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	Sneak Preview

	 

	Tessa held up the plastic bag again, and this time she did not let Ryan look away from it. The black pantyhose shifted inside, folded badly, no longer hidden in his office drawer under printer paper. Her expression stayed controlled, but there was no humor left in it.

	 

	"You wanted these badly enough to steal them," she said. "So put them on."

	 

	Ryan stared at her. "What?"

	 

	Maya crouched in front of him. “You said anything."

	 

	"I didn't mean that,” Ryan said quickly. "I meant I'd apologize. I'd move. I'd pay for them."

	 

	Lily returned from the hall with a pair of panties pinched between two fingers. They were simple and pale, feminine enough to make Ryan's face redden before she even tossed them beside the pantyhose. She looked him over with a little shake of her head, as if the decision were practical rather than cruel.

	 

	"And these," Lily said. "You are not wearing Tessa's pantyhose over boxers. That's disgusting, and somehow even sadder."

	 

	Ryan shook his head. "No. No, I'm not doing that." 

	 

	"You are," Tessa said. "And since you clearly don't know anything about pantyhose except how to steal them, here's the lesson. You sit down, gather one leg carefully from the waistband to the toe, put your foot in without snagging it, then roll it up slowly. Same with the other leg. Then you stand and pull them up from the hips, not by yanking at the thighs like an idiot."

	 

	Maya stood and looked down at him. "We're going to untie you completely because you can't do this halfway. But your phone is with us, your keys are with us, and Kristi is one message away from learning everything. We do not need more blackmail, Ryan. We already have it."

	 

	They untied him while Lily stood by the door and Tessa kept the plastic bag in her hand. Ryan rubbed his wrists, but he didn't run. The humiliation of being free and still obeying hit him harder than the bindings had.

	 

	"Bathroom," Maya said. "Door unlocked."

	 

	Ryan gathered the panties and pantyhose with trembling hands. He looked once toward the stairs, then at Maya's purse, where the memory card waited. Finally, he lowered his eyes and walked to the bathroom.

	 

	Lily waited until the door closed. "This was Tessa's idea, for the record."

	 

	Tessa did not look away from the bathroom door. "He stole my pantyhose."

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Trouble Next Door

	Victoria Vaughn

	 

	Ryan had chosen the townhome for practical reasons. It had two bedrooms, a garage, and decent light in the living room. It was close enough to Kristi's office that her commute would shrink once her lease ran out in two months. He had pictured quiet evenings there, football playing low, maybe a grill on the narrow strip of patio behind the building. It felt like a practical upgrade, the kind of place where adulthood settled into place without making a big production of itself.

	The first Saturday morning cracked that picture. The music next door wasn't background noise or a polite apartment hum. The bass pushed through the drywall and into his coffee mug, making the surface ripple. Laughter followed it, bright and unrestrained, echoing between the two rows of townhomes. Ryan walked to the window and lifted the blind just enough to see.

	Three girls stood barefoot in the grass next door. Early twenties, recent graduates by the look of them. One wore cut-off denim shorts and a pale blue tee, long dark hair loose over her shoulders. Another had auburn hair that caught the sunlight and a burgundy shirt tucked into light shorts. The third had straight brown hair, a black top, white shorts, and a posture sharper than the others. They were dragging patio chairs into place, untangling string lights, arguing about angles, and laughing whenever the ladder wobbled. 

	They looked like they expected to be there. Ryan held his mug a little longer than necessary. The dark-haired one nudged the auburn-haired girl and tilted her chin toward his window, and all three glanced up at once. He didn't wave. He didn't step back. He simply stared, face set. The auburn-haired girl responded with a broad, theatrical wave and an exaggerated smile. Ryan lowered the blinds halfway and told himself the irritation was about the noise.

	The following weekend, the gathering expanded. There were more girls, a couple of guys, plastic cups balanced along the railing, and someone trying to manage a grill with more confidence than skill. The music ran all afternoon, not unbearable but constant. Ryan tried to ignore it from the couch with the television on, but each burst of laughter cut through the walls. Eventually he stepped outside with his phone in hand, pretending to scroll while standing near the edge of his patio.

	The brown-haired girl leaned against their railing, arms folded loosely, and looked straight at him. The look wasn't shy and wasn't apologetic. It had the unnerving directness of someone who had noticed him noticing them and had decided not to pretend otherwise.

	"Hey, neighbor," the dark-haired one called. “We promise we're not starting a cult. Just a housewarming."

	Ryan gave a short nod. “You planning to do this every weekend?"

	The auburn-haired girl raised her eyebrows. "We just graduated. So yes."

	"Some people work," Ryan replied.

	"So do we," the brown-haired one said. “Monday through Friday. Today is Saturday."

	Ryan shifted his weight. “Just keep it down after ten."

	The dark-haired girl lifted her hand in a quick salute. "Yes, sir."

	The way she said it had a playful edge, something testing. Ryan turned and went back inside. He told himself he had handled it reasonably, but the thin smile on the dark-haired girl's face stayed with him longer than it should have.

	After that exchange, the timing shifted. If he carried groceries from his car, one of them seemed to appear outside at the same moment, watering plants that were already damp or adjusting cushions that didn't need adjusting. If he checked the mail, someone leaned against their doorway with a phone in hand, looking up the instant he glanced over. Ryan told himself he was imagining it, but he began noticing them more because he was trying so hard not to.

	On the third weekend, he found himself back at the window. The auburn-haired girl knelt in the grass, adjusting a strand of lights while the dark-haired one steadied the ladder behind her. The brown-haired girl stood slightly apart with her phone in hand, then looked toward Ryan's window. She held his gaze without flinching. The count stretched longer than he expected, and Ryan stepped back from the glass.

	That afternoon, his doorbell rang. He opened the door halfway and found the dark-haired girl standing there with her hands clasped behind her back, smiling as if this were a perfectly normal social call. Behind her, the auburn-haired girl leaned against the railing, watching with open curiosity, while the brown-haired girl stood just inside their doorway with her arms folded.

	"Hi, neighbor. I'm Maya."

	Ryan hesitated before answering. "Ryan."

	"We're next door. Obviously. We thought we should introduce ourselves properly. I think we got off on a grumpy foot."

	"I'm not grumpy," Ryan said.

	"You look grumpy." Maya tilted her head slightly, not mocking him exactly, more like she was pointing out a stain on his shirt. Her eyes flicked briefly across his expression as if taking inventory, and Ryan disliked how quickly she seemed to make herself comfortable with the silence.

	"Is this a performance?" Ryan asked.

	"No. Just manners," Maya replied. “We don't want awkward neighbors."

	Ryan opened the door a little wider, more out of reflex than invitation. “Well. Welcome."

	"Thank you." She let a beat pass. "Also, quick question. Do you always watch us through the blinds, or is that just a Saturday hobby?"

	The phrasing was light, almost playful, but the silence after it wasn't. Ryan stiffened. He looked past Maya at the other two, which was a mistake because both of them were watching him just as closely.

	"I don't."

	"It's fine," Maya said, lifting a hand slightly. “We're not offended. Just curious.”

	From behind her, the auburn-haired one added, "He does the half-blind thing. It's dramatic."

	The brown-haired girl followed with, “You could just say hi instead of scowling."

	"You're loud," Ryan answered.

	"And you're staring,” the brown-haired one replied.

	The silence that followed settled between them. Maya leaned a little closer and said, "We can hear when you pace. The walls aren't that thick." 

	“I don't pace,” Ryan said.

	"You do," she answered.

	Ryan felt the tightness in his jaw and forced it to relax. The effort made Maya smile again, which annoyed him more than the accusation. He had the unpleasant sense that all three of them had been waiting to see whether he would deny the obvious.

	"What do you want?" he asked.

	"Nothing," Maya said. "Just neighbor peace."

