

Chapter 1

Craig Mason sat hunched over his desk, glaring at the blinking cursor on his computer screen. The Excel spreadsheet on the monitor was a labyrinth of numbers and formulas, none of which made any sense this late in the day. The fluorescent lights overhead buzzed faintly, adding to the ever-present drone of the office. It was December 1st, and the air in the room was thick with forced holiday cheer—cheap tinsel draped over cubicle dividers, a sad-looking plastic tree in the corner, and the faint, repetitive hum of “Jingle Bells” playing from someone’s desk speaker.

Craig hated it all.

The garish decorations, the tinny music, the saccharine cheer that seemed to ooze from every corner of the office—it was suffocating. He rubbed his temples, feeling the beginnings of a headache. The numbers on the screen blurred together, mocking him. He could almost hear them laughing: “Look at Craig. Can’t even figure out a simple formula. What a winner.” He scowled and shifted uncomfortably in his chair, feeling the stiff fabric of his office-appropriate slacks dig into his waist.

This wasn’t where he thought he’d be at forty. He wasn’t supposed to be the guy working overtime just to stay ahead of the bills, eating frozen dinners while his neighbors strung up lights and laughed with their families. He wasn’t supposed to be the guy who dreaded December because it reminded him of just how empty his apartment—and his life—really was.

He sighed and leaned back in his chair, closing his eyes for a moment. Maybe if he just sat there long enough, he could will himself to disappear, to dissolve into the stale office air.

“Hey, Craig!”

The voice jolted him back to reality. His eyes snapped open, and he turned his head just in time to see Linda from HR making her way toward him. She was practically bouncing, her elf-themed sweater jingling obnoxiously with every step. The sweater was an assault on the senses—bright green with red trim, complete with tiny gold bells sewn onto the cuffs and collar.

Craig immediately braced himself.

“You coming to the Christmas potluck tomorrow?” she asked, her smile wide and expectant.

Craig forced a tight smile. “Potluck? Oh, right. Yeah, I’ll bring something.”

He didn’t mean it, of course. He never went to these things. The very idea of standing around with his coworkers, pretending to care about who brought the best casserole or whose deviled eggs had the most paprika, made him want to crawl under his desk and never come out.

Linda tilted her head, her curly red hair bouncing as she gave him a skeptical look. “You didn’t come last year,” she said, wagging a finger at him like a disappointed parent.

Craig resisted the urge to roll his eyes. “Yeah, well, I was busy last year.”

“You’re always busy,” Linda countered, not missing a beat. “Come on, Craig, it’s Christmas! You’ve got to get into the spirit.”

The spirit, Craig thought bitterly. Yeah, sure. Let me just grab my tinsel wand and sprinkle some holiday magic everywhere.

“Maybe this time,” he said noncommittally, already knowing he wouldn’t.

Linda didn’t look convinced. Her smile faltered just slightly, and for a moment, Craig thought she might press the issue. But then she just shrugged, her bells jingling with the movement. “Alright, well... don’t forget. It starts at noon in the break room. Bring something good!”

Craig watched as she walked away, her sweater jingling obnoxiously with every step. Once she was out of earshot, he muttered under his breath, “The spirit. Right.”

He turned back to his desk, staring at the screen without really seeing it. The spreadsheet was still there, still mocking him, but his mind was elsewhere. The spirit. What the hell did that even mean?

For Craig, Christmas wasn’t a season of joy and goodwill. It was a neon reminder of everything he didn’t have. A family. A home that actually felt like one. A life that didn’t feel like it was stuck on repeat. The last time he’d genuinely enjoyed Christmas, he was ten years old, sitting under the tree with his parents and his little sister, tearing open presents with unbridled excitement.

He could still remember the way his mom used to hum “Silent Night” while she worked in the kitchen, the smell of cinnamon rolls wafting through the house. He could remember the way his dad used to laugh, a deep, hearty sound that filled the room and made everything feel warm and safe.

But that was a lifetime ago. His parents were gone now, his sister lived halfway across the country with a family of her own, and he… well, he had this. A cubicle. A spreadsheet. An empty apartment waiting for him at the end of the day.

The memory of that last Christmas with his family felt like it belonged to someone else. Some other kid, in some other life.

Craig sighed, slamming his laptop shut with a little more force than was necessary. The sound echoed through the nearly empty office, drawing a glance from one of his coworkers across the room. He ignored it, grabbing his coat from the back of his chair.

“Heading out?”

The voice belonged to Tom, the guy who sat two cubicles down. He was leaning back in his chair, a half-empty mug of coffee in his hand. His tie was loose around his neck, and he looked as tired as Craig felt.

“Yeah,” Craig said shortly.

“Lucky,” Tom said with a chuckle. “I’ve still got another hour of this crap.” He gestured toward the stack of papers on his desk. “You going to the potluck tomorrow?”

Craig hesitated. He could feel the words forming on his tongue—something dismissive, something sarcastic—but for some reason, he didn’t say them. Instead, he just shrugged. “Maybe.”

Tom raised an eyebrow but didn’t push. “Well, if you do, save me a seat. I’m not trying to get stuck next to Linda and her twelve kinds of jingling.”

Craig snorted despite himself. “Noted.”

As he walked toward the elevator, he couldn’t shake the feeling that the potluck wasn’t just going to be another awkward office event. Something about Linda’s insistence, Tom’s offhand comment—it all lingered in his mind, nagging at him.

He shook his head as he stepped into the elevator, muttering under his breath, “It’s just a stupid potluck.”

But even as the doors slid shut, he couldn’t quite convince himself that it didn’t matter.

Craig’s apartment greeted him with the same lifelessness it always did. The air inside was stale, carrying the faint, lingering smell of takeout and something he couldn’t quite place—maybe the musty odor of neglect. The living room was sparsely furnished: a couch he’d bought secondhand, its cushions sagging in the middle, a scratched-up coffee table covered in unopened mail and a few stray beer caps, and a TV that sat in the corner, blank and silent, like a relic from a life he no longer cared to engage with.

The beige walls stared back at him, empty and uninspired, matching the blankness he felt inside. No tree. No lights. Not even a wreath on the door. The closest thing to holiday décor was a crumpled grocery receipt stuck under the leg of the coffee table to keep it from wobbling.

Craig kicked off his shoes, letting them land wherever they wanted, and shuffled into the kitchen. The fridge door groaned in protest as he opened it, revealing its usual dismal contents: a few bottles of beer, a takeout container shoved to the back that he was pretty sure had gone bad at least a week ago, and a half-empty jar of pickles floating in cloudy brine. He grabbed a beer, twisting off the cap with a faint hiss, and let the fridge door swing shut with a soft thud.

He wandered back into the living room and sank onto the couch, the springs creaking beneath his weight. The beer was cold and bitter, but it was better than nothing. His eyes drifted to the calendar hanging crookedly on the wall. December 1st. Twenty-four days until Christmas.

Twenty-four days of this nonsense, he thought grimly, taking another long swig of his beer. The holidays always felt like a cruel joke, a parade of forced cheer and relentless reminders of everything he didn’t have. Families gathering. Couples ice skating. Friends exchanging gifts. It was like the world was shouting at him: Look at what you’re missing, Craig. Look at how much better everyone else’s life is.

He groaned and let his head fall back against the couch, staring at the water-stained ceiling. “This is it, huh?” he muttered to himself, the sound of his own voice cutting through the oppressive silence. “Forty years old. No wife, no kids, no life.”

He let out a bitter laugh, the kind that had no real humor in it. “Living the dream.”

The words hung in the air, echoing faintly in the stillness of the apartment. For a moment, Craig allowed himself to wallow, sinking deeper into the weight of his own thoughts. He wasn’t a bad guy. Hell, he’d done everything he was supposed to do—went to college, got a steady job, worked hard, paid his bills. He’d played by the rules. But somewhere along the way, he’d lost sight of what he actually wanted. Or maybe he’d never really known.

He thought about the people he used to know, the friends he’d drifted away from over the years. Most of them were married now, with kids and houses and lives that seemed so full. They posted pictures on social media of family vacations, backyard barbecues, and perfectly decorated Christmas trees. Craig didn’t even have a Facebook account anymore; scrolling through those curated glimpses of other people’s happiness had become too much to bear.

He took another sip of his beer, his gaze falling to the pile of unopened mail on the coffee table. Bills, probably. Maybe a flyer or two. Nothing worth opening. He didn’t even bother to sort through it anymore.

What the hell happened to me? he thought, the question gnawing at the edges of his mind. He used to have dreams, didn’t he? There was a time when he’d thought he’d be something more—someone more. He’d wanted to travel, to write, to build a life that felt meaningful. But now, all those dreams felt like faded photographs, tucked away in a box he hadn’t opened in years.

The beer was half-empty now, and Craig stared at it, his grip tightening around the bottle. He wanted to smash it, to throw it against the wall and watch it shatter into a thousand tiny pieces. At least then there’d be something to clean up, something to do. But he didn’t. Instead, he just sat there, sinking further into the couch, letting the weight of his own inertia hold him in place.

The silence in the apartment was deafening. He reached for the TV remote, hesitating for a moment before pressing the power button. The screen flickered to life, flooding the room with the harsh glow of a late-night infomercial. Some overly enthusiastic guy was shouting about a miracle cleaning product that could remove even the toughest stains.

Craig snorted and muted the volume, watching the man gesticulate wildly on the screen. “Yeah, sure,” he muttered. “Clean up your whole life with one easy payment of $19.99.”

He set the remote down and leaned back again, his eyes drifting to the calendar once more. December 1st. Twenty-four days until Christmas. What’s the point? he thought. He wouldn’t put up a tree or hang any lights. He wouldn’t go to any parties or send out any cards. It would be just like every other Christmas for the past ten years—a day like any other, spent alone in this lifeless apartment, waiting for it to be over.

But as much as he tried to push the thought away, Linda’s words from earlier kept creeping back into his mind. “Come on, Craig, it’s Christmas! You’ve got to get into the spirit.”

What did she know? She didn’t have to go home to an empty apartment every night. She didn’t have to sit here, staring at the walls, wondering where the hell her life had gone.

And yet, there was a small part of him—a part he didn’t want to acknowledge—that wondered if maybe she was right. Not about the potluck, necessarily, but about… something. Maybe he did need to do something different, to break out of this rut he’d fallen into.

He shook his head, draining the last of his beer. “Don’t kid yourself, Mason,” he muttered. “This is who you are. This is all you’ve got.”

The words were harsh, but they felt true. And as he sat there in the dim light of his apartment, the muted infomercial still playing on the TV, Craig couldn’t help but feel like the calendar on the wall was mocking him. Twenty-four days until Christmas. Twenty-four days of pretending he didn’t care.

He closed his eyes, letting the weight of it all settle over him. Somewhere in the back of his mind, a voice whispered: Is this really it? Is this really all there is?

But Craig didn’t have an answer.

A knock at the door jolted Craig out of his thoughts. Sharp and insistent, it cut through the stillness of the apartment like an unwelcome alarm. He groaned, his head rolling back against the couch as he stared at the ceiling. He already knew who it was. Mark.

Of course, it was Mark.

The knocking came again, louder this time, followed by the unmistakable sound of Mark’s obnoxiously cheerful voice. “Hey, Craig! I’ve got cookies!”

Craig sighed, hauling himself off the couch with all the enthusiasm of a man heading to the gallows. For a fleeting moment, he considered ignoring it—letting Mark stand out there in the hallway until he gave up and went away. But Mark was nothing if not persistent, and Craig didn’t have the energy for a prolonged battle of wills.

Reluctantly, he made his way to the door, dragging his feet like a petulant child, and yanked it open.

There stood Mark, grinning like someone who’d just stepped out of a Hallmark movie. He was holding a festive tin decorated with snowflakes, his other hand perched jauntily on his hip. His Santa hat was slightly askew, and his sweater—bright red with bold white lettering—read “Sleigh All Day.” The whole ensemble was so aggressively festive that Craig almost winced.

“Cookies?” Craig deadpanned, his voice flat.

Mark’s grin widened, as if he hadn’t noticed—or more likely, just didn’t care about—Craig’s lack of enthusiasm. He held out the tin with exaggerated flourish, like a game show host revealing a grand prize. “Snickerdoodles. Made ‘em myself. I figured you could use a little holiday cheer.”

Craig’s eyes flicked from the tin to Mark’s face, his expression unchanging. Internally, he weighed his options. He could take the cookies, mutter a half-hearted thanks, and shut the door in Mark’s face. Or he could slam the door now and spare himself the small talk. But before he could act on either impulse, the smell of cinnamon and sugar wafted toward him, and his stomach betrayed him with a loud, audible growl.

Mark’s grin grew impossibly wider. “See? Even your stomach’s in the holiday spirit.”

Craig sighed, defeated, and took the tin. “Thanks, I guess.”

“You’re welcome!” Mark chirped, completely unfazed by Craig’s lukewarm reception. “So,” he continued, leaning casually against the doorframe, “are you coming to the building’s Christmas party this year? It’s on the 15th. Should be fun.”

Craig snorted, already regretting opening the door. “Yeah, I’ll pass.”

Mark gasped dramatically, clutching his chest like Craig had just insulted his entire family. “Pass? On free food and drinks? And caroling? Who passes on caroling?”

“Anyone with common sense,” Craig muttered, crossing his arms over his chest.

Mark laughed, a full, hearty sound that echoed down the hallway. “You’d rather sit in here and sulk all night, huh? Come on, Craig, live a little. There’ll be eggnog. And you haven’t lived until you’ve tried Mrs. Henderson’s rum balls.”

Craig raised an eyebrow. “Mrs. Henderson’s rum balls nearly killed me last year. I’m pretty sure she uses jet fuel instead of rum.”

Mark waved a dismissive hand. “Come on, that was one time! She’s toned it down since then. I think.”

Craig shook his head, already done with the conversation. “Look, Mark, I appreciate the cookies, but I’m not really the ‘Christmas party’ type. Or the ‘party’ type. Or the ‘Christmas’ type, for that matter.”

Mark tilted his head, studying Craig like a puzzle he couldn’t quite figure out. “You know,” he said after a moment, “you’re like the human embodiment of coal in a stocking. I don’t get it. What’s so bad about Christmas? It’s the best time of the year!”

Craig rolled his eyes. “Yeah, if you’re into forced cheer, overcrowded malls, and overpriced presents. Pass.”

Mark shook his head, still grinning. “You’re such a Scrooge, Craig. One of these days, I’m going to get you to enjoy Christmas. Just you wait.”

Craig smirked faintly, his tone dry. “Good luck with that.”

Mark gave him a mock salute, the bells on his Santa hat jingling as he straightened up. “Challenge accepted. Merry Christmas, neighbor!”

And with that, he turned and walked away, humming an off-key rendition of “Deck the Halls” as he went.

Craig watched him go, resisting the urge to call out something sarcastic. Instead, he shut the door with a little more force than was strictly necessary, the tin of cookies still in his hand. He stared at it for a moment, then set it down on the counter next to the pile of unopened mail.

His stomach growled again, louder this time, and he considered grabbing a cookie. But the thought of indulging in Mark’s relentless holiday cheer—even in cookie form—rubbed him the wrong way. Instead, he grabbed another beer from the fridge and made his way back to the couch.

Collapsing onto the sagging cushions, he twisted off the beer cap and took a long swig, his eyes drifting to the tin of cookies on the counter.

Snickerdoodles, he thought bitterly. Because of course they are. The most obnoxiously cheerful cookie there is.

He shook his head, taking another drink. Mark’s words lingered in his mind, though he tried to push them away. “What’s so bad about Christmas?”

Craig could have written a dissertation on what was “so bad” about Christmas. The fake cheer. The empty gestures. The constant reminders of everything he didn’t have. It was like the entire season was designed to rub salt in the wound.

One of these days, I’m going to get you to enjoy Christmas.

Craig snorted softly to himself. “Yeah, right,” he muttered, taking another sip of his beer. “Good luck with that.”

