You said it with your face.”

He stepped back and lifted his hands. “All right. My turn again, right?”

I grabbed the nearest dress off the rack before I could think too hard. It was black, short, with thin straps and a soft, loose skirt. “Put this on.”

Ryan looked at it, then at me. “That’s not a dare. That’s revenge.”

“Chicken?”

His jaw flexed. “Fuck you.”

“Noted.”

He took the dress.

This time, neither of us fully turned around at first. We both pretended to look away, but it was the kind of looking away that left room to cheat. I saw him pull his polo over his head, saw the muscles in his back move, saw the black panties dip at his hips when he lifted his arms.

My mouth went dry.

He stepped into the dress and dragged it up over his body. It caught at his shoulders, and he swore while trying to figure out the straps.

“Help,” he muttered.

I blinked. “What?”

“Don’t make me say it twice.”

I moved behind him. Carefully. Too carefully.

The straps were twisted, one digging into his shoulder, the other hanging loose. I fixed them with my fingertips, trying not to touch his skin more than necessary.

I stepped back, and he turned. He looked down at himself and laughed once. “Holy shit.”

“Yeah.”

“That bad?”

I swallowed. “No.”

His eyes came up.

The silence got thick again.

Then he grabbed a long blond wig from a foam head on the shelf and tossed it at me. “Put that on.”

I caught it against my chest. “Dude.”

“What? We’re already screwed.”

“That’s your argument for everything.”

“It’s a good argument.”

I stared at the wig, then held it out. “You first.”

He rolled his eyes but sat on a box. “Fine. Do it.”

I stepped between his knees without thinking. Then I realized where I was and almost stepped back.

Ryan didn’t move.

I set the wig over his dark hair. It sat crooked at first, making him look ridiculous enough that we both laughed. The laugh helped. It broke the tension for half a second.

“Hold still,” I said.

“Your face is stressing me out.”

I adjusted the wig, tucking his hair underneath, pulling the front down until the blond strands framed his face. My fingers moved slower than they needed to. Ryan watched me from under fake lashes of pale hair, his mouth quiet now.

He reached up and took the pink wig from the shelf beside him. “Your turn.”

I sat because my knees felt unreliable.

Ryan stood over me, black dress brushing his thighs, blond wig falling around his face. He placed the pink wig on my head with surprising care. His fingers slid along my temples, tucking my hair under, smoothing the strands down near my jaw.

The dares kept going.

He dared me into lipstick, bright red and too glossy. I dared him into eyeliner. He blinked hard while I drew it on, his hand gripping my wrist for balance, his thumb pressed to my pulse.

“Don’t stab me,” he said.

“Then quit moving.”

“I’m trusting you with my face.”

“Bad call.”

He smiled, but he stayed still.

Then came mascara, blush, some glittery crap neither of us knew how to use right. We made each other look terrible, then better, then terrible again. At some point, Ryan found heels, black ones with straps, and dared me to try them.

“No chance,” I said.

“Chicken.”

I put them on.

Walking in them was a disaster. Ryan laughed so hard he had to sit down, then he put on a red pair and nearly ate concrete on the first step. I caught him by the waist.

His hands landed on my shoulders.

We stayed like that.

Both of us dressed up. Both of us breathing too hard for two guys doing something stupid to pass time. His thumbs pressed lightly against my bare shoulders, and I felt the warmth of him through the thin straps of my dress.

“This will never leave this room,” I said.

Ryan’s eyes held mine. The joking was gone now.

“Never,” he said.

“I mean it.”

“So do I.”

Ryan’s hands were still on my shoulders when I noticed he was hard again.

Not noticed like I saw a little hint and guessed. Noticed like the front of his black dress had shifted, and beneath it, the panties weren’t hiding a damn thing. The fabric cupped him tight, stretched forward enough that my brain went blank for a second.

He noticed me noticing.

Then his eyes dropped to me.

My pink dress hung soft around my thighs, but it didn’t do much to hide what was happening underneath. The panties I’d put on were thin and snug, and my cock was pressed hard against them, trapped at an angle that made it impossible to pretend this was only a joke.

Ryan’s fingers tightened once on my shoulders.

“Dude,” he said.

He swallowed. The lipstick I’d put on him was a little smeared at the corner of his mouth. His blond wig was crooked now, loose strands brushing his cheek, and somehow the mess made him look even hotter.

Hotter.

I hated that word in my head.