	The auburn-haired girl stepped closer to the edge of the lawn. “Honestly, you look like you hate us. We just want to know why."

	Ryan opened his mouth, then closed it. He wasn't going to say they were loud, or young, or that they carried themselves with a loose physical ease that made him aware of how stiff he felt by comparison. He wasn't going to mention that Kristi would be moving in soon and that this place was supposed to be quiet. He certainly wasn't going to admit that the more they noticed him, the harder it became to stop noticing them. 

	"I don't hate you," he said.

	"Then stop glaring," the brown-haired girl replied.

	"I don't glare."

	All three exchanged a brief look. Maya's smile tightened just enough to show amusement. She lifted her eyebrows slightly, imitating him with infuriating accuracy.

	"You do this thing with your eyebrows," she said. 

	Ryan felt his forehead smooth out before he could stop it.

	"There," the auburn-haired girl said. "That's better."

	The brown-haired girl stepped one pace closer to the property line. “We're not trying to annoy you. But if you keep acting like we're a problem, we might start trying."

	The statement wasn't loud or dramatic. It landed because she said it like a simple fact. Ryan looked at Maya, expecting her to soften it, but Maya only stepped back toward their patio.

	“Truce?” Maya asked.

	Ryan hesitated, then nodded once. "Truce." 

	"Good."

	They turned toward their door. Halfway across the grass, the auburn-haired girl glanced back over her shoulder. She smiled as if she had just remembered something helpful.

	"If you're going to watch," she said, "you could at least smile."

	The truce lasted exactly three days. On the fourth evening, the three of them sat outside on their patio, not hosting a party this time, not playing music, just arranged in a loose triangle of folding chairs with a small lantern glowing between them. The sun had dipped low enough to turn the sky pink over the rooftops, and for once the air between the townhomes was quiet.

	Then something thudded against the shared wall. A second sound followed, sharper, like a cabinet door closing harder than necessary. Maya looked up from her drink, her long dark hair pulled into a low ponytail, her loose athletic shorts and cropped white tank making her look more relaxed than she actually was.

	"See," she said, gesturing with her drink toward Ryan's wall. "That's the pacing thing."

	"I told you," said the auburn-haired girl, Lily, stretching her legs in front of her. She had changed into soft gray joggers and a fitted burgundy top that matched her hair, and she had the expressive energy of someone who narrated life for her own entertainment. “It's not just the staring. It's the sighing. The stomping. The cabinet slamming. He's loud in this aggressive, middle-aged way."

	"He's not middle-aged," said the third girl, Tessa, adjusting the strap of her black tank top. Tessa's straight brown hair was tucked behind her ears, and even in a patio chair her posture stayed precise. She analyzed before she reacted, which made her amusement colder than Lily's and harder to read. "He's just tight. Everything about him is tight."

	Another thud came from next door. A scrape followed it across the floor. Lily leaned forward, delighted by the evidence.

	"And the staring. Can we talk about the staring?" 

	"We have talked about the staring," Maya said.

	"No, we joked about the staring. I mean the way he stands there like he's evaluating us for code violations."

	Tessa nodded. “He doesn't even try to hide it anymore. Today I walked to the mailbox and he was fully in the window. Not half-blind. Fully visible."

	Maya laughed under her breath. “Progress.” 

	"It's not progress," Lily said. "It's creepier."

	The wall thudded again. This time it was followed by a low mutter they couldn't make out. Maya tilted her head toward the noise, and her expression sharpened slightly.

	"He's mad we're outside."

	"We're not even being loud," Tessa said. “We're having a conversation at normal human volume."

	"Maybe the sound of our happiness offends him," Lily offered.

	Maya rolled her eyes but smiled. “He doesn't hate happiness. He hates not being in control of it."

	Lily snapped her fingers. “That's it. He acts like we're violating some rule he invented."

	Tessa leaned back in her chair. “He wants quiet. Predictable. Managed. We don't fit."

	Another cabinet slam echoed through the wall. Maya's amusement faded into something cooler. She set her drink down and looked toward the upstairs window next door.

	"It's not just the noise complaints," she said. "It's the way he looks at us. Like he's already decided we're the problem."

	"Well," Lily said, brushing her hair over one shoulder, "if we are the problem, we should at least earn the title."

	Tessa glanced at her. "You're joking."

	"Half joking."

	Maya shook her head. “I don't want to escalate noise. That's easy. That's boring."

	Lily straightened. "Then what?"

	Maya crossed one leg over the other. “I met his girlfriend."

	Both of them looked at her. The shift was immediate. Even Lily stopped playing to the invisible audience in her head.

	"When?" Tessa asked.

	"She stopped by yesterday. Kristi. She came over while he was at work to ask about trash pickup days."

	Tessa's eyebrows lifted slightly. "You didn't mention that."

	"I wanted to think about it first." Maya paused. "She's nice. Genuinely nice. Polite. Friendly. She apologized for him."

	"For what?" Lily asked.

	"For him being intense."

	Tessa let out a slow breath. "That tracks."

	"She said he's stressed. New place. New responsibilities. She laughed when she said it, but it wasn't mean."

	Lily folded her arms. "How did she wind up with him?”

	"That was my question," Maya said quietly. “She's warm. He's not."

	Another sound came from next door, but this one wasn't a slam. It was the rhythm of footsteps. Back and forth across the same stretch of floor. Tessa watched the shared wall as if she could see through it.

	“He's doing it again,” she said.

	Lily leaned closer to Maya. "So what are you thinking?"

	Maya didn't answer right away. She watched the upstairs window next door, where a shadow shifted briefly behind the curtain. Her face stayed composed, but the pause had weight.

	"I'm thinking," she said, “that if he wants to watch and judge, maybe we let him.”

	Tessa turned her head. "Let him what?"

	"Let him think he's in control of the situation."

	Lily's grin spread. "And then?"

	"And then," Maya said, "we show him he's not." 

	Tessa's voice stayed even. "Define show.”

	Maya leaned forward, elbows resting lightly on her knees. "We stop reacting to him like we're defending ourselves. No explanations. No apologizing. No noise war."

	Lily's eyes lit up. “So what do we do?"

	"We control what he sees," Maya said. “When he sees it. How he interprets it."

	Tessa nodded once. “That's psychological." 

	Maya smiled. “Exactly."

	Lily laughed softly. "So instead of loud and annoying, we become composed and mysterious?"

	"Composed," Maya said. “And united.”

	A door shut upstairs inside Ryan's townhome. The three of them looked toward the window at nearly the same moment. Maya stood and walked to the edge of their patio, holding herself still enough that the stillness itself became a signal.

	"He thinks we're chaos," Tessa said.

	"Then let's give him something to focus on," Maya replied.

	Lily joined her, standing shoulder to shoulder. “I like this already."

	Tessa rose more slowly but took her place beside them. From inside Ryan's house, the curtain shifted. Maya didn't wave this time. She stood straight, chin lifted, expression neutral.

	"He wants to glare," she said quietly. “Let's give him a reason to pay attention.”

	Lily glanced sideways at her. “We're doing this, aren't we?"

	Tessa's lips curved slightly. "Yes."

	Maya kept her eyes on the window. “He thinks we're the problem neighbor."

	She let the words hang there.

	"Let's make him ours."

	The plan took shape the next afternoon. They waited until Maya spotted Ryan at the upstairs window, not even pretending anymore. The blinds were open, and he stood just far enough back to preserve the illusion that he hadn't meant to be seen.

	"Okay," Maya said, not turning her head. "He's there."

	Lily kept adjusting the strap of her small silver purse, auburn hair falling forward as she leaned toward the patio table. "How obvious?"

	"Full surveillance mode," Maya replied.

	Tessa checked her reflection in her phone screen. Her black fitted dress was simple but intentional, structured enough to make the whole thing look less casual than it was. She slipped the phone into her purse and gave a small nod.