But even as he said it, there was a small, nagging voice in the back of his mind—a voice he hated, but couldn’t quite ignore—that wondered what it would be like to enjoy Christmas again. To feel something other than bitterness and emptiness.

He shook the thought away and reached for the remote, turning the TV back on. The screen flickered to life, filling the room with the comforting noise of mindless late-night programming. And as he settled back into the couch, beer in hand, he tried to convince himself that he didn’t care.

But the smell of cinnamon and sugar still lingered in the air, refusing to be ignored.

Later that night, Craig lay in bed, staring at the ceiling. His bedroom was shrouded in darkness, the faint glow of a streetlight filtering through the blinds and casting thin slats of light across the walls. The apartment was silent except for the faint hum of the heater, kicking on and off in uneven intervals, and the occasional groan of the building settling.

But it wasn’t the kind of silence Craig found comforting. It was the kind that pressed in on him, amplifying the noise in his head. His thoughts swirled, as they always did when he couldn’t sleep, tumbling over one another in an endless loop.

He thought about his job—about the spreadsheet waiting for him at work that he still hadn’t figured out, about the endless drudgery of punching numbers into cells that seemed to have no bearing on anything meaningful. He thought about his apartment, how empty and lifeless it felt, like it wasn’t even really his. It was just a place he existed in, a waypoint between work and sleep.

And then there was his life. His lonely, repetitive life.

Craig let out a long breath, his chest tightening as he thought about Linda and her stupid potluck. He could still see her bright, insistent smile, hear the way her voice had practically dared him to show up. What did she care whether he went or not? Did people like Linda even understand what it was like to feel out of place everywhere, to dread the small talk and the forced laughter?

And then there was Mark.

Mark, with his stupid cookies and his stupid Santa hat and his stupid perfect smile. Mark, who always seemed so damn happy, like life was some big party and he’d been handed a VIP pass at birth. Craig could still hear him humming “Deck the Halls” as he walked away, the sound grating in his memory like nails on a chalkboard.

“What’s so bad about Christmas?” Mark had said, as if the answer wasn’t obvious.

Craig scoffed silently into the darkness, his lips curling into a bitter smirk. “What’s not bad about Christmas?” he muttered under his breath. “It’s all just an excuse for people to pretend like everything’s fine. Like their lives are so perfect, like they’ve got it all figured out.”

He shifted uncomfortably, the mattress creaking beneath him. The blanket felt heavy, suffocating, but he didn’t bother kicking it off. He let out a bitter laugh, the sound jarring in the stillness of the room.

“All I want is for the universe to cut me a break,” he said aloud, his voice sharp and tired. “Is that too much to ask?”

The words hung in the air, heavy and raw, and for a moment, Craig felt the weight of them settle over him. He hadn’t meant to say it out loud, but there it was. His frustration, his exhaustion, his quiet, gnawing desperation—it was all there, packed into those few words.

And then, something strange happened.

The air in the room felt... different. It was subtle at first, like the faintest change in temperature or pressure, but Craig noticed it immediately. There was a stillness now, a quiet so profound it felt unnatural. Even the hum of the heater seemed to fade into the background, leaving nothing but the sound of Craig’s own breathing.

A strange unease prickled at the back of his neck. The hair on his arms stood on end, and for a brief, irrational moment, he thought someone might be watching him. He glanced toward the window, half-expecting to see something—or someone—standing there, but the blinds were closed, and the street outside was silent.

He shook his head, trying to dispel the feeling. “Probably just stress,” he mumbled, his voice breaking the tension. “That’s all it is. Stress.”

Still, the unease lingered as he rolled onto his side, pulling the blanket up to his chin. He squeezed his eyes shut, determined to ignore the strange sensation, and forced himself to focus on his breathing. In. Out. In. Out. Slowly, the heaviness of sleep began to creep in, dulling the edges of his thoughts.

And then, just as he was drifting off, he could have sworn he heard something.

It wasn’t a noise, exactly. Not in the traditional sense. It was more like a ripple, a shift, something so faint and fleeting that he wasn’t even sure it had happened at all.

A whisper.

Craig’s eyes fluttered open, his heart thudding in his chest. He stared into the darkness, his ears straining for... something. But there was nothing. Just the quiet hum of the heater kicking back on, as if nothing had changed.

He shook his head again, more firmly this time. You’re imagining things, he told himself. It’s just your mind playing tricks on you. Go to sleep.

And finally, he did.

But in the stillness of the night, something stirred.

It was subtle, almost imperceptible, like the faintest ripple on the surface of a pond. A shift in the unseen currents of the universe. The air in the room seemed to shimmer for a brief moment, though Craig was far too deeply asleep to notice.

The universe had heard his wish.

And the universe was about to deliver.


Chapter 2

Craig woke up the next morning to the blaring sound of his alarm. The shrill tone drilled into his skull, pulling him out of a deep fog that clung stubbornly to his mind. He groaned, fumbling blindly for the clock, his hand smacking against the nightstand until he finally managed to hit the off button. Blessed silence returned, but the grogginess lingered like a weight pressing down on him.

He lay there for a moment, staring up at the water-stained ceiling. The faint drip of a leaky faucet somewhere in the apartment ticked irregularly in the background. Normally, this was the worst part of his day—lying in the cold, gray light of morning, dreading the monotony waiting for him at work.

But today was different.

Something felt... off.

Not wrong, exactly. He didn’t feel sick or in pain. But there was something unfamiliar about his body, like the faintest shift in gravity, as if he’d shed five pounds overnight. He flexed his fingers, curling them into fists and then releasing them again. They felt lighter, somehow, like he’d been carrying invisible weights for years and hadn’t noticed until now.

His head, usually clouded with the remnants of restless sleep and the hangover haze of too many beers, felt... clearer. Sharper, even. It was the kind of clarity he hadn’t felt in years—maybe decades. But that didn’t make any sense. He’d gone to bed the same way he always did: exhausted, frustrated, and halfway through a six-pack of cheap beer.

Craig frowned, the unease growing stronger. He sat up with a grunt, swinging his legs over the edge of the bed. His feet hit the cold wood floor, but even that felt different. His usual stiff knees, the dull ache in his lower back that greeted him every morning—gone. He stood up cautiously, waiting for the familiar pull of pain as he straightened, but it never came.

His frown deepened. He stretched experimentally, raising his arms above his head. No twinge. No creak. No discomfort.

“That’s... weird,” he muttered, his voice rough from sleep.

Rubbing a hand over his face, Craig froze mid-motion. His palm brushed against his jawline—smooth. Completely smooth. He ran his fingers over his cheeks and chin again, slower this time, as if double-checking. No stubble. No rough patches. Not even the faint sandpaper texture that usually lingered no matter how close a shave he managed.

“What the hell?” he whispered, his hand dropping to his side.

The unease twisted into something sharper, more urgent. He stumbled into the bathroom, flicking on the harsh fluorescent light. The bulbs buzzed faintly as the room was flooded with brightness, and Craig leaned over the sink, gripping the edge tightly. His reflection stared back at him, but something about it made him pause.

He squinted, leaning closer until his nose was nearly touching the mirror. His skin looked... different. Smoother. Clearer. The fine lines that had been creeping around the corners of his eyes for years were barely visible now, faint shadows of what they had been.

He ran a hand over his cheek again, half-expecting the stubble to reappear under his touch. Nothing.

“No way,” he whispered, his voice barely audible.

His eyes darted to his hairline. Was it... darker? Fuller? He turned his head, examining it from different angles. The gray streaks that had started to pepper his temples over the past few years were still there, but they were fainter, less pronounced. He tugged at a strand, as if pulling it would confirm whether or not it was real.

Craig shook his head, stepping back from the mirror. “I’m imagining things,” he said, the words more for himself than anyone else. His reflection didn’t answer.

He splashed cold water on his face, the shock of it jolting him out of his daze. Droplets dripped from his chin as he grabbed a towel and wiped his face roughly, like he could scrub away whatever weirdness he was feeling. “Just stress,” he muttered, tossing the towel onto the counter. “Or maybe I’m finally losing it.”

Still, the unease lingered in the back of his mind as he went about his morning routine. He forced himself to get ready for work, moving through the motions automatically. Brush teeth. Shower. Get dressed. But even that felt... off.

As he buttoned his shirt, he realized it hung differently on him—looser, as if he’d gone down a size overnight. He tugged at the fabric, frowning. The sleeves, which normally fit snugly around his arms, were just slightly too big.

“What the...?” Craig muttered, shaking his head.

His pants were next. He pulled them on, buttoning them at the waist, only to find they sagged slightly. He cinched his belt tighter than usual, but even that didn’t feel quite right.

“This is ridiculous,” he said under his breath, his annoyance growing.

He turned back to the mirror, scrutinizing himself again. It wasn’t just his skin or his hair—it was his whole face. There was something almost youthful about it, like the version of himself he vaguely remembered from ten or fifteen years ago. His jawline looked sharper, the faint puffiness around his eyes was gone, and even his posture seemed straighter.

Craig ran a hand through his hair, gripping it tightly at the roots as if that might ground him. “Okay,” he said aloud, the sound of his voice breaking the tension. “What the hell is going on?”

He thought back to the night before. The strange sensation he’d felt just before falling asleep. The ripple in the air, the subtle shift he’d convinced himself wasn’t real. And yet, here he was, standing in his bathroom, staring at a reflection that didn’t feel entirely like his own.

Maybe it’s just a fluke, he thought. Maybe I’m overthinking it. People can look different after a good night’s sleep, right?

Except Craig couldn’t remember the last time he’d had a good night’s sleep.

He shook his head, dismissing the thought as quickly as it came. He didn’t have time for this. He had work to get to, a potluck to avoid, and a life to get back to pretending he didn’t hate.

Still, as he grabbed his coat and headed out the door, the unease clung to him, a quiet, nagging whisper in the back of his mind. Something had changed. He didn’t know what, or why, or how, but something was different.

And he wasn’t sure if that terrified him or gave him hope.

At work, the strangeness only deepened.

Craig’s mornings at the office were typically predictable to the point of monotony. He’d shuffle through the front doors unnoticed, make a beeline for his desk, and bury himself in emails while avoiding eye contact with coworkers. It wasn’t that he disliked them, exactly, but the less small talk he had to endure, the better. Most of the time, he felt like a ghost gliding through the halls, invisible to everyone else.

But today was different.

The moment he stepped into the office, he could feel it. Eyes followed him as he moved through the cubicles, the usual indifference replaced with something that bordered on... interest. People were looking at him. Not just glancing, but really looking.

Kathy from accounting, who was usually glued to her monitor and acknowledged him with nothing more than a curt nod, actually smiled as he walked by. A smile.

“Morning, Craig!” she chirped, her voice unusually bright and friendly.

Craig blinked, caught completely off guard. “Uh... morning,” he mumbled, his brow furrowing as he passed her desk. He could feel her gaze lingering on him, like she was waiting for him to say something else, but he hurried on, confused and a little unsettled.

That was weird, he thought, shaking his head. Kathy wasn’t exactly the office ray of sunshine. She barely said a word to him most days, and when she did, it was usually to remind him that his expense reports were overdue.

But the weirdness didn’t stop there.

Joe from IT—Joe, who was infamous for his gruff, no-nonsense attitude and general disdain for everyone—approached Craig’s desk not five minutes after he sat down. Joe wasn’t the kind of guy who made small talk or offered favors. Hell, Craig couldn’t remember the last time Joe had said more than two words to him unless his computer was on fire.

But today, Joe walked up with a steaming mug of coffee in hand, a grin plastered across his usually stoic face.

“Here you go, Craig,” he said, setting the mug down on Craig’s desk like it was the most natural thing in the world.

Craig stared at the coffee, then at Joe. “Uh... thanks?”

Joe clapped him on the shoulder—a pat on the shoulder, for God’s sake—and said, “Don’t mention it.”

And then he walked away. Just like that.

Craig blinked, his eyes darting from the mug to Joe’s retreating figure and back again. “What the hell was that?” he muttered under his breath.

Joe wasn’t exactly known for his generosity. He was the kind of guy who’d let an elevator door close in your face if he thought it would save him two seconds. And now he was delivering coffee like some kind of office barista?

Craig picked up the mug, sniffing it cautiously. It smelled normal enough, but he half-expected it to be spiked with something. Taking a tentative sip, he found it was actually... good. Not the burnt sludge from the office coffee pot, but rich and smooth, like the kind you’d get from a café.

“Okay,” he whispered, setting the mug down. “This is officially weird.”

And it only got weirder.

“Morning, Craig!”

Craig glanced up from his monitor to see Linda from HR walking by, her heels clicking briskly against the tiled floor. She was smiling at him, her tone almost... bubbly.

“Uh, morning?” Craig replied hesitantly. Linda was always polite, but this level of enthusiasm was definitely out of character.

But instead of continuing on her way, Linda paused, tilting her head as she studied him with a curious expression.

“You look... different today,” she said, her eyes narrowing slightly as if she were trying to solve a puzzle.

Craig frowned. “Different how?”

“I don’t know,” she said, her gaze sweeping over him. “Did you do something with your hair?”

Craig blinked. “My hair?”

“Yeah,” Linda said, nodding. “It looks... I don’t know. Fuller? Shinier?”

Craig instinctively ran a hand through his hair, his fingers brushing against the strands. It did feel softer than usual, but he hadn’t changed shampoos or anything.

“Uh, no,” he said slowly. “Same hair as yesterday.”

Linda gave him an odd look, her smile lingering. “Well, whatever it is, you look great!” she said before walking off, her clipboard tucked under one arm.

Craig stared after her, his stomach twisting into knots. He didn’t look great. He looked the same as always—didn’t he? But now that she’d mentioned it, he couldn’t shake the feeling that something was different.

He turned back to his monitor, trying to focus on his emails, but his mind kept drifting. His hair, his skin, even the way his clothes fit—it all felt... off. His shirt collar wasn’t digging into his neck like it usually did, and his pants felt looser around the waist.

Craig glanced at his reflection in the darkened screen of his monitor. He leaned in closer, squinting. His face looked the same... mostly. But there was something about it he couldn’t quite put his finger on. His jawline looked sharper, his skin clearer, almost glowing under the harsh office lighting.

“Hey, Craig!”

Craig flinched, snapping out of his thoughts. It was Mark, standing at the edge of his cubicle, grinning as usual.

“Mark,” Craig said flatly, turning to face him. “What do you want?”

Mark held up a small plastic-wrapped package. “I saved you a muffin from the break room. They’re going fast, and I figured you might want one.”

Craig stared at him. “You... saved me a muffin?”

“Yeah,” Mark said, shrugging like it was no big deal. “What are neighbors for?”

Craig took the muffin, his confusion deepening. “Uh... thanks.”

“No problem!” Mark said, giving him a thumbs-up before walking off.

Craig unwrapped the muffin, staring at it like it might hold the answers to the universe. First Kathy, then Joe, then Linda, and now Mark. It was like everyone had collectively decided to be nice to him today, and he couldn’t figure out why.

Did I win the lottery and not know it? he thought, taking a tentative bite of the muffin.

But deep down, he knew it wasn’t random. Something was happening—something he didn’t understand. And the more he thought about it, the more that unease from earlier crept back in, wrapping around him like a shadow he couldn’t escape.

By lunchtime, Craig’s unease had turned into full-blown paranoia.

His pants, which had fit perfectly fine the day before, now felt so loose that he had to hitch them up with every few steps as he made his way to the break room. He felt ridiculous. His belt was already cinched to the last hole, and even that didn’t seem to be helping much. His shirt, too, hung off his shoulders like a poorly chosen thrift-store find, the fabric pooling awkwardly around his arms.

“This is insane,” Craig muttered under his breath, grabbing his lunch from the communal fridge. His sandwich, neatly wrapped in foil, was the only thing he could rely on to stay the same today. He held it in his hands for a moment, staring at the silver wrapping like it might offer some sort of explanation. “You don’t just lose weight overnight. That’s not how it works.”

