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Chapter One



The city glowed in shades of amber and rose as the sun sank behind the skyline, casting its final rays over the churning chaos below. The air carried the faint hum of voices and the occasional wail of a distant siren, all underscored by the rhythmic beat of hurried footsteps and the hiss of car brakes. The pulse of the city was relentless, a living organism made of glass and steel, but it felt like the world was moving too fast, too loud for my thoughts.

I walked slowly, deliberately, through the streets, weaving past the flow of bodies, each face a blur. The scent of fried street food mingled with the tang of exhaust fumes, sharp and biting. It all felt oppressive today, the weight of the world pressing down on me in ways I couldn’t articulate. But beneath that heaviness was a sharp, cutting anxiety.

Makeup. Skylar had said it so casually, like it was no big deal. But I couldn’t get past the word, its strangeness rolling around in my head. Makeup. My jaw tightened, and I glanced into a café window as I passed, catching my reflection distorted in the warped glass. Did I look nervous? Probably. I certainly felt it.

“Relax, Vic,” I murmured under my breath, though the words felt hollow. The city paid me no mind as I repeated the mantra. But my hands still clenched into fists at my sides, as if bracing for a fight I wasn’t ready for.

The building loomed ahead, an old brick façade dressed in vibrant graffiti, the artistry as bold and unapologetic as my sister herself. Skylar always seemed larger than life, her energy and charisma filling every room she entered. It wasn’t that I didn’t trust her—it was myself I wasn’t so sure about.

I took a deep breath as I reached the door, my fingers brushing the cool metal handle. For a moment, I thought about turning back. There were a million excuses I could use. She’d forgive me eventually, wouldn’t she? But then I thought of her voice on the phone last night—bright and teasing but underpinned with something real. “You’re the only one who gets me, Vic. Please. It’ll mean the world to me.”

The elevator carried me up to her floor, its hum vibrating through my chest as I stared at my reflection in the polished steel walls. My face was pale, drawn. The hard lines of my jaw stood out in sharp contrast to the softness I was about to see reflected back. I swallowed hard, my throat dry.

Before I could second-guess myself, the door slid open, revealing Skylar in the hallway. She was a blur of energy, barefoot and beaming, her hair tied up in a messy bun that somehow still looked chic. Her oversized sweatshirt slipped off one shoulder, revealing the strap of a neon-pink bra. She was a riot of color, her very presence demanding attention.

“Vic! Finally!” she said, bounding forward to pull me into a quick hug. She smelled like vanilla and citrus, sweet but tangy, and the warmth of her skin against mine was grounding. “I was starting to think you chickened out.”

“Yeah, I almost did,” I admitted, my voice lower than I intended. Her grin widened as if she found my honesty endearing.

“Well, too bad,” she said, tugging me inside.

Her apartment was as chaotic as ever, cluttered but alive, every surface covered in some element of her creative process. The scent of coffee lingered in the air, mixing with the faint floral notes of her perfume. On the table in the center of the room, a sprawling array of makeup supplies shimmered under the glow of her ring light.

I stopped in my tracks, taking it all in. “You’re really going all out, huh?”

She turned back to me, her eyes sparkling. “Duh. You’re not getting the half-assed treatment, Vic. If I’m doing this, I’m doing it right.” She gestured dramatically at the chair in front of the mirror. “Now sit.”

My feet hesitated, but her expectant look left no room for argument. I lowered myself into the chair, the leather cool against the backs of my arms. The mirror stared back at me, a giant, unrelenting spotlight that made me feel suddenly exposed. Skylar came up behind me, her fingers brushing my shoulder as she leaned over to grab a brush. Her touch was light, casual, but it sent a shiver down my spine nonetheless.

“This isn’t gonna kill me, right?” I asked, my voice dry.

Skylar snorted, spinning the brush in her hand like a baton. “Stop being dramatic. It’s just makeup. You might even have fun, if you let yourself.”

“Doubtful,” I muttered, but she just laughed, her grin easy and teasing.

“Trust me, big bro, by the time I’m done, you’ll be thanking me. Or, like, begging me to make you even hotter.”

“Pretty sure that’s not gonna happen.”

“Pretty sure it is,” she shot back, tilting her head as she studied me. Her gaze softened, and for a moment, her usual playfulness gave way to something more thoughtful. “Just...relax, okay? You’re gonna be fine.”

Her words settled over me like a balm, warm and reassuring, and I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding. The tension in my shoulders loosened as I nodded. “Fine. Do your worst.”

Skylar smirked, stepping closer, her fingers brushing my cheek as she angled my face toward her. “Oh, I’m about to do my best. Just watch.”

She wasted no time, snapping a towel off the back of the chair and holding it up like a hairdresser about to work magic. “First rule of makeup? Always start with a clean canvas,” she declared, her voice laced with faux authority as she tilted my chin upward.

“Canvas? Really?” I teased, but the sharp citrusy scent of a cleansing wipe cut off my words.

She dabbed it across my face with gentle strokes, the cool fabric leaving my skin feeling tingly and fresh. It wasn’t unpleasant—strange, maybe—but there was something grounding about the way her fingers lingered lightly on my jawline, steady and precise.

“Yup,” she said, stepping back for a moment to toss the used wipe aside. “You don’t start a masterpiece without prepping the canvas first, Vic. Trust the process.”

Her tone was playful, but there was a focus in her eyes now, a spark of determination that spoke volumes. I didn’t dare interrupt. She reached for a bottle of primer next, squeezing a tiny bead onto the tips of her fingers. The smell was faintly floral, clean, and soothing. When she smoothed it across my face, her fingertips were warm, gliding over my cheeks, my forehead, my nose. “This,” she explained, “is like prepping the wall. Makes everything stick better.”

I raised an eyebrow but didn’t argue. Her touch was so deliberate, so confident, that for once, I stopped second-guessing her.

Then came the foundation. She picked up a bottle and pumped a small amount onto a sponge, a rounded, soft-edged thing that looked like it belonged in an art studio. “Now for the fun part,” she murmured, dabbing the sponge against my skin with practiced precision. The cool, damp texture startled me at first, but it quickly became oddly soothing. She worked in light strokes, blending it into my skin until my face looked eerily smooth and even, like porcelain.

“Whoa,” I muttered, catching a glimpse in the mirror. “I look⁠—”

“Human? Yeah, weird, right?” she teased, giving me a wink. “Hold up. We’re just getting started.”

Next came the contouring. She unscrewed a tube of creamy product, its rich, chocolatey shade looking far too dark for my skin. “Don’t freak out,” she said, catching my skeptical look. “This is where the magic happens.”

She applied the contour in quick swipes along my jawline, under my cheekbones, and across the edges of my forehead. “This is gonna make your face pop,” she said as she blended it out with a sponge. “Trust me, you’re about to look snatched.”

“Snatched?” I echoed, earning an eye roll.

“Like, sharp. Sculpted. Instagram-worthy,” she clarified, stepping back to admire her work before reaching for the highlighter. The tiny compact gleamed as she opened it, revealing a shimmering powder that caught the light like liquid gold.

“This,” she said, dabbing a brush into the compact, “is what’s gonna make you glow like a damn angel.”

She dusted it along the tops of my cheekbones, the bridge of my nose, and just above my cupid’s bow. Every stroke caught the light, making my skin look radiant, almost otherworldly. I couldn’t stop staring. Was that really me?

Skylar grinned at my reaction. “Oh, we’re not even close to done. Buckle up, bro.”

The eyeshadow palette she grabbed next was a riot of color, but she opted for smoky shades of rose gold and plum. Her brush danced across my eyelids in careful strokes, layering the pigments until they blended into a soft, gradient glow.

“This,” she murmured, leaning in closer, “is where we go full e-girl. Let’s make those eyes pop.” She reached for a pen-like tool and twisted it open to reveal a jet-black liquid eyeliner. With a steady hand, she traced a bold wing along my lash line, the line so sharp it could cut glass.

“Don’t move,” she warned, her voice low and focused. “One sneeze, and it’s game over.”

I held my breath as she worked, her fingers resting lightly against my temple for balance. When she pulled back, the wings were dramatic, fierce, and frankly, stunning. I’d never paid much attention to eyeliner before, but now I got it.

“You’ve got good eyes for this,” she said, picking up a pair of false lashes that looked ridiculously long and fluffy. “These are gonna take it to the next level. Blink down.”

The glue was cool and sticky as she pressed the lashes into place, and when I blinked them open, the weight felt strange but transformative. The flutter of my lashes cast delicate shadows across my cheeks, and Skylar practically squealed with delight.

“Hold up,” she said, grabbing a white pencil next. “This trick? Game-changer.” She ran the pencil lightly along my lower waterline, the bright white making my eyes look huge, almost doll-like.

Finally, she reached for a spoolie and a brow gel, brushing my brows upward until they were sharp, arched, and perfectly defined. Stepping back, she let out a low whistle. “You, my friend, look fire.”

I blinked at the mirror, stunned. The person staring back wasn’t me—or at least, not the me I thought I knew. My face was a study in angles and light, a living piece of art. For the first time, I couldn’t find the words. Skylar’s grin widened as she watched my reaction. “Told you. Insta baddie vibes, am I right?”

Skylar stepped back, hands on her hips, surveying my face like a sculptor evaluating their creation. “Alright, eyes are looking killer. Time to get those lips poppin’.”

I raised an eyebrow. “You’re not gonna make them, like, neon pink or something, right?”

“Vic,” she said, dead serious, leaning down to look me square in the eye. “Do I look like someone who’d make you look basic? We’re going bold, but classy.” She reached for a deep mauve liquid lipstick, the sleek packaging gleaming in the warm light. “This is the cherry on top. Literally.”

She twisted the tube open, and the faint scent of vanilla wafted through the air. “Now, don’t move. Lips are all about precision,” she instructed, the applicator hovering dangerously close to my mouth. Her steady hand brushed the velvety formula onto my lips in long, deliberate strokes, starting with the outline and filling in the center. The sensation was cool, smooth, and surprisingly pleasant.

“Now press,” she commanded, stepping back slightly. I followed her cue, pressing my lips together gently. The color spread perfectly, creating a matte finish that felt light yet rich. It made my lips look fuller, more defined—sensual, even.

“Hold up,” she said, grabbing a clear gloss with a wand applicator. “Matte’s great, but let’s make these babies shine.” With a quick sweep of the wand, she added a glossy layer that caught the light like glass, giving my lips a wet, luscious look.

Skylar leaned back, crossing her arms as she admired her work. “That’s it,” she said, almost reverently. “We’ve officially achieved baddie status.”

I blinked at my reflection, taking it all in. The sharp wings of my eyeliner, the long, fluttering lashes, the softly contoured cheeks, and now the lips—a perfect balance of edge and elegance. It didn’t feel like looking at myself, but it didn’t feel bad, either.

Skylar’s grin widened as she grabbed her phone. “You know what’s next, right?”

I groaned. “Skylar⁠—”

“Pictures, Vic. I’m not letting this masterpiece go undocumented.” She angled the phone toward me, the camera’s flash already illuminating her determined face.

“Fine,” I muttered, trying to suppress a laugh. “But if these end up online, you’re buying me dinner for the next month.”

She snapped a few shots, directing me to tilt my head this way and that, making exaggerated oohs and aahs after every click. “You’re a natural,” she said, pulling me into one final pose with her. “Now, c’mon, gimme some sass.”

I rolled my eyes but humored her, tossing her a mock pout that made her cackle with delight. Despite myself, I couldn’t help but smile. For the first time, I wasn’t worried about how I looked or what anyone would think. I was just...here, in this moment, with my sister.

And maybe—just maybe—being a little bit extra wasn’t so bad after all.

Skylar clapped her hands together, a wicked glint in her eye as she paced the room like a scheming villain. “Okay, Vic, hear me out. I just had the most genius idea.”

I groaned, already bracing myself. “Why do I feel like I’m not gonna like this?”

She turned, her grin so wide it practically sparkled. “What if we make this, like, a full-on case study? A total professional transformation for my website.” She gestured grandly toward her makeup table like she was unveiling a masterpiece. “You’ve already got the face beat to perfection. Now imagine—clothes, accessories, the works. A full e-girl glow-up.”

I stared at her, blinking slowly. “Sky, I only agreed to the makeup, remember? Just the makeup.”

She waved me off like I was being unreasonable. “Psh. That was before I saw how fire you look. Seriously, this could be huge. Like, portfolio-level huge. Clients would eat this up!”

Before I could argue, she darted out of the room, leaving me sitting there in stunned silence. My reflection in the mirror wasn’t helping. The person staring back at me—the sharp, dramatic eyes, the shimmering lips, the flawless complexion—it wasn’t Victor. It was someone else. Someone...bold. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that.

“Skylar,” I called after her, my voice tinged with warning, “this is starting to sound like a bad idea.”

Her voice floated back from her bedroom. “Relax, bro! You trust me, don’t you?”