	"Good. We want him comfortable."

	They had dressed for effect. Not flashy. Not cartoonish. Just obvious enough. Lily wore a short burgundy dress that made her hair seem brighter. Tessa wore sleek black, structured and sharp. Maya wore a deep emerald bodycon dress, her hair loose tonight instead of tied back. They looked like they were going somewhere.

	At least, that was what Ryan was supposed to think. They lingered outside, adjusting heels, checking lipstick, laughing with the kind of pre-party energy that carried. Lily glanced toward his house and raised her voice just enough.

	"Wait up. I need to lock the back door."

	Tessa didn't miss the cue. “Don't worry about it." 

	Lily paused theatrically. "Seriously?"

	Tessa shrugged. "This neighborhood is safe. And that crazy neighbor is always watching."

	Maya bit back a smile. From the corner of her eye, she saw movement upstairs. Lily laughed as if Tessa had made the most reassuring point in the world.

	"True. We've got built-in security."

	"Exactly," Tessa said. “Come on. We're going to be late."

	They grabbed their purses and walked briskly down the sidewalk toward the street, heels clicking against concrete. At the corner, they broke into a small run, giggling like they were already late for something exciting. They did not look back.

	Two houses down, they slowed, crossed the lawn of an empty unit, looped around the side walkway, and slipped quietly through their own front door. Inside, the house went dark except for the faint glow from the hallway nightlight. The change was immediate, the performance outside dropping away as all three of them moved with quiet purpose.

	Tessa moved first. "Upstairs."

	They climbed with their shoes in hand. The upstairs hallway held the quiet warmth of late afternoon, shadows stretching across the carpet. Tessa's bedroom was neat, almost staged, everything in place. She opened her closet door and gestured them inside.

	It wasn't cramped, but it wasn't comfortable either. Shoes lined one wall. Hanging dresses brushed their shoulders as they shifted into position. The faint scent of fabric softener hung in the air. Maya stood nearest the door, hand resting lightly against the frame. Lily crouched slightly behind her with the canvas bag tucked near her feet. Tessa positioned herself near the back, phone in hand, camera already open.

	For a few minutes, nothing happened. The house settled around them. A car passed outside, a dog barked somewhere down the street, and the faint hum of traffic drifted through the windows.

	Lily whispered, "What if he's not that stupid?" 

	"He is," Tessa said.

	"Shh," Maya murmured.

	Then came the soft creak from downstairs. All three froze. Another sound followed, a door moving against its hinges.

	"He's in," Tessa breathed.

	Maya's jaw set. The first steps were cautious, with a pause after each one as if Ryan were listening for movement. Then the staircase groaned under his weight, and the rhythm changed. The hesitation faded as he climbed.

	Ryan was inside their house because he believed they were gone. Because he believed no one would know. Because he had been given the story he wanted and had walked right into it. The sound of his hand brushing the stair rail drifted upward, followed by a pause halfway up.

	Maya held up three fingers. Three more steps came from the stairs. Then she lowered one finger. Two. His shoes touched the top stair. One. The upstairs floor creaked as his weight shifted fully onto it.

	Lily's fingers tightened around her clutch. Tessa's eyes stayed fixed on the narrow line of light at the closet door. Maya did not move. Ryan stepped into the hallway, close enough now that they could hear the faint rustle of his jacket.

	He paused outside Tessa's bedroom. The handle turned, and the door opened halfway, sending a thin line of hallway light across the carpet. Ryan stepped inside and shut the door behind him. The click made Lily's lips press together.

	From inside the closet, they could see him through the narrow seam where the door didn't quite meet the frame. Ryan stood still for a moment, listening. Then he crossed to Tessa's dresser and ran his fingers across the surface. He opened the top drawer halfway, glanced inside, and slid it closed with a quiet exhale.

	Lily's hand found Tessa's wrist in the dark. Tessa didn't pull away. Maya adjusted her stance enough to widen the seam by a fraction of an inch. Her phone was ready, brightness lowered, sound off. She angled the camera through the gap and tapped once.

	On her screen, the image appeared. Ryan in Tessa's room. Her dresser open behind him. His head tilted slightly, scanning the space like he had permission. Maya took another shot before he moved away.

	Ryan crossed to the desk. He lifted a notebook, flipped through a few pages, then set it down again. His movements weren't frantic. He seemed comfortable, as if the room had become an argument he was winning in private.

	Maya tapped again. Ryan moved toward the full-length mirror and paused. For a moment, his reflection faced the closet, though he couldn't see through the seam. He smoothed the front of his shirt once, adjusted his posture, and seemed almost pleased to see himself standing there.

	Lily's grip tightened. Tessa's breathing remained controlled, but her jaw had gone hard. Maya took another photo, catching him fully framed in the mirror with Tessa's room spread around him.

	Ryan turned from the mirror and walked toward the bed. He pressed his palm against the mattress, then leaned toward the nightstand. The drawer opened. He looked inside for several seconds before closing it.

	Maya shifted the phone. This angle caught his profile, the crease between his eyebrows, and the concentration on his face. She tapped once more.

	Ryan straightened. His gaze drifted toward the closet door. No one moved. For half a second, he stared at it. Then he looked away and returned to the dresser, opening another drawer. He leaned down and moved something aside with the tips of his fingers.

	Maya angled the phone lower, capturing his hand inside the drawer and the edge of Tessa's folded clothes beneath it. Ryan closed the drawer and stood there, thinking. His attention returned to the closet. This time he didn't look away.

	Maya lowered the phone but kept it ready. Ryan stepped closer until the bottom gap filled with the outline of his shoes. His hand hovered near the knob.

	Tessa's voice was barely a whisper against Maya's shoulder. "Wait."

	Ryan leaned closer to the door, listening. The room stayed silent. The house stayed silent. His fingers closed around the knob.

	Maya raised the phone again. She tapped once more. Then Ryan turned the knob.

	The door swung inward. For a fraction of a second, he simply stared. His mind seemed to reject the sight in front of him. Three figures, not dresses. Three faces, not shadow. Three pairs of eyes focused on him from a closet he had no right to open.

	The smug curiosity drained out of him. His mouth opened, but the sound did not come quickly enough. Before he found his voice, Tessa moved.

	She came out hard, shoulder first, knocking him backward before he could brace himself. Ryan stumbled, hit the floor, and lost the breath in his lungs with a harsh grunt. He tried to twist away, but Maya was on him almost immediately, dropping beside him and clamping a hand over his mouth before the shout could form.

	"No," Tessa said, catching one of his arms and pinning it to the carpet. "You don't get to yell."

	Ryan bucked beneath them, furious now, no longer stunned. He grabbed for Maya's wrist, digging his fingers into her skin. Lily came out of the closet with the small canvas bag they had left at her feet, her earlier theatricality gone. She moved quickly, not gracefully, because the struggle didn't allow for grace.

	"Hold him," she said.

	"We are," Maya snapped, fighting to keep her hand sealed over his mouth.

	Ryan managed to wrench one shoulder loose. Tessa shifted with him and drove her weight back down, forcing his arm flat again. Lily reached into the bag and pulled out a pair of sheer black pantyhose.

	The sight of them made Ryan fight harder. His eyes widened, then narrowed with a flash of horrified recognition, as if the meaning of the nylon reached him before the actual restraint did. This wasn't just being caught. This was something stranger, more humiliating, and much more controlled than he had been ready for.

	"Ryan," Maya said close to his ear, breathless but firm, "you broke into our house. Think very carefully before you make this worse."

	That got through for half a second. It was enough. Tessa forced his right arm behind his back, and Lily looped one leg of the pantyhose around his wrist. The nylon stretched as she pulled it tight, biting into place as she wrapped it again and again. Ryan roared against Maya's palm, but the sound went nowhere.

	One wrist was secured. The other took longer. 