But no matter how much he tried to convince himself, the facts were staring him in the face—or, more accurately, slipping off his body.

He plopped down at an empty table near the corner of the break room, unwrapping his sandwich with jerky, frustrated movements. The low hum of conversation filled the room as groups of coworkers gathered at the larger tables. Their laughter and casual chatter buzzed in the background, but to Craig, it felt sharper today, like the sound was somehow directed at him.

He glanced up, his eyes scanning the room. No one was overtly staring at him, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that he was being watched. It was subtle—eyes flicking toward him for just a second too long, whispers that seemed to quiet as he walked by.

Get a grip, Craig, he told himself, taking a massive bite of his sandwich. People are just being weird today. That’s all.

But even as he told himself that, his stomach churned, the unease gnawing at him like a persistent itch he couldn’t scratch.

“Hey, Craig!”

Craig looked up, mid-bite, to see Mike from sales heading toward him. Mike was balancing a tray of food in one hand and a soda in the other, his ever-present grin plastered across his face. Craig stiffened.

Mike was the office social butterfly, always bouncing from one conversation to the next, cracking jokes, and schmoozing with clients. Craig had always made a point to avoid him. Guys like Mike were exhausting—loud, overly friendly, and always trying to draw you into their orbit.

“Mind if I join you?” Mike asked, already pulling out a chair before Craig could respond.

“Uh...” Craig swallowed his mouthful of sandwich with difficulty. “Sure.”

Mike plopped down across from him, setting his tray on the table with a clatter. “Thanks, man. Break room’s packed today.”

Craig glanced around. There were at least three other empty tables.

“Right,” he said flatly, taking another bite of his sandwich.

Mike started digging into his food, but Craig could feel his eyes flicking toward him between bites. He tried to ignore it, focusing on his sandwich like it was the most fascinating thing in the world, but the attention was impossible to ignore.

Finally, Mike set his fork down and leaned back in his chair, giving Craig a long, appraising look.

“You know,” Mike began, a grin tugging at the corners of his mouth, “I’ve been meaning to tell you—you’re looking really good lately.”

Craig froze, mid-chew. He stared at Mike, his brain scrambling to process the words.

“What?” he said, his voice muffled by the food in his mouth.

“I’m serious,” Mike continued, gesturing toward him with his fork. “You’re looking leaner. Did you lose weight or something?”

Craig nearly choked, coughing as he scrambled to swallow his bite. “What?” he repeated, his voice sharper this time.

Mike shrugged, still grinning. “I’m just saying—you’re looking good, man. You’ve got this... I don’t know, healthier vibe going on. What’s your secret?”

Craig blinked at him, his mind racing. Healthier vibe? Secret? What the hell is he talking about?

“I... I don’t have a secret,” Craig stammered, his palms starting to sweat. “I didn’t lose weight.”

Mike raised an eyebrow, clearly unconvinced. “Come on, you can tell me. Are you doing keto? Intermittent fasting? Those meal delivery kits?”

Craig shook his head, the words tumbling out before he could stop them. “I’m not doing anything, okay? I’m eating the same crap I always eat.”

Mike held up his hands in mock surrender, chuckling. “All right, all right. No need to get defensive. I’m just saying—it’s working for you.”

Craig forced a laugh, the sound brittle and unnatural. “Thanks,” he said weakly, taking another bite of his sandwich just to avoid having to say anything else.

But Mike wasn’t done.

“I mean, seriously,” he went on, leaning forward like he was sharing a juicy secret. “Guys like you and me? We don’t just ‘accidentally’ look better. It takes effort. Discipline.” He gestured at his own midsection, which was straining against the buttons of his shirt. “Trust me, I know.”

Craig felt his cheeks flush. “I didn’t do anything,” he repeated, his voice quieter this time.

Mike studied him for a moment, his grin softening into something closer to curiosity. “Well, whatever it is, keep it up,” he said finally, leaning back in his chair. “You’re looking great, Craig. Seriously. Maybe you’ll be my inspiration to hit the gym.”

Craig forced another laugh, but it felt even hollower than the first. “Yeah. Maybe.”

Mike seemed satisfied with that and returned to his food, but Craig barely touched the rest of his sandwich. His appetite was gone, replaced by the tight knot of anxiety twisting in his stomach.

What the hell is going on? he thought, staring at his plate.

It wasn’t just Mike. It was Kathy, Joe, Linda—everyone. The smiles, the compliments, the sudden interest in him—it was too much to be a coincidence. And then there was his body. The changes were impossible to ignore now. His loose clothes, his smoother skin, the way he felt lighter, almost... younger.

Craig clenched his fists under the table, his nails digging into his palms. This wasn’t normal. This wasn’t right.

“Hey, you okay?” Mike asked, glancing up from his tray.

Craig forced a smile, though it felt like his face might crack under the strain. “Yeah,” he said quickly. “Just... tired.”

Mike nodded sympathetically. “I hear you. Long week, huh?”

“Yeah,” Craig muttered, standing up abruptly. “I should get back to work.”

Leaving his half-eaten sandwich on the table, Craig walked out of the break room, his heart pounding in his chest.

Something’s wrong. Something’s really, really wrong.

That evening, Craig stood in front of his bathroom mirror again, staring at his reflection like it might blink back at him.

The face looking back wasn’t his—it couldn’t be.

His jawline was softer, the once-angular edges now blending seamlessly into his neck. His cheekbones were more pronounced, giving his face a subtle, sculpted look that he’d never had before. And his lips... fuller? He leaned closer to the mirror, tilting his head as he studied them. They looked plumper, almost like he’d been stung by a bee—or, worse, like he’d gotten fillers.

His skin glowed under the bathroom light, a faint, healthy radiance that looked like he’d just stepped out of a luxury spa or spent the last month eating kale and hydrating religiously. But he hadn’t. He’d spent last night downing beers and microwaving a frozen burrito at midnight.

Craig’s hand trembled as he reached up, brushing his fingers across his jaw, then his cheek. His skin felt smoother than it had any right to be, like all the years of neglect—the sun damage, the late nights, the stress—had been erased overnight.

And then there was his hair. Linda had been right. It was shinier, thicker, healthier. The grays that had been creeping in at his temples were barely noticeable now, like someone had Photoshopped them away.

“This can’t be real,” he muttered, his voice hoarse.

He hesitated, then reached for the hem of his shirt. His breath caught as he pulled it over his head.

His chest wasn’t just leaner—it was smaller. The soft paunch he’d carried for years was gone, replaced by a subtle tapering that made his torso look almost... delicate. His shoulders were narrower, his arms slimmer, and his waist had tightened into a shape that didn’t feel like his own.

But it was his stomach that made his throat tighten.

There was a faint curve to it now, a softness that hadn’t been there yesterday—or ever. It wasn’t the beer belly he’d been battling for years, but something else entirely. Something unfamiliar.

“This isn’t happening,” Craig whispered, his voice cracking as he ran a hand over his stomach. The skin was taut and smooth under his touch, and the sensation made his chest tighten with panic. “This isn’t real.”

He stumbled back from the mirror, his hands shaking as he grabbed his phone. His fingers fumbled over the screen as he opened a browser and typed in sudden body changes overnight. The search results flooded in, but they were useless. Diet, exercise, metabolism—all the usual suspects. None of it applied to him.

His diet was beer, takeout, and whatever snacks were floating around the break room. Exercise? The most physical activity he got was pacing between his desk and the coffee machine at work. This wasn’t the result of some health kick or lifestyle shift. This was... something else.

He scrolled frantically, clicking on links that led to articles about extreme dieting and rapid weight loss. But the words blurred together, none of them offering an explanation that made sense.

A sudden knock at his apartment door made him jump.

“Craig? You in there?”

His heart lurched. It was Mark. Of course it was Mark.

Craig groaned, quickly pulling his shirt back on and running a hand through his hair. He glanced at the mirror one last time, his reflection taunting him with its unfamiliarity, before heading to the door.

When he opened it, Mark was standing there, a six-pack of beer dangling in one hand and his usual infuriating grin plastered across his face.

“Thought you might want to hang out,” Mark said, holding up the beer like it was some kind of peace offering.

Craig hesitated, hyper-aware of how different he looked. Mark’s eyes flicked over him, and Craig felt an uncomfortable heat rising in his chest.

“Uh, now’s not a good time,” Craig said, leaning against the doorframe and trying to block Mark’s view of the apartment—and, more importantly, of him.

Mark frowned, his grin faltering. “You okay? You look... different.”

The words hit Craig like a punch to the gut. His stomach twisted, and he forced out a laugh that sounded hollow even to his own ears.

“Different how?” he asked, his voice tighter than he intended.

Mark shrugged, tipping his head to the side as he studied him. “I don’t know. Lighter? Happier? You’ve got this... glow about you.”

Craig’s chest tightened. Glow? What the hell did that even mean?

“Yeah, no,” he said quickly, shaking his head. “I’m just tired. Long day.”

Mark didn’t look convinced. His gaze lingered on Craig, his brow furrowing slightly. “You sure? You seem... I don’t know. You seem like you’re in a better mood or something. Like you’ve got a weight off your shoulders.”

Craig forced a grin, though it felt like his face might crack under the strain. “Yeah, I’m fine. Just tired. Really.”

Mark hesitated for a moment, then nodded, his grin returning. “Alright. But if you need anything, let me know, okay?”

“Yeah, sure,” Craig said, already inching the door closed. “Thanks.”

Mark gave him a quick wave before turning and heading down the hall, the sound of his footsteps fading as Craig shut the door.

He leaned back against it, his heart pounding in his chest.

Mark noticed.

Linda had noticed. Mike had noticed. Now Mark had noticed.

Craig turned back to the bathroom, his legs feeling like lead as he walked toward the mirror again. His reflection greeted him, the changes even more glaring under the harsh fluorescent light.

His face wasn’t just younger—it was softer. His lips fuller, his jawline less defined. His features, once solid and angular, now had an almost delicate quality to them.

Feminine.

The word hit him like ice water, and he gripped the edge of the sink to steady himself. His stomach churned, and for a moment, he thought he might throw up.

“What the hell is happening to me?” he whispered, his voice trembling.

The fear that had been simmering at the edges of his mind all day finally took root, spreading through him like wildfire. This wasn’t just weight loss. This wasn’t just a good night’s sleep or a sudden change in diet.

This was something else. Something he couldn’t explain, couldn’t control, and couldn’t stop.

And for the first time, Craig realized he wasn’t just uneasy. He was terrified.


Chapter 3

Craig woke up to the sound of birds chirping outside his window.

That was the first clue something was off.

He hadn’t heard birds outside his apartment in years—maybe ever. This was the city. The birds here didn’t chirp; they squawked, screamed, or fought over greasy burger wrappers in the alley. The idea of birds singing some cheerful, melodic tune at this hour was absurd.

Craig groaned, rolling over and pulling the blanket over his head. But even that felt wrong. The fabric was soft—too soft. It slid over his skin like silk, smooth and luxurious, a far cry from the scratchy, bargain-bin cotton-poly blend he’d been sleeping under for years. He peeked out from under the blanket, his brow furrowing.

“What the hell…” he muttered groggily, sitting up and rubbing his face.

That’s when he noticed it.

His hands.

Something was wrong with his hands.

Craig froze, holding them out in front of him. His brain struggled to process what he was seeing. His fingers were slim, almost delicate, with neatly trimmed nails that looked like they’d been professionally manicured. The skin was pale, smooth, and free of the calluses and tiny scars he’d accumulated over the years from clumsy DIY projects and late-night poker games.

These weren’t his hands.

“No,” he whispered, his voice shaky. “No, no, no.”

Heart pounding, Craig threw off the blanket. He swung his legs over the side of the bed, but the moment his feet hit the floor, he stumbled, nearly collapsing. His legs felt strange—leaner, longer, unsteady. He caught himself on the edge of the dresser, his breath coming in shallow gasps as he looked down at his body.

His boxers, which had fit snugly just yesterday, now hung loosely around his hips, threatening to slide off entirely. His thighs were slimmer, almost shapely, with a subtle curve that made his skin crawl. His calves were toned, his ankles delicate. Even his knees looked different—dainty, if that was even possible.

His oversized T-shirt, once stretched across his chest and shoulders, now draped over his frame like a nightgown. The neckline slipped off one shoulder, exposing a pale, smooth collarbone that wasn’t his. The way the shirt hung on him felt wrong—not just physically, but... emotionally.

Feminine.

The word hit him like a slap.

“Nope, nope, nope,” Craig muttered, his voice rising with panic. He bolted out of the bedroom, rushing toward the bathroom as if running might somehow fix whatever was happening to him.

He flicked on the light and froze.

The person staring back at him in the mirror wasn’t Craig Mason. Not entirely.

The hazel eyes were familiar, sure, and his nose was still slightly crooked from the time he’d broken it in high school playing basketball. But everything else...

His jawline, once sharp and angular, was gone, replaced by a softer, rounder curve. His cheekbones were higher, more pronounced, giving his face an almost ethereal quality. His lips were fuller, pinker, and his skin—God, his skin—was flawless. Smooth, clear, and glowing in a way that looked almost unnatural, like he’d been airbrushed in Photoshop.

Craig staggered forward, gripping the edge of the sink as he leaned in closer to the mirror, his breath fogging up the glass. His hair, once dull and perpetually disheveled, now shone under the bathroom light. It looked healthier, thicker, almost styled, like he’d just stepped out of a salon.

He reached up with trembling hands, running his fingers through it. It felt soft, silky.

“No,” he muttered, shaking his head as if he could somehow deny what he was seeing. His voice was thin, shaky, and higher-pitched than it should have been.

He rubbed his face with his hands, hoping—praying—that the reflection in the mirror would change. That he’d look up and see his real face staring back at him. But when he opened his eyes, the stranger was still there.

“No, no, no,” Craig whispered, backing away from the mirror. His legs bumped against the edge of the bathtub, and he nearly lost his balance. “This isn’t happening. This can’t be happening.”

His heart raced, the blood pounding in his ears as he stumbled out of the bathroom and back into the bedroom. His mind was spinning, his thoughts colliding with each other in a chaotic mess.

What the hell is going on?

He grabbed his phone off the nightstand, his hands shaking so badly that he nearly dropped it. Opening the camera app, he turned it to selfie mode and stared at the screen.

The face looking back at him was undeniably his—and yet, it wasn’t.

“Jesus Christ,” Craig whispered, his voice breaking. He ran a hand through his hair again, his movements frantic. “This isn’t real. This can’t be real.”

He dropped the phone onto the bed, pacing back and forth across the room. His boxers slid down another inch, and he yanked them back up with a frustrated growl.

What’s happening to me?

Craig’s mind raced through every possibility he could think of. Was he dreaming? Hallucinating? Had someone drugged him? But no, this felt too real. He could feel the softness of his skin, the way his clothes hung off his frame, the unfamiliar weight of his body.

He stopped pacing, his eyes darting toward the window. The birds were still chirping outside, their melodic song a sharp contrast to the chaos in his mind.

“This isn’t real,” he said again, as if saying it out loud might somehow make it true.

But deep down, Craig knew it was real. The changes weren’t in his head. They were in his body, staring back at him every time he looked in the mirror.

And the worst part?

They weren’t stopping.

Craig spent the next hour glued to his laptop, hunched over the keyboard like a man possessed. The glow of the screen illuminated his pale, increasingly unfamiliar face as he typed search after search, desperate for answers.

“Sudden physical changes overnight,” he typed in a frenzy, hitting enter.

The results were useless. Hormonal imbalances, rapid weight loss, plastic surgery—none of it applied to him. He clicked on a link about thyroid issues, skimming through symptoms like fatigue, hair loss, and weight gain. None of it matched what was happening to him. His hair wasn’t falling out—it looked better than ever. He wasn’t gaining weight—he was losing it, in all the wrong places.