“That’s debatable right now,” I muttered under my breath.

She reappeared moments later, her arms overflowing with fabric. My stomach dropped. Dresses. Tops. Even lingerie. She dumped it all on the couch in a pastel and lace explosion, holding up a soft pink sundress with a knowing smile.

“This one,” she declared, giving the hem an enthusiastic shake. “It’s perfect.”

I stared at her, then at the dress, then back at her. “Sky, no. I am not wearing that.”

“Oh, come on,” she said, throwing in a little pout. “It’s not that big a deal.”

“It’s a dress,” I said, my voice rising slightly. “I agreed to makeup. Makeup, Skylar. Not playing dress-up.”

She crossed her arms, cocking her hip to the side as she stared me down. “Victor. You’ve already come this far. What’s a little fabric at this point?”

I shook my head, panic clawing its way into my chest. “It’s not the same. This is—this is too much. I can’t.”

Her expression softened, and she came closer, setting the dress down on the arm of the chair. “Hey,” she said gently, resting a hand on my shoulder. “I get it. This is new territory, and it’s probably scary as hell. But you’ve already proven you can step outside your comfort zone. And look how amazing you turned out.”

I didn’t respond, my eyes fixed on the pile of clothes, my mind racing.

“It’s just for the project,” she continued, her voice low and persuasive. “You’ll be helping me. And, you never know—you might surprise yourself. Like you did with the makeup.”

I bit my lip, torn between my instinct to bolt and the trust I had in her. This was Skylar. She’d always been there for me. Always had my back. And, despite myself, a small part of me was curious. Could I pull it off? Would I still look like me under all of that, or would I disappear completely?

“Fine,” I said finally, my voice barely above a whisper. “But just for the project. And no one is going to know it’s me. Right?”

Skylar’s grin lit up like a kid at Christmas. “Of course not! Vic, come on, look at you,” she said, gesturing broadly toward the mirror. “Nobody in a million years would connect this gorgeous Insta baddie look to boring old you. No offense.”

“None taken,” I muttered, though her casual jab still stung a little. “You’re sure? Like, really sure?”

She clasped her hands over her chest dramatically, her voice softening to a reassuring tone. “I swear. This is a professional case study for my website. The whole point is the transformation, not outing my poor, shy brother to the world. People are gonna think you’re a model, not Victor from the accounting department.”

I stared at the dress in my hands, my fingers brushing over the soft, delicate fabric. Every rational part of me screamed that this was a terrible idea, that I should draw the line here. But then I caught my reflection in the mirror again, the sharp eyeliner, the glowing highlighter, the way my eyes looked so alive under those lashes. She wasn’t wrong. No one would recognize me.

“You’re really not going to use my name or anything?” I asked again, stalling.

Skylar tilted her head, her expression patient but tinged with amusement. “Vic. Seriously? I’ll make you untaggable. Just think of it as my little secret weapon. No one will know it’s you unless you spill the beans.”

I let out a long breath, the tension in my chest easing just a fraction. “Fine. But if I regret this, you owe me big. Like, years of favors.”

“Done and done!” she chirped, practically bouncing on her toes. She pushed me gently toward the bathroom, her excitement infectious. “Now go! Transform! You’ve got a fashion moment waiting to happen.”

As I closed the bathroom door behind me, I held up the dress again, letting the light catch the soft pink fabric. Part of me was still hesitant, still clinging to the comfort of who I thought I was. But another part, quieter but insistent, whispered, Why not?

With a resigned sigh, I started to undress.

The pink lingerie sat delicately on the counter, its lace edges catching the soft bathroom light. My fingers hovered over it, hesitant. The set was undeniably feminine—delicate straps, intricate embroidery, and a whisper of silk that felt impossibly soft under my touch. I stared at it for a long moment, my heart thudding in my chest.

“This is just for Skylar,” I murmured to myself, the words sounding hollow in the quiet room. “Just for the project.”

I slipped out of my clothes, the cool air prickling against my skin as I reached for the lingerie. The fabric felt impossibly light as I stepped into the panties, pulling them up over my hips. They sat snugly, the lace wrapping softly around my waist, creating an unfamiliar pressure. I couldn’t deny the craftsmanship—every seam, every detail was designed to accentuate, to enhance. It was strange, almost surreal, seeing myself like this.

Next came the matching bra, a soft pink with a hint of shimmer. I fumbled with the straps for a moment, awkward and clumsy, until I managed to clasp it behind my back. The fit was snug, the cups giving me a shape that felt completely foreign. I adjusted the straps, the silky material brushing against my skin with every movement. It was both uncomfortable and… oddly exciting.

I caught my reflection in the mirror and felt a jolt of something I couldn’t quite name. The lingerie transformed my frame, softening the harsh lines, creating curves where none had been before. It was like looking at a stranger—a version of myself I’d never imagined. My chest tightened with a mix of nerves and curiosity.

From the other side of the door, Skylar’s voice rang out, full of anticipation. “Vic, what’s taking so long? Are you stuck in there or what?”

I cleared my throat, suddenly aware of the lump forming in it. “I’m… almost done,” I called back, my voice higher and less steady than I’d intended.

“Good!” she chirped, her excitement palpable even through the door. “We’re just getting started!”

I turned back to the mirror, my hands brushing over the lace on my hips. This was just step one, I reminded myself. The makeup had been one thing, but this—this was something else entirely. My pulse raced as I forced myself to steady my breathing. You agreed to this, I reminded myself. Just for the project. Just for Skylar.

Still, I couldn’t shake the strange pull in my chest, the undeniable allure of seeing myself in a way I’d never dared before. The lingerie wasn’t just clothing; it was a costume, a transformation. And part of me couldn’t help but wonder what came next.

I stood frozen, staring at the mirror, my eyes drifting downward to where the soft lace of the panties rested snugly on my hips. My heart thudded in my chest as I took in the way they fit—not tight, not straining, not even the slightest hint of discomfort. They just…fit. Too well.

The realization hit me like a punch to the gut.

I shifted awkwardly, my hands brushing over the lace waistband, trying to understand how this was even possible. The soft fabric hugged my body without a trace of resistance, everything neatly contained. And that was the problem. Why was there no problem?

“This doesn’t make sense,” I murmured, my voice barely audible over the rush of blood in my ears. My fingers pressed lightly against the fabric, against myself, trying to convince my brain that this wasn’t real. But it was. There was no denying the truth reflected back at me.

My throat tightened as a wave of embarrassment rolled over me, hot and unrelenting. I couldn’t stop the thoughts from spiraling. Is this why they fit so well? Is it me? Am I... small? The word stuck in my head like an echo, each repetition making my chest tighten further.

The rational part of my brain tried to argue—They’re stretchy, designed to fit anyone. But that didn’t make me feel better. If anything, it made it worse. A growing discomfort settled in my gut, heavy and undeniable. I was a man. I shouldn’t be wondering this. I shouldn’t be questioning my size because of a pair of panties.

A knock at the door jolted me from my thoughts, the sound sharp and unexpected.

“Vic?” Skylar’s voice called, concerned but light. “What’s going on in there? Don’t tell me you’ve gotten stuck or something.”

I hesitated, my pulse racing. My voice caught in my throat for a moment before I forced it out. “I’m fine,” I said, though it came out strained and far from convincing.

There was a pause. Then her tone softened, playful but coaxing. “Vic, come on. You’re killing me here. I promise, you’re gonna look great. Just trust me.”

I stared at my reflection again, the lace clung to me perfectly, the delicate fabric doing nothing to hide how little space it needed. It only made the feeling in my stomach worse, the nagging thought louder with every passing second. Is this how I’ve always been? The question lodged itself in my chest, sharp and humiliating.

Taking a shaky breath, I called back, “I’m almost done.” My voice cracked slightly, betraying me.

Skylar didn’t push further, though her teasing chuckle drifted through the door. “Good! Don’t make me come in there, because I will.”

I forced a laugh, but it felt hollow. Turning back to the mirror, I pressed my hands over the lace, flattening it against my hips as if trying to reshape myself, to prove something to myself. But nothing changed. The fit was perfect, and the weight of that realization made my chest feel tight all over again.


Chapter Two



Iheld the dress up in front of me, its silky pink fabric spilling over my hands like liquid light. For a moment, I just stared at it, unsure where to even start. The straps hung delicately from the neckline, and the skirt flared just enough to look playful, yet refined. It felt impossibly fragile in my hands, like it might vanish if I held it too tightly.

I took a deep breath and stepped into it, careful not to snag the lace of the panties on the inside of the fabric. The material brushed against my legs as I pulled it up, cool and smooth, sending an unexpected shiver up my spine. My hands moved cautiously, almost trembling, as I lifted the straps over my shoulders. The thin ribbons of fabric rested there like whispers, light and barely noticeable. I adjusted them a few times, trying to make the dress sit properly.

The bodice hugged my chest gently, the fabric fitting neatly over the soft curve created by the padded bra. I fumbled for the zipper at the side, my fingers clumsy against the small metal teeth. It took a couple of tries, but eventually, I managed to tug it up, the dress cinching slightly at my waist as it settled into place.

Once the dress was fully on, I smoothed my hands over the skirt, letting the fabric fall naturally. It was soft, flowing out from my hips in an elegant, effortless shape. The hem hit just above my knees, swaying lightly as I shifted my weight from one foot to the other. It felt strange, foreign, and yet… strangely comfortable. The material skimmed my legs with every movement, an unfamiliar but oddly pleasant sensation.

I glanced at my reflection hesitantly, as if bracing for impact. At first, I couldn’t process what I was seeing. The figure in the mirror was… delicate. Feminine. The pink fabric complemented the soft glow of my skin, the makeup transforming my face into something that felt ethereal, almost doll-like. The snug waist and flowing skirt accentuated a shape I hadn’t realized I could have.

I touched my chest, feeling the faint padding of the bra beneath the dress. My hand lingered at my waist, where the fabric nipped in slightly, emphasizing a curve that wasn’t normally there. The lace of the panties peeked faintly under the hem when I shifted, a reminder of just how deep I’d gone into this transformation.

“This is… me?” I whispered, my voice barely audible in the quiet bathroom. It sounded foreign, almost detached, like I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. My chest felt tight, my heart racing as I stared at the mirror, my reflection staring back with wide, unfamiliar eyes.

For a moment, I couldn’t move. It was as if the person in the mirror had taken my place, and I was a spectator to a version of myself I didn’t know existed.

I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the mirror. The longer I stared, the stranger it felt. The dress moved with me as I shifted, every sway of the fabric reminding me of how different this all was. My reflection wasn’t just unfamiliar—it was almost unsettling. The soft contours of my body under the dress, the delicate lines of my face highlighted by Skylar’s artistry—it all blurred the edges of who I thought I was.

I let out a slow breath and ran my hands over the skirt again, feeling the smooth fabric glide beneath my fingers. It was too perfect, the way it fell, the way it fit. I couldn’t stop my thoughts from circling back to how easily everything had come together—how naturally it all seemed to work. I should’ve felt ridiculous, out of place, but instead, I felt… conflicted.

A soft knock came at the door. This time, it wasn’t urgent, just a quiet tap to remind me I wasn’t alone.

“Vic?” Skylar’s voice was gentle, curious. “How’s it going in there?”

I hesitated, glancing at the door as if she could somehow see through it. “Uh… it’s on,” I said finally, my voice strained and uneven.

“Okay, but how does it feel?” she pressed, her tone light but laced with genuine curiosity.

I didn’t know how to answer that. “Weird,” I admitted after a pause. “Really weird.”

Skylar chuckled softly. “That’s normal. First time stepping into a new look is always a trip. But trust me, you’re gonna rock this.”

I stared at my reflection again, the words hanging in the air. Rock this? How could I “rock” something that didn’t even feel like me? And yet, the figure in the mirror wasn’t a disaster. Far from it. If anything, it was… cohesive. Like all the parts—the makeup, the lingerie, the dress—had come together to create something complete.

My hand hovered at my waist, brushing against the fabric. “I don’t know, Sky. This is… a lot,” I said, barely above a whisper.

Her voice softened even more, coaxing. “Vic, listen. I know this is outside your comfort zone, like, way outside. But I swear, you look incredible. Just step out here. Let me see.”

I hesitated, feeling a familiar knot tighten in my stomach. But then I thought about the hours Skylar had poured into this. Her excitement, her determination—it wasn’t just about me. This was her passion, her project. And I’d already come this far.

“Alright,” I said, steeling myself. “Just… don’t laugh, okay?”

“Promise,” she said, the warmth in her voice calming the edges of my nerves.

I turned the doorknob slowly, stepping out into the hallway. The soft light from her living room spilled over me, warming the cool fabric of the dress as I stepped fully into view. Skylar was waiting, sitting cross-legged on the couch, her face immediately lighting up the moment she saw me.