I stepped back too fast and bumped into the clothing rack. Hangers clattered. Ryan didn’t laugh.

That made it worse.

“We’re just worked up,” I said.

“Yeah.”

“Because this is weird.”

“Yeah.”

“And because we’re trapped.”

“Sure.”

I glared at him. His mouth twitched, but the smile didn’t fully land. He was breathing harder than before. I could see his chest moving under the dress, the thin straps sitting wrong on his shoulders, his thighs bare and tense above the heels he still hadn’t taken off.

He looked down at himself, then at me.

“We can be normal about it,” he said.

“Normal?” I looked at both of us. “Bro.”

“I mean, not make it a thing.”

“It’s already a thing.”

“Fine. Not make it a bigger thing.”

I laughed once, but it came out rough.

The unit was quiet except for us. No voices outside. No footsteps. Just the faint buzz of the hallway light beyond the sealed door and our breathing filling up the space.

Ryan leaned back against the wall across from me, still watching. “I’m not going to pretend I’m not hard.”

My stomach tightened.

I looked away. “Great. Proud of you.”

“You are too.”

“Shut up.”

“Am I wrong?”

I didn’t answer.

He let out a slow breath. “Look, we don’t have to be weird about that either.”

I finally looked at him again.

He had one hand at the hem of his dress now, not lifting it, just holding the fabric between his fingers. His eyes stayed on my face, careful and reckless at the same time.

“What are you saying?” I asked.

“I’m saying maybe we just handle it.”

“Handle it.”

“Yeah.”

I knew what he meant.

Of course I knew.

My cock gave a hard pulse under the panties, like my body was trying to answer before my mouth could screw it up. I clenched my jaw and hated every part of how much I wanted relief.

Ryan saw too much. He always did.

“We don’t touch each other,” he said. “We just, you know. Take care of ourselves.”

“In the same room?”

He laughed. “We’re kind of trapped, remember?”

“That’s not…I’m straight.”

He gave me a look. “You want to talk about straight right now?”

The dress felt too soft on my skin. The wig tickled my neck. My mouth tasted faintly like the lipstick Ryan had dared me to put on, waxy and sweet. Every part of me felt exposed, dressed up, wrong in a way that had stopped feeling only wrong.

“This is so stupid,” I said.

“Yeah.”

“And it never leaves this room.”

“Never.”

“I mean it, Ryan.”

“So do I.”

I stood there for another second, trying to find the line I still had left.

Then I backed against the opposite wall.

Ryan watched me.

I grabbed the hem of the pink dress and pulled it up to my hips.

His eyes dropped.

My panties were stretched tight around me, the shape of my cock obvious beneath the thin fabric. I hooked my thumbs in the waistband with shaking hands and pulled just enough to free myself.

Cool air hit my skin, and I bit back a groan.

Ryan’s face went still. “Fuck,” he said, quiet. Then he lifted his own dress.

The black fabric bunched around his hips, showing the panties sitting low and tight on him. He pushed them down in front, and his cock came free, hard and flushed, heavier than I expected. I tried not to stare like some dumbass, but there was no pretending I didn’t see him.

He looked good.

He looked male and pretty and dirty as hell in that dress, with lipstick on his mouth and his cock in his hand.

My hand wrapped around myself before I could think too much.

Ryan did the same.

For a few seconds, neither of us moved. We just stood there across from each other, dresses hiked up, panties shoved out of the way, staring at what we’d done to ourselves.

Then Ryan stroked once.

My breath caught.

He saw it and did it again, slower.

“Jesus,” I muttered, and started moving my hand too.

It should have been enough.

That was the worst part. It should have been more than enough to stand there and jerk off with my best friend across from me, both of us dressed like this, both of us pretending the other guy’s body wasn’t the whole point.

But it wasn’t.

The distance got irritating fast. The looking only made me want more. My hand moved over my cock, but my eyes kept catching on Ryan’s fingers, the way he gripped himself, the way his thumb dragged over the head, the way his mouth opened when he got close to a good rhythm.

He was watching me the same way.

Hungry and pissed about it.

My dress started slipping, and I shoved it back up with my wrist. The panties hugged my balls, soft and tight. Every stroke felt sharper because of the clothes, because of Ryan, because of the promise that this would never exist outside these metal walls.

Ryan’s breathing turned rough. “You know, it wouldn’t be that big of a deal if we stroked each other instead.”

Everything in me locked up.

“No,” I said immediately.

“Okay.”