Craig clenched his jaw, his fingers flying across the keyboard. “Body transformation overnight,” he typed next. For a brief, absurd moment, he hoped he might find some medical anomaly, some rare condition that explained everything.

Instead, Google spat out a collection of conspiracy theories.

One link claimed government experiments were altering human DNA on a mass scale. Another suggested aliens were abducting people and replacing their bodies with clones. He clicked on one out of desperation, only to be greeted by pictures of people with slit pupils and scaly skin.

“Lizard people?” Craig muttered, staring at the screen in disbelief. “Are you kidding me?”

He slammed the laptop shut with a frustrated growl, the sound echoing in the quiet apartment.

“This is insane,” he muttered, dragging his hands through his hair. He stood up, pacing the living room like a caged animal, his oversized T-shirt swishing lightly against his thighs as he moved. The sensation made his skin crawl.

He yanked at the fabric in frustration, tugging at the hem as if trying to make it fit the way it used to. But no matter how much he pulled, the shirt was still too big, too loose, too wrong.

“I’m losing my mind,” he said under his breath, his voice rising with every word. “That’s it. I’ve finally snapped. Stress, bad sleep, too much junk food—it’s all catching up with me.”

But as much as he wanted to believe that, the truth was undeniable.

When he stopped in front of the hallway mirror, it was there. Staring back at him, mocking him. His reflection didn’t lie.

Craig froze, his breath catching in his throat. His hands trembled as he reached for the hem of his T-shirt again, slowly lifting it.

The changes were even more obvious now. His chest… his chest wasn’t his anymore.

The faintest swell of tissue had started to form beneath his skin, soft and rounded, the beginnings of something that made his stomach churn. It wasn’t dramatic—just a subtle curve where there shouldn’t have been one. But it was enough. Enough to make his heart pound and his mind race.

“No, no, no,” he whispered, shaking his head as if the movement alone could erase what he was seeing.

He let the shirt drop, stepping back from the mirror as his eyes traveled lower. His torso was slimmer, his waist curving inward in a way that felt completely alien. And his hips…

Craig’s stomach twisted. His hips were wider. Not by much, but enough to throw off the proportions of his body. Enough to make his loose boxers sit awkwardly, slipping lower every time he moved.

“Oh, come on!” Craig shouted, his voice breaking. He yanked the T-shirt over his head and threw it across the room, his frustration boiling over.

He stood there for a moment, shirtless and trembling, the cool air brushing against his skin. He stared at his reflection, his chest rising and falling as he tried to steady his breathing.

“What the hell is happening to me?” he whispered.

He reached out hesitantly, his fingers brushing against the edge of the mirror. It felt cold under his touch, grounding him for a brief second. But the person staring back at him didn’t feel real.

Craig’s mind raced, a thousand questions swirling in his head. Was this some kind of disease? A mutation? Had he been exposed to something? He thought back to the last few weeks, trying to pinpoint any moment, any clue that might explain this. Nothing came to mind.

He let out a shaky laugh, running a hand through his hair. “This can’t be real,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper. “Stuff like this doesn’t just… happen.”

But it was happening.

Craig’s eyes drifted back to the faint swell of his chest, the curve of his waist, the shape of his hips. He couldn’t deny it anymore. His body was changing. And it wasn’t stopping.

He turned away from the mirror, pacing the room again. His bare feet slapped against the hardwood floor, the loose boxers threatening to slide off entirely with every step. He grabbed at them absently, yanking them back into place.

“Okay. Think, Craig. Think,” he muttered, his voice rising with panic. “There’s got to be an explanation. Something logical. Something rational.”

But no matter how much he tried to reason it out, no answer came.

The truth loomed over him, heavy and suffocating. Whatever was happening to him wasn’t logical. It wasn’t rational. It wasn’t normal.

And for the first time, Craig felt truly, deeply afraid.

By the time Craig got to work, he was holding onto his sanity by a thread.

He’d spent nearly an hour that morning sifting through his closet, only to discover that none of his clothes fit anymore. His favorite jeans, the ones that used to hug his waist perfectly, now hung off him like a pair of oversized hand-me-downs. Even with his belt cinched to the last hole, they still bunched awkwardly around his hips and threatened to slide down with every step.

He’d settled on the loosest clothes he could find, but even those didn’t feel right. His button-up shirt—once a staple of his office wardrobe—now felt like a tent, the fabric swallowing his slimmer frame. The sleeves were far too long for his arms, and no matter how much he rolled them up, they kept slipping down over his delicate wrists. He’d tried tucking the shirt into his pants, but that only made the ridiculous fit of the pants more obvious.

Walking into the office felt like walking into a lion’s den. Craig kept his head down, his shoulders hunched as he shuffled toward his desk. He avoided eye contact with everyone, praying that no one would notice him.

But, of course, someone did.

“Morning, Carly!”

Craig froze mid-step, his heart skipping a beat. He turned slowly, his eyes locking onto Linda from HR, who was standing a few feet away with her ever-bright smile.

“Carly?” he repeated, his voice thin and incredulous.

Linda laughed, waving a hand dismissively. “Oh, don’t act like I’ve never called you that before. You know I love nicknames.”

Craig’s mouth opened, then closed again. His brain scrambled for something—anything—to say, but the words wouldn’t come. Carly? What the hell was she talking about?

Linda didn’t seem to notice his confusion. She leaned in slightly, her smile growing even wider. “Anyway, how was your weekend?”

Craig blinked at her, his mind still reeling. “Uh… fine?” he managed, though his voice cracked slightly on the word. His throat felt dry, and his stomach twisted uncomfortably.

“Great!” Linda chirped. “Don’t forget about the potluck this Friday. You’re bringing dessert, right?”

Craig frowned, his brow furrowing. “Dessert?”

“Snickerdoodles, like last year!” Linda said brightly, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. “Everyone loved them. You’d better make a double batch this time—those cookies disappeared in, like, five minutes.”

Craig opened his mouth to protest—he hadn’t even attended last year’s potluck, let alone baked anything—but before he could get a word out, Linda was already turning away.

“Anyway, I’ve got to run—busy morning! See you later, Carly!” she called over her shoulder, her heels clicking briskly on the tile floor as she disappeared around the corner.

Craig stood there for a moment, completely frozen. He felt like the ground had tilted beneath him, like reality itself had shifted in some subtle but terrifying way.

Did she just call me Carly?

He sank down into his chair, his hands gripping the edges of the desk as he tried to steady his breathing. The fabric of his shirt swished lightly against his arms as he moved, a constant reminder of how wrong everything felt.

His mind raced, replaying the conversation over and over. Linda had called him Carly, as if it were completely normal. She’d talked about snickerdoodles, about a potluck he hadn’t even attended. None of it made sense.

Craig glanced around the office, his stomach twisting with unease. No one else seemed to be paying him any attention. People were typing away at their computers, chatting in small groups, sipping their coffee—all of it perfectly ordinary.

But to Craig, it felt like he was sitting in the middle of a surreal nightmare.

Why Carly? he thought, his fingers tightening around the edge of his desk. Why not Craig?

He opened his email, hoping to distract himself, but even that felt strange. The sight of his inbox—messages from coworkers, meeting reminders, newsletters—felt oddly foreign, like it belonged to someone else. His hands hovered over the keyboard uncertainly, and for a moment, he wasn’t sure what to do.

Finally, he clicked on his calendar, scanning the events for the week. Sure enough, there it was: “Office Potluck—Friday, 12:00 PM.” A small note attached to the event read: “Carly: Dessert (Snickerdoodles).”

Craig’s stomach dropped.

What the hell is going on?

He leaned back in his chair, running a hand through his hair. The sensation of his fingers brushing against the soft, silky strands sent another wave of unease through him. Even the texture of his hair felt wrong, too smooth, too perfect.

He glanced down at his hands, turning them over slowly. They looked delicate, almost dainty, the pale skin smooth and unblemished. His nails were neatly trimmed, almost polished, and for the first time, he noticed how slender his fingers had become.

“This isn’t happening,” Craig muttered under his breath. He clenched his fists, trying to focus on the sensation of his hands tightening into balls. But even that felt wrong. His grip lacked the strength it used to have, and his fists looked small, almost fragile.

He looked back at his computer screen, his eyes lingering on the word “Carly.”

Why did she call me that? he thought, his chest tightening. Why didn’t she call me Craig?

He thought about the way Linda had smiled at him, the way she’d spoken to him so casually, as if everything was perfectly normal. She hadn’t hesitated, hadn’t faltered. To her, he was Carly.

Craig’s stomach churned. The changes weren’t just physical anymore.

People were noticing.

No—not noticing. Accepting.

Linda hadn’t commented on his appearance, hadn’t asked why he looked different. She’d acted like this was how things had always been.

Craig’s hands trembled as he reached for his phone. He opened the camera app, switching to the front-facing camera. The face staring back at him was still his, but it wasn’t. The softer jawline, the fuller lips, the high cheekbones—they all stared back at him like a cruel joke.

“This can’t be real,” he whispered, his voice trembling.

But it was real.

And it wasn’t stopping.

The rest of the day was a waking nightmare.

Every interaction felt like another crack in Craig’s already fragile grip on reality. People kept calling him “Carly” with the same casualness as if they’d been doing it for years. No one acted like it was strange—or even remotely out of the ordinary.

Linda had breezed by his desk again mid-morning to remind him about the potluck, her tone bright and cheerful, as though she hadn’t just shattered his perception of reality an hour earlier. A coworker from accounting, whose name Craig couldn’t even remember, walked by and gave him a friendly, “Looking good today, Carly!”

Looking good? Looking good?

Craig slumped lower in his chair, tugging at his oversized shirt. The fabric billowed around him like a parachute, loose enough to hide the changes in his body, but not the way it felt. The way he felt.

The final straw came just before lunch, when his boss, Mr. Hargraves, a man who had spent the better part of a decade treating Craig like a piece of office furniture, stopped by his desk.

“Carly,” Hargraves said, his tone uncharacteristically chipper. “Just wanted to say I’ve been noticing the great work you’ve been doing lately. Keep it up.”

Craig stared at him, mouth slightly agape. “Uh… thanks?” he managed.

Hargraves nodded, already walking away. “Oh, and make sure you’re on the Thursday call. Your input’s been really valuable these past few weeks.”

Craig blinked, watching him retreat down the hallway. “Valuable input?” he muttered under his breath. “Since when have you ever cared about my input?”

Everything about the exchange felt wrong. Not just the words, but the way Hargraves had looked at him—like he was someone completely different.

By lunchtime, Craig couldn’t take it anymore. The walls of the office felt like they were closing in, the fluorescent lights glaring down on him, the hum of conversation around him like static in his ears. He grabbed his coat, muttering something about a long lunch to the coworker nearest to him, and stormed out of the building.

The cold air hit him like a slap to the face as he stepped outside, but it did little to clear his head. His thoughts were a chaotic mess, looping endlessly: Why is this happening? Why doesn’t anyone notice? Why are they acting like this is normal?

He didn’t have answers, but he knew one thing: he needed help.

The nearest walk-in clinic was only a few blocks away, and Craig practically jogged there, his too-loose pants threatening to slip down with every step. By the time he arrived, his face was flushed, his breath coming in short, uneven gasps.

The waiting room smelled faintly of antiseptic and stale coffee. Craig barely noticed. He marched straight to the receptionist’s desk, his palms slick with sweat as he signed in.

“What’s the reason for your visit today?” the receptionist asked, her voice polite but detached.

Craig hesitated. “Uh… I think my body is… changing?”

The receptionist frowned slightly but nodded, typing something into her computer. “Okay. A doctor will be with you shortly.”

Craig sat down, bouncing his leg nervously as he waited. The minutes dragged on, each one stretching longer than the last. He stared at the floor, at the laminated health posters on the walls, at the other patients flipping through outdated magazines. Everything felt surreal, like he was watching it happen through a fog.

Finally, a nurse called his name—or rather, “Carly Mason.”

Craig flinched but didn’t correct her. He followed her into the exam room, his heart pounding harder with every step.

The doctor arrived a few minutes later, a cheerful woman in her forties with glasses perched on the end of her nose. She smiled warmly as she looked over his chart.

“So, Carly,” she began, her tone friendly and conversational. “What seems to be the problem today?”

Craig hesitated, his throat dry. “Uh… this is going to sound weird, but… I think my body is changing.”

The doctor raised an eyebrow, setting the chart aside. “Changing how?”

Craig struggled to find the words. He held up his hands, waving them in front of her. “Like… my hands, for starters! Look at them! They’re smaller. They weren’t like this last week!”

The doctor leaned forward, adjusting her glasses as she examined his hands. “They look fine to me,” she said after a moment, her tone calm and matter-of-fact.

“Fine?” Craig gaped at her, his voice rising. “They’re tiny! My fingers look like they belong on someone else’s body!”

The doctor tilted her head, studying him. “Hands don’t usually shrink overnight,” she said gently. “Are you sure you’re not imagining things?”

Craig’s jaw dropped. “Imagining? Do I look like I’m imagining this?” He gestured wildly at himself, his too-loose clothes, the way his belt was cinched so tightly it looked like it might snap.

The doctor’s smile faltered slightly, and she leaned back in her chair. “Okay,” she said, her tone shifting to something more cautious. “Let’s take a step back. Are you experiencing any other symptoms? Fatigue? Weight loss? Hormonal changes?”

Craig laughed, but it came out bitter, almost hysterical. “Hormonal changes? Lady, I’m turning into a woman!”

The doctor blinked, clearly taken aback. Her smile tightened, becoming more professional than friendly. “Alright,” she said carefully. “Why don’t we start with a physical exam? Sometimes stress can affect the body in unusual ways—”

Craig threw up his hands, cutting her off. “Forget it.”

He stood abruptly, his chair scraping against the floor. The doctor opened her mouth to say something, but Craig was already halfway to the door, his blood pounding in his ears.

As he pushed his way out of the clinic and into the cold afternoon air, a wave of anger and frustration surged through him. How could she not see it? How could she sit there, smiling and patronizing him, acting like he was crazy?

Craig shoved his hands into his coat pockets, his fingers trembling. He didn’t know what was happening to him, but one thing was clear: no one else was going to help him figure it out.

He was on his own.

Back at home, Craig collapsed onto the couch, his body sinking into the worn cushions like a puppet whose strings had been cut. He buried his face in his hands, trying to steady the frantic whirlwind of thoughts tearing through his mind.

“This isn’t happening,” he muttered, his voice muffled against his palms. “This isn’t real. It can’t be real.”

But no matter how many times he said it, no matter how much he wanted to believe it, the truth pressed against him like a weight he couldn’t shake. It was real. Every inch of his body felt alien, foreign, as if it didn’t belong to him anymore. His hands, his face, even the sound of his own voice—it was all changing.

And the worst part? No one else seemed to notice. Not Linda, not his boss, not the doctor. To everyone else, he wasn’t Craig Mason—a thirty-five-year-old man who had spent a decade building a life that now felt like it was crumbling beneath him.

To them, he was Carly.

The name felt like a splinter lodged in his mind, a tiny, sharp reminder that the world was moving on without him, reshaping itself around this new version of him… whether he liked it or not.

Craig let out a shaky breath, leaning back against the couch. The apartment was too quiet, the ticking of the clock on the wall suddenly deafening. He glanced at the empty beer can on the coffee table, the stack of unopened mail next to it, the faint smudge of dust gathering on the shelf in the corner. Everything was exactly as it had been yesterday, but it felt… wrong now. As if the space itself was rejecting him, subtly rearranging itself to match the person he no longer recognized.

The person he was becoming.

Craig’s stomach churned, and he ran a hand through his hair, the silky strands slipping between his fingers like water. Even that felt wrong. His hair used to be coarse, uneven, perpetually messy no matter how much gel he used. Now it was smooth and soft, like something out of a shampoo commercial.

He stood abruptly, pacing the room in tight, restless circles. The hem of his oversized shirt brushed against his thighs with every step, the sensation foreign and irritating. His loose pants sagged around his hips, forcing him to hike them up every few moments.