	Ryan twisted, getting his hand under Maya's chin and forcing her head back for an instant. Tessa caught his wrist, bent it behind him, and pinned it there while Lily worked the other leg of the pantyhose around both wrists. She pulled the knot tight with both hands, her face flushed from effort.

	Ryan was far from done. He kicked out, heel scraping across the carpet, then catching Tessa hard in the thigh. She grunted and nearly lost her balance, but she stayed on him.

	"Lily, now," Tessa said through clenched teeth.

	Lily grabbed another pair of pantyhose from the canvas bag, this time silky nude ones. She moved to his legs, but Ryan kicked again and forced her to jump back. It was ugly and breathless, nothing like the neat little plan they had imagined. Dresses twisted. Hair fell loose. Someone knocked the nightstand hard enough to rattle the lamp.

	Maya shifted lower across Ryan's back, using her weight to keep him from rolling. Tessa caught one ankle, then the other, forcing them together while Ryan thrashed beneath them. Lily wrapped the nude pantyhose around his ankles, pulling the fabric tight enough that the nylon strained in her hands.

	Ryan bucked again, trying to use his legs for leverage. Tessa shoved his ankles upward toward his bound wrists. Maya pressed down harder between his shoulders. Lily looped the waistband of the nude hose through the binding at his wrists, then pulled until his ankles drew closer to his hands.

	The nylon stretched under the strain. For one awful second, it looked like it might tear. Then it held.

	Ryan was cinched into a tight hogtie on Tessa's bedroom floor, ankles drawn back toward his bound wrists, his body arched just enough to make every movement useless. He strained once, twice, testing the bindings with a furious jerk of his shoulders and legs. The pantyhose flexed but did not give. His glare sharpened with disbelief as he realized he had no leverage left.

	For a moment, no one spoke. All three girls were breathing hard. Maya's hair had fallen partly across her face, Tessa was rubbing the thigh where he had kicked her, and Lily stood with her hands still clenched around the loose end of the pantyhose as if she expected him to explode back into motion.

	Ryan tried to yell the instant Maya removed her hand from his mouth. Lily was ready with the long silk scarf from the bag. Maya grabbed his jaw, and Tessa caught his head before he could jerk away. Together they forced the scarf into his mouth, packing it past his lips while his muffled protests turned thick and useless.

	Ryan gagged and tried to shake his head. Maya took a final pair of sheer black pantyhose from Lily and wrapped them around his head, stretching the nylon over the scarf to hold it in place. She wound the fabric around again, pulled it taut, and knotted it at the back of his head with a final hard tug.

	Ryan was silenced. He was hogtied. The only sounds now were his muffled, frantic breaths and the uneven breathing of the three women standing over him.

	Maya leaned in close, still flushed from the struggle. "You are in a room you broke into, surrounded by people who photographed you doing it. That is the situation."

	Ryan's eyes flashed. His breathing came hard through his nose. The fury was still there, but panic had begun to creep in around the edges.

	Tessa knelt beside him, expression cold now. "You went through my drawers."

	Lily looked toward the dresser, then back at him. Her voice had gone quieter. “You really did."

	Ryan tried to speak again. The sound came out as a muffled protest against the scarf and nylon. Maya watched him for a moment, then looked toward the closet.

	"We're not calling the police yet," she said. “That is the only generous thing happening tonight."

	Tessa stood and rubbed her thigh again. "Closet."

	Together, Tessa and Lily grabbed him by the ankles and dragged him across the carpet. Ryan twisted and jerked in the hogtie, but the pantyhose held him in the helpless arch they had forced on him. His body scraped against the floor, his protests smothered by the scarf and black nylon wrapped around his head.

	They shoved him into the back of the closet among the shoes and hanging dresses. It took effort, and none of it was graceful. Lily had to push aside a row of skirts, and Tessa kicked a pair of heels out of the way before they could fit him far enough inside.

	Maya crouched in front of him and patted down his pockets. Her fingers found his keys. She pulled them out and let them dangle where he could see them.

	His eyes widened.

	"Oh," Lily said softly. "That's convenient."

	Maya looked at Ryan, then toward the wall they shared with his townhome. Her smile came slowly, not broad and theatrical like Lily's, but small and certain.

	"When we get back," she said, “we're going to have a little talk."

	Ryan shook his head once, hard.

	Tessa stepped beside Maya. “You do not get to be outraged from inside my closet."

	Lily gave a small, disbelieving laugh. It wasn't the bright laugh from the patio. It had an edge now, sharpened by adrenaline and the confirmation that their ridiculous plan had worked.

	Maya stood. "Don't go anywhere."

	She closed the closet door. A moment later, the lock turned. Inside, Ryan went still in the dark. Outside, their voices dropped into murmurs. Their footsteps moved away from the bedroom, down the hall, then down the stairs.

	The last thing he heard was Lily's nervous laugh from below, followed by Maya's voice, low and satisfied.

	"Let's see what our security guard keeps next door."

	 

	***

	 

	Maya let them into Ryan's townhome with his own keys.

	The lock turned too easily. That bothered her more than she expected. A few minutes ago, Ryan had been thrashing on Tessa's bedroom floor, furious at being caught where he didn't belong. Now they were the ones stepping into his quiet little house, and the difference between justice and trespassing felt thinner than it had from the other side of the wall.

	Lily slipped in behind her and shut the door carefully. "So this is the fortress."

	"Don't touch anything unless we have to," Tessa said.

	Lily looked around the living room. The pillows matched the rug, the remote sat squarely on the coffee table, and a framed photo of Ryan and Kristi stood on a side table like proof of a normal life. Everything was neat in a way that looked maintained rather than lived in.

	"Kristi definitely helped decorate," Lily said.

	Maya glanced at the picture and then away. "Office first."

	"Why office?" Lily asked.

	"Because men like Ryan don't keep secrets where someone might sit on them.”

	The office was at the back of the townhome, a narrow room with a desk, a laptop, and stacks of paperwork arranged in tight, joyless piles. Tessa went straight to the window before touching anything else. She opened the blinds with two fingers and stopped.

	From that angle, their patio was visible through the gap between the buildings. The string lights were visible. So were the folding chairs, the edge of the table, and the little laundry rack near the fence. It wasn't a perfect view, but it was enough for a man who had already taught himself to look too long.

	Tessa's face changed. “He could see me hanging them up."

	Lily went quiet. “The pantyhose?"

	Tessa nodded once.

	Maya moved to the desk. A small digital camera sat half-hidden behind a cup of pens, as if Ryan had shoved it there in a hurry and forgotten to make it invisible. She picked it up, opened the side panel, and removed the memory card. The tiny piece of plastic looked harmless in her palm. 

	Nobody joked after that.

	The laptop asked for a password, but Tessa found a sticky note tucked under the keyboard with a hint written on it. "First dog plus year,” she read, then looked at the framed photo of Ryan and Kristi on the desk. "Wedding date on the back. Dog tag on his keys said Max."

	Lily stared at her. “You are terrifying."

	"Not tonight," Tessa said. "Tonight I'm useful." 

	The password worked.

	The desktop looked normal at first. Tax software. Work files. A folder labeled Household. Another labeled Patio Measurements, which made Lily mutter under her breath. Then Maya inserted the memory card, and the normal life on the screen gave way to the one Ryan had actually been living.

	The first photos were harmless. His patio. A garage scratch. A blurry bird near the fence. Then came their patio, and the room seemed to tighten around them.

	Maya clicked once. Lily carrying chairs.

	Again. Tessa bending over the laundry rack.

	Again. Maya stepping outside in an oversized shirt, hair wet from the shower.

	Lily wrapped her arms around herself. “Oh, hell no."