But he didn’t look away.

I kept stroking, slower now, because my body was still a traitor. “That’s different.”

“Is it?”

“Yes.”

“More different than this?”

I looked at him: dress up, panties down, cock in his hand, makeup on his face, watching me like I was something he wanted to touch.

My answer got stuck.

Ryan took one step forward. Not all the way. Just one.

“We don’t have to,” he said.

My palm slid over myself again, but now I was thinking about his hand instead. Ryan’s fingers were bigger than mine, rough from lifting boxes and fixing locks, his knuckles nicked from work. I imagined that hand wrapping around me, and my hips jerked before I could stop them.

Ryan saw. His voice dropped. “Tim.”

I let out a shaky breath and stared at the concrete between us.

This was the part where I was supposed to laugh it off. Tell him to quit being gay. Tell him I wasn’t into dudes, because I wasn’t. I had never been. I liked women, soft skin, tits, perfume, the whole thing.

Except Ryan was standing there in a dress, and my cock was hard enough to ache.

I looked back up. “If we do that,” I said, “it doesn’t mean anything.”

“Right.”

“It’s just because we’re stuck in here and dressed like idiots.”

“Exactly.”

“And because you dared me.”

“Mostly that.”

I hated that I smiled. He smiled back, nervous this time.

I dropped my dress hem enough to cover myself for half a second, then pushed off the wall. My legs felt unsteady in the heels. Ryan took a step toward me too, his dress still bunched in one hand, cock still hard in the other.

We stopped close enough that I could smell him under the perfume. Sweat, body spray, warm skin.

My heart was beating stupid fast.

Ryan looked down between us, then up at my face. “You sure?”

I should have said no.

I didn’t.

I held his stare and nodded once.

“Yeah,” I said, voice rough. “Just do it.”

Ryan stood close enough that our dresses brushed.

That should have been the part where I laughed. Two idiots in borrowed makeup, trapped in a storage unit, pretending any of this made sense. Instead, my mouth went dry, and all I could focus on was the radiating heat of his body.

His hand hovered first, then pressed hard against my hip. Mine mirrored him, my fingers digging into the velvet of his waist. Neither of us wanted to be the guy who crossed the line, even though we’d already sprinted past it in heels.

I reached down, my palm sliding over the front of his dress, and the air left my lungs when I felt his cock, heavy and rigid. Ryan sucked in a breath so sharp it sounded like a sob.

It was stupid how fast my body reacted. One second, I was all nerves and denial. The next, my pulse was thundering in my ears as I crowded into his space. Ryan’s grip tightened, his calloused thumb hooking into the waistband of the lace panties I was wearing, dragging the silk down just enough to expose me a little further. The shock of his skin against my dick went straight through me.

He made a noise too. Low. Surprised. Almost pissed off.

That got me worse than the touch itself. Seeing Ryan lose control, even for half a second, did something to my head. He was always the cocky one, the guy with the dare. Now his mouth was parted, lipstick smudged, and he looked wrecked by me.

“Fuck,” he breathed.

“Don’t talk.”

He laughed, but it broke halfway through.

He liked watching me. He liked the way I couldn’t hide the way I was trembling or the way my breath hitched when his hand moved lower, past the silk, his fingers finally wrapping around my cock. I should have hated it. Instead, my knees weakened.

Ryan stepped closer, pinning me against the corrugated metal wall. Our foreheads touched. I could feel his uneven breath against my lips.

“This is insane,” I said.

“Yeah.”

“We’re insane.”

“Probably.”

His hand moved with a rhythmic, demanding confidence now, his thumb stroking over the head of my dick, and I had to bite down on a groan that would have echoed off the walls. He noticed. His grin came back, dangerous and sharp.

“There it is,” he said.

“Shut up.”

“You like it.” He leaned in, his voice a gravelly whisper against my ear. “You like me like this.”

I looked at him then. The black dress hugged him wrong and right at the same time. The wig had slipped, dark hair showing at the edges. His eyeliner was a little smeared, and the blush I’d put on him sat uneven across his cheekbones. He looked like Ryan, ruined into something softer and dirtier.

And yeah. I liked it.

His gaze dropped to my mouth. The air in the unit seemed to stop.

“Fuck,” he said, voice rough. “Those lips look so good.”

My stomach clenched. “Ryan.”

He swallowed hard. “I bet they’d look even better on me.”