“This isn’t happening,” he said again, his voice rising. “It’s not. It’s not real. It’s—”

His voice cracked, higher than he expected, and he froze mid-sentence.

Craig swallowed hard, pressing a hand to his throat. His Adam’s apple, once prominent, felt smaller beneath his fingers, almost nonexistent. He cleared his throat, testing his voice again.

“This isn’t real,” he said softly, but the pitch was wrong. It had a lighter, almost melodic quality that sent a jolt of panic through him.

He stumbled toward the bathroom, his heart pounding in his chest. The mirror was waiting for him, the bright, unforgiving light above the sink casting harsh reflections on the glass.

Craig hesitated, standing just outside the doorway. His fingers hovered over the light switch, his breath coming in shallow gasps. He didn’t want to look. He didn’t want to see.

But he had to.

With a trembling hand, he flicked the light on.

The person staring back at him wasn’t Craig Mason. Not anymore.

Craig took a shaky step forward, gripping the edge of the sink as his reflection came into sharper focus. His face—his goddamn face—was undeniably feminine now.

His jawline, once square and solid, was softer, the angles replaced by gentle curves. His cheekbones were high and pronounced, giving his face a delicate, almost ethereal quality. His lips were fuller, pinker, and his nose seemed smaller, more refined.

The eyes staring back at him, though… they were still his. Hazel, wide, and filled with panic. They were the only part of his reflection that still felt like him.

Craig’s breath hitched as his gaze traveled lower. His chest…

He swallowed hard, his throat tightening. There was no denying it anymore. The faint swell of tissue beneath his shirt had grown, taking on a shape that was impossible to ignore. It wasn’t much—barely noticeable beneath the oversized fabric—but it was enough. Enough to make his stomach twist.

He yanked his shirt off, tossing it onto the bathroom floor in frustration. His hands trembled as he turned back to the mirror, his reflection now fully exposed.

His waist had narrowed even more since that morning, curving inward in a way that felt utterly wrong. His hips, once straight and angular, now flared slightly, giving his silhouette a subtle hourglass shape.

Craig’s hands gripped the edge of the sink so tightly his knuckles turned white. His mind raced, grasping for answers, for explanations, for anything that made sense.

What the hell is happening to me?

He straightened, staring at his reflection with a mix of horror and disbelief. The mirror didn’t lie. It didn’t care about his panic, his confusion, or his denial. It simply reflected the truth back at him.

He was halfway to becoming a woman.

The thought hit him like a punch to the gut, and he stumbled back, his knees hitting the edge of the bathtub. He sank down onto the floor, his head in his hands.

“This can’t be happening,” he whispered, his voice breaking. “This can’t be real.”

But it was real.

His body was changing, piece by piece, inch by inch, and there was nothing he could do to stop it.

Craig’s mind flickered back to the doctor’s words earlier that day: “You look perfectly healthy. Maybe a little stressed, but nothing out of the ordinary.”

Nothing out of the ordinary.

Craig let out a bitter laugh, the sound hollow and humorless. If only she could see him now. If only anyone could see him for what he really was.

But they didn’t. They couldn’t. To everyone else, this was normal.

He dragged a hand down his face, his fingers brushing against the smooth, unfamiliar skin of his cheeks.

The worst part wasn’t the changes themselves. It wasn’t the softening of his features, the shrinking of his frame, or the way his voice no longer sounded like his own.

The worst part was the silence.

No one noticed. No one cared.

Craig was changing, and the world was changing with him, reshaping itself to accommodate this new version of him. And no one—not his coworkers, not the doctor, not even the people on the street—seemed to think anything of it.

He was alone in this.

Utterly, terrifyingly alone.


Chapter 4

Craig—no, Carly—woke up to the shrill blaring of her alarm clock, the sound drilling into her ears like an unwelcome reminder of the life she was now living. Her hand shot out instinctively, slapping at the clock until it went silent.

The groan that escaped her lips was soft, almost melodic—a far cry from the gruff, half-asleep noises she used to make. The sound made her freeze, her hand hovering over the alarm clock. It was yet another reminder of the changes she could no longer deny, no longer ignore.

Her body wasn’t her own anymore.

She lay still, staring up at the ceiling, her mind clouded with a mix of dread and exhaustion. Her legs—smooth, slender, impossibly shapely—were tangled in the sheets, and she could feel the cool fabric brushing against her bare skin in a way that made her hyper-aware of every inch of herself.

Her waist felt impossibly small now, cinched in to the point where even her old pajama pants—hastily tied with a knot the night before—refused to stay in place. They clung precariously to her hips, slipping lower every time she shifted. And her hips… Carly swallowed hard.

Her hips felt like a cruel joke, mocking her with every movement. They flared out in a way that made her body sway subtly whenever she walked, a sway she couldn’t control no matter how hard she tried to force her movements back to their old, rigid patterns.

She sighed and sat up slowly, the weight of her long, golden hair sliding over her shoulders like a satin curtain. The sensation was so foreign, so wrong, that it startled her every time. Strands of it clung to her face, and she brushed them back in frustration, the silky texture slipping through her fingers.

Her eyes flicked to the mirror across the room, and her stomach twisted into a knot.

The reflection staring back at her was a stranger.

A petite, radiant young woman sat on the edge of the bed, her flawless skin glowing in the soft morning light. Her sharp cheekbones and full lips looked like they belonged on the face of a model, not on hers. Her hair—God, her hair—was a cascade of golden waves that looked like it had been styled by a professional, catching the sunlight in a way that made it shimmer.

Carly bit down on her lip, her hands curling into fists.

“Great. Just great,” she muttered under her breath, her voice soft, high, and unmistakably feminine. Even the sarcasm sounded sweet.

The sound of her own voice made her cringe. It didn’t matter how many times she’d heard it over the past few days—she still wasn’t used to it.

She swung her legs over the side of the bed, her bare feet touching the cool floor. Her movements felt different now—graceful, fluid, almost effortless. Her body felt lighter, more flexible, but there was an unfamiliar pull in her lower back and thighs, a constant reminder of the curves she couldn’t escape.

She glanced down, her teeth gritting as her eyes landed on her hips.

There was no denying it now. Her hips had widened dramatically, creating a perfect hourglass figure that would’ve looked great—amazing, even—on someone else. Someone who actually wanted this.

Her butt… Carly grimaced. Her butt was rounder, fuller, and it made every pair of pants a nightmare to wriggle into. Even her pajama pants, the last bastion of comfort she thought she had left, felt like they were betraying her. The loose waistband slid down again, and she tugged them back up with a sharp, frustrated motion.

“This is ridiculous,” she muttered, pushing herself to her feet.

The motion sent her hair cascading down her back again, brushing against her skin like a constant reminder of what she’d become. She trudged across the room, her steps light and delicate despite the anger simmering beneath her skin.

Her reflection in the mirror caught her eye again as she passed, and she couldn’t help but stop.

She stood there for a moment, staring at the woman in the glass. Her. The longer she looked, the harder it was to find traces of Craig—the sharp edges, the ruggedness, the solid frame that had once made her feel grounded, real.

Now, all she saw was a stranger.

Her chest rose and fell as she took a deep breath, her eyes scanning every detail of the reflection she couldn’t escape. The soft curve of her waist. The delicate slope of her shoulders. The subtle swell of her chest, pressing against the fabric of her tank top. She couldn’t even wear a bra anymore without feeling like it was crossing some invisible line, some point of no return.

Her fingers brushed against her collarbone, tracing the smooth, unfamiliar shape of her body.

“Who are you?” she whispered, her voice barely audible.

The reflection didn’t answer.

Carly shook her head and tore herself away from the mirror, heading for the bathroom. She needed to get ready for the day, to do something—anything—to distract herself from the stranger in the glass.

The bathroom light flicked on, and she caught another glimpse of herself in the mirror above the sink. Her hair, her face, her body—it was all wrong. She gripped the edge of the sink, her knuckles turning white.

It wasn’t just her appearance that had changed. It was the way she moved, the way she carried herself, the way people looked at her now. Even her own thoughts felt different sometimes—softer, more emotional, like they were slipping away from her control.

She clenched her jaw, staring down at the sink.

This isn’t me, she thought, the words repeating over and over like a mantra. This isn’t me. This isn’t me. This isn’t—

Her eyes darted back up to the mirror, and she met the stranger’s gaze again.

Carly let out a shaky breath, forcing the thoughts away. She turned on the faucet, splashing cold water onto her face, as if it might somehow wake her up from the nightmare she was trapped in.

But when she looked up again, the stranger was still there.

And deep down, she knew the truth.

The stranger wasn’t going anywhere.

In the bathroom, Carly stood over the sink, gripping her toothbrush like it was the last piece of her old life she could hold onto. The minty taste of toothpaste coated her tongue as she brushed, her movements mechanical, almost robotic. She kept her eyes fixed firmly on the faucet, determined not to look up—not yet.

The sound of the bristles scraping against her teeth felt louder in the otherwise quiet room, a mundane distraction from the storm of thoughts swirling in her mind.

Just focus on brushing, she told herself. Don’t look. Just finish and get out of here.

But even as she tried to avoid it, her resolve was already cracking. Her reflection was waiting, just beyond the edge of her vision, like a silent predator lurking in the shadows.

When she finally spit out the toothpaste and reached for the glass of water to rinse, her eyes betrayed her. They darted up to the mirror, almost instinctively, catching a glimpse of the woman staring back at her.

Carly froze, water sloshing over the edge of the glass as her grip faltered.

Her reflection taunted her with its impossible perfection.

Her skin was flawless—practically glowing, as if she’d spent the last month on a celebrity dermatologist’s miracle skincare regimen. There wasn’t a single blemish, pore, or wrinkle in sight, just smooth, radiant skin that practically shimmered under the harsh bathroom light.

Her lips were plumper now, a soft, natural pink that looked almost too perfect to be real. They curved slightly, even in her neutral expression, giving her the faintest hint of a pout that made her look effortlessly alluring.

And her eyes…

Her eyes were large, strikingly expressive, framed by thick, dark lashes that curled in a way mascara commercials could only dream of. They sparkled, catching the light in a way that made them seem alive, almost otherworldly.

Her hair, long and golden, cascaded over her shoulders in effortless waves, framing her face like a halo. It looked like it had been professionally styled, every strand in place, as if she’d woken up on the set of a photoshoot.

Carly blinked, her hands gripping the edge of the sink as her reflection stared back at her with an almost smug confidence. It wasn’t just a reflection anymore—it felt like the mirror was mocking her, showing her a version of herself she didn’t recognize, a version she’d never asked for.

A mix of awe and frustration bubbled inside her, her emotions tangling into a knot she couldn’t untangle.

“I look like a freaking influencer,” she mumbled, her voice soft but laced with sarcasm. She rinsed her toothbrush under the running water, her movements stiff and jerky. “What’s next? A YouTube channel? Makeup tutorials?”

The thought made her laugh bitterly, though the sound came out airy and light, like a giggle. She cringed at the sound, her grip on the toothbrush tightening until her knuckles went white.

She forced herself to look away from the mirror, focusing instead on the sink as she rinsed her mouth. But no matter where she turned, the feeling lingered—that strange, alien sensation of being trapped in a body that wasn’t hers.

It wasn’t just the physical changes. It was everything.

The way her body moved, fluid and graceful, as though every step, every gesture, had been rehearsed to perfection. The way her voice sounded now—soft and melodic, with a subtle lilt that made everything she said sound sweeter, even when it was drenched in sarcasm. The way her clothes, even the loosest ones she owned, seemed to betray her, clinging to curves she couldn’t escape.

Everything about her felt foreign.

And yet…

Carly glanced back at the mirror, unable to stop herself. Her reflection stared back, radiant and poised, like a stranger she might admire from afar but never approach.

She hated it.

But she couldn’t deny it.

She was beautiful.

Her stomach twisted at the thought, the word beautiful settling uneasily in her mind. She’d never thought of herself that way before—not as Craig, not ever. It wasn’t just that she hadn’t been conventionally attractive. It was that she’d never cared to be. He’d been fine with being average, invisible, just another face in the crowd.

Now, there was no hiding.

Every time she walked down the street, she could feel people’s eyes on her. Strangers holding doors open, offering smiles, glancing back over their shoulders as if trying to catch another glimpse. Even her coworkers, people who had barely acknowledged her existence before, suddenly seemed to hang on her every word, calling her “Carly” with an ease that made her skin crawl.

She clenched her jaw, turning away from the mirror.

“This isn’t me,” she whispered, the words barely audible over the sound of the water running in the sink. “This can’t be me.”

But the reflection didn’t lie.

Every day, it became harder to hold on to who she used to be. That rough, unpolished man who could walk into a room and disappear without a second glance. That man who didn’t care about fashion or hair or the way his voice sounded. That man who could just exist without feeling like the entire world was watching.

Craig was slipping away, piece by piece, and Carly was all that was left.

Carly gritted her teeth, her fingers gripping the edge of the sink so tightly it felt like her nails might crack.

“Fine,” she muttered, her voice sharp and low, though it still carried that soft, feminine edge she couldn’t escape. “Let them stare. Let them call me Carly. Let them think I’m beautiful.”

She straightened, her shoulders squaring as she forced herself to meet her reflection head-on.

“But I know who I am,” she whispered, staring into her own eyes. “I’m Craig. I don’t care what they see. I know.”

The words felt hollow, even as she said them.

Because deep down, she wasn’t sure if they were true anymore.

By the time Carly got to work, she was already exhausted.

The morning had been a battle—a frustrating, surreal fight against her own closet. Over the past week, her wardrobe had undergone a strange and inexplicable metamorphosis. The plain button-ups and slacks she’d relied on as Craig, her go-to uniform for blending into the office, had vanished without a trace. In their place was an assortment of blouses, fitted jeans, and an alarming number of skirts and dresses.

Even her shoes had changed. Her trusty loafers and scuffed sneakers were gone, replaced by sleek flats, pristine trainers, and one pair of black heels that sat in the corner of her closet like a threat. She hadn’t dared touch them.

This morning, she’d opted for a pair of dark skinny jeans that clung to her legs like they were painted on and a fitted burgundy sweater that hugged her curves in a way she couldn’t get used to. It wasn’t Craig’s style—not even close—but it was simple enough to avoid drawing too much attention. Or so she hoped.

As she walked through the office, she could feel eyes on her. It wasn’t exactly staring, but there was a subtle shift in the way people looked at her now. Prolonged glances that lingered a moment too long. Friendly smiles where there had once been indifference.

It was unnerving.

“Morning, Carly!”

The sing-song voice came from the break room, where Linda stood pouring herself a cup of coffee. She waved with a big smile, as though they’d been best friends for years.

Carly managed a small wave back, muttering, “Morning,” before ducking her head and quickening her pace. She wasn’t in the mood for small talk. Not today.

Linda wasn’t the only one. It seemed like everyone in the office had suddenly taken an interest in her—or, at least, in Carly. People who had barely acknowledged her existence when she was Craig were now stopping by her desk to chat, to compliment her, to ask her opinion on things they’d never cared about before.

It was like she had stepped into an alternate reality where she was the office’s favorite coworker.

By mid-morning, her inbox was already overflowing with emails that all began the same way: “Hi Carly.” The name still felt jarring, like it belonged to someone else. She read the first few lines of one email before slamming her laptop shut with a frustrated sigh.

Her stomach churned as she glanced down at herself. The sweater she’d chosen felt too tight, too revealing, drawing far more attention than she was used to. She tugged at the hem in a vain attempt to stretch it out, but it clung stubbornly to her hips. It felt like no matter what she wore, it would never be enough to hide the curves she hadn’t asked for.

She tried to focus on her work, but there was no escape.

“Morning, Carly!”

“Carly, you’re looking great today!”

“Hey, Carly, could you take a look at this when you have a minute?”