	The next photo showed Tessa clipping black pantyhose to the rack. The one after that was zoomed closer, tight enough to catch her face in profile and the nylon stretched between her hands. It was not an accidental picture. It was not a neighbor noticing something out the window. It was a man choosing to keep part of a moment that had never belonged to him.

	Tessa said nothing.

	Maya looked at her. “We have enough."

	"No," Tessa said. "We need to know how far it went."

	There were folders by date. Some pictures had been cropped. A few had been renamed. Maya didn't read the file names aloud because she didn't need to, and because saying them would have made the room feel dirtier than it already did. Ryan had not just watched them. He had sorted them.

	"He made us into a hobby," Lily said.

	Tessa opened the desk drawer. Pens, envelopes, stamps, checkbooks. Then, under a stack of printer paper, she found a small plastic travel bag and pulled it out by one corner.

	Inside were Tessa's black pantyhose, folded badly, and Lily's thin scarf with the faint lipstick mark near one edge.

	For a moment, none of them moved. The bag made a soft plastic sound in Tessa's hand. It was such a small noise for something that changed the whole shape of the night.

	"That's mine," Tessa said.

	Lily stared at the scarf. “That's mine too."

	Maya took the bag but didn't open it. Pantyhose and a scarf. Two things that could have blown loose, could have been picked up, could have been returned with an awkward apology. Instead, Ryan had hidden them in his office drawer under paper, tucked away where Kristi would never think to look.

	Lily looked toward the framed picture. “She has no idea."

	"No," Maya said. "She thinks he's intense."

	Tessa's voice stayed flat. "He watched me hang them up. Then he took them."

	That sentence settled the whole room. Whatever line they had crossed by coming in here, Ryan had crossed his first and farther. He had watched them, photographed them, sorted them, and kept pieces of them like trophies. The tidy house around them no longer looked responsible. It looked like camouflage.

	Maya photographed everything. The open folders. The cropped images. The camera. The memory card. The plastic bag with the stolen pantyhose and scarf. She took each picture clearly, without flourish, because this was no longer about catching him off guard. This was about making sure he could not wriggle away from what he had done.

	Lily watched her. "So that's why."

	Maya slid the memory card into her purse. "That's why."

	Tessa picked up the plastic bag between two fingers. "We bring these back."

	"For evidence?" Lily asked.

	Tessa looked toward the wall they shared with her bedroom. "For context."

	Lily understood, and for once she didn't make a joke.

	Maya turned off the laptop and left the rest of the room as they had found it. On the way out, she paused by the photo of Ryan and Kristi. Kristi smiled from the frame, warm and unsuspecting, her arm around a man who had built a life tidy enough to hide what was rotting underneath.

	Lily stopped at the front door. "Should we be scared of him?"

	Maya considered that instead of brushing it away. "A little."

	"Good," Tessa said, opening the door. “Then we won't be stupid."

	They locked Ryan's townhome behind them and crossed the narrow strip of grass between the houses. The night air felt cooler now. Their patio lights glowed softly above the empty chairs, and for the first time all week, nobody was watching from Ryan's window. Maya still looked up at it, not because she expected to see him, but because she wanted to remember exactly how it felt to stand on this side of the glass.

	From upstairs, faint and muffled, came a sound from Tessa's closet.

	Ryan had heard them return.

	Tessa held up his keys. Maya touched the purse where the memory card and stolen items sat. Lily looked from one to the other, her usual brightness sharpened into something harder.

	"He's going to deny everything,” Lily said.

	"Probably," Maya answered.

	"He's going to act like we're crazy."

	"Definitely."

	Tessa started up the stairs. “Then we show him what he kept."

	Maya followed. "And after that?"

	Tessa didn't answer until they reached her bedroom door. Behind it, Ryan made another muffled sound. It was not loud, but it was enough to remind all three of them that the man who had watched them from across the yard was now waiting in the dark with no idea how much they knew.

	"After that," Tessa said, "we decide what kind of neighbor he gets to be."

	 

	***

	 

	Ryan had lost all sense of time in the closet.

	At first, he had counted breaths, trying to turn panic into arithmetic. Then he had counted the muffled thuds of his own heartbeat, which only made the dark feel tighter around him. After that, he had tried counting the faint sounds beyond the door, but the house had gone so quiet that every small noise began to feel invented. The pantyhose binding his wrists and ankles had not loosened. If anything, his struggling had made the knots bite harder, so every small movement reminded him that he had no useful way to move.

	He had tried to roll onto one side and only managed to wedge his shoulder against a row of hanging dresses. He had tried to work the scarf out of his mouth with his tongue, but the black pantyhose stretched around his head held it in place. He had tried to scream anyway, more than once, until the sound came back to him as a humiliating, swallowed noise that did nothing but make him sweat harder in the dark.

	He guessed they had been gone an hour. It might have been less. It might have been more. The dark made time stupid, and the gag made panic worse because he could not even talk himself down. All he could do was lie there in Tessa's closet, bound with women's pantyhose, surrounded by the faint smell of perfume and laundry detergent, waiting for three women he had underestimated to come back and decide what happened next.

	Then the bedroom door opened.

	Ryan went still before he could stop himself. Footsteps crossed the room, not hurried, not uncertain, and the closet door unlocked a moment later. Light spilled over him so suddenly that he squeezed his eyes shut. When he opened them again, Maya, Tessa, and Lily were standing over him.

	Maya was in front. Her hair was a little mussed from the struggle earlier, and the emerald dress she had worn to fool him into thinking they were leaving now looked less like bait and more like a uniform. Tessa stood beside her with Ryan's keys in one hand and a small plastic bag in the other. Lily lingered half a step behind them, arms folded, her expression bright in a way that no longer felt playful.

	Ryan began making noise immediately, a desperate rush of muffled words against the scarf.

	Maya crouched in front of him. “You're going to be quiet when I take this out."

	He nodded hard.

	"No yelling," she said. “No threats. No calling us crazy. If you do any of that, the gag goes right back in and we skip the polite part.”

	Ryan nodded again, faster this time.

	Maya looked at Tessa. Tessa didn't look convinced, but she knelt beside him and held his head still while Maya unwound the pantyhose from around his mouth. The scarf came out next, wet and compressed, and Ryan coughed as soon as he could breathe properly.

	"What the hell is wrong with you?" he rasped.

	Maya tilted her head. “That was almost the wrong opening."

	"You broke into my house," Ryan said, voice cracking with outrage and fear. "You can't do this. You can't just tie me up and go through my things."

	Tessa held up his keys. “You broke into my bedroom."

	Ryan swallowed. "I thought you were gone."

	Lily gave a short laugh. "That's not the defense you think it is."

	"I wasn't going to steal anything," he said. “I just wanted to check. I thought something was wrong."

	Maya stared at him for a moment, then glanced over her shoulder at Lily. Ryan looked from one face to another and seemed to realize too late that he should have chosen a better first explanation.

	"He thought something was wrong," Maya said. 

	"In my dresser?" Tessa asked.

	Ryan's face tightened. “I panicked."

	"You panicked your way through my drawers?" Tessa asked. “You panicked your way to my nightstand? You panicked all the way to the closet?"

	"I made a mistake," Ryan said. “Okay? I made a mistake. Untie me and we can talk about it like adults."

	Maya smiled without warmth. "We are talking like adults. You're just not sitting like one."

	Ryan shifted against the bindings, then winced when the pantyhose tightened across his wrists. He looked down at himself as if the sight might change if he stared hard enough. It did not. His arms were secured behind him, his ankles drawn back toward his hands, his body forced into a humiliating arch on the closet floor.

	"Listen," he said. "You scared me. I get it. Lesson learned. You got your little revenge."

	"Oh, Ryan," Lily said softly. "You still think this is about the closet."

	Maya reached into her purse and pulled out the memory card. She held it between two fingers so he could see it clearly. Ryan's mouth stopped moving before the rest of his face caught up, and the silence that followed told them more than another denial would have.