Her jaw dropped, her eyes wide with something I couldn’t quite place—pride? Awe? “Oh. My. God,” she whispered, standing up so fast she almost tripped over herself. “Vic, you look—wow.”

I shifted uncomfortably under her gaze, my arms instinctively crossing over my chest. “Yeah, yeah,” I muttered, trying to downplay the moment. “Don’t make it weird.”

Skylar ignored me, circling like a hawk, her hands fluttering as if she wanted to touch but didn’t dare. “The fit is perfect,” she said, more to herself than to me. “I knew this dress would work. The color, the shape—it’s like it was made for you.”

“It’s just stretchy fabric,” I mumbled, but even I didn’t believe that anymore.

She stopped in front of me, her hands on her hips, her smile softening. “Vic, seriously. You look… beautiful.”

The word hit me like a lightning bolt. Beautiful. I didn’t know what to do with that, didn’t know how to reconcile it with the storm of emotions swirling in my chest. I met her eyes, searching for anything—teasing, humor, even mockery—but all I saw was sincerity.

“Thanks,” I said quietly, my voice barely above a whisper.

Skylar grinned, her energy reigniting. “Alright, don’t move. I’ve got accessories, and we’re gonna finish this look right.” She darted toward her cluttered table, leaving me standing there, still reeling from everything. Beautiful. The word echoed in my head as I glanced at my reflection in the hallway mirror, unsure whether to believe it—or whether I wanted to.

Skylar returned with an armful of accessories that sparkled like miniature galaxies under the light. Bangles, delicate rings, and a thin gold necklace dangled from her fingers, jingling softly as she laid them out on the table. “Alright,” she said, her tone turning almost professional, “we’ve got options here. Let’s start simple—something elegant, but still edgy.”

I opened my mouth to protest, to insist that we’d already gone too far, but the look in her eyes stopped me. She was in her element now, completely engrossed, her excitement palpable. I sighed, shifting my weight as I tried to ignore the way the dress swayed against my thighs.

Skylar picked up the necklace first, a dainty chain with a tiny heart pendant. “Turn around,” she said, motioning with her fingers.

I hesitated for a moment but obeyed, turning my back to her. She stepped closer, her fingers brushing the nape of my neck as she fastened the clasp. The sensation sent a small shiver down my spine, the cool metal of the chain settling lightly against my collarbone.

“Perfect,” she said softly, stepping back to admire her work. “It’s subtle but adds just the right touch. Now, let’s try these.” She held up a pair of dangling earrings, each adorned with tiny crystals that caught the light in a way that was almost hypnotic.

“Earrings?” I asked, my voice tinged with skepticism. “Sky, I don’t even have pierced ears.”

She smirked, holding them out. “Clip-ons, my dear skeptic. Don’t worry, I came prepared.”

With practiced ease, she attached the earrings, the faint pressure of the clips a new and strange feeling. I turned to glance at myself in the mirror and was struck by how they framed my face, drawing attention to the sharp lines of my jaw and the soft shimmer of the highlighter on my cheeks.

“Whoa,” Skylar murmured, stepping beside me to take it all in. Her eyes sparkled as she tilted her head, clearly proud of her work. “You’re giving main character energy right now.”

I snorted softly, shaking my head.

Grabbing a set of rings next, she slid a few onto my fingers, testing different combinations until she was satisfied. “Okay, okay. This is it. We’ve hit the jackpot.”

I stared at my reflection, taking in the full picture now. The delicate jewelry, the flowing dress, the expertly applied makeup—it all worked together in a way that felt surreal. The person staring back at me looked polished, confident, and entirely out of my usual world.

Skylar stepped back, hands on her hips, her grin so wide it practically glowed. “Vic—sorry, Victoria—you look like you just stepped out of a magazine. I’m not even exaggerating.”

I turned toward her, the name catching me off guard. Victoria. It sounded strange but not unwelcome, like trying on a new coat and finding it surprisingly comfortable. “Sky,” I said, my voice quieter now, “this is… a lot.”

She stepped closer, her smile softening into something more genuine. “I know it is,” she said gently. “But look at you. You’re killing it. Nobody would believe you’re the same person who walked in here an hour ago.”

I glanced back at the mirror, my chest tightening again. She wasn’t wrong. I didn’t look like Victor anymore. The person standing there was someone else entirely. And yet, I couldn’t decide if that scared me or thrilled me.

Skylar circled me, her lips pursed, eyes narrowed like she was sizing up the final touches on a masterpiece. “There’s one last thing,” she said, half to herself, half to me. Before I could ask what she meant, she darted over to a closet in the corner, rummaging around with the kind of focus that always made me nervous.

“Sky…” I started, but she emerged holding a short, curly blonde wig, her grin wicked and triumphant.

“This,” she declared, holding it aloft like a crown, “is the cherry on top. The final touch. Trust me, Vic—Victoria—this is gonna seal the deal.”

I took a step back instinctively. “Sky, seriously? Isn’t this already enough?”

She tilted her head, giving me a look that was equal parts teasing and serious. “You’ve come this far, bro. Don’t half-ass it now. If we’re doing a transformation, we’re doing it right.”

I stared at the wig, my stomach flipping at the sight of it. The soft, golden curls bounced slightly as she moved, the kind of effortless style that felt worlds away from anything I’d ever pictured myself in. “It’s too much,” I said, my voice faltering. “I mean, look at me.”

Skylar stepped closer, the wig dangling from her fingers, her smile softening. “Exactly,” she said gently. “Look at you. You’re already unrecognizable. This is just the icing on the cake. Come on, Vic. You’re killing it. Trust me.”

Her words hung in the air, her confidence in me so unwavering that it was almost contagious. I sighed, resigned, and sat down in the chair in front of the mirror. “Fine,” I muttered. “Let’s get this over with.”

Skylar’s face lit up, and she wasted no time, gently placing the wig over my hair. Her fingers worked quickly but carefully, adjusting the fit until the curls framed my face perfectly. She secured it in place with a few discreet pins, her touch light but firm.

“There,” she said, stepping back to admire her work. “Now look.”

I turned to the mirror hesitantly, my breath catching when I saw the final result. The blonde curls softened everything, their playful bounce adding a new layer to the transformation. They fell just above my shoulders, brushing lightly against the straps of the dress. The color brought out the warmth in my complexion, making the pink tones of the makeup and dress pop even more.

The person in the mirror wasn’t Victor. Not even close. This was Victoria, fully realized. A delicate, glowing figure with sharp, dramatic eyes, softly contoured cheeks, and a cascade of golden curls that practically begged for attention. My chest tightened as I took it all in, the weight of the transformation hitting me like a tidal wave.

Skylar leaned against the edge of the mirror, her grin wide and genuine. “See? What did I tell you? Absolute fire. You look like a total Instagram model.”

I didn’t answer, still grappling with the reflection staring back at me. It was surreal, seeing myself so utterly changed, so far removed from the person I thought I was. But at the same time, I couldn’t look away.

Skylar clapped her hands together, her energy crackling through the room. “Alright, now we’re ready. Time for photos. This glow-up deserves to be documented.”

“Photos?” I turned to her, the word pulling me out of my trance. “Sky, do we have to?”

“Uh, yeah,” she said, her tone playful but firm. “This is the whole point, remember? Case study, portfolio, anonymous transformation extraordinaire? Don’t worry—you’re safe. Nobody’s going to know it’s you.”

I hesitated, the knot in my stomach tightening again. But the way she looked at me, brimming with pride and excitement, made it impossible to argue. “Alright,” I said finally, my voice barely above a whisper. “Just… keep it professional.”

“Professional is my middle name,” she said, winking as she grabbed her phone and positioned me in front of the light. “Now, let’s show the world what Victoria can do.”

The first flash went off, and for a moment, I felt every nerve in my body light up. But then, as she directed me to tilt my head, to smile softly, to let the camera capture the transformation, something shifted. I wasn’t just enduring it anymore. For the first time, I leaned into it, letting Victoria shine.

The flashes came rapid and steady, Skylar moving around me with an almost manic energy, her phone angled this way and that as she captured every detail. “Yes, Victoria! Chin up, soft smile, eyes on me—perfect,” she said, her voice a mixture of encouragement and glee. “Now give me a little tilt—yes, like that. Damn, you’re a natural.”

I tried to ignore the heat creeping up my neck, forcing myself to relax as I followed her instructions. The wig shifted slightly as I moved, the soft curls brushing against my cheeks. The delicate necklace she’d fastened earlier caught the light, sparkling with every tiny movement. I could feel the weight of her gaze and the camera’s lens, both zeroed in on me like I was the star of some grand production.

“Okay, now give me some attitude,” she said, lowering her voice like a runway coach. “Hand on your hip, head tilted—own it. You’ve got this.”

I hesitated, my body stiffening. “Sky, I don’t know⁠—”

“Trust me,” she cut in gently, her tone softer now. “You’ve got nothing to lose. Just try it.”

Her encouragement, paired with the relentless positivity in her voice, nudged me forward. Slowly, I placed a hand on my hip, my fingers brushing against the silky fabric of the dress. I tilted my head, letting the curls frame my face as I met her gaze through the lens.

The camera flashed, and Skylar gasped. “There it is,” she said, her excitement spilling over. “That’s the look. You’re glowing, Vic—seriously. You’re giving me, like, Vogue cover vibes right now.”

I couldn’t help the small laugh that escaped me, a mixture of disbelief and, to my surprise, pride. Her energy was infectious, breaking through the layers of discomfort I’d carried since this whole thing started. “You’re ridiculous,” I muttered, though the corners of my mouth betrayed me with a smile.

“Ridiculously talented, thank you very much,” she shot back with a wink. “Okay, one more set. Turn to the side a little—yes, just like that. Let the light catch the contours.”

I followed her instructions, my movements slower now, more deliberate. As the camera clicked again and again, I started to feel the shift. Each pose came easier, the stiffness in my body loosening as I let myself settle into the role Skylar had crafted for me. For Victoria.

When she finally lowered the phone, her face was lit with a mixture of pride and accomplishment. “Vic, you crushed it. Seriously, these are some of the best shots I’ve ever taken.”

I blinked at her, feeling a strange warmth bloom in my chest. “You really think so?” I asked, my voice softer now.

She nodded fervently, flipping through the photos on her phone and turning the screen toward me. “Look at this,” she said, her voice brimming with excitement. “Look at you.”

I leaned closer, and my breath caught. The person in the photos wasn’t me—or at least, not the version of me I’d grown up with. Victoria stared back, confident and radiant, every detail perfectly polished. The soft blonde curls framed her face like a halo, her makeup sharp yet elegant, the dress draping her body in ways that felt almost regal. It was surreal.

“That’s… me?” I murmured, my fingers brushing the edge of the phone as if touching it might make the image disappear.

“That’s you,” Skylar said firmly, her tone full of certainty. “Or, well, Victoria. But yeah. It’s all you.”

I didn’t know what to say. Part of me wanted to look away, to retreat back into the familiar, into the safety of being just Victor. But another part—small but insistent—couldn’t stop staring. That part of me was proud. Proud of how far I’d let myself go, how much I’d stepped outside the narrow lines I’d always drawn around myself.

Skylar placed a hand on my shoulder, her grip warm and steady. “You killed it,” she said again, her voice softer now. “I mean it, Vic. You’ve never looked more… alive.”

Alive. The word settled over me like a warm blanket, easing the lingering tension in my chest. I let out a slow breath and met her gaze, a faint smile tugging at the corners of my mouth. “Thanks,” I said quietly. “For everything.”

The knock on the door shattered the fragile calm we’d been basking in. My heart leapt into my throat, the sound jarring in the quiet intimacy of the moment. Skylar froze mid-laugh, her eyes flicking to me, then the door.

“Are you expecting someone?” I asked, my voice already strained with panic. My hands instinctively smoothed the skirt of the dress, as if I could somehow erase everything that had just happened.

Skylar frowned, shaking her head. “Nope. Not a clue.”

My stomach churned. “Sky, I can’t—no way—I’m not ready for—” My words tumbled out in a panicked rush as I gestured wildly at myself.

Skylar held up a hand, her expression calm despite my spiraling. “Relax. It’s probably just someone dropping something off or a neighbor. Nothing dramatic. I’ll handle it.”

I shook my head furiously. “Handle it? Skylar, I’m standing here looking like this. What if—what if—what if it’s someone I know?”

She grinned, her teasing tone cutting through my panic. “First of all, nobody’s going to recognize you. You look amazing, remember? And second, chill. You’re not Victor right now, you’re Victoria. Own it.”

Before I could protest, she turned and walked to the door, pulling it open without a second thought. My pulse pounded in my ears, the fear making it impossible to think clearly.

“Mark?” she said, her surprise evident. “What are you doing here?”

My blood ran cold.

“Thought I’d swing by and celebrate,” came a deep, warm voice from the doorway. His tone was casual, but there was a weight to it that sent a fresh wave of nerves crashing over me. “Got the pay raise, and it’s all thanks to you.”