The constant string of greetings and interruptions made her want to scream. She forced herself to smile and nod, giving short, polite responses that sounded hollow even to her own ears.

It was worse when Mr. Henderson called her name.

“Carly,” he said, his voice sharp and authoritative as she passed his office.

Carly froze, her heart skipping a beat. She turned slowly, almost dreading what was coming. “Yes?”

“Great work on that report last week. Keep it up.”

She blinked, caught completely off guard.

“Uh… thanks?” she managed, her voice soft and uncertain.

Mr. Henderson nodded, already turning back to his computer. “I’ll expect the same level of detail on the client pitch next week.”

Carly opened her mouth to respond, but no words came out. She stood there for a moment, stunned, before retreating back to her desk.

She slumped into her chair, staring blankly at her monitor. Mr. Henderson had never complimented her work before. Not once. Not as Craig. In fact, most of their interactions had consisted of curt emails and awkward silence during meetings.

Why now? she thought, her chest tightening. Why is everyone acting like I’m suddenly worth noticing?

It wasn’t just the compliments. It was the way people spoke to her, the tone they used. Softer. Friendlier. Almost… deferential. Like they were trying to win her over, to stay on her good side.

It felt wrong.

She glanced down at her hands, her slender fingers resting on the keyboard. Even they felt foreign now. Every part of her was a stranger, and yet everyone else seemed perfectly fine with it. They didn’t notice—or, worse, they didn’t care.

By lunchtime, Carly was ready to scream.

She grabbed her purse and bolted for the break room, hoping to grab a coffee—something, anything—to ground herself. But even there, she couldn’t escape.

“Carly! There you are!”

Linda’s voice was like nails on a chalkboard.

“I saved you a muffin,” Linda said brightly, holding out a blueberry muffin as if it were a peace offering.

Carly plastered on a tight smile. “Thanks,” she muttered, taking the muffin and backing away as quickly as she could.

She retreated to her desk, chewing on the muffin mechanically as a thousand thoughts raced through her head.

Why is this happening?

Why does no one else see how wrong this is?

Why are they all acting like this is normal?

Her hands clenched into fists under the desk, her nails digging into her palms. She wanted to scream, to grab someone by the shoulders and shake them, to make them see her. The real her.

But then the thought hit her, cold and sharp:

What if I’m the only one who remembers who I was?

The idea sent a chill down her spine. She stared at her reflection in the black screen of her computer monitor, the faint outline of her face staring back at her with wide, panicked eyes.

The woman in the reflection wasn’t Craig.

And the world didn’t seem to notice—or care.

After work, Carly found herself standing in front of a department store, staring at the mannequins in the window. They were dressed in stylish outfits—jeans paired with elegant blouses, skirts with tucked-in tops, and dresses that looked effortless yet chic.

Carly’s stomach churned as she tried to imagine herself in any of the outfits. The mannequins looked so poised, so polished, but the thought of wearing something like that made her chest tighten.

Why am I even here? she thought, tugging at the hem of her sweater. Her current wardrobe—magical though it seemed to be, with its mysterious, unexplained transformation—was still missing some essentials. More importantly, none of it felt like hers.

Her jeans were too tight, her blouses hugged curves she didn’t want to acknowledge, and her shoes—God, the shoes—were so delicate they felt like they’d snap under her weight. She needed something practical, something that actually fit without making her feel like she’d stepped into someone else’s life.

With a deep breath, Carly pushed open the door and stepped inside.

The first few minutes were fine. The store was large and brightly lit, with racks of clothing neatly arranged by category. Carly wandered through the aisles, keeping her head down and avoiding eye contact with the sales associates. She pretended to browse, her fingers brushing over fabrics and tags, but her mind was elsewhere.

Everywhere she looked, there were reminders of how far she’d come—or, rather, how far she’d fallen. The mannequins and posters all showed women who looked polished, confident, like they belonged in the world Carly was now being forced into. She felt like an imposter, wandering through a place she didn’t belong.

She stopped in front of a rack of blouses, her eyes scanning the delicate fabrics and soft colors. Picking one up, she turned it over in her hands, inspecting the silky material and the way it shimmered under the fluorescent lights.

But as she stood there, a sinking realization hit her:

I have no idea what I’m doing.

“What am I even looking for?” she muttered under her breath, her voice tinged with frustration.

“Hi there!”

Carly jumped, nearly dropping the blouse as a cheerful saleswoman appeared beside her.

“Can I help you find something?” the woman asked, her tone warm and professional.

“Uh…” Carly hesitated, her face heating up. Her mind raced for an excuse, but none came. “No, I’m just… looking.”

The saleswoman tilted her head slightly, her lips curving into a knowing smile. “Are you looking for workwear? Casual? Something for a special occasion?”

“Um…” Carly’s voice faltered, barely above a whisper. “Casual, I guess?”

“Great! Let me show you a few things.”

Before Carly could protest, the woman whisked her away, her enthusiasm palpable. She moved swiftly through the racks, pulling items with practiced ease and holding them up against Carly as if she were a living mannequin.

“This would look amazing on you,” the woman said, holding up a floral sundress with a fitted bodice and flowing skirt.

Carly’s face twisted into an involuntary grimace. “Yeah, I’m not really a dress person.”

The saleswoman chuckled softly, undeterred. “Oh, you’d be surprised! Dresses can be so comfortable. But if you’re looking for something more low-key, how about this?”

She held up a pair of high-waisted jeans and a cropped sweater, both in muted tones that Carly had to admit weren’t terrible. There was something about the outfit that seemed approachable, less intimidating than the more feminine options she’d seen so far.

Carly stared at the clothes for a moment, her stomach tightening. “Uh, sure,” she said finally. “I’ll try it.”

The saleswoman beamed. “Perfect! The fitting rooms are right this way.”

Carly followed her reluctantly, clutching the clothes like they were some kind of alien artifact. The fitting room was quiet, the sound of her boots echoing slightly against the tiled floor as the saleswoman left her to change.

The ordeal began the moment she tried to pull on the jeans.

Carly struggled to get them over her hips, gritting her teeth as the fabric resisted every inch of the way. She twisted, turned, and hopped in place, her frustration mounting with every failed attempt.

“Why is everything so tight?” she muttered under her breath, her voice sharp with irritation.

After what felt like an eternity, she finally managed to button them, though her fingers ached from the effort. She tugged at the waistband, trying to adjust the fit. Why do women wear this stuff willingly?

She turned to the mirror, expecting to see a disaster. But as her reflection came into focus, she froze.

The jeans fit perfectly.

They hugged her hips and thighs in a way that felt foreign but undeniably flattering, the high waist emphasizing her narrow waist. The cropped sweater she’d paired with them was soft and snug, showing just enough midriff to be stylish without feeling overexposed.

She turned from side to side, inspecting herself from every angle.

“Okay, this is weird,” she said aloud, her voice shaky. “Really weird.”

But no matter how much she wanted to hate it, she couldn’t deny what she saw in the mirror.

She looked… good.

Her mind rebelled against the thought, latching onto every reason why this shouldn’t feel right. The fit was too tight, the style too modern, the fabric too soft. This wasn’t her. This wasn’t Craig.

But as she stood there, staring at the reflection of a woman who looked confident, put-together, and undeniably attractive, she felt a strange pang of acceptance creeping in.

Maybe this isn’t so bad, a small voice in her head whispered.

She shook her head, trying to push the thought away. This wasn’t her. It couldn’t be.

Still, as she stepped out of the fitting room to show the saleswoman, she couldn’t help but notice the way her steps felt lighter, her posture straighter.

And when the saleswoman beamed at her and said, “I told you it would look amazing,” Carly didn’t argue.

She just nodded, her lips curving into the faintest hint of a smile.

The next day, Carly was startled by a knock at the door. She froze mid-sip of her tea, her heart skipping a beat.

Who could that be? she wondered, glancing at the clock on the wall. It wasn’t like she was expecting anyone.

When she peeked through the peephole, she saw Mark standing there, a lopsided grin on his face and two cups of coffee in his hands.

“Hey, Carly,” he said as soon as she opened the door. He held up one of the cups like a peace offering. “Thought you could use a pick-me-up.”

Carly hesitated, leaning against the doorframe. She could already feel the tension creeping up her spine, and her instinct was to make an excuse, to tell him she was busy, to avoid the inevitable conversation. But the smell of the coffee wafted toward her, and she sighed, stepping aside to let him in.

“Alright,” she said, her voice resigned. “Come in.”

Mark grinned and stepped inside, handing her one of the cups. He kicked off his shoes without being asked, like he’d done a hundred times before, and made his way to the couch. Carly trailed behind, her fingers curling around the warm cardboard of the coffee cup as if it might anchor her.

They sat together, the familiar silence stretching between them as they sipped their drinks. Mark didn’t say anything at first, and Carly was grateful for it. She wasn’t in the mood for questions—not yet.

But Mark wasn’t the kind of person to stay quiet for long.

“So,” he said finally, glancing at her. “How’s life?”

Carly snorted, leaning back against the couch. “Life? Oh, you know. Just… weird.”

Mark raised an eyebrow, his expression equal parts curious and amused. “Weird how?”

She hesitated, tapping her fingers against the side of the cup. How could she possibly explain everything without sounding completely insane? The changes, the stares, the constant feeling of being adrift in her own body—it was too much to put into words.

“I guess I’m just… adjusting,” she said carefully, choosing her words like she was defusing a bomb. “Things have been… different lately.”

Mark nodded slowly, his gaze steady and thoughtful. He didn’t press her, didn’t ask the questions she was terrified to answer. Instead, he just studied her, like he was trying to put together a puzzle.

“Well,” he said after a moment, his voice soft. “For what it’s worth, I think you’re doing great.”

Carly blinked, caught off guard. “What?”

Mark shrugged, taking another sip of his coffee. “You seem… happier.”

“Happier?” she repeated, staring at him like he’d just told her the sky was green. She let out a short, incredulous laugh. “You think I’m happier?”

“Yeah,” Mark said, smiling softly. “You seem more comfortable. Like you’re finally coming into your own.”

Her heart pounded in her chest, a mix of emotions crashing over her all at once—confusion, anger, a strange flutter of something she couldn’t quite name. She stared at him, her coffee forgotten in her hands.

“Coming into my own?” she echoed, her voice sharper than she intended.

Mark tilted his head, his smile fading slightly. “Yeah. I mean… I don’t know. You just seem… more you, I guess.”

Carly’s stomach twisted, and she looked away, her gaze fixed on the floor. She wanted to scream at him, to tell him he had no idea what he was talking about. This wasn’t her. None of this was her. But the words caught in her throat, tangled up with the flicker of doubt that had been growing inside her for days.

Was she really changing so much? Was she losing herself? Or was Mark seeing something she couldn’t?

She took a shaky breath, trying to steady herself. “I don’t feel like me,” she admitted quietly, the words slipping out before she could stop them.

Mark frowned, leaning forward. “What do you mean?”

Carly hesitated, her fingers tightening around the coffee cup. She could feel the weight of his gaze, the concern in his eyes, and it made her chest ache.

“I just…” She shook her head, struggling to find the right words. “Everything’s different now. My life, my body, the way people look at me… It’s like I woke up one day and the world decided I was someone else. And I don’t know how to… how to deal with it.”

Mark was quiet for a moment, his expression unreadable. Then he set his coffee down on the table and turned to face her fully.

“Carly,” he said gently, “you’re still you. No matter what’s changed, no matter how different things feel, you’re still you.”

Carly let out a bitter laugh, shaking her head. “It doesn’t feel that way.”

“I know,” Mark said, his voice steady. “I get that it’s hard. But you’ve been through a lot, and you’re still here. You’re still fighting. That says a lot about who you are.”

She looked at him, her throat tight. She wanted to believe him, wanted to hold onto the idea that she hadn’t lost herself completely. But the reflection in the mirror, the unfamiliar voice, the way her body moved—it was all a constant reminder of how much she’d changed.

“I don’t know who I am anymore,” she whispered, her voice barely audible.

Mark reached out, his hand resting gently on her arm. “You’re Carly,” he said firmly. “And whoever that is, whoever you become—she’s worth knowing.”

Carly stared at him, her heart pounding. She didn’t know what to say, didn’t know how to process the mix of emotions swirling inside her. But for the first time in days, she felt a small flicker of hope.

Maybe Mark was right. Maybe she was still in there, somewhere.

And maybe, just maybe, she could figure out who she was becoming.

That night, Carly stood in front of the mirror again, her bare feet cold against the bathroom tiles. She hadn’t planned to stop and look—not really. It had become a habit to avoid the mirror whenever she could, to keep her gaze fixed anywhere but on the reflection that had become both familiar and alien.

But tonight, something drew her in. Maybe it was curiosity. Maybe it was exhaustion. Maybe it was the faint, flickering hope that she might finally recognize herself.

Her eyes traveled over the figure staring back at her.

There was no denying it anymore. Her body was undeniably feminine now, soft and curvaceous in ways that still felt foreign to her. The sweater and jeans she had worn earlier were gone, replaced with her usual bedtime attire—a loose T-shirt and a pair of shorts. Except, even those didn’t look the same anymore. The T-shirt clung to her in places it never had before, the neckline dipping slightly to reveal the delicate curve of her collarbone. The shorts sat higher on her hips, emphasizing her legs in a way that made her feel strangely exposed.

Her long blonde hair cascaded over her shoulders, falling perfectly into place without any effort, like she’d spent hours styling it. She reached up, running her fingers through it, marveling at how soft and silky it felt. It was still strange to her, this hair that seemed to have a life of its own, always framing her face like she was in some kind of shampoo commercial.

Her large, expressive eyes sparkled even in the dim light of the bathroom. They seemed brighter now, more vibrant, like they held secrets she wasn’t ready to uncover.

She sighed, leaning forward slightly, resting her hands on the edge of the sink. Her gaze lingered on her reflection, searching for something—anything—that felt like her.

Who are you? she wondered.

She tilted her head to the side, studying the soft curve of her jawline, the fullness of her lips, the way her body moved even in stillness. It was all so graceful, so composed, like she had been sculpted into someone else entirely.

And yet…

There was no denying that it was her.

“Alright,” she said softly, her voice breaking the silence. She straightened, brushing her hair back from her face with one hand. Her lips twitched into a tiny, reluctant smile. “You win.”

She stared at herself for another long moment, her chest rising and falling as she took a deep breath.

“This is my life now,” she whispered, the words feeling heavier than she expected.

She didn’t know if she was accepting it or surrendering to it, but for the first time, she didn’t feel quite so upset about it. There was no wave of anger, no overwhelming grief for what she had lost. Instead, there was a strange sense of calm, of quiet resignation.

Maybe it was exhaustion. Maybe she was just tired of fighting, tired of resisting something that she couldn’t change. Or maybe it was something else—something deeper.

Maybe this isn’t so bad, she thought, the idea creeping into her mind unbidden.

Her reflection didn’t look like a stranger anymore. It didn’t look like Craig, either. It looked like Carly—someone she was just beginning to understand.

She reached up again, running her fingers through her hair one more time, letting the silky strands slip between her fingers. She tilted her face toward the light, watching the way her features softened in its glow.

She felt a pang of something she couldn’t quite name. It wasn’t sadness, exactly, but it wasn’t joy either. It was something in between—bittersweet and hesitant.

“I guess this isn’t the worst thing in the world,” she murmured, her voice barely above a whisper.

Her fingers brushed against her cheek, tracing the smooth skin there. She hadn’t noticed it before, but her reflection almost looked… peaceful. Like a weight she hadn’t realized she was carrying had finally been lifted, if only for a moment.

She stepped back from the mirror, her arms falling to her sides. The corners of her mouth tugged upward in the faintest hint of a smile.

“It’s still weird,” she said to herself, shaking her head as she turned off the bathroom light.

But as she climbed into bed and pulled the blankets up to her chin, she realized she didn’t feel quite as lost as she had the night before.

Maybe, just maybe, she could learn to live with this.