	"You recognize this?" Maya asked.

	"No."

	"You didn't even ask what it was."

	Ryan's eyes flicked from Maya to the card and back again. "I have no idea what you're talking about."

	Tessa lifted the plastic bag next. Inside were the black pantyhose and Lily's scarf. Ryan's face changed at the sight of them, losing color in a way he could not explain away with surprise.

	"Do you recognize these?" Tessa asked.

	"They blew over," Ryan said quickly.

	Tessa's eyes stayed on him. “From my laundry rack into your office drawer?"

	"I found them," he said. “I meant to give them back."

	"Under printer paper?" Lily asked. "In a plastic bag?"

	Ryan's breathing changed. His eyes were too wide now, darting between them as he hunted for the version of the story that would work. Maya could almost see him trying to build it. Neighborly concern. Misunderstanding. Embarrassment. Anything but the truth.

	Maya slipped the memory card back into her purse. "We saw the photos."

	Ryan didn't answer immediately. His lips parted, then pressed together again, as if he had half a dozen lies waiting and no confidence in any of them. He looked at the purse holding the memory card, then at the bag, then at Tessa, whose silence was colder than Maya's questions.

	"The patio," Maya continued. "The laundry rack. Lily carrying chairs. Tessa hanging up her pantyhose. Me stepping outside with wet hair. All those little normal moments you took and kept."

	Ryan shook his head. “I didn't mean anything by it."

	Tessa let out a low breath. "You cropped them."

	"I didn't."

	"You renamed some of them," Maya said.

	Ryan closed his eyes.

	Lily's voice lost its sparkle. “You made us into folders."

	The sentence hit harder than a joke would have. Ryan opened his eyes again, and for the first time, he did not look angry. He looked caught. Not surprised, not misunderstood, caught.

	"Maya," he said, because somehow he had decided she was the one to reason with. "Please. This got out of hand. I know it looks bad."

	"It is bad," Maya said.

	“I know,” he said quickly. “I know. But I didn't hurt anybody."

	Tessa stepped forward so fast he flinched. She held the plastic bag in front of his face, close enough that he could see the pantyhose folded inside it. Her voice stayed level, but the levelness did not soften anything. If anything, it made her sound more dangerous.

	"You took something from my laundry," Tessa said.

	Ryan looked away. "I'm sorry."

	"You watched me hang them up. Then you waited until no one was looking, came over, and took them."

	"I said I'm sorry."

	"No," Tessa said. “You said the word because you want something. That is not the same thing."

	Ryan tried to pull himself upright and failed. The pantyhose held him down, and the effort left him red-faced and breathing hard. The failed movement seemed to frighten him more than the accusation because it reminded him exactly how little power he had. His eyes shifted to Maya again, desperate now.

	"Please," he said. “Look, I know I screwed up. I know that. But you can't tell Kristi.”

	Maya's eyebrows lifted slightly. "There she is." 

	Ryan looked at her. "What?"

	"The real emergency," Maya said. “Not breaking into Tessa's bedroom. Not photographing us. Not stealing from the laundry rack. Kristi finding out."

	"That would ruin my life," Ryan said.

	Lily folded her arms tighter. "Funny how you had a life worth protecting and still did all this."

	"She wouldn't understand," Ryan said.

	Tessa gave him a cold look. "She would understand perfectly."

	Ryan shook his head. "No. No, she'd think I'm some kind of creep."

	Maya leaned closer. "Ryan."

	He stared at her.

	"You are some kind of creep."

	The words landed in the closet and stayed there. Ryan's face twisted, not with anger this time, but with the ugly panic of a man hearing the thing he had been trying not to know. He looked from one girl to the next, searching for softness. Lily looked disgusted. Tessa looked carved from ice. Maya looked almost calm, which was worse.

	"I'm not," he said, but the denial was weak.

	Maya reached into her purse again and took out her phone. She turned the screen toward him. The photo showed his laptop open to one of the folders, the images visible enough to be unmistakable. She swiped once and showed the plastic bag in his desk drawer. Then again, the digital camera. Then again, the view from his office window toward their patio.

	Ryan stared at the screen as if it were a weapon. He tried to look away, but Tessa shifted the plastic bag in her hand, and the soft crinkle pulled his eyes back. The evidence was no longer safely hidden in his office. It was here in the closet with him, close enough to touch.

	"We have everything we need," Maya said. "Enough for Kristi. Enough for the police if we wanted. Enough for your job to hear a very uncomfortable story about why your neighbors had to tie you up after you broke into their house."

	"You can't," Ryan whispered.

	"We can," Tessa said. “The question is whether we do."

	Ryan's breathing was shallow now. "Please don't. Please. I'm begging you. I'll delete everything. I'll move. I'll never look at you again."

	Lily laughed once. “You're not exactly in a strong negotiating position, security guard."

	"I'll pay you," Ryan said. "Whatever you want. I'll pay for the pantyhose. The scarf. Anything."

	Tessa's expression sharpened. "You think this is about reimbursement?"

	"No," Ryan said quickly. "No, that came out wrong. I'm scared. I'm just scared."

	"Good," Maya said.

	He looked at her, stunned.

	"You should be."

	Ryan's mouth opened, then closed. He seemed to absorb that slowly, and the more he absorbed it, the smaller he looked. The closet, the bindings, the stolen items, the photos. They had all folded back on him.

	“I'll do anything,” he said.

	The words came out before he seemed ready for them. Once they were in the room, all three girls noticed them at the same time. Maya looked at Tessa, and Tessa looked at Lily, and Lily's expression changed with a small flicker of understanding. The moment had arrived on its own, cleaner than any plan they could have made.

	Ryan swallowed and tried again. “I mean it. Anything. Just don't tell Kristi. Please. She'll leave me. She'll never look at me the same way again."

	Maya crouched again, bringing herself level with him. "Anything?"

	Ryan nodded hard. "Yes. Anything."

	Maya studied him. “That is a dangerous word."

	"I don't care," Ryan said. "Whatever you want. I'll apologize. I'll move out. I'll pay. I'll sign something. I don't care."

	Lily's lips curved faintly. "You should care."

	Tessa lifted the bag again and let the pantyhose shift inside the plastic. "You really should."

	Ryan looked at it and then back at Maya. His face flushed as he realized the shape of what might be coming, though he could not yet bring himself to name it. That made Lily's smile widen by a fraction, but she kept quiet and let Maya handle him.

	Maya's voice stayed level. "Say it again." Ryan blinked. "What?"

	"Say you'll do anything."

	He hesitated. Tessa's hand moved toward Maya's purse, where the phone and the memory card waited. Ryan saw the movement and broke. "I'll do anything," he said. “I swear. I'll do anything you want. Just don't tell Kristi."

	Maya looked at him for a long moment. Then she smiled, not broadly, not theatrically, but with the quiet satisfaction of someone who had just heard the lock click shut from the other side.

	"Good," she said. “Then we can finally start being honest with each other."

	Tessa held up the plastic bag again, and this time she did not let Ryan look away from it. The black pantyhose shifted inside, folded badly, no longer hidden in his office drawer under printer paper. Her expression stayed controlled, but there was no humor left in it.

	"You wanted these badly enough to steal them," she said. "So put them on."

	Ryan stared at her. "What?"

	Maya crouched in front of him. “You said anything."

	"I didn't mean that," Ryan said quickly. "I meant I'd apologize. I'd move. I'd pay for them."

	Lily returned from the hall with a pair of panties pinched between two fingers. They were simple and pale, feminine enough to make Ryan's face redden before she even tossed them beside the pantyhose. She looked him over with a little shake of her head, as if the decision were practical rather than cruel.

	“And these,” Lily said. “You are not wearing Tessa's pantyhose over boxers. That's disgusting, and somehow even sadder."