Skylar laughed, stepping aside to let him in. “I told you it’d work! See, all it took was being direct for once.”

Mark chuckled, stepping fully into the room, cradling a six-pack of beer. “You were right. That email did the trick. Listing out all my duties and achievements? Genius. My boss couldn’t argue with it.”

Skylar shrugged, her grin smug. “Told you. You’ve been carrying that place on your back. You just needed to remind them of it.”

As they talked, I stood rooted in place, my stomach twisting tighter with every second. Mark was tall, his broad shoulders stretching his fitted shirt, his dark hair slightly tousled like he’d just stepped out of the gym. The faint scent of his cologne—a warm, woody blend with a hint of spice—filled the space around him. He carried himself with an easy confidence that only made me feel more vulnerable.

And then his gaze landed on me. I froze.

Mark’s brow lifted slightly, his expression flickering from curiosity to something unreadable. His eyes swept over me briefly—my face, my dress, the way I stood awkwardly near the mirror. It wasn’t the judgment I expected. If anything, his face softened.

“Mark,” Skylar said seamlessly, as if nothing was out of the ordinary. “This is Victoria. An old childhood friend of mine. She’s helping me with some portfolio projects.”

“Victoria,” Mark repeated, his deep voice drawing the name out slowly. His smile returned, this time warmer, and he held out a hand. “Nice to meet you.”

I stared at his hand for a moment too long before stepping forward, slipping mine into his. His grip was firm and warm, steady in a way that made me feel even more off-balance. “You too,” I managed, my voice soft and higher-pitched than I’d intended. My cheeks burned as I quickly pulled my hand back.

Mark’s smile lingered as he straightened. His eyes flicked over me one more time, and his voice dropped slightly as he added, “Stunning, by the way. You look stunning.”

The word hit me like a bolt of lightning, sending heat rushing to my cheeks. “Oh,” I stammered, flustered and unsure of what to say. “Uh… thank you.”

Skylar’s grin widened, but thankfully, she didn’t say anything in that moment. Instead, she motioned to the couch. “Sit down, Mark. Relax. I’ll grab some snacks.”

Mark nodded, settling onto the couch with the relaxed ease of someone completely at home. Skylar turned to me, raising her eyebrows in a silent signal, and I followed her into the kitchen on shaky legs.

Once we were out of sight, I turned to her, whispering harshly, “Sky, what the hell is he doing here? Why didn’t you warn me?”

Skylar rolled her eyes, grabbing a bag of chips and a bowl. “Relax, Vic. You’re freaking out over nothing. He’s cool. Trust me, he’s not going to think twice.”

“Not going to think twice? Sky, I’m standing here in a dress!” My voice cracked slightly as I gestured at myself. “With makeup! And a wig!”

“And you look amazing,” she said, her grin unapologetic. “Honestly, if I didn’t know better, I’d say you were born for this.”

“That’s not funny,” I hissed, my hands gripping the counter as I tried to steady myself.

Skylar leaned in closer, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. “Hey, maybe you started today as Victor,” she teased, her smirk widening, “but who knows? By the end of the night, Victoria might have a new boyfriend.”

My eyes widened in horror. “Skylar!”

She laughed, shrugging as she poured the chips into the bowl. “What? He literally just said you look stunning. And you blushed. Admit it—you’re kinda enjoying this.”

I opened my mouth to argue, but the words wouldn’t come. Deep down, part of me wondered if she was right. As terrifying as this all felt, there was also something exhilarating about it—about being Victoria, about seeing myself through someone else’s eyes.

“Come on,” she said, grabbing the bowl and heading back toward the living room. “Mark’s probably wondering where we went.”

With a deep breath, I followed her, the swish of the dress against my legs a constant reminder of how much my life had already shifted in one evening.


Chapter Three



Istepped cautiously into the living room behind Skylar, my stomach still in knots. Mark was already seated on the couch, his broad frame relaxed as he leaned back with a beer in hand. His dark hair was slightly tousled, catching the warm glow of the lamp, and the faint scent of his woody cologne hung in the air, making the space feel smaller somehow. His easy posture only made me more aware of my own awkwardness—the dress, the wig, the makeup—it all felt like too much.

Skylar breezed past me and sat down in the chair opposite Mark, crossing her legs with effortless grace. She set the bowl of chips on the coffee table and leaned back, her sharp eyes flicking between us. A playful gleam lit up her expression, and I could already sense where this was going.

“Vic,” she said suddenly, her tone casual but unmistakably teasing, “why don’t you sit over there next to Mark? It’s more comfortable, and I’ll stay here so I can move around if I need to. Host duties, you know.”

My stomach tightened, heat creeping up my neck, but I nodded and forced a small smile, trying not to let my nerves show. “Sure,” I said quietly, moving toward the couch with deliberate steps.

The dress swished softly against my legs as I sat down at the far end of the couch, careful to keep a polite distance. I smoothed my hands over the fabric, trying to stay composed, but my cheeks warmed instantly. Sitting next to Mark felt surreal, like stepping into a scene from someone else’s life.

Skylar’s grin widened, her eyes sparkling with amusement. “There, much better. Now you’re not stranded over there like you’re in timeout.”

Mark chuckled lightly, glancing between us. “Vic, huh?” he said, his voice curious but light. “Not… Vickie?”

My chest tightened, and I shot a quick glance at Skylar, silently begging for backup. She didn’t miss a beat.

“Oh, Vic is just a childhood nickname,” she said smoothly, leaning back in her chair. “You know, one of those things that sticks. But these days…” She gestured at me with a sly grin. “It’s all about Victoria.”

Mark’s brows lifted slightly, his smile softening as he looked at me. “Victoria,” he repeated, his voice warm and thoughtful. “Yeah, that suits you. Definitely more fitting.”

His words hit me like a wave, and I felt the heat bloom all the way up to my ears. “Thanks,” I murmured, ducking my head slightly. The hem of the dress became an easy distraction as I smoothed it unnecessarily, trying to calm the flustered energy buzzing in my chest.

Skylar’s grin turned downright wicked. “Told you it fits,” she said, her tone full of playful satisfaction.

Mark chuckled, taking a sip of his beer as his gaze lingered on me a moment longer. “It really does,” he said lightly, but the sincerity in his voice was undeniable.

I swallowed hard, my heart still racing from the earlier exchange, Mark’s words replaying in my mind. Victoria suits you. It really does.

Skylar, clearly pleased with herself, leaned back in her chair, the picture of smug satisfaction. “Alright,” she said breezily, grabbing a chip and popping it into her mouth. “Now that the introductions are all sorted, how about you tell us how you’re planning to celebrate this big raise, Mark? Fancy dinner? Night out?”

Mark chuckled, shaking his head. “I haven’t really thought about it yet,” he admitted. “Honestly, just coming by to say thanks was the main thing. Skylar really pulled through for me on this one.”

She waved a hand dismissively, but the grin on her face gave her away. “All I did was tell you what you already knew. You’ve been overworked and undervalued forever. All it took was putting it in writing and showing your boss the receipts.”

Mark laughed again, taking another sip of his beer. “Well, it worked. He was surprised—didn’t realize just how much I’d been handling. Pretty sure I saw some guilt in his eyes.”

“As he should,” Skylar said, smirking. “You’ve been holding that place together. About time they noticed.”

As the two of them exchanged easy banter, I sat quietly at the edge of the couch, my hands smoothing the skirt of my dress almost absentmindedly. My pulse was still racing from the earlier exchange, Mark’s compliment playing on a loop in my head. I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was in over my head, but I also couldn’t deny the flicker of excitement sparking deep inside me.

“You’re quiet over there, Victoria,” Skylar said suddenly, snapping me out of my thoughts. Her grin was teasing, her eyes alight with mischief. “Don’t tell me Mark’s intimidating you.”

I blinked, heat rushing to my cheeks as both of them turned to look at me. “No,” I said quickly, my voice soft. “Just… listening.”

Mark smiled, leaning back into the couch with an easy air. “Good,” he said lightly. “Because I’m definitely not trying to be intimidating.”

Skylar’s grin turned playful again. “See? Nothing to worry about. Mark’s harmless. Well… mostly.”

Mark shot her a look, laughing as he shook his head. “Wow, thanks for that glowing endorsement.”

Skylar just laughed, clearly enjoying herself. “I’m just saying, Vic. You’re in good company. Relax a little, huh?”

I managed a small smile, my hands clenching briefly in the fabric of my dress before I forced myself to let go. Relax. Easy for her to say—she wasn’t the one suddenly aware of everything from the flutter of false lashes to the tickle of a wig. But even as the nerves churned in my chest, a part of me couldn’t deny that the moment wasn’t entirely bad. There was something about Mark’s presence, his calm and genuine demeanor, that made it harder to hold onto the fear.

The soft hum of the city outside mixed with the warmth of the lamp and the gentle rhythm of their conversation. For the first time that evening, I let myself exhale slowly, leaning back just slightly into the cushion. Maybe Skylar was right. Maybe it wouldn’t hurt to relax—just a little.

Mark was sitting next to me, his tall, broad frame taking up so much space, he seemed to command the room without even trying. His presence was effortless—masculine, confident, solid in a way I’d never been. The faint scent of his cologne lingered in the air, mixing with the warmth of the room and the soft glow of the lamplight. I tried to focus on the conversation he and Skylar were having, but my thoughts were elsewhere, tangled in a confusing knot I couldn’t seem to unravel.

I glanced down at myself—at the soft pink fabric of the dress draped over my slim frame, the lace of the lingerie underneath pressing gently against my skin. The blonde curls of the wig brushed my cheeks when I moved, a faint, almost ticklish sensation that felt both foreign and oddly natural at the same time. My hands fidgeted in my lap, fingers brushing against the hem of the skirt.

Everything about me was different—softened, smoothed out, feminized. I didn’t even recognize the person sitting here anymore.

A fleeting thought crossed my mind, one I couldn’t push away. Am I even a man still?

It was a cruel, unsettling whisper, one that sent a pang of discomfort through me. Men like Mark were men. Strong, self-assured, effortlessly masculine. He sat there, relaxed and at ease, every line of his body radiating strength and control. And then there was me—slender, slight, and completely dolled up in my sister’s dress and lingerie. The gap between us felt unbridgeable, like we existed in completely different worlds.

My chest tightened, the knot of anxiety coiling tighter. But then, something else stirred beneath the discomfort, something quieter and far more confusing.

Was this so bad?

I shifted slightly, feeling the way the dress swished against my legs, the faint tug of the wig at my scalp, the light tickle of the fake lashes brushing against my lids when I blinked. It should have felt wrong, and at first, it had. But now? I wasn’t so sure.

The longer I sat there, the more I realized that for the first time in a long time, I wasn’t shrinking away. I wasn’t disappearing into the background or fading into the edges of someone else’s life.

The person sitting here, dressed like this, with Mark and Skylar talking and laughing around me—that person wasn’t invisible. I wasn’t invisible.

A strange feeling swelled in my chest, something hesitant but insistent. It wasn’t confidence, not yet, but it was close—like the faintest whisper of self-assurance trying to make itself heard.

My reflection earlier, the compliments from Skylar and even Mark, the way “Victoria” rolled off their tongues—it had all chipped away at something inside me, loosening a layer I hadn’t even realized I was trapped under.

For years, I’d felt like I was stuck. Stuck in routines, in expectations, in a version of myself that never quite fit. But now, here, like this? I felt alive. I didn’t know why or how, and I wasn’t sure what it meant, but the feeling was undeniable.

My eyes flicked to Mark for a moment, watching the way his hand rested casually on the arm of the couch, the way his laugh rumbled low and warm in his chest. Could I ever compare to someone like him? Did I even want to? The thought should have unsettled me more than it did. Instead, I leaned back slightly, letting myself relax into the cushion. Whatever this was—whoever this was—I wasn’t ready to label it yet. But for the first time in ages, I didn’t feel like I was disappearing. And that, at least, felt like a start.

I wondered if it was really me, or just the whirl of today’s events—the makeup, the dress, the compliments—or maybe even the faint buzz of the beer Mark had handed me earlier. Whatever it was, I felt… lighter.

The nerves that had tangled in my chest earlier seemed to loosen, replaced by something warmer, smoother. My laughter started to join theirs, hesitant at first but soon genuine, weaving seamlessly into the conversation.

Mark leaned forward to tell another one of his stories, something about a coworker accidentally sending an email meant for a spouse to their entire team. Skylar was already cracking up, and before I knew it, so was I. The sound of my own laughter startled me for a moment, and I caught myself mid-giggle, pressing a hand to my lips. When was the last time I laughed like this, I wondered. When was the last time I let myself just be?

It wasn’t just the laughter, though. It was the way I sat—more at ease now, not perched stiffly at the edge of the couch but leaning back, one leg crossed over the other. It was the way my voice felt softer, smoother, as I joined in on their stories. The way my hands gestured more freely, no longer clutching at the hem of my dress for security.