Chapter 5

Carly stretched as she slid out of bed, a soft groan escaping her lips. Her limbs felt strangely stiff yet oddly limber, the pull of muscles she hadn’t realized she’d been using serving as a sharp reminder of just how foreign her body had become. There was a fluidity to her movements now, a natural grace that still felt like it belonged to someone else. Each step, each sway of her hips, seemed effortless—automatic, even—but it wasn’t her. Not yet.

She padded across the room, her bare feet brushing against the cool hardwood floor. When she caught sight of herself in the full-length mirror, she paused, letting her gaze linger longer than she intended.

The transformation was undeniable.

The man she had once been—Craig Mason—was gone. Erased. In his place stood Carly: a young woman with soft, feminine curves, delicate hands, and a face that could easily turn heads on the street. Her waist tapered dramatically, giving her an hourglass figure that made her snug jeans cling perfectly to her hips. She didn’t even need a belt anymore.

Carly frowned slightly, smoothing her hands over the denim. She used to hate how belts dug into her stomach, but now there wasn’t any need for one. Her body just… fit. It was surreal.

Her gaze wandered upward, and her cheeks flushed slightly as her eyes landed on her chest. Her breasts—still new enough to make her blush whenever she looked at them—had grown fuller over the past week. They weren’t enormous, but they were impossible to ignore. Every fitted sweater, every blouse she owned, seemed to hug her figure in ways she wasn’t used to, and she wasn’t sure if she liked it.

“Still weird,” she muttered, her voice soft and melodic.

And then there was her hair.

A cascade of golden waves framed her face, falling past her shoulders and catching the morning light in a way that made it shimmer. It was the kind of hair she used to envy on TV, the kind that belonged in shampoo commercials. She used to roll her eyes at those ads, scoffing at how unrealistic they were. Now, that hair was hers, and though it was undeniably beautiful, it was also a constant battle.

“God, how do women deal with this every day?” Carly muttered as she ran her fingers through the tangled strands, wincing as she hit a knot.

She leaned closer to the mirror, inspecting her face. Her cheeks were naturally rosy, her lips full and pink, and her skin… flawless. She didn’t need makeup, not really, but she’d started experimenting with it anyway. Mascara, blush, a bit of gloss—it was all still new, but she was getting better.

She reached for the small makeup bag on her dresser and hesitated, her fingers hovering over the zipper.

Do I really need makeup today? she wondered.

But the memory of her coworkers’ compliments from the other day—Linda’s overly enthusiastic smile, Mr. Henderson’s strange but genuine praise—flashed in her mind. Makeup seemed to make people see her differently, treat her differently. As much as she hated to admit it, she liked the attention.

“Just a little,” she murmured, unzipping the bag.

She worked quickly, brushing on a bit of mascara and dabbing gloss onto her lips. When she was done, she stepped back to admire her handiwork.

“Morning, Carly,” she said softly to her reflection, testing out her voice.

It still felt strange, hearing that name in her own voice, but it wasn’t as jarring as it had been a few weeks ago. In fact, it was starting to feel… normal.

With a sigh, she turned away and began her morning routine, which now took twice as long as it used to. Choosing an outfit was the hardest part—her closet was a battleground of unfamiliar options. Blouses, skirts, dresses, snug-fitting jeans, and heels she still wasn’t comfortable wearing. None of it felt like hers, and yet every piece fit her new body perfectly.

After rifling through the hangers for what felt like forever, she settled on a pair of snug jeans, a cream-colored sweater that hugged her curves, and ankle boots with a slight heel.

She stared at the boots for a moment, her hands on her hips.

“Alright, let’s see if I can survive these,” she muttered. Walking in heels was still a work in progress, but they made her legs look incredible—long, lean, and toned in a way they had never been before. She decided it was worth the risk.

As she pulled on the boots and stood, testing her balance, she caught another glimpse of herself in the mirror.

Her reflection stared back at her, vibrant and polished, with the faintest hint of confidence in her posture. For the first time, she didn’t immediately turn away.

She tilted her head, inspecting herself. The sweater was soft and flattering, the jeans accentuated her figure, and the boots gave her an extra inch or two of height without pushing her into uncomfortable territory.

She looked… good.

The thought startled her, and she took a step closer to the mirror, her eyes narrowing slightly.

Is this really me? she wondered.

It was still hard to reconcile the image in the mirror with the person she felt like on the inside. She didn’t feel like Carly—not entirely. But she didn’t feel like Craig anymore, either. She was something in between, caught in the liminal space between who she was and who she was becoming.

She smoothed her hair one last time, her fingers brushing against the soft waves.

“Okay,” she said quietly, her voice steady. “This is fine. I can do this.”

Her lips curved into a small, hesitant smile.

Grabbing her bag, she headed for the door, pausing for one last glance in the mirror.

“You look good,” she told her reflection, her voice full of quiet determination.

And for the first time, she believed it.

Mark was waiting for her in the lobby, leaning casually against the wall with one ankle crossed over the other, the picture of effortless confidence. His easy grin—a little crooked, a little too charming—was the kind that could make anyone feel comfortable. Or, if you were Carly, completely flustered.

“Morning, Carly,” he said as soon as he spotted her. His voice was warm, familiar, and his brown eyes lit up in that way they always did when he saw her, like she was the highlight of his day.

Carly hesitated for a fraction of a second, caught off guard by the way her name sounded coming from him. There was something about how he said it—like he meant it. She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, a nervous habit she hadn’t managed to break, and forced a smile as she walked toward him.

“Morning,” she replied, trying to keep her voice steady.

It wasn’t the first time Mark had been waiting for her like this. He’d been around a lot lately—almost too much. Always showing up with some excuse to spend time together, always ready to help her with whatever random task she was struggling with. She appreciated it, of course. He was kind, thoughtful, and annoyingly persistent.

But it left her wondering. Was he just being nice? Or was this… something more?

That thought sent an unwelcome flutter through her chest, and she pushed it down quickly.

Mark straightened, holding up a large box with the word “Decorations” scrawled across it in black marker. “You ready for some holiday cheer?”

Carly’s eyes narrowed suspiciously. “What is that?”

“Christmas decorations,” he said, grinning like a kid who’d just unwrapped a new toy. “Your apartment needs some life, Carly. No offense, but it’s kind of… sad in there.”

She crossed her arms, raising an eyebrow. “Sad?”

Mark nodded solemnly, though the twinkle in his eye betrayed him. “Sad. Bare walls, boring furniture. The most festive thing in your place is the coffee mug with snowflakes on it.”

“Hey, that mug is seasonal,” Carly said defensively, though she could feel the corner of her mouth twitching.

“Exactly my point,” Mark said, shifting the box under one arm. “It’s practically begging for some company. Lights, ornaments, maybe even a little tree. Trust me, you’ll thank me when it doesn’t feel like a sad bachelor pad in there anymore.”

Carly groaned, running a hand through her hair. “You’re really serious about this, aren’t you?”

“Absolutely,” Mark replied, his grin widening. “Come on, it’ll be fun. You might even enjoy yourself.”

She rolled her eyes, though she couldn’t help the small smile tugging at her lips. “Let’s just get this over with.”

Mark chuckled, gesturing for her to follow him toward the elevator. “That’s the spirit.”

As they rode up to her apartment, Carly found herself sneaking glances at him out of the corner of her eye. He was so relaxed, so completely at ease, like he belonged wherever he happened to be at the moment. She envied that about him.

“Why are you doing this, anyway?” she asked suddenly, breaking the silence.

Mark turned to her, his brow furrowing slightly. “Doing what?”

“This,” she said, gesturing to the box of decorations. “Showing up all the time, helping me with… everything. Being so… nice.”

Mark tilted his head, his expression softening. “Do I need a reason?”

Carly hesitated, her fingers tightening around the strap of her bag. “I just… I don’t get it. You don’t have to do any of this, you know.”

“I know,” Mark said simply. He set the box down on the floor of the elevator and leaned back against the wall, crossing his arms. “But I want to. You’ve been through a lot, Carly. And I know you don’t like to admit when you need help, but… I figured I’d stick around anyway. Just in case.”

Her chest tightened at his words, and she looked away, unsure how to respond.

Mark continued, his voice quieter now. “Besides, I like spending time with you. You’re not as scary as you think you are.”

Carly snorted, the tension in her chest easing slightly. “Scary? I’m not scary.”

“Well, maybe not now,” Mark teased, his grin returning. “But back when you were Craig? You were kind of intimidating.”

That caught her off guard. “I was not intimidating.”

“You were,” Mark said, laughing. “You had this whole ‘don’t mess with me’ vibe going on. It was impressive, honestly. But now…” He trailed off, his gaze softening as he looked at her.

Carly raised an eyebrow. “Now what?”

“Now you’re… different,” he said, his tone thoughtful. “Not in a bad way. Just… different. Softer, maybe. More open.”

She didn’t know how to respond to that. Her first instinct was to argue, to insist she hadn’t changed that much. But deep down, she knew he was right. She had changed. And as much as she hated to admit it, part of her liked the version of herself she was becoming.

The elevator dinged, and Carly was grateful for the distraction. She quickly stepped out, leading the way to her apartment.

Mark followed, carrying the box with ease. “Alright,” he said as they stepped inside. “Let’s turn this place into a winter wonderland.”

Carly rolled her eyes, but a small smile tugged at her lips as she closed the door behind them.

Back at her apartment, Mark wasted no time diving into the box of decorations. He knelt on the floor, pulling out a tangle of lights, shiny ornaments, a small artificial tree, and even a garland that looked like it had seen better days.

Carly stood with her arms crossed, watching as the pile of chaos grew in front of her. “Where did you even get all this?” she asked, arching an eyebrow.

Mark didn’t even look up as he worked to unravel a particularly stubborn knot in the lights. “Don’t worry about it,” he said, his voice light and teasing.

Carly huffed, placing her hands on her hips. “That’s not an answer.”

He glanced up at her with a mischievous grin. “Let’s just say I have my sources.”

“Your sources?” she repeated, narrowing her eyes. “What, did you rob a Christmas aisle on your way here?”

Mark smirked. “I’ll neither confirm nor deny that.” He held up the tangled string of lights triumphantly. “Now, are you going to stand there judging me, or are you going to help?”

Carly sighed, already regretting agreeing to this. “Fine,” she muttered, grabbing one end of the lights. “But if I get electrocuted, it’s on you.”

“Deal,” Mark said, still grinning.

They sat on the floor, working together to untangle the mess. Or at least, they tried to. Somehow, the more they pulled and twisted, the worse it got.

“Wait, stop pulling!” Carly said, holding up her end of the lights.

“I’m not pulling,” Mark shot back, frowning. “You’re the one pulling.”

“Am not!”

“Are too!”

Before Carly could argue further, the string of lights slipped from her hands and somehow looped itself around her waist. She froze, looking down at the tangle now wrapped around her.

Mark burst out laughing. “How did you even manage that?”

“This is your fault,” Carly said, her voice indignant as she tried to free herself.

“My fault?” Mark said, leaning back on his hands, still laughing. “You’re the one who got tangled!”

“Well, if you weren’t so bad at this, maybe I wouldn’t have!” Carly shot back, glaring at him even as a reluctant smile tugged at her lips.

Mark crawled over, grabbing the lights and gently unwinding them. “Hold still, or you’re going to end up looking like the tree.”

“Wouldn’t that be festive?” Carly said dryly, but she stayed still, letting him work. His hands brushed against her arm as he untangled the last knot, and she felt a strange flutter in her chest. She ignored it, focusing instead on the ridiculousness of the situation.

When she was finally free, she tossed the lights back at him. “Your turn.”

“Oh no,” Mark said, holding up his hands. “I’m officially retiring from untangling duty.”

Carly rolled her eyes but couldn’t help laughing. For a brief moment, all the heaviness she’d been carrying—her transformation, the confusion, the fear—seemed to fall away. It was just her and Mark, teasing each other like old friends.

When the lights were finally untangled (after much more bickering and laughter), they stood side by side, stringing them around the small artificial tree.

“Higher,” Mark said, pointing toward the top.

“I’m trying,” Carly said, standing on her tiptoes. “Unlike you, I’m not freakishly tall.”

Mark chuckled and grabbed the other end of the lights. “Here, let me.”

He reached over her, his arm brushing against hers as he wrapped the lights around the tree. Carly stepped back, watching him. There was something so casual about the way he moved, so unbothered. She envied that about him—his ability to just be, without second-guessing every little thing.

When the lights were finally in place, Mark reached into the box and pulled out the star.

“Now for the finishing touch,” he said, holding it up.

“That’s my job,” Carly said, crossing her arms.

Mark raised an eyebrow. “Oh really?”

“Yes, really. It’s my tree.”

“You can’t even reach the top,” he said, holding the star over his head like a trophy.

Carly glared at him, standing as tall as she could. “I could if you weren’t such a giant.”

Mark smirked and crouched slightly, holding the star just out of her reach. “Go ahead, give it a try.”

Carly huffed, narrowing her eyes. “You’re enjoying this way too much.”

“Maybe a little,” Mark admitted, his grin widening.

She lunged for the star, but Mark was faster, lifting it high above his head again.

“Mark!”

“Alright, alright,” he said, laughing as he placed the star on top of the tree with an exaggerated flourish. “There. Happy now?”

“Ecstatic,” Carly said, rolling her eyes.

Mark stepped back, admiring their work. “Not bad, huh?”

Carly glanced at the tree. She had to admit, it looked beautiful. The lights twinkled softly, the ornaments sparkled, and the room felt warmer, cozier.

“Okay,” she said grudgingly. “You were right. This does look nice.”

Mark turned to her, his grin triumphant. “Told you. I have excellent taste, thank you very much.”

“Let’s not get carried away,” Carly said, but her tone was light.

Mark leaned against the back of the couch, crossing his arms. “You know what this calls for?”

“What?”

“Hot chocolate,” he said, his eyes lighting up.

Carly raised an eyebrow. “Hot chocolate?”

“Yep,” Mark said, already heading toward her kitchen. “It’s the law. You can’t decorate for Christmas without hot chocolate.”

“I’m pretty sure that’s not a law,” Carly called after him, but she didn’t stop him.

As Mark rummaged through her cabinets, Carly sat on the couch, watching him. She felt a small smile creep onto her face, unbidden but welcome.

For the first time in a while, her apartment didn’t feel so empty.

Later that evening, Carly sat curled up on the couch, a soft blanket draped over her legs. The mug of hot chocolate in her hands radiated warmth, the faint scent of cocoa and cinnamon filling the air. She took a slow sip, letting the heat spread through her, and gazed at the Christmas tree glowing softly in the corner of her living room.

The lights twinkled in uneven patterns, casting a warm, golden glow across the room. The ornaments Mark had insisted they hang “just so” sparkled faintly, catching the light whenever the tree shifted slightly in the drafty apartment.

Mark had gone home hours ago, but his presence still lingered. She could practically hear his laugh echoing in the room, could almost feel the warmth of his hand brushing against hers as they’d struggled with the tangled lights. His voice, teasing and gentle, replayed in her head.

“You can’t even reach the top.”

“I could if you weren’t such a giant.”

Carly found herself smiling, despite herself. He was infuriating sometimes, the way he just barged into her life with that ridiculous grin and his endless confidence. And yet…

He was sweet. Annoyingly sweet, but sweet nonetheless.

She sighed, leaning back against the couch cushions. Her fingers tightened around the ceramic mug as her thoughts wandered.

What is he even doing? Why is he here all the time? she wondered, her brow furrowing slightly. It wasn’t like she’d asked for his help, for his attention, for any of this. And yet, he kept showing up. With his jokes, his easy smiles, his ridiculous ideas about how to “brighten up” her apartment.

Maybe he feels sorry for me, she thought, the idea making her stomach twist.

But then she remembered the way he looked at her—not with pity, but with genuine warmth, like he actually liked being around her. Like he didn’t see her as some kind of project or burden.