	Ryan shook his head. "No. No, I'm not doing that." 

	"You are," Tessa said. "And since you clearly don't know anything about pantyhose except how to steal them, here's the lesson. You sit down, gather one leg carefully from the waistband to the toe, put your foot in without snagging it, then roll it up slowly. Same with the other leg. Then you stand and pull them up from the hips, not by yanking at the thighs like an idiot."

	Maya stood and looked down at him. "We're going to untie you completely because you can't do this halfway. But your phone is with us, your keys are with us, and Kristi is one message away from learning everything. We do not need more blackmail, Ryan. We already have it."

	They untied him while Lily stood by the door and Tessa kept the plastic bag in her hand. Ryan rubbed his wrists, but he didn't run. The humiliation of being free and still obeying hit him harder than the bindings had.

	"Bathroom," Maya said. “Door unlocked."

	Ryan gathered the panties and pantyhose with trembling hands. He looked once toward the stairs, then at Maya's purse, where the memory card waited. Finally, he lowered his eyes and walked to the bathroom.

	Lily waited until the door closed. "This was Tessa's idea, for the record."

	Tessa did not look away from the bathroom door. "He stole my pantyhose."

	Maya's smile was small and thoughtful. “And now we find out how badly he wants Kristi not to know."

	Ryan stayed in the bathroom long enough that the silence became its own confession. At first, Maya assumed he was stalling because the thought of putting on Lily's panties and Tessa's stolen pantyhose was too humiliating to face quickly. After a few minutes, though, the delay started to feel less like embarrassment and more like one last attempt to pretend he still had choices. Maya remained near the dresser with Ryan's phone, his keys, and her purse in clear view, while Tessa stood closer to the bathroom door, holding herself together through sheer force of anger. Lily sat on the edge of the bed, trying to look amused, but even she kept glancing toward the hallway as if expecting him to try something stupid.

	"Ryan," Maya called. “You have ten seconds before Kristi gets a message she will never forget."

	"I'm doing it," he snapped from behind the door.

	Lily looked toward Tessa. "He still sounds offended. That's almost impressive."

	"He stole from my laundry rack," Tessa said. "He can be offended in pantyhose.”

	The bathroom door opened a few seconds later, and Ryan stepped out with his pants and boxers balled in one hand. He had pulled his sweater low with the other, trying to hide as much of himself as possible, but the pantyhose made that useless. They darkened his legs in a sheer black gloss from ankle to thigh, and the effect was too intimate to dismiss as a joke. He had twisted one leg slightly at the knee and left the waistband uneven beneath the sweater, which made him look less like someone transformed than someone caught halfway through surrender.

	Tessa's gaze dropped to his legs. "The right leg is twisted."

	Ryan's face reddened. "I put them on."

	"You got them over your feet. That is not the same thing." Tessa pointed toward the chair by her vanity, her voice clipped but not loud. "Sit down and smooth them from the ankle upward. Gently. If you snag them after stealing them, I am going to be even less reasonable than I already am."

	Ryan looked at Maya's purse, then at his phone, then at the chair. The little circuit of his gaze said more than his protests had. He sat and worked his hands along the nylon with stiff, embarrassed movements, smoothing the twist while Tessa watched every second of it. Lily leaned forward despite herself, and the first spark of real mischief came back into her expression.

	"Okay," Lily said. "I hate to say this."

	"Then don't," Ryan said.

	"I definitely have to say it now." Lily tilted her head, studying his legs with open interest. "That is not as ridiculous as I expected."

	Ryan's head snapped toward her. "Shut up."

	Maya picked up his phone and turned it once in her hand. "Careful."

	The warning landed instantly. Ryan's mouth closed, and that small obedience changed the room more than the pantyhose had. He was free, technically. His hands were not tied, the door was not blocked, and there were three women in the room who would not have been able to hold him if he truly stopped caring about the consequences. But he did care, and the evidence they had taken from his own house held him better than the knots in the closet.

	Tessa opened a dresser drawer and took out a black bra that matched the pantyhose closely enough to make Ryan understand the next step before she said a word. The cups were soft and shaped, ordinary in a way that made them worse. This was not a costume piece or a joke prop. It was one of hers, real and personal, and Ryan's face tightened as she held it out.

	"No," Ryan said. "I did what you told me."

	"You did the first thing I told you." Tessa dropped the bra into his lap. “You do not get to decide where the lesson ends."

	"This has nothing to do with what I took."

	"It has everything to do with what you took," Tessa said. "You wanted access to my things when I wasn't there to stop you. Now I am here, and I am telling you exactly what happens next."

	Lily stood and moved behind him, her playfulness returning in smaller, sharper doses. She lifted the back of his sweater and made a face when he tried to clamp his elbows down. "Arms up. And do not make this weirdly heroic, because Maya has your phone and I have very little sympathy left."

	Ryan obeyed slowly, and Lily pulled the sweater over his head. Without it, the pantyhose became impossible to treat as a temporary embarrassment. He sat there in Lily's panties and Tessa's black nylon, bare from the waist up, gripping his bundled clothes as if they were the last proof that the old version of the evening still existed. The three girls did not burst out laughing, and that seemed to disturb him more than laughter would have.

	Lily looked him over, then glanced at Maya. “He's not built wrong for this."

	Ryan recoiled as much as he could while seated. "Don't talk about me like that."

	"Then stop making discoveries necessary," Maya said.

	Tessa took the bra from his lap and motioned for him to put his arms through the straps. He fumbled with it, partly from nerves and partly because he was trying not to understand what he was doing. Lily reached around and fastened it with a quick motion, then tugged the straps into place while Tessa went to her laundry basket and pulled out a pair of soft socks.

	Ryan looked down. "What are those for?"

	Tessa did not answer immediately. She folded the socks, shaped them with an efficiency that made the humiliation feel matter-of-fact, and slipped them into the cups. The bra filled out, creating a curve beneath the cups that Ryan could not ignore. He made a small sound, half protest and half disbelief, and Lily's smile widened before she caught herself.

	"Take it off," Ryan said.

	"No." Tessa adjusted the left cup, then the right. “You don't get to hide behind doing this badly."

	"I said take it off."

	"And I said no.” Tessa stepped back and looked at him as if checking whether a problem had been solved. "You wanted my pantyhose badly enough to hide them in your office. You can survive wearing the matching bra."

	Maya watched Ryan absorb that. The stuffed bra changed more than his shape. It changed the scale of the threat because he could no longer tell himself he had only been made to wear something under his clothes. This was visible, undeniable, and connected directly to what he had stolen. He looked toward the bathroom as if some ordinary male version of himself were still trapped in there with his jeans and boxers.

	Lily pointed toward the wall between the town-homes. "I have a red dress that might fit him.”

	"No," Ryan said immediately.

	"It's long sleeved, stretchy, and simple." Lily ignored him and addressed Maya and Tessa instead. "It's not trashy, which is good, because trashy would make him look like a joke. This might actually make him look like somebody who got dragged into the wrong night and lost." Tessa looked at the stuffed bra, then at the pantyhose. "Get it."

	Ryan turned to Maya, panic cutting through his anger. "You said this was about the pantyhose."

	"Tessa said the pantyhose were first," Maya said. "You heard what you wanted because you were hoping the consequences would be small."

	"I can't wear a dress."

	"You can." Maya looked at him without raising her voice, and that made the threat worse. “You broke into a bedroom. You kept stolen clothes in your office. You kept photos of us like souvenirs. Wearing a dress is not the impossible part of tonight."

	Lily returned a minute later with the red dress folded over one arm, pleased with herself but not careless. It was a fitted sweater dress with long sleeves and a soft neckline, the kind of thing a woman could wear to dinner and look pretty without looking like she was begging for attention. That ordinary prettiness made Ryan stare at it with a dread he had not shown for the bra. He could mock something vulgar, or at least try to, but this looked like real clothing from a real woman's closet.