The words landed like a physical blow. My eyes went wide. For a second, neither of us moved. His hand slowed its pace, mine stayed locked on his shoulder. The whole room felt tight around that one thought.

I should have said no. I should have made a joke. Instead, my voice came out thin and reckless.

“Dare me to?”

Ryan stared at me. I saw the exact second he stopped pretending this was only a bit. His throat worked. His grip flexed, his fingers bruising the skin of my hip as he waited for the punchline.

I didn't give him one.

“Yeah,” he said, barely above a whisper. Then he tried to smile, but it looked nervous as hell. “I mean... it’s not gay if you look like a girl, right?”

I almost laughed. Not because it was funny, but because it was the most desperate lie I’d ever heard.

“Right,” I said. I looked him up and down, slow enough that he felt the heat of it. The dress. The wig. The hard line of his jaw under the makeup. “And you look like a girl to me.”

My knees cracked against the concrete as I sank down. I didn't care about the floor or the dust. I reached out, my hands trembling as I guided Ryan’s cock toward my face.

The head of it was slick and hot against my lips. I didn't give myself time to think or overcomplicate the "why" of it anymore. The time for excuses had ended the second I’d dared him to put those panties on for me. I opened up and took him in, my mouth stretching to accommodate the thick, heavy crown of him.

Ryan let out a low, guttural sound that vibrated against my teeth. He tangled his fingers deep into the synthetic hair of my wig, his knuckles grazing my scalp. He wasn’t being gentle, and the sharp tug on my hair only made me want to go deeper.

I started to suck, my tongue swirling around the sensitive ridge of his dick as I found a steady, rhythmic pace. The smell of him—sweat, cheap perfume, and salt—filled my head until I couldn't think straight. Every time I slid my mouth down the length of him, I felt the sheer power of the moment in my gut.

The realization hit me harder than the touch itself. I fucking loved this. I loved being on my knees in a cheap dress, looking up at my best friend through smeared eyeliner while his cock filled my mouth. It was a total wreck of a situation, and it was the most honest I’d felt in years.

I was so worked up that my hand moved instinctively toward the hem of my own skirt. I hiked the fabric up, feeling the cool air hit my skin before my fingers found my own dick. I was hard as a rock and leaking, and I started to stroke myself in time with my head movements.

I needed the friction to keep from losing it. My pulse was thumping in my ears, and I was seconds away from a hair-trigger finish. I just wanted to blow right then and there, right on the storage unit floor.

"No."

Ryan’s voice was like a whip crack above me. He didn’t just say it; he commanded it.

"Did I say you could fucking come?"

I froze, my hand still wrapped tight around my shaft. The absolute authority in his tone sent a fresh jolt of heat straight to my gut, more intense than the physical contact. I should have been pissed, or at least a little bit insulted, but instead, I was just desperate to stay in his good graces.

I let go of myself immediately. My hands dropped to the floor, my palms flat against the cold concrete. I looked up at him through my messy lashes, my mouth still wet and my heart hammering against my ribs.

The dominance in his eyes was terrifying. He looked down at me not as his buddy, but as something he owned, something he was currently breaking. It was the hottest thing I’d ever seen. I stayed perfectly still, my breathing ragged, waiting for whatever he wanted to do next.

He didn't let me stay there long. He gave my hair one last, firm pull, forcing my head back so he could look me in the eye. His pupils were blown wide, nearly swallowing the iris.

"I want more than your mouth," he growled. His face was set in a hard, hungry line that told me the "bit" was officially dead and buried. "Get up and face the wall."

I scrambled to my feet, my heels clicking awkwardly on the floor. My head was spinning, and my body felt like it was made of liquid. I did exactly what he said, turning around and pressing my palms against the cold, corrugated metal of the storage unit wall.

The metal was freezing against my skin, a sharp contrast to the fire burning inside me. I heard the rustle of his dress behind me, the sound of him stepping closer. The silence in the unit was heavy, broken only by our heavy, jagged breathing.

I closed my eyes, my forehead resting against the wall. I could feel him right behind me, his heat radiating through the thin layers of our dresses. I was terrified, and I was ready.

"Ryan," I whispered, my voice breaking.

"Don't," he muttered, his hand landing heavy on the small of my back. "Just stay right there."

I gripped the ridges of the metal wall, my fingers locking into the grooves. I didn't know what was coming next, but for the first time in my life, I didn't want to be anywhere else. I just wanted him to take what he wanted.