I didn’t feel like the same person who had walked in here hours ago, heart pounding at the thought of just putting on makeup. This didn’t feel like the Victor I’d always known—the quiet, awkward guy who avoided attention and kept to himself. No, this felt like someone else entirely. Someone unchained, untethered by the usual fears and expectations. It was like Victoria had stepped forward, slipping effortlessly into place where Victor had always faltered.

It wasn’t just freeing—it was intoxicating.

I glanced at Skylar as she tossed another chip into her mouth, her laugh bubbling over as she leaned into the arm of the chair. Mark sat beside me, his strong, warm presence filling the space in a way that should have been overwhelming but wasn’t anymore. I felt like I belonged here—like I was part of this moment instead of observing it from the outside. And the strangest part? It felt good. It felt natural.

Was this who I was all along? The thought whispered in the back of my mind, soft but persistent. Maybe it wasn’t the beer. Maybe it wasn’t the dress or the wig or the makeup. Maybe this was… me. Or at least, a version of me I hadn’t let out before.

Skylar’s voice pulled me back into the moment. “Okay, okay,” she said, her grin wide as she pointed a chip at Mark. “But tell me this—did your boss actually apologize, or was it one of those fake, I’m-the-bigger-person apologies?”

Mark laughed, shaking his head. “Oh, it was definitely the latter. He was trying so hard not to choke on his own pride.”

I laughed along with them, the sound surprising me again with its ease. For the first time in forever, I wasn’t overthinking everything I said or did. I wasn’t holding back. This wasn’t Victor—this was Victoria, free to exist in a way that felt completely new and exhilarating. And I didn’t want it to end.

Skylar’s phone buzzed loudly on the coffee table, cutting through the warm rhythm of laughter that had filled the room. She glanced at it, her expression shifting from relaxed to surprised as she picked it up.

“Becky?” she said aloud, swiping to answer. “Hey, what’s up?” Her tone was casual at first, but within seconds, her brows furrowed, her lips pressing into a thin line. “Wait—what? Seriously?” She stood, pacing toward the chair as she listened intently.

Mark and I exchanged a curious glance. My heart gave a nervous flutter as I wondered what could have pulled her so abruptly out of the moment.

“Okay, yeah. I’ll check,” Skylar said, sighing into the phone. “I’ll call you back in a bit.” She hung up and turned to us, her expression apologetic but clearly preoccupied.

“That was Becky, my business partner,” she explained, brushing her hair back from her face. “She’s a hairdresser, and we started this beauty place together not too long ago—she does hair, I do makeup. Anyway, she just called to say our website’s down. Clients can’t book.”

“Oh no,” Mark said, his voice full of genuine concern. “That’s rough.”

Skylar let out a frustrated sigh but managed a small smile. “Yeah, it’s a nightmare. That’s why I’ve been taking all these extra photos of Victoria today—some of them were going to go up as part of the site’s portfolio. But now Becky says she can’t even access the backend. I’ve got to hop on my computer and see if it’s a developer issue. If not, I’ll have to call hosting. Hopefully, it won’t take long.”

She turned to me, her smile softening. “You’re doing great, Vic. Just keep hanging out, and I’ll be right back, okay?”

“Yeah, sure,” I said quickly, my voice trembling slightly. I shot a nervous glance at Mark, who was sipping his beer, his easy demeanor a stark contrast to the storm of panic brewing inside me.

Skylar didn’t seem to notice. She grabbed her laptop from a nearby shelf and started heading to her room, calling over her shoulder, “I’ll close the door, so you two don’t have to worry about me overhearing anything awkward.”

Mark chuckled, but I could feel my chest tighten. Skylar stopped in the doorway, turning with a wicked grin. “Oh, and no monkey business while I’m gone!” She wagged a finger playfully before disappearing into her bedroom and closing the door behind her.

Mark laughed, shaking his head. “She’s something else, huh?”

I managed a weak smile, my heart hammering in my chest. Monkey business? I could barely handle sitting next to Mark as it was, let alone being left alone with him now. My hands fidgeted in my lap, my fingers curling into the soft fabric of the dress. The warmth of his presence beside me felt impossibly close, magnified now that Skylar was gone.

Mark leaned back into the couch, his posture relaxed as he took another sip of his beer. “So,” he said, turning to me with a friendly smile, “Skylar mentioned you’re helping her with her portfolio. Are you in the beauty business too?”

The question was casual, his tone open and kind, but my mind blanked. I felt my pulse race as I scrambled for a coherent response. This was going to be a long few minutes.

Mark’s question hung in the air, his warm smile aimed directly at me, and for a moment, I couldn’t breathe. I tried to remind myself that he wasn’t interrogating me—he was just making conversation. But being alone with him felt like standing under a spotlight, every part of my carefully crafted appearance laid bare.

“Oh, um… no, not really,” I said, my voice soft but steady enough. “Skylar roped me into this because she needed someone for her makeup portfolio. I guess I was… convenient.” I forced a small laugh, hoping it sounded casual.

Mark chuckled, setting his beer on the coffee table. “Well, you’re doing a hell of a job at it,” he said, his tone genuine. “You really pull it off.”

The words caught me off guard, sending a wave of warmth straight to my cheeks. I ducked my head slightly, pretending to adjust the hem of the dress as I tried to think of a response. “Thanks,” I murmured, my voice barely above a whisper. The compliment felt too big, too heavy to hold onto, but it stayed with me anyway.

Mark leaned back on the couch, sipping his beer as the small talk between us flowed more easily. The initial tension I felt had started to ebb with every passing moment, helped along by the buzz of alcohol softening my nerves. The conversation wandered, casual and light—work stories, shared grumbles about the city traffic, Skylar’s endless energy. I even found myself laughing at one of Mark’s dry quips about his overly ambitious gym buddy. For the first time all day, it didn’t feel like I was on display. It just felt… normal.

We’d both had another beer by now, the bottles collecting on the coffee table. The room was warm, the soft hum of the city outside mixing with the occasional clink of bottles. Mark leaned forward to grab another beer from the six-pack, offering it to me with a small smile.

“Last round,” he said with a chuckle. “Skylar’s probably going to lecture me about leaving these empties everywhere.”

I took the beer with a smile, grateful for the easy rhythm we’d found. “She definitely will. She loves playing host but hates cleanup duty.”

Mark laughed, nodding in agreement. “Yeah, sounds about right.”

He leaned back again, his posture still relaxed, but as he took a long sip from his beer, something in his expression shifted. The easy smile he’d been wearing faded slightly, his brow furrowing as he stared at the bottle in his hands. I noticed his jaw tighten for a moment before he sighed softly, the sound barely audible.

“You okay?” I asked tentatively, setting my beer down. The change in his mood was sudden, almost palpable, and it tugged at something in me.

He hesitated, then gave a faint chuckle, his voice lower than before. “Yeah. Just… you remind me of someone.My ex, actually.”

I blinked, the words catching me off guard. “Oh,” I said carefully. “That’s… a lot, I guess?”

Mark gave a faint chuckle, shaking his head. “Yeah, I guess it is. Her name was Victoria, too.” He shifted slightly, leaning forward to rest his elbows on his knees. “We were together for a couple of years. At first, it was great. She seemed like everything I wanted—smart, funny, beautiful. But… she wasn’t who I thought she was.”

I frowned slightly, the sadness in his tone stirring something protective in me. “What do you mean?”

Mark let out a slow breath, his thumb idly tracing the condensation on the bottle. “Turns out she had someone else the whole time. A ‘friend,’ she called him. But I started noticing the late-night texts, the weird excuses, the lies that didn’t quite add up. And eventually… she admitted it. Said she wasn’t happy and didn’t want to feel guilty anymore.”

The words landed between us like a weight, his voice steady but carrying the sharp edges of betrayal. I watched him carefully, the raw vulnerability in his expression cutting through the steady, masculine strength he’d carried all evening.

“I gave everything to that relationship,” he continued, his voice quieter now. “And she gave me the version of herself she thought I wanted—until she didn’t feel like pretending anymore.”

“That’s… awful,” I said softly, my fingers curling around the hem of my dress. “Mark, you didn’t deserve that.”

He looked at me then, his dark eyes meeting mine for a moment that felt impossibly long. There was something in his gaze—gratitude, maybe, or just the raw ache of someone who hadn’t fully healed. “Thanks,” he said finally, his voice low. “It’s been a few months, but I still feel like I’m picking up the pieces.”

I hesitated for a moment, my heart pounding, before leaning a little closer. “You don’t have to do that alone,” I said, my voice trembling slightly but filled with sincerity. “Sometimes it helps to have someone remind you that you’re worth more than the way someone treated you.”

Mark blinked, his expression softening as he studied me. The intensity of his gaze made my stomach flip, but I didn’t look away. “You’re really something, you know that?” he said quietly, a small smile tugging at his lips.

My cheeks heated, and I ducked my head slightly, pretending to smooth out the skirt of my dress. “I just… know what it’s like,” I said honestly. “To feel like you don’t know where to go next.”

He leaned back slightly, his smile lingering. “Yeah,” he said softly, his voice carrying a note of understanding. “I guess you do.”

The space between us felt smaller now, the tension replaced by something warmer, something unspoken but real. My heart pounded as I glanced at him again, the weight of his presence no longer overwhelming but grounding in a way I couldn’t explain.

“I don’t know why I’m telling you all this,” he said after a moment, his voice low and reflective. “But… it feels easier, somehow. Like you get it.”

I nodded, offering him a small, tentative smile. “Maybe I do.” And for the first time that night, I didn’t feel out of place. Sitting there beside him, I felt like I could be something—someone—that mattered.

The room felt smaller now, the soft hum of the city outside muffled by the thick, growing tension between us. Mark’s warmth radiated from where he sat, closer than I realized until his knee brushed mine. My heart was pounding, my breath uneven as I tried to focus on anything but the pull between us.

Mark shifted slightly, leaning closer. His dark eyes were soft but searching, his expression unreadable. “You’re different, Victoria,” he said quietly, his voice low and warm. “There’s something about you… I don’t know. It’s hard to explain.”

I opened my mouth to respond, but the words caught in my throat. His gaze lingered on me, the weight of it sending a shiver down my spine. My hands rested nervously on the hem of my dress, twisting the fabric as I fought to keep my composure. Everything about this moment felt charged, electric, like the air was buzzing around us.

Then his hand moved.

It was subtle at first, his fingers brushing against my thigh before settling there, his palm warm and steady through the soft fabric of the dress. The contact sent a jolt through me, my body tensing instinctively as I glanced at him. But his expression wasn’t predatory or demanding—it was calm, thoughtful, as if he were waiting for me to pull away.

I didn’t.

Instead, I found myself leaning in, my breath catching as the space between us shrank even further. His face was so close now that I could see the faint stubble along his jaw, the way his dark eyes flicked between mine. My heart hammered in my chest, my hands frozen in place as the tension built to an almost unbearable level.

But then… then I felt it.

The warmth of his hand on my thigh suddenly took on a new weight, a new awareness. The lace of the lingerie underneath, the soft fabric of the panties—everything felt hyper-real in that moment. I could feel the stirring inside me, a growing heat that I couldn’t ignore, no matter how much I tried. My body betrayed me, excitement rising unbidden as his hand rested there, steady and unyielding.

I could feel myself starting to get hard beneath the lace, the arousal growing despite my efforts to contain it. The dress, the wig, the makeup—all the careful layers of femininity I’d wrapped myself in were slipping away, revealing the truth of my masculinity beneath.

Panic rose in my chest, my mind racing. How could I be hard right now? How could my body respond like this when I was dressed as a woman?

My face flushed with embarrassment, the realization hitting me with brutal clarity. I was wearing lingerie, a dress, sitting next to a man who had just confessed his heartbreak—and my body was betraying me.

The excitement was undeniable, my cock straining against the fabric of the panties, aching to be freed. How had I let this happen? How did I get here? The questions swirled in my head, blending with the overwhelming rush of sensations and emotions.

Mark’s brow furrowed slightly, his grip tightening ever so slightly on my leg. His eyes flicked down for the briefest second, and I knew—he felt it.

A wave of panic and exhilaration crashed over me, my breath hitching as I tried to pull back slightly, but my body didn’t move. My thoughts raced, chaotic and tangled. He knows. He has to know. The realization should have sent me spiraling, but instead, it only heightened everything—the thrill, the fear, the way my heart felt like it might burst out of my chest.

My cheeks burned hot, the blush spreading down her neck as I ducked my head, unable to meet Mark's gaze. My hands fidgeted in my lap, twisting the hem of the dress as I stammered, “I-I’m sorry… I didn’t mean⁠—”

Mark cut me off gently, his voice calm and steady. “Hey.” His hand didn’t move from my thigh, his grip still firm but not forceful. His dark eyes softened as he tilted his head, leaning in slightly to make sure I saw the sincerity in his expression. “There’s nothing to be sorry for.”