	They made him step into it rather than pull it over his head, partly to protect the stuffed bra and partly because Lily insisted that yanking it on like a sweatshirt would ruin the line. Ryan hated every second of the process. The fabric slid up over the pantyhose, caught briefly at his hips, then settled around the artificial curve of the bra with an ease that made Lily go quiet for once. Tessa smoothed one twisted section near the hem, then withdrew her hand quickly, as if she did not want him mistaking correction for kindness.

	Lily pressed her lips together. "Oh."

	"Don't," Ryan said.

	"I didn't say anything."

	"You made a sound."

	"It was a discovery sound," Lily said. “Not a laughing sound."

	Tessa's expression suggested she resented Lily being right. The dress worked better than it should have, especially with the black pantyhose. Ryan still looked like Ryan above the neck, frightened and angry and trying to keep the night from swallowing him, but the rest of him had already started telling a different story. Maya saw him notice the change in their faces.

	"The face is the problem," Lily said.

	"Good," Ryan said quickly. "Then we're done."

	"That is not what that means." Lily opened Tessa's makeup case and began setting products on the vanity. “It means the outfit is ahead of the face."

	Ryan stood abruptly, and for one second it looked as if he might forget the memory card, the stolen clothes, and everything else holding him in place. Maya did not move toward him. She simply picked up his phone and woke the screen. Ryan looked at it, then at her, and the rebellion went out of him in a visible wave.

	"Sit," Maya said.

	He sat.

	Lily started by cleaning his face, using quick, practiced motions that wiped away sweat and blotchiness. Ryan kept clenching his jaw until she stopped and tapped the makeup sponge against his cheek. “You are fighting a cotton pad," she said. "That's not a good look for you."

	"I don't want this."

	"We know," Tessa said.

	"That part has been extremely clear," Maya added.

	The foundation changed him first by subtraction. It evened out the redness, softened the tired shadows, and made his face look less like a man in a humiliating situation and more like a blank surface waiting for the rest. Lily worked faster than Ryan expected, blending down along his jaw and around his mouth with enough skill that he could not accuse her of making him look bad on purpose. Bad would have been easier.

	When Lily reached for the tweezers, Ryan jerked back. "No. Nothing permanent."

	"I am cleaning up strays," Lily said. “I am not giving you a new identity with tweezers."

	"You're not touching my eyebrows."

	Tessa leaned closer, and her voice turned quiet enough that Ryan stopped moving. "You stole my pantyhose."

	Ryan closed his eyes.

	“That sentence is doing a lot of work tonight," Lily said.

	She did not reshape his brows dramatically, but she did enough to change the balance of his face. A few careful plucks beneath the arch, a little cleanup between them, and the harshness around his eyes eased in a way that made the makeup suddenly more plausible. Ryan flinched each time, but he did not pull away again. Maya watched him in the mirror and saw the precise moment he realized cooperation was no longer just something they were forcing from him. It was something he was choosing because the alternative was worse.

	"His brow line is softer than I thought," Lily said. 

	"Don't compliment him," Tessa said.

	"I'm not. I'm reporting conditions."

	"Conditions are not in his favor," Maya said.

	The rest came in layers, none of them dramatic alone, all of them devastating together. Lily used a little contour to narrow the impression of his face and make the softer parts matter more. Tessa chose a deep rose blush and applied it herself, not gently, but accurately enough that Lily raised her eyebrows in approval. Maya picked the lipstick after considering three shades, choosing a red close enough to the dress that Ryan understood this was no longer random humiliation. It was becoming a finished look.

	Ryan pressed his lips together when Lily brought the tube close.

	"Open," Lily said.

	"No."

	Maya lifted his phone again.

	Ryan opened his mouth.

	"Not like you're waiting for a dentist," Lily said. "Just enough that I can work."

	The lipstick unsettled him more than anything except the bra. The color slid across his lips, creamy and bright, and suddenly every breath, every swallowed protest, every little tremor in his mouth became visible. Lily blotted it, added another layer, then cleaned the edges with a thin brush. When she finished, the red dress made more sense, and Ryan made less.

	"There," Lily said. "Now we're getting somewhere."

	Ryan looked at the mirror and said nothing. The person staring back at him was not finished, but she was possible.

	Tessa went to the back of her closet and returned with a blonde wig on a stand. Ryan stared at it as if she had brought out a weapon. Shoulder length, softly waved, and far prettier than anything he wanted attached to him, it made the entire room feel as if it had been waiting for this final piece.

	"No," he said. "Please. Not that."

	Tessa held it carefully. "You wore my pantyhose." 

	Lily smiled. “And my panties."

	Maya added, "And Lily's dress."

	Ryan looked trapped by the inventory.

	Tessa fitted the wig over his hair while Lily adjusted the front, arranging the blonde waves around his face until the last obvious piece of Ryan disappeared beneath softness and shine. The wig changed him more than the makeup had. His dark hair had kept him anchored to himself, a man in a dress with a painted mouth. The blonde hair pulled the dress, the bra, the pantyhose, and the makeup into one cruelly coherent image.

	Lily stepped back, and her expression lost its teasing edge for a moment. “Wow."

	Tessa said nothing at first. She moved one curl away from his cheek, then let it fall back into place when she saw it worked better there. Her anger had not faded, but satisfaction had joined it now, colder and more personal than Lily's excitement.

	Maya came closer and looked at Ryan through the mirror rather than directly at him. “That is why you should have stayed on your side of the wall."

	Ryan's hands closed around each other in his lap, not because anyone had told him to do it, but because he had run out of other places to put them. The gesture made Lily's smile return, and when he noticed, he tried to separate them. Tessa caught the movement with one glance.

	“Leave them,” Tessa said. "For once, you look like you're sorry."

	"I look ridiculous," Ryan whispered.

	"No," Maya said. “You look exposed. There's a difference."

	Ryan stared at the mirror. The blonde woman in the red dress looked embarrassed, frightened, and far more believable than he wanted her to be. In his mind, humiliation had probably been something loud and obvious, something he could fight by calling it stupid. This was quieter than that, and quieter was harder to deny.

	Lily perched on the edge of the vanity, pleased but still sharp around the edges. “We don't need pictures. That's the best part. You already gave us plenty of those.”

	Tessa crossed her arms. "And you already gave us the reason."

	Maya placed Ryan's phone on the vanity, close enough for him to see but not close enough to reach. "So here is where we are. Kristi does not know what kind of man she is planning to live with. The police do not know you broke into Tessa's bedroom. Your job does not know you kept folders of your neighbors on your laptop. All of that stays true only as long as we are satisfied with your behavior.”

	Ryan looked at her reflection. "What do you want?"

	Maya smiled faintly. "Better question."

	Lily leaned closer, her voice soft and bright. "You wanted to watch us, Ryan. You wanted little pieces of us. You wanted Tessa's pantyhose, my scarf, and Maya on your memory card."

	Tessa touched one blonde curl near his shoulder and let it fall back into place. “Now you know how it feels."

	Ryan's eyes shone, but he did not cry. He looked from Tessa to Lily to Maya in the mirror, searching for the limit and not finding it. His voice came out rough, too low for the face they had made for him.

	"I said I'd do anything."

	Maya's smile sharpened. “Yes, you did."

	He closed his eyes.

	"No," Tessa said. "Look."

	Ryan opened them again.

	The blonde woman in the red dress looked back at him, lips painted, cheeks flushed, hands folded in her lap, black pantyhose stretched smoothly over her legs. For the first time that night, Ryan did not argue. He sat there while the three women studied what their anger, his fear, and one stolen pair of pantyhose had made possible. Maya rested a hand on the back of the chair, not to pose him or correct him, but to remind him that the next part would not be his decision either.

	"Good," she said. "Now we can talk about your new rules."
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