I listened to the frantic rustle of Ryan digging through one of the cardboard boxes behind me. My heart was thumping so hard against my ribs I thought it might actually bruise.

“Hold on,” he muttered. His voice was thick, vibrating with a kind of raw energy that made my skin prickle.

I heard the plastic snap of a cap. Then the smell hit me—something neutral and slick, like baby oil or some kind of hardware lubricant. The sound of him rubbing his palms together, that wet, sliding noise, made my stomach do a slow, heavy roll.

I felt him step up behind me, his heat hitting my back. He didn’t wait. He grabbed the hem of my dress and hiked it up past my waist, bunching the fabric around my lower back.

He hooked his thumbs into the sides of the lace panties and tugged them hard to the side. I felt the cool air hit my skin for a split second before his oil-slicked palm landed on my cheek.

“Fuck,” he breathed, his voice right against my ear. “You have a nice ass, Tim.”

I wanted to say something, a joke or a protest, but my throat was too tight. I just gripped the ridges of the metal wall until my knuckles turned white.

Ryan reached between my legs, his fingers coated in that heavy oil. He circled my hole with a slow pressure, the slickness making every nerve ending back there scream. I felt my legs go weak as he traced the shape of me.

“Nice and hairless,” he murmured, his breath hot on my neck. “So pretty. Just like a girl’s.”

A shudder wrecked me at the words. It was wrong—everything about this was supposed to be a joke—but hearing him say that made a dark, heavy weight settle in my groin. I didn't feel like a girl, but I loved that he was looking at me like one.

I squeezed my eyes shut, my face pressed against the wall. I could feel the blunt, heavy tip of his cock pressing right against the center of me. It was huge, way bigger than I’d imagined when we were just joking around at the gym.

“Ryan,” I choked out.

“Shh,” he whispered. “Just take it.”

He pushed. It was a slow, stretching burn that made my breath hitch in a high, thin whimper. I felt my muscles fighting him at first, tight and resistant, but then the oil did its job.

He sank into me inch by inch. I felt every bit of him, the sheer girth of his shaft expanding me until I thought I might split. I gripped the wall so hard I thought I’d tear the metal.

Then, he was all the way in. The fullness was unlike anything I’d ever felt—a heavy, deep ache that made my head light. I felt completely occupied, like there was no room left inside me for anything but him.

I let out a shaky breath, my body finally sagging against the wall. Ryan didn’t move for a second, letting me get used to the weight of him. I could feel his heart hammering against my back, perfectly in sync with mine.

He reached up, his large hand wrapping firmly around the front of my throat. It wasn't enough to choke me, just enough to let me know he had me. He pulled my head back, forcing me to look over my shoulder.

I met his eyes, and the cocky Ryan was gone. He looked hungry, possessed. He leaned over my shoulder and smashed his mouth against mine, tasting like the cherry gloss and the grit of the storage unit.

As we kissed, he started to move. He pulled back almost to the tip before sliding back in, deep and hard. The friction of the oil and the internal stretch made me see stars behind my eyelids.

His other hand reached around me, finding the base of my cock. He gripped me, his fingers slick with the overflow of the oil, and started to stroke.

“Yeah,” I groaned into the kiss. “Just like that.”

He picked up the pace, his thrusts becoming more rhythmic and demanding. I was losing my mind. I was a straight guy in a dress, pinned to a wall by my best friend, and I was coming apart at the seams. Every thrust hit a spot deep inside that made my toes curl in my heels.

Ryan’s breathing turned into a series of jagged grunts. His grip on my cock tightened, anchoring me as he began to hammer into me with everything he had. I leaned into it, my own hand working him frantically as I felt the pressure building.

The world narrowed down to the sensation of him filling me and the friction of his hand. I was right on the edge, the heat in my gut turning into a blinding white light.

“Tim,” he rasped, his teeth grazing my earlobe. “I’m gonna⁠—”

“Do it,” I hissed. “Ryan, fuck, do it.”

He gave one final, violent surge, burying himself as deep as possible. I felt the hot, rhythmic pulse of him hitting my insides at the exact same moment my own body gave out.

I choked on a sob as I came, my hand slipping on the slickness of his skin. I sagged against the wall, my forehead hitting the metal with a dull thud. Ryan held me there, his chest heaving against my back, his hand still firm on my throat.

When Ryan pulled out, I felt it empty.

Not just my body. My whole damn nervous system. One second he was right there, hot and heavy against my back, and the next there was cold air, metal under my palms, and too much space where there hadn’t been any before.