I risked a glance at him, my breath catching at the way he looked at me — not with judgment or discomfort, but with a quiet intensity that seemed to see right through me. “I just…” I struggled for words, my voice trembling. “I didn’t mean for… this. It’s just…”

Mark gave my thigh a gentle squeeze, grounding my swirling thoughts. “Relax,” he said quietly. “You don’t have to explain yourself. I get it.”

My heart was pounding so loudly, I was sure he could hear it.

“But you must think…” I started, words trailing off.

“What? That you’re human?” Mark said, a faint smile tugging at his lips. He leaned back slightly, his hand still resting on my thigh, the warmth of his presence easing some of my panic. “Victoria, I don’t think less of you. If anything, I respect you for being… true to yourself.”

I blinked at him, the words hitting me like a wave. “True to myself?” I echoed, my voice barely above a whisper.

“Yeah,” he said, his voice firm but gentle. “Look, after everything with my ex—the lies, the pretending, the constant feeling like I didn’t know who I was with—I’ve learned to respect people who are real. Who have the courage to just… be themselves. That’s not easy. It takes strength.”

His words sank in slowly, their weight settling in my chest. The embarrassment was still there, but it softened, replaced by something warmer—gratitude, maybe, or relief. He wasn’t judging me, wasn’t mocking me. He was looking at me with something like admiration, and the realization sent a fresh wave of emotion coursing through me.

“I’m not sure I even know who I am,” I admitted, my voice quiet but steady. “I mean, today… this… it’s all so new. I don’t even know if this is ‘me‘”

Mark’s smile widened slightly, his hand giving my thigh another reassuring squeeze. “You don’t have to know right now. Life isn’t about having it all figured out. Sometimes it’s just about letting yourself feel—being in the moment and seeing where it takes you.”

I swallowed hard, his words settling into me like a balm. For the first time, the panic ebbed, leaving behind something steadier, something that felt like hope. I met his gaze again, the blush still lingering on my cheeks, but now it felt less like shame and more like possibility.

“Thank you,” I said softly, my voice trembling but sincere.

Mark nodded, his smile warm and easy. “Anytime.”

The space between us felt impossibly small. Mark’s hand lingered on my thigh, his thumb brushing lightly against the fabric of the dress as if to ground me. His dark eyes searched mine, warm and steady, and I could feel the heat of his breath, faint and rhythmic against my cheek. My heart pounded wildly, the air between us charged with a tension that made it hard to think, hard to breathe.

His face was so close now, the line between hesitation and action growing thinner with each passing second. My eyes flicked down, catching the faint curve of his lips, and I felt a thrill of anticipation course through me, mingled with the lingering traces of nervousness.

Then, just as the world seemed to still around us, a faint sound broke through the quiet—a creak of movement from Skylar’s room. My body tensed, and Mark immediately pulled back, his hand slipping from my thigh as we straightened almost in unison. My cheeks burned, the rush of adrenaline and embarrassment hitting me all at once.

The door to Skylar’s room swung open, and she strode out, her phone still in hand and a look of mild frustration on her face. “Ugh,” she groaned, tossing the phone onto the coffee table as she flopped into her chair. “Wasted so much time chatting with hosting support. Apparently, they were running some kind of server update, and it totally screwed up our system. But it’s back now, so crisis averted.”

She sighed heavily, finally looking up at the two of us, her sharp gaze flicking between Mark and me. Her brow arched slightly, her lips curving into a small, suspicious smile. “You two look cozy,” she said, the teasing lilt in her voice unmistakable.

I quickly grabbed my beer, taking a sip to hide the red that was no doubt blooming across my face. “We were just talking,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady.

“Sure, sure,” Skylar said, leaning back with a knowing grin. She grabbed a chip from the bowl on the table, her eyes still darting between us like she was piecing something together. “Well, don’t let me interrupt. Just pretend I’m not even here.”

Mark chuckled softly, shaking his head. “Welcome back, Sky. Glad the website’s back online.”

“Yeah, yeah,” she said with a wave of her hand, popping the chip into her mouth. “You wouldn’t believe the hoops I had to jump through to get them to fix it. Hosting support people love to talk in circles. Anyway, I deserve a drink after all that.”

Skylar grabbed her beer and took a long sip, finally settling into her chair. I stole a glance at Mark, whose calm, relaxed demeanor was back in place, though there was still a faint flicker of something unreadable in his eyes when he caught my gaze. I quickly looked away, my heart still racing as I tried to focus on the conversation at hand.

But even as Skylar rejoined us, her teasing presence filling the room again, I couldn’t shake the memory of the closeness we’d shared—the warmth, the tension, the almost. It lingered in the air like a secret, one that neither of us dared to acknowledge now that the moment had passed.

The mood had lightened again, the three of us falling into an easy rhythm of conversation as the night stretched on. The empty beer bottles piled up on the table, and Skylar, true to form, kept us laughing with her stories, her energy as boundless as ever. Mark’s deep laugh filled the room more than once, and even I found myself more relaxed, joining in the banter without second-guessing every word I said.

But as the hour grew later, a yawn finally escaped Skylar, and she stretched her arms above her head, glancing at the clock. “Well, it’s getting late,” she said, leaning back in her chair. “We’ve had a lot of fun, but I think it’s probably better if you two just stay over tonight.”

Mark blinked, sitting up straighter. “Stay over?” he asked, his tone hesitant. “I don’t want to crash your girls’ night or anything.”

Skylar waved a hand, brushing his concern aside with ease, but her gaze lingered on me for a moment, her expression softening. “Oh, please. It’s not a big deal,” she said, her voice casual but layered with something deeper. “Mark, you live all the way across the city, and trying to catch a night bus now makes no sense. Besides, you’ve stayed here before.”

She hesitated, her eyes flicking to me again, and I could see the faint crease of concern in her brow. “And for you, Vic…” She trailed off, as if carefully choosing her words. “It’s late. You’ve had a long day. No need to go back and deal with… all that right now.”

Her words hit me like a gentle nudge, but I knew exactly what she meant. The thought of stepping outside, fully dolled up like this, made my stomach twist into a knot. And the alternative? Taking everything off, stripping away Victoria, and going back to being Victor right here, with Mark in the next room? That idea was even worse—too exposed, too raw. I couldn’t do it.

Skylar knew. Of course, she knew. Her kindness came through in the way she framed it so casually, her tone light and easy, but I could see the worry behind her smile. She wasn’t going to force me to say anything, but she was giving me an out, a way to avoid what I couldn’t bring myself to face.

I nodded quickly, grateful beyond words. “Yeah, that… that works for me,” I murmured, glancing down at my lap to avoid meeting Mark’s gaze.

Mark still looked uncertain, rubbing the back of his neck. “I don’t know. I feel like I’m intruding here. This is your space, Sky.”

Skylar rolled her eyes, grinning. “Mark, it’s fine. Seriously. We’ve got the couch, the floor—plenty of space. Besides, I’ll be in my bedroom, so it’s not like I’m sacrificing anything. You’re part of the vibe now. No big deal.”

Mark glanced between the two of us, clearly still hesitant. “You’re sure?”

“Absolutely,” she said with finality, her tone leaving no room for argument. “I’ll grab some blankets and stuff in a minute. You two can figure out who gets the couch and who gets the floor.”

She stood, grabbing the empty bottles from the table with practiced efficiency. “And no fighting over it,” she added with a smirk as she disappeared into the kitchen. “I don’t want to come back and see either of you throwing punches.”

Mark chuckled softly, leaning back into the couch. His gaze flicked to me, his smile sheepish. “Guess we’re crashing here tonight.”

I managed a soft laugh, my nerves flickering back now that the reality of the situation had settled in. “Yeah, looks like it.”

The room fell into a quiet lull as we both absorbed the moment. Despite the lingering tension in my chest, there was a strange comfort in the arrangement. Skylar had handled it perfectly, giving me the space I needed without making it awkward or obvious. And Mark’s presence, though intimidating at first, felt steadier now—warm and surprisingly reassuring.

When Skylar returned a few minutes later with an armful of blankets and pillows, she tossed them onto the couch with a grin. “There. All set. Now I’m heading to bed, so behave yourselves. And no wrestling matches—I mean it.”

Mark laughed, shaking his head. “Goodnight, Sky.”

“Night, you two,” she said, giving me a wink before retreating to her bedroom.

As the door closed behind her, I glanced at Mark, my heart still racing but steadier now. The quiet hum of the room settled around us, and for the first time all day, I felt like maybe—just maybe—this could work out.


Chapter Four



As Skylar’s bedroom door clicked shut, a thick silence settled over the room, broken only by the faint hum of the city outside and the occasional creak of the couch as Mark shifted slightly beside me. I busied myself with arranging the blankets, my hands trembling just enough to be noticeable. The air felt heavier without Skylar’s energy filling the space, and I was acutely aware of how close Mark was.

“So,” he said, his voice breaking the quiet, soft and warm. “Looks like we’re roommates for the night.”

I laughed nervously, smoothing the fabric of the blanket in my lap. “Yeah, I guess so. Lucky you.”

He chuckled, leaning back into the couch, his arm stretching casually across the backrest. “Could be worse. This couch has seen me crash a few times. It’s not bad.”

I glanced at him, catching the faint curve of his lips and the relaxed set of his shoulders. He seemed completely at ease, while I felt like my entire body was a live wire. The way he filled the space, so effortlessly masculine, so confident, made me feel small but not in a bad way. It was more like I was aware of myself in a way I hadn’t been before—acutely conscious of the dress, the wig, the makeup, the soft lace beneath it all.

“You can have the couch,” I said quickly, gesturing to the pile of blankets. “I don’t mind the floor. Really.”

Mark frowned slightly, shaking his head. “No way. You take the couch. It’s Skylar’s place, so technically, you’re her guest. I’m just crashing.”

I hesitated, unsure how to argue without making it a bigger deal. “I don’t want to kick you out of a good spot,” I said, my voice quieter now. “You’re taller anyway. You’d fit better.”

He gave a small laugh, his dark eyes flicking to mine. “I’ve slept worse places, trust me. You take the couch. I’ll survive the floor.”

There was something in his tone, so easy and self-assured, that made me stop pushing back. I nodded, tucking my legs beneath me as I pulled the blanket closer. “Alright,” I murmured, “if you’re sure.”

He nodded, sliding off the couch to sit on the floor nearby. He stretched his legs out, leaning back on his hands as he looked up at me. “See? It’s not so bad.”

I gave him a small smile, my nerves easing just a fraction. The closeness between us still buzzed in the air, unspoken but palpable, and I found myself glancing at him more than I meant to. His casual posture, the faint stubble along his jaw, the warmth in his dark eyes—it all drew me in, leaving me feeling a mix of exhilaration and vulnerability.

Mark tilted his head slightly, studying me for a moment. “You look comfortable,” he said, his voice soft. “Like… this suits you.”

The words sent a ripple of warmth through me, mingled with a nervous flutter in my chest. “Thanks,” I murmured, my fingers playing with the edge of the blanket. “It’s been… different, but not bad.”

“Different isn’t always bad,” he said, his smile faint but genuine. “Sometimes it’s good to step outside your comfort zone.”

I nodded, the weight of his words sinking in. Today had been so far outside my comfort zone, I could barely recognize the person I was this morning. And yet, here I was—Victoria, not Victor—sitting on this couch, feeling more alive and connected than I had in years. It scared me, but it thrilled me too.

As the quiet stretched between us again, I realized I wasn’t afraid of it anymore. With Mark sitting there, calm and steady, the silence felt like something shared, something meaningful. And for the first time all day, I didn’t feel the need to fill it. I just let it be.

We set up the blankets quietly, the soft rustle of fabric and the faint hum of the city outside the only sounds breaking the silence. Mark spread out his makeshift bedding on the floor, his movements slow and easy, while I fussed with the couch cushions, arranging them just right. My mind was swirling, the events of the day replaying in vivid flashes.

Once everything was ready, Mark sat down on his blanket with a faint grunt, giving me a small smile. “Night, Victoria,” he said softly, his voice warm in the quiet room.

“Night,” I replied, my voice barely above a whisper. I settled onto the couch, pulling the blanket up to my chin. The couch was surprisingly comfortable, but my mind was anything but calm.

As the lights dimmed and the room grew still, my thoughts began to race. Victor. Victoria. The names felt like two separate people, but they were both me. Or were they? Who was I, really? The Victor I’d always been, shrinking into the background, trying not to be seen? Or Victoria, stepping forward today, feeling alive in a way I hadn’t even realized I was missing?

I closed my eyes, but sleep didn’t come. My heart was still racing, not from nerves now but from something deeper, something I couldn’t quite name. It wasn’t just the makeup, the dress, the wig—it was the way Mark had looked at me, spoken to me, the way his hand had rested so firmly on my thigh. It sent shivers down my spine just thinking about it.

Why did I feel so excited around him? Why did his presence make me feel seen, steady, and completely unsteady all at once? My breath hitched slightly as I remembered the warmth of his hand, the way his dark eyes had softened when he spoke to me. It wasn’t something I’d ever experienced before, and it left me reeling.

The couch creaked slightly as I shifted, pulling the blanket tighter around me. My thoughts spiraled in the dark, looping endlessly as I tried to make sense of the day. Was this really me? Or was it just the day, the transformation, the thrill of something new? And what about Mark? Was it just his kindness? Or was there something more there, something I was too afraid to name?

I didn’t know. The questions swirled, too big, too many. But slowly, the day’s exhaustion began to creep in, my thoughts softening at the edges. The warmth of the blanket, the gentle hum of the city, and the steady presence of Mark below on the floor all wrapped around me, easing my restless mind.

As my eyes fluttered shut, the questions didn’t feel as heavy anymore. Victor or Victoria, whoever I was, I’d figure it out. For now, I let myself drift, the thought of Mark’s quiet smile the last thing lingering in my mind as I finally fell asleep.

The night had passed in fitful fragments, my sleep light and uneasy. The sofa, though comfortable enough at first, became a challenge as my body searched instinctively for the space it was used to—a proper bed, not this narrow cushion. Somewhere in the haze of sleep, my muscles moved on autopilot, shifting and rolling as they always did.

And then I rolled too far.

A sudden jolt snapped me halfway awake as I realized too late I was no longer on the couch. Instead, I found myself sprawled over something warm, solid, and distinctly not a cushion. My heart leapt into my throat as I felt a startled exhale beneath me, the deep rumble of someone waking up—and then I froze, my eyes fluttering open just as Mark’s did.

His face was impossibly close, his dark eyes blinking groggily as he registered the situation. The heat of his breath brushed against my lips, and the faint scent of his cologne, now mingled with the warmth of sleep, filled the small space between us. My chest pressed against his, and my hands, trembling slightly, rested awkwardly on his shoulders.

“Victoria?” he murmured, his voice thick with sleep. One of his hands instinctively rested on my waist, the other steadying my arm. The contact sent a jolt through me, leaving me frozen in place.

“I—uh—” I stammered, my cheeks blazing as I tried to find the words to explain why I was practically draped over him. “I’m so sorry! I didn’t mean to⁠—”

Mark’s groggy expression shifted into something softer, a faint grin tugging at his lips. “Skylar did say no wrestling matches,” he joked, his voice warm and teasing despite the situation.

I couldn’t help it—I giggled, the sound surprising even me as it escaped. The tension eased just slightly, his grin drawing one out of me in return. But then something shifted. Maybe it was the alcohol lingering in my system, or maybe it was the boldness that had been creeping into me all day, unleashed by the transformation into Victoria. Whatever it was, I felt it surge through me, a sudden spark of energy and confidence that I hadn’t felt in… forever.

Before I could stop myself, I blurted out, “Oh, shut up and kiss me already.”

The words hung in the air for a split second, and time seemed to freeze. My heart was pounding, my face burning, but I didn’t feel regret—not yet. If anything, I felt exhilarated. Mark’s eyes widened briefly, the faint grin on his face faltering into something more serious, more curious. His hand on my waist tightened slightly, just enough for me to feel the steady strength in his grip.

“You sure about that?” he asked, his voice lower now, softer but carrying a weight that made my stomach flip. His gaze flicked to my lips for just a second, and I saw something spark in his eyes—a mix of hesitation and undeniable interest.

I nodded, the boldness in me taking hold, refusing to let me back down now. “Yeah,” I whispered, my voice trembling slightly but full of intent. “I’m sure.”

The air between us seemed to crackle, the tension so thick it was almost suffocating. Then, slowly, Mark leaned up, his face drawing closer to mine. The world around us seemed to fade, every sound and thought dissolving into the moment as our lips hovered just a breath apart. And then, finally, he closed the distance.

The moment his lips met mine, it was like a spark ignited between us. Mark’s kiss was firm yet unhurried, his lips warm and soft, but beneath that, there was something deeper—a quiet intensity that sent shivers racing down my spine. His hand on my waist tightened just slightly, pulling me closer as the other slid gently up my arm, anchoring me in place.

My breath hitched as I melted into the kiss, the boldness that had overtaken me moments ago giving way to something warmer, more electric. Every nerve in my body felt alive, the weight of his touch grounding me while the rush of the moment sent me spinning. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d felt like this—if I’d ever felt like this. It was thrilling and terrifying all at once.

Mark pulled back slightly, just enough to look into my eyes, his forehead resting lightly against mine. His dark gaze searched mine, and for a moment, I thought I saw something there—something calm, steady, and knowing. Like this wasn’t a surprise to him, not really.

“You okay?” he asked softly, his voice low and almost reverent.

I nodded quickly, my heart still racing. “Yeah,” I whispered, my voice barely audible. “Better than okay.”

His lips quirked into a small, lopsided smile at my response, and before I could second-guess anything, he kissed me again. This time, there was no hesitation, no questioning. His hand slid up my side, stopping just below my ribs, while his other hand gently cradled the back of my neck, holding me steady as he deepened the kiss.

The sensation was overwhelming, every nerve in my body lighting up as I leaned into him, my hands finding their way to his chest. The faint scent of his cologne mixed with the warmth of his skin, and the softness of his stubble grazed my cheek. It felt surreal, like stepping into a dream I hadn’t even known I wanted until this very moment.

But then, just for a second, the weight of everything hit me again—the dress, the wig, the makeup, the lace beneath it all. My heart faltered, the thought creeping in: He knows. He has to. He felt it before.

Of course he knew. He had known from that earlier moment, the one I hadn’t been able to stop thinking about. When his hand rested on my thigh and he’d noticed—he must have noticed. And now? Now he kissed me like none of it mattered. His hand didn’t waver, his grip on my waist stayed firm, and the way his lips pressed against mine wasn’t hesitant or tentative. It was steady and certain.

That realization sent a wave of heat through me, not of shame or panic but of something almost liberating. He knew, and he was still here, kissing me like I was the only thing that mattered in the world. My chest swelled with something I couldn’t name, a mix of relief and exhilaration and pure, unfiltered desire.

I leaned into him, letting the worries slip away. My hands curled into the fabric of his shirt as I kissed him back, the room around us fading into the background. Because right then, it didn’t matter what he knew or didn’t know—what mattered was that he saw me and chose not to pull away.

The moment was intoxicating, overwhelming in the best way. Mark’s lips on mine, his strong hands holding me close—it was like everything I hadn’t known I needed was right there, and I couldn’t get enough. My heart pounded in my chest, a wild rhythm that matched the heat coursing through my body. Every thought, every doubt, every hesitation I’d carried all day seemed to dissolve in the heat of his touch.

I wanted more.

It wasn’t a decision so much as a feeling that surged through me, bold and unrelenting. My hands, which had been resting against his chest, began to slide downward, tracing the firm lines of his torso through his shirt. Mark’s breath hitched slightly against my lips, and I felt the faintest shift of his body, his muscles tensing ever so slightly under my touch.

I pulled back just enough to look at him, my eyes meeting his. His dark gaze was heavy-lidded, his pupils blown wide with something I didn’t need to name. He didn’t say a word, but his lips parted slightly, and I could feel the heat of his breath as his chest rose and fell beneath me. There was no doubt in his expression, no hesitation—just quiet, steady focus on me, as if waiting to see what I would do next.

With trembling fingers, I slid lower, my hands brushing the waistband of his trousers as I leaned down. My breath was shallow, my pulse racing as I fumbled with his belt, tugging at the buckle with a mix of nervousness and raw anticipation. The cool metal felt sharp against my fingertips, contrasting with the warmth of Mark’s body beneath my touch.

His hand, which had been resting on my arm as I moved, shifted, his fingers brushing against my shoulder as he inhaled sharply. “Victoria,” he murmured, his voice low, almost strained.

I froze for just a second, my fingers lingering on the belt, before meeting his gaze again. The weight of his name—Victoria, not Victor—rolled off his lips like it belonged there, and it sent a fresh wave of heat rushing through me.

“It’s okay,” I whispered, my voice trembling but firm with a boldness I didn’t entirely recognize as my own. “I want this. I want you.”

The tension between us crackled, every second feeling like an eternity as his eyes searched mine. Then, slowly, his free hand moved to cup my chin, his thumb brushing against my cheek. His touch was gentle, reverent, even as the heat between us threatened to consume everything.

“You’re sure?” he asked softly, his voice steady despite the way his body betrayed him, the faint rise and fall of his chest quickening beneath me.

I nodded, unable to find words that would do justice to the storm of emotions racing through me. I wanted this. I wanted him. And for the first time, I wasn’t holding myself back.

My fingers fumbled with the belt again, this time pulling it loose, the soft clink of the buckle breaking the quiet. Mark shifted slightly, giving me room to move, and the subtle motion sent a rush of heat through me. The boldness I’d felt earlier returned in full force, fueled by the way he responded to my touch, his breathing uneven as I worked the belt free.

Once the belt was undone, I paused, glancing at him again. His eyes were dark, his pupils wide, his lips parted slightly in anticipation. The sight of him like this—so clearly affected and wanting—made my heart pound even harder in my chest.

My fingers trembled slightly as I moved to the button of his trousers, undoing it slowly. I could feel the heat of him, even through the fabric, and the thought of what I was doing, what I was about to do, made my head spin. The air between us felt charged, heavy with a shared desire that was both exhilarating and a little terrifying.

As I undid the zipper, the sound seemed impossibly loud in the quiet room. I could feel the tension in Mark’s body, his muscles tensing beneath me as I pushed his trousers down just enough to reveal his underwear. The sight of the bulge straining against the fabric sent a thrill of heat through my body, and a rush of something almost primal surged inside me.

I hesitated for a moment, a fleeting flicker of doubt crossing my mind, but it was swiftly extinguished by the desire that pulsed through every part of my being. My breath was shallow, my heart racing as I hooked my fingers into the waistband of his underwear and pulled gently. The fabric slid down, and my breath caught in my throat as he sprang free, fully hard and throbbing with need.

Mark inhaled sharply at the release, his fingers twitching where they rested on my arm. His gaze never left mine, the intensity in his dark eyes mirroring the heat that coursed through my body.

For a moment, I simply stared, taking in the sight of him, the sheer masculinity of him. He was thick and long, his skin flushed with desire, and the tip glistened with a bead of pre-cum that made my mouth water. My own penis paled in comparison, tucked away beneath the soft lace of the panties I wore, and yet, in that moment, all feelings of inadequacy and self-doubt melted away, replaced by an overpowering sense of desire and need.

Slowly, I wrapped my fingers around him, the contact sending a shiver of excitement down my spine. His skin was hot to the touch, velvety soft over the hard, pulsing flesh beneath. I could feel every twitch, every throb of his arousal, and it only served to stoke the fire that raged within me. The scent of his musk was potent, mingling with the faint remnants of his cologne, and it was intoxicating.

I started to move, slowly stroking his length, my touch hesitant at first but growing more confident as I felt him respond. His breath hitched, and he let out a soft groan, the sound low and guttural, resonating deep in his chest. The sound was like fuel to the fire within me, spurring me on, encouraging me to continue.

I tightened my grip slightly, my fingers gliding along his shaft, feeling every ridge, every vein, every pulse of his desire. His hips jerked upward, seeking more contact, more friction, and I couldn’t help but smile at the power I held in that moment, the ability to unravel him with just the touch of my hand.

His breathing grew more ragged, his chest rising and falling in a rhythm that matched the movement of my hand. The air between us was heavy, charged with a raw, primal energy that left us both panting and wanting. The room seemed to shrink around us, the world outside fading away until there was nothing but the two of us, lost in the heat of our desire.

I leaned forward, my lips brushing against his ear as I continued to stroke him, my voice barely above a whisper. “You like that?”

Mark groaned, his eyes fluttering shut for a moment as he struggled to regain control of himself. When he opened them again, they were dark with desire, his pupils blown wide and his gaze fixed on me. “God, yes,” he murmured, his voice low and husky with need. “Don’t stop.”

My breath hitched at his words, the sound of his voice so deep and full of need sending a jolt of heat straight through me. I could feel my own arousal growing, the heat pooling between my thighs as I continued to stroke him, feeling his length throb and pulse under my touch.

I couldn't wait any longer—I wanted to taste him, to feel him against my tongue, to hear the sounds he'd make as I took him into my mouth. The thought of it was almost overwhelming, but I didn't hesitate. I leaned forward, my hair brushing against his thigh, and flicked my tongue out to taste the bead of pre-cum that had formed at the tip of his cock.

The sound Mark made at the first touch of my tongue was exquisite—a deep, guttural moan that resonated through his entire body, his muscles tensing and his fingers digging into the blanket beneath us. I couldn't help but smile, knowing that I was the one making him feel this way, that I was the one in control.