My legs were shaking hard enough that I had to lock my knees, which was insane because apparently I could survive the last ten minutes but not standing upright after it. Behind me, Ryan breathed like he’d just run laps around the whole property.

“Fuck,” he muttered.

Yeah.

That about covered it.

I didn’t turn around right away. My face burned under the makeup, under the sweat, under every stupid decision that had stacked up and somehow landed us here. Shame settled in my chest, thick and ugly, but under it my pulse was still kicking with heat.

That was the part I hated most. Not that it happened. That I still wanted it.

I finally turned, keeping my eyes low at first. Ryan stood a few feet away with his head down, the black dress bunched wrong around his waist, his shoulders rising and falling. He looked wrecked. Lipstick smeared. Eyeliner messed up. Hair flattened from the wig.

I probably looked worse.

The unit smelled like perfume, sweat, and the sharp, oily stuff he’d found in that box. It was too much. Too real. Every breath reminded me we hadn’t just joked around or messed with each other.

We cleaned up without talking.

There were old rags in one of the open boxes, and we used those because there wasn’t exactly a bathroom in the romance dungeon. Our movements were quick and weirdly practical, like if we acted casual enough, maybe our brains would file the whole thing under workplace accident.

It didn’t work.

Nothing about it felt casual.

I wiped my skin, then my hands, then wiped again even though there was nothing left to clean. Ryan did the same on the other side of the unit, not looking at me. Every sound felt loud—the drag of fabric, the rustle of the rag, the shaky way he cleared his throat and then didn’t say anything.

I peeled the pink dress off.

The fabric stuck to my sweaty skin for a second before it gave way. Stepping out of the panties should’ve felt like undoing the whole thing, like I was stepping back into being normal.

It didn’t.

Normal felt gone. Or not gone, exactly. Bent.

My boxers were on the floor near my jeans, and I grabbed them too fast, almost tripping because my feet were still half stupid from the heels. Across from me, Ryan pulled off the black dress with his back turned.

That tiny bit of privacy was ridiculous after everything.

We still took it.

I got dressed fast. Boxers. Jeans. Work shirt. Shoes. Each piece felt rougher than it should have, like my regular clothes had an opinion about me now.

Ryan tugged his polo back on and ran both hands through his hair. He looked like himself again, mostly. Same jeans. Same work shoes. Same dumb face I’d known forever.

Except there was still a faint dark smear under one eye.

And I couldn’t unsee him in the dress.

I couldn’t unfeel him either.

Our shoulders brushed when we both reached for our stuff at the same time, and this hard little jolt went through me. I stepped back fast.

Ryan did too.

Neither of us joked. That was how I knew we were in trouble.

“I’m gonna try the door again,” I said.

My voice sounded off. Too flat. Too normal on purpose.

Ryan just nodded from beside the boxes. He had his thumbs hooked in his pockets and his eyes on his boots.

I grabbed the handle and braced for the same stuck metal, the same useless pull, the same proof that everything after the door jammed had been out of our hands.

Then I saw the latch.

It sat at a weird angle on the side, slipped down just enough to catch. It wasn’t locked, just jammed in the stupidest, simplest way possible.

My stomach dropped.

No.

I pushed it with my thumb. The metal shifted. The sound was clean and final and humiliating as hell.

I pulled the handle, and the roll-up door lifted without a fight. Fluorescent hallway light poured in, pale and ugly and way too late.

I stood there with one hand on the handle, staring out into the empty corridor.

The door had never really been stuck. I turned back slowly. Ryan stared at the open door.

His face changed in pieces. Confusion first. Then understanding. Then this deep, brutal embarrassment that probably matched mine exactly.

If I’d checked the latch right an hour ago, we would’ve been gone.

We would’ve been back in the office, talking shit, drinking bad coffee, pretending that lady was the weirdest part of our day. We would not have been standing there in a stranger’s unit, smelling like perfume and each other, with a pile of lace and feathers behind us.

“The latch slipped,” I said.

The words sounded so dumb I almost laughed.

Ryan swallowed and rubbed the back of his neck. “Right.”

That was it.

One word.

We stood there while the open door made us both look like complete idiots. The hallway air was cooler, but it didn’t clear anything. It just moved over us, fresh and normal, which somehow made the unit feel worse.

There were a hundred excuses we could’ve used when the door was shut.

Now it was open.

None of them worked anymore.
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The rest of the shift felt cursed.

We went back to the office and acted like nothing had happened, which would’ve worked better if I couldn’t still feel Ryan inside me every time I sat down wrong. My body reminded me constantly. A dull soreness low in my gut. Tenderness every time I moved my hips. Every stupid little sensation dragged me right back into that storage unit.

Ryan noticed too.

Every time I shifted in the chair or stiffened walking past him, his mouth twitched like he was trying not to smile. That should’ve annoyed me. Instead, it made heat creep up my neck all over again.

The office smelled like burnt coffee instead of perfume, but it didn’t matter. I kept catching flashes in my head anyway. Ryan in the black dress. Ryan gripping my waist. Ryan looking at me like I was something he wanted to ruin.

I shoved receipts into folders harder than necessary.

“Careful there,” Ryan said from behind the counter.

“I’m working.”

He leaned back in the chair, spinning a pen between his fingers. “You okay?”

The question landed weird.

Not because of the words. Because he sounded sincere. Ryan usually joked his way through everything, but now he kept watching me carefully, like he was waiting to see if I’d bolt.

I kept my eyes on the computer. “Fine.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.”

A beat passed.

Then he grinned a little. “You walk funny now, though.”

I looked up so fast I almost got whiplash. “Ryan.”

“What? I’m just observant.”

“You are such an asshole.”

His eyebrows lifted. “You seemed pretty into assholes earlier.”

I stared at him. “You’re one to talk.”

He burst out laughing before I could throw something. I hated him. I hated that laughing loosened something tight in my chest.

The rest of the afternoon crawled by. A couple customers came in, and we both snapped into normal mode so fast it was scary. Ryan flirted with an older woman picking up boxes. I rang up a guy buying bubble wrap.

Nobody knew.

That felt impossible.

I kept waiting for someone to look at us too closely and figure it out immediately. Like there was something written across my forehead now. Or maybe written somewhere lower.

But nobody noticed anything.

By closing time, my nerves had settled into this exhausted, floaty feeling. The sky outside had gone orange through the office windows. Ryan locked the register while I shut down the computer.

Everything between us felt careful now.

“You got the back gate?” Ryan asked.

“Yeah.”

I grabbed the keys and headed outside before he could say anything else. The evening air hit cool against my skin, finally cutting through the stale heat of the day. I locked the gate, checked the latch twice, then stood there for a second staring out at the empty road beyond the property.

I should’ve gone home.

That was the normal thing to do.

Go home. Shower. Pretend the whole day was some stress-induced hallucination caused by low pay and too much body spray exposure.

Instead, I stood there thinking about Ryan’s mouth on mine.

My stomach flipped.

“Tim.”

I turned.

Ryan was walking toward me across the lot, keys swinging from one finger. His hoodie was half zipped, hair messy again from running his hands through it all day. He looked unfairly normal.

I looked away first.

He stopped in front of me, close enough that I caught the familiar mix of his mint gum and cheap cologne. Neither of us spoke for a second.

Then I started to step past him. Ryan caught my wrist, and the touch stopped me instantly.

I looked down at his hand around me, then back up at him.

His expression had gone quieter than usual. Nervous, almost. That alone made my pulse kick harder.

“Ryan,” I said carefully.

He let go of my wrist just long enough to dig into the front pocket of his hoodie.

Then he pulled something out. The panties he’d dared me to wear.

My stomach dropped. Ryan smiled, slow and crooked. “I kept a little souvenir.”

I stared at the fabric hanging from his fingers. Tiny. Soft. Familiar enough to make heat rush through me all over again.

“In case,” he said, voice lower now, “you didn’t want the fun to end.”

I swallowed.

Every smart thought in my head started yelling at once. This was insane. We were coworkers. Best friends. Straight. Supposedly. One weird afternoon trapped in a storage unit didn’t have to become a whole thing.

Except my body reacted before my brain could finish the argument.

I could still feel him. Still remember exactly how his voice sounded when he stopped joking and started wanting me. The soreness between my legs should’ve been enough to scare me off.

“Where?” I heard myself ask.

Ryan’s eyes darkened immediately. “My place,” he said. He stepped a little closer, lowering his voice even more. “And don’t worry,” he said. “This’ll just be our little secret.”

I looked at Ryan standing there in the fading evening light, holding panties in one hand and looking at me like he already knew my answer.

Curiosity is a ravenous little beast.

And apparently, once you fed it, it doesn’t let you go.
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