Encouraged by his response, I opened my mouth wider and wrapped my lips around his cock, taking him into my mouth as far as I could. The taste of him, salty and earthy, filled my senses, and the weight of him on my tongue was intoxicating. I started to move, slowly at first, using my lips and tongue to caress his length, my hands gripping his thighs to steady myself.

Mark's breathing was ragged now, his chest rising and falling in quick, shallow breaths. His hips jerked upwards, his body seeking more of the pleasure I was giving him.

As I worked my mouth over his cock, I could hear the soft, wet sounds of my lips and tongue, the quiet slurping and sucking that filled the room. It was an erotic soundtrack to our encounter, heightening the already charged atmosphere.

I glanced up at Mark, my eyes meeting his as I continued to suck him, his cock sliding in and out of my mouth with each movement. His eyes were half-lidded, glazed over with pleasure, and his lips were parted in a silent expression of ecstasy. The sight of him like that, so lost in the sensations I was creating, was a powerful aphrodisiac. It urged me on, and I redoubled my efforts, determined to bring him to the brink.

I could feel the tension in his body building, the muscles of his thighs and abdomen contracting beneath my hands. His breath came in short, sharp gasps, his hips jerking upward erratically as he sought the release that was so tantalizingly close. I could taste the pre-cum leaking from the tip of his cock, the saltiness mixing with the warmth of my saliva.

I wanted to push him over the edge, to feel his climax on my tongue. With that goal in mind, I increased the pace and pressure of my movements, using my lips and tongue to tease and torment him. I could feel his cock throbbing in my mouth, pulsing with the impending orgasm.

“Victoria,” he groaned, his voice low and strained. “I’m close. So close.”

Hearing him say my name like that, his voice so filled with need and desire, sent a wave of heat coursing through me. My panties were soaked, the lace clinging to my skin, and I could feel my own arousal dripping down my thighs.

I continued to work him, my mouth moving up and down his length, my tongue swirling around the head of his cock, teasing the sensitive underside. I could feel the muscles in his thighs tensing, his body coiling like a spring as he neared the edge of his release. I was relentless, pushing him closer and closer to the brink, wanting nothing more than to feel him come apart beneath my touch.

Mark's hips jerked upwards, his body arching as he finally reached his climax. His cock pulsed in my mouth, and I felt the warm, salty spurts of his cum hitting the back of my throat.

But then, a faint creaking sound broke through the haze. The sound of a door opening and the unmistakable shuffle of footsteps coming from Skylar’s bedroom. Mark was still mid-orgasm, and my eyes widened in panic as I realized the situation we were in. His cum was shooting into my mouth and we were both very much in the open, right in the middle of the living room.

Mark noticed the sound instantly, his eyes flicking to the hallway. His expression tightened, but he didn’t panic. Instead, with a quiet calm that sent a ripple of reassurance through me, he reached for the blanket draped across the back of the couch.

He pulled it down with one smooth motion, the fabric sliding over me, cocooning me in its folds. His free hand gestured subtly, urging me to lie flat against the cushions. I obeyed, my pulse racing as I still had his cock in my mouth, feeling him continuing to throb and pulse.

The room was dim, the only light coming from the faint glow of the city outside, casting long shadows on the walls.

Skylar’s footsteps came closer, and I held my breath, my heart pounding so loudly I was sure it would give me away. I couldn’t move, couldn’t even breathe, every muscle in my body frozen as I waited for her to pass.

Mark’s calm demeanor didn’t waver. He let out a soft sigh, as if he were half-asleep, tilting his head back slightly. “Sky?” he called out, his voice low but casual, as though the disturbance were no more than an afterthought.

“Just going to the bathroom,” Skylar replied from the hallway, her tone groggy and distracted. The shuffle of her footsteps continued, and the creak of the bathroom door followed soon after.

Underneath the blanket, I felt my cheeks burning, my entire body tense and hyperaware. Mark’s hand brushed lightly against my shoulder through the fabric, a small gesture of reassurance that made me want to simultaneously melt and vanish into thin air. My mouth was still full of his seed and I wasn't sure what to do. Should I swallow? Spit it out somehow?

The bathroom door clicked shut, and the sound of running water filtered through the walls. I remained frozen, afraid to move a muscle as the seconds stretched on, the sound of my pounding heart filling my ears.

The seconds felt like hours as I waited, frozen and hyperaware of every sound. Eventually, the bathroom door creaked open again, and Skylar’s steps shuffled back down the hall. She passed by the living room without pause, her footsteps slow and groggy. She didn’t even seem to glance at the couch, her half-asleep state shielding her from noticing anything unusual.

The faint click of her bedroom door closing again finally broke the tension, and I instinctively swallowed the thick load that filled my mouth. I felt Mark relax beneath me, his muscles losing some of the tension they had held.

“That was close,” he murmured, his voice a mix of relief and lingering excitement. His hand moved gently, lifting the blanket to reveal my face. I was still on my knees between his legs, my body pressed close to his and his cum dripping from the corners of my lips.

I nodded, my breath still coming in short, quick gasps. My cheeks felt hot, the rush of adrenaline still coursing through my veins. “Too close,” I managed to say, my voice barely above a whisper.

Mark chuckled softly, a sound that resonated with a mix of amusement and affection. His fingers brushed against my cheek, wiping away a stray drop of cum that had escaped my mouth. The touch was gentle yet electric, sending a shiver down my spine. “You okay?” he asked, his gaze searching mine.

“Yeah,” I said, my voice shaky but genuine. I was more than okay. Despite the near-discovery, the thrill of the experience—the feeling of his body responding to me, his taste on my tongue, the warmth of his cum filling my mouth—had me buzzing with a mixture of exhilaration and embarrassment.

As the tension in the room ebbed, replaced by the faint hum of the city outside, I slowly pushed myself back up, the blanket slipping away slightly. Mark leaned back against the couch, his posture still relaxed, but the small smile on his face carried a flicker of amusement—and something deeper, something that sent a soft warmth curling through me despite the earlier panic.

“See?” he said quietly, his voice low but steady. “No harm, no foul.”

I let out a shaky laugh, still feeling the remnants of adrenaline coursing through me. “I don’t know how you stayed so calm,” I murmured, brushing a hand through the stray curls of the wig. “I thought for sure she’d notice I wasn’t even on the couch.”

“She was half-asleep,” Mark said, his tone reassuring. “And it’s dark in here. Trust me, she didn’t notice anything.”

I nodded, the realization sinking in slowly as my body began to relax. My gaze lingered on him for a moment, taking in the calm, easy confidence that seemed to radiate from him. His dark eyes softened as they met mine, the faint smile tugging at the corners of his lips.

“You’re really something,” I said softly, the words slipping out before I could think better of them.

Mark tilted his head slightly, his smile widening just a bit. “I could say the same about you,” he replied, his voice warm but edged with something that made my stomach flutter. “You handled that pretty well, considering.”

I felt the blush rise to my cheeks again, but this time, it wasn’t entirely from embarrassment. The tension between us had shifted, softer now but still present, humming beneath the surface like a quiet current. I couldn’t tear my gaze away from him, my breath catching slightly as the weight of the moment pressed around us.

“I…” I started, but the words caught in my throat. I wasn’t sure what I wanted to say—if there was even anything to say. All I knew was that the warmth in his gaze, the steady presence of him beside me, made it impossible to look away.

Mark’s hand moved then, brushing lightly against mine, the contact so subtle it almost felt accidental. But the way his eyes held mine told me it wasn’t. His fingers curled slightly, catching mine, and the warmth of his touch sent a shiver through me.

“You sure you’re okay?” he asked softly, his voice carrying that same careful steadiness as before.

I nodded, swallowing hard as I tried to find the right words. “Yeah,” I whispered. “I’m okay.”

He gave my hand a small squeeze, his smile softening. “Good,” he said simply, the weight of the word lingering in the air between us. For a moment, the world seemed to pause, the quiet of the room wrapping around us like a cocoon.

Mark’s thumb brushed lightly against the back of my hand, the small, steady motion grounding me in a way I hadn’t expected. The earlier rush of adrenaline was gone now, replaced by something warmer, something quieter but no less powerful. And for the first time, I let myself lean into it, letting the moment settle without trying to figure out what it meant.

I didn’t need answers right now. All I needed was this. Him. Us.

The realization hit me like a lightning bolt, jolting me out of the warm haze that had settled over the moment. What was I thinking? Just a few hours ago, I had walked into this apartment as Victor—a quiet, awkward guy from accounting, barely able to hold a conversation without overthinking it. And now? Now I was sitting on this couch as Victoria, wearing my sister’s dress and makeup, with a blonde wig framing my face, holding hands with a man I’d just met.

Not just any man. Mark. A man whose cock I’d just been sucking, whose cum I could still taste on my lips.

The thought made my cheeks burn, the heat of the blush spreading down my neck as the enormity of everything I’d done today settled on me. How had I gone from agreeing to help Skylar with her portfolio to this? To sitting here, next to Mark, with his thumb gently brushing the back of my hand, his gaze soft and steady like he saw something in me I wasn’t even sure existed?

My thoughts spiraled, the chaos of it all threatening to swallow me whole. Who am I right now? Who am I becoming? The lines between Victor and Victoria felt blurry, like they were bleeding together into someone I didn’t fully understand. Was this me? Was Victoria who I’d been all along, waiting for the right moment to emerge? Or was it all just the whirlwind of the day—the makeup, the dress, the thrill of stepping into something new?

And then there was Mark. Just the thought of him sent another rush of heat through me, this time pooling in my chest and not just my cheeks. I couldn’t deny how he made me feel—alive, seen, wanted. I’d never felt anything like it before, not as Victor, not as anyone. The way he looked at me, the way he touched me, it was like he saw something I hadn’t even known was there.

But what did that mean? Did he see Victoria? Victor? Someone in between? Did it even matter to him? Did it matter to me?

My fingers tightened slightly around his, and I glanced down at our hands, my mind racing with questions I didn’t have answers to. My heart pounded as I tried to make sense of it all, but every thought only tangled me further in confusion.

“You’re thinking too much,” Mark’s voice broke through the storm in my mind, quiet and calm, his eyes watching me with that same steady warmth that seemed to anchor me every time.

I blinked, startled by his observation. “I—yeah,” I admitted, letting out a shaky laugh. “I guess I am.”

He smiled faintly, his thumb brushing my hand again. “It’s okay to just… let it be,” he said, his voice low and soothing. “Whatever this is, whatever you’re feeling—it’s okay.”

His words hit me like a wave, soft but powerful, and I felt something inside me ease, just a little. Let it be. I didn’t have to figure it all out right now. I didn’t have to have all the answers. Maybe, just for tonight, I could let myself exist in the moment, let myself feel without questioning everything.

I exhaled slowly, settling back against the couch. Mark glanced at me, his expression softening as the tension between us faded into something calmer, more grounded. “Get some sleep,” he said quietly, his voice warm and steady.

“Yeah,” I whispered, pulling the blanket up to my chest. My body still buzzed with energy, my mind swirling with the day’s events, but I nodded, letting the weight of his words guide me. “Goodnight, Mark.”

“Goodnight, Victoria,” he replied, his lips curving into a faint smile before he stretched out on the floor, adjusting the blanket over him.

I lay there for a moment, staring at the ceiling as my thoughts raced, trying to process everything—the transformation, the closeness with Mark, the strange and thrilling confidence that had emerged from somewhere I didn’t fully understand. Just as my breathing began to slow, and sleep started to creep in, a faint buzz broke the stillness.

It was a phone.

The vibration came again, persistent, and I turned my head to see Mark shifting slightly on the floor. He reached into the pocket of his trousers, pulling out his phone. The faint glow illuminated his face, and for a moment, his brows furrowed as he stared at the screen.

“Everything okay?” I asked softly, my voice cutting through the quiet.

Mark blinked, as if startled by the question. He glanced at me, his expression guarded. “Yeah,” he said quickly, too quickly, before the screen went dark, and he slipped the phone back into his pocket.

I hesitated, my chest tightening. “Who was it?”

He didn’t look at me this time. “Just a work thing,” he said dismissively, rolling onto his side. “Go to sleep.”

But something about the way his shoulders stiffened told me it wasn’t just a work thing. I couldn’t explain why, but a nagging sense of unease settled over me. My thoughts spiraled, and just as I began to push the feeling aside, my own phone buzzed softly on the coffee table.

I reached for it instinctively, glancing at the screen. My stomach dropped as I read the notification.

UNKNOWN NUMBER: Do you even know who you’re with right now?

The words burned into my mind, and I sat there, frozen, staring at the screen as a chill crept up my spine. The warmth of the moment was gone, replaced by a cold knot of fear.

Mark didn’t stir, but my heart pounded as a single thought echoed in my mind: Who had sent this? And why did it feel like a warning?
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