She shook her head, trying to clear her thoughts. “You’re overthinking it,” she muttered to herself, taking another sip of hot chocolate.

Her phone buzzed on the coffee table, pulling her out of her thoughts. She set her mug down and grabbed the phone, squinting at the screen.

Linda:

Can’t wait to see you at the holiday party tomorrow! You’re going to look amazing! 😊

Carly groaned audibly, letting her head fall back against the couch.

The party. She’d completely forgotten about the holiday party.

Her stomach sank as she stared at the message. She could already picture the scene: her coworkers dressed to the nines, sipping champagne and chatting like the whole thing was effortless. And then there’d be her, awkward and out of place, trying to navigate the evening without tripping over her own feet.

She chewed her bottom lip, anxiety bubbling up in her chest. What was she even supposed to wear? She hadn’t been to a party like this since… well, since before. Back then, it had been simple—throw on a suit, slap on a tie, and call it a day. Now, it was different. Everything was different.

Her fingers hovered over the keyboard, debating how to respond to Linda.

Can’t make it, sorry.

Not feeling well, maybe next year.

She sighed, deleting the half-formed excuses. Linda would see right through them, and honestly, Carly wasn’t even sure she wanted to skip it. A part of her—small but insistent—wanted to go. She didn’t want to hide forever.

But the idea of walking into that party, of having everyone’s eyes on her, felt overwhelming. She could already hear the whispers, the questions people wouldn’t dare to ask her directly.

“Is that really Carly?”

“She looks so different.”

“I can’t believe it.”

She shook her head, setting the phone down on the coffee table. Her heart was racing, and she hated how much power the thought of this party had over her.

Her gaze drifted back to the tree, the soft glow of the lights calming her nerves slightly. Mark’s words from earlier popped into her mind.

“Trust me, you’ll thank me when it doesn’t feel like a sad bachelor pad in there anymore.”

She smiled faintly, running a hand through her hair. Maybe he had a point. The tree, the lights, the decorations—it all made the apartment feel less empty. Warmer. More like a home.

Her phone buzzed again, and she glanced at the screen.

Linda:

Don’t forget, it starts at 7! Let me know if you need help with anything ❤️

Carly sighed, picking up the phone and typing a quick response.

Carly:

Thanks, I’ll see you there.

She hit send before she could second-guess herself, setting the phone down again.

Alright, she thought, taking a deep breath. You’ve got this. It’s just a party. You can handle it.

But as she sat there, staring at the tree and sipping her hot chocolate, the familiar swirl of doubt crept back in.

What if you can’t?

She shook her head, trying to silence the voice. Tomorrow would come soon enough, and she’d figure it out then. For now, she let herself sink into the warmth of the moment—the soft glow of the lights, the taste of cocoa on her tongue, and the memory of Mark’s laughter lingering in the room.

The next day at work, Carly was at her desk, her fingers flying across the keyboard as she focused on the spreadsheet in front of her. Numbers and formulas filled the screen, and for once, she’d managed to immerse herself in the simplicity of data. It was easier than thinking about her reflection in the mirror that morning—or the holiday party she’d somehow survived the night before.

But that focus evaporated the moment Mark appeared, leaning casually against the cubicle wall with his trademark grin.

“Hey, Carly,” he said, his voice breaking through the quiet hum of the office.

Carly glanced up, startled. “Mark,” she said, her tone half-annoyed, half-amused. “Do you ever not sneak up on people?”

He chuckled. “Sneaking? I think you mean ‘gracing your day with my presence.’”

She rolled her eyes but couldn’t help the small smile tugging at the corners of her mouth. “What do you want now?”

Mark didn’t answer right away. Instead, he leaned a little closer, resting his forearm on the edge of her cubicle wall. His expression shifted—not serious exactly, but less playful than usual. His brown eyes studied her in that way he often did, like he was trying to figure her out, piece by piece.

“So,” he began, his tone casual but deliberate, “I was thinking…”

“Uh-oh,” Carly interrupted, her voice teasing. “That’s never a good start.”

Mark smirked but didn’t take the bait. “We should grab dinner sometime,” he said, his voice steady. “You know, just the two of us.”

Carly blinked, his words taking a second longer than they should have to register. Her fingers froze on the keyboard.

“Dinner?” she repeated, her voice uncertain.

“Yeah,” Mark said, shrugging like it was the most natural thing in the world. “Nothing fancy. Just… dinner. What do you say?”

Her mind raced, suddenly flooded with questions. Dinner? As in a date? Or just two friends hanging out? Does he mean anything by this?

Her stomach tightened. She wasn’t sure she was ready for something like this. Mark was nice—really nice—but she was still figuring out her new life, her new identity. Everything felt fragile, like it could shatter if she moved too fast.

Mark raised an eyebrow, his grin softening into something more patient. “You know, you can say no if you don’t want to. I won’t take it personally.”

His words caught her off guard. He wasn’t pushing, wasn’t pressuring her. Just offering. That made it harder to say no.

“Uh…” Carly hesitated, her voice faltering. She searched his expression for any sign of ulterior motives, but all she saw was that same easy charm that had been there since the day they met. She took a breath, forcing herself to sound casual. “Sure. Why not?”

Mark’s grin widened, his dimples deepening. “Great. How about Friday?”

“Friday’s good,” Carly replied, keeping her voice steady despite the nervous flutter in her chest.

“Perfect,” he said, straightening up. “I’ll pick you up at seven.”

Before she could overthink it, Mark gave her a quick nod and walked away, leaving her staring after him.

Her heart was pounding, and she wasn’t entirely sure why. She turned back to her computer, but the numbers on the screen blurred together.

“Great,” she muttered under her breath. “What have I gotten myself into?”

That night, Carly stood in front of her bedroom mirror, her arms crossed as she studied her reflection.

She was still in her work clothes—a fitted blouse and pencil skirt that clung to her curves in a way that still caught her off guard. Her makeup had faded slightly, but her eyeliner remained sharp, accentuating the almond shape of her eyes. Her hair, loose and wavy, framed her face, golden strands catching the soft light of the room.

She tilted her head, examining herself.

It wasn’t just her body that looked different—it was the way she carried herself. Her posture was straighter, her expression more open. There was a confidence there, subtle but undeniable, that hadn’t been there before.

Who are you? she thought, her brow furrowing slightly.

The question had haunted her ever since the transformation. She still felt like Craig, deep down, but that part of her was quieter now, less insistent. And then there was Carly—this new version of herself she was still getting to know.

She touched her hair absently, her fingers brushing against the soft waves. In the beginning, it had all felt like a mask, like she was playing a part she didn’t quite understand. But now… now it felt less like pretending and more like something real.

You’re still you, she told herself, her reflection staring back at her. Just… different.

Her phone buzzed on the dresser, breaking her thoughts. She picked it up and saw a notification from Linda:

Linda:

Don’t forget to tell me how your dinner with Mark goes! 😉 I’m rooting for you two!

Carly groaned, tossing the phone back onto the dresser.

“Of course she knows,” she muttered. Linda had a sixth sense for sniffing out gossip, and Carly’s hesitation at work earlier had probably given her away.

She turned back to the mirror, her thoughts circling again.

Dinner with Mark.

It wasn’t like she hadn’t spent time with him before—they’d grabbed coffee, worked late on projects, even decorated her apartment together. But this felt… different. More deliberate.

And that terrified her.

What if she wasn’t ready? What if it was awkward? What if he saw through her—saw the parts of her that still didn’t feel like Carly, the parts that felt clumsy and out of place?

But then she thought about Mark—his laugh, his patience, the way he always seemed to know when she needed a distraction or a kind word. He didn’t treat her like a project or a curiosity. He treated her like a person.

Maybe that’s enough, she thought.

She took a deep breath, smoothing her hands over her blouse. Her reflection stared back at her, and for the first time, she didn’t feel like she was fighting her new life.

She was still Craig, deep down. But she was also Carly.

And maybe—just maybe—that wasn’t such a bad thing.


Chapter 6

Carly stood silently in front of the mirror, staring at her reflection, her breath caught somewhere between awe and unease.

The woman looking back at her was breathtaking—there was no denying that. And yet, Carly couldn’t fully reconcile that woman with herself. It was like staring at a stranger who had taken up residence in her body.

Her blonde hair, once a nuisance she barely knew what to do with, now framed her face in soft waves. It spilled past her shoulders with an effortless elegance that felt almost unfair. She thought back to all the mornings she used to spend fighting with her short, wiry hair, trying to make it look even halfway presentable. Now, it fell into place like it had been styled by a professional.

She leaned in slightly, studying her features. Her eyes—large, bright, and now framed by long, dark lashes—seemed more expressive than they ever had before. They sparkled in a way that felt foreign to her, like they belonged to someone more confident, more at ease with herself. Her high cheekbones added a regal quality to her face, something she might have admired if she hadn’t felt so disconnected from it.

Her lips, full and naturally pink, curled into a hesitant smile as she tried—unsuccessfully—to see herself the way others did.

Is this really me? she wondered, her fingers brushing against the edge of the mirror. Can I ever feel like this is me?

Her gaze dropped lower, and her stomach twisted slightly. Her figure was another story entirely. The transformation was complete now—there was no denying it. A slim waist curved smoothly into hips that gave her an hourglass shape she would’ve once thought impossible. Her sweater clung gently to her chest, highlighting her full, perky breasts in a way that made her feel both self-conscious and oddly proud.

She sighed, brushing a strand of hair out of her face and lowering her eyes to her hands. Even they were different now. Once rough and utilitarian, the hands of someone who had spent years fixing things, lifting, working—they were now slim and delicate, with long, tapered fingers that looked like they belonged to an artist or a pianist.

She flexed them absently, her mind drifting back to the first time she’d noticed the change. She’d dropped something—a coffee mug, maybe—and had been struck by how strange her hands looked as she’d bent to pick it up. They hadn’t felt like hers then. Sometimes, they still didn’t.

Turning sideways, Carly inspected herself from every angle. The snug red Christmas sweater she wore clung to her body like it had been custom-made, the snowflake embroidery festive but not obnoxious. The black skirt hugged her hips before flaring slightly, stopping just above her knees. She’d paired it with sheer tights and a pair of ankle boots that gave her a little extra height without being over the top.

The outfit looked good—really good. Too good.

She frowned at her reflection, tugging at the hem of her sweater as if that might somehow tone it down. But no matter how much she adjusted it, the truth remained: she looked like she’d stepped out of a holiday catalog.

What if it’s too much? she thought, biting her lip. What if I walk in there and everyone stares?

Her heart began to race as the familiar swirl of doubt crept in. She could already picture it—eyes lingering on her, whispers behind her back, people trying to act casual but failing miserably.

“Is that Carly? She looks so… different.”

Carly closed her eyes, trying to push the image away. She took a deep breath, counting to three before opening them again.

When she looked back at the mirror, the woman staring back at her didn’t seem quite as intimidating. She tilted her head, studying herself with fresh eyes.

Okay, she thought. Maybe it’s not too much. Maybe this is just… normal now.

The thought was jarring but oddly comforting. She wasn’t Craig anymore, not in the way people remembered. But she wasn’t entirely Carly yet, either. She was somewhere in between, stumbling her way through a new identity she barely understood.

And yet, as she stood there, something shifted.

For the first time, she didn’t feel like she was fighting her reflection. There was a confidence in the way she stood, a spark in her eyes that hadn’t been there before. It wasn’t perfect—it wasn’t even close—but it was something.

She took a step back, smoothing her hands over her skirt. “Alright,” she muttered, grabbing her phone from the dresser. “Time to face the world.”

Her phone buzzed in her hand, and she glanced down at the screen. It was a text from Mark:

Mark:

Don’t forget, I’m picking you up at seven. Hope you’re ready to impress. 😉

Carly rolled her eyes, but a small smile tugged at her lips. She quickly typed out a response:

Carly:

Don’t worry, I’ll try not to outshine you.

She set the phone down and turned back to the mirror one last time. There was still that flicker of doubt in her chest, but it was quieter now, less overwhelming.

You can do this, she told herself. It’s just dinner. With Mark. Nothing to freak out about.

And then, softer: Right?

With a final glance at her reflection, she grabbed her coat and headed for the door.

Carly’s mornings had become a carefully orchestrated routine, a mix of science, art, and sheer stubbornness that she still hadn’t quite perfected. Every step felt like a delicate dance, one she was learning on the fly with no real instructor.

The shower alone was a battleground. Her long hair—once cropped short and low-maintenance—had turned into a daily task that required an arsenal of products. Shampoo was no longer the two-in-one bottle she’d grabbed off the clearance shelf. Now, there was a specialized shampoo for hydration, a conditioner for shine, a hair mask for repair, and a leave-in treatment “to tame frizz.”

Frizz. Carly didn’t even know what frizz was until her new hair started living its own life, defying gravity and mocking her attempts to control it.

She sighed as she worked the conditioner through her hair, the scent of coconut and vanilla filling the bathroom. “What even is a hair mask?” she muttered to herself, rinsing her hands. “Why does my hair need a mask? It’s not going trick-or-treating.”

Despite her grumbling, she had to admit the results were undeniable. Her hair, once a wiry mess, now fell in soft, glossy waves that framed her face perfectly—when she wasn’t battling it with a blow dryer, that is.

The next stage of the morning was the dreaded skincare routine, which had grown far more elaborate than she ever thought possible. Craig had barely bothered with soap and water most days, maybe using a splash of cold water if he was feeling ambitious. Now, Carly’s bathroom counter was a parade of glass bottles, tubes, and creams, each with its own promise of glowing, flawless skin.

There was the cleanser first, then the toner. After that came the serum, which she still didn’t fully understand but used anyway because the bottle said it was “essential.” Then the moisturizer—light for the day, heavy for the night—and finally, sunscreen.

Yes, sunscreen. Every day. Even in winter.

Carly caught herself in the mirror as she applied the moisturizer, her fingers moving in small circles like she’d seen in tutorials online. Her skin glowed, smooth and radiant, with a faint blush of pink on her cheeks. It was strange, seeing herself like this. She almost didn’t recognize the woman staring back at her, but there was no denying that she looked… good.

Better than good, she thought, brushing a strand of hair out of her face. But let’s not get carried away.

Then came makeup, a beast she’d wrestled with for weeks before finding the right balance. She wasn’t trying to look like some beauty influencer—Carly didn’t have the patience for contouring or smoky eyes—but she’d mastered the basics.

A touch of concealer to even out her complexion. A sweep of mascara to make her eyes pop. A hint of blush to bring color to her cheeks. And finally, a dab of lip gloss for a little shine.

The result was subtle but polished, enough to make her feel presentable without feeling overdone. She leaned closer to the mirror, inspecting her handiwork.

“Not bad,” she murmured, tilting her head to the side. “Could be worse.”

Her reflection stared back at her, and for a moment, Carly felt a flicker of pride. She’d come a long way since the first disastrous attempts at eyeliner, which had left her looking like a raccoon in a rainstorm.

Finally, there was the matter of clothes.

Her closet, once a wasteland of baggy shirts, ratty hoodies, and ill-fitting jeans, had somehow transformed overnight. It was now a mix of fitted sweaters, skirts, dresses, and blouses—all of them tailored perfectly to her new body.

She still wasn’t entirely sure how they’d gotten there. It wasn’t like she’d gone on some shopping spree. The clothes had simply appeared after the transformation, as though the universe had decided to throw her a bone.

At first, she’d resisted them, clinging to her old wardrobe like a lifeline. But the baggy clothes had looked wrong on her new frame, hanging awkwardly and making her feel more self-conscious. Eventually, she’d given in, trading the oversized hoodies for cardigans and the jeans for skirts.

Today’s outfit was festive without being over-the-top: a snug red sweater with white snowflake embroidery paired with a black skirt that flared slightly at the hem. She’d added sheer tights for warmth and slipped on a pair of ankle boots with just a hint of a heel.

She turned in front of the mirror, inspecting herself from every angle. The outfit fit her perfectly, accentuating her curves without feeling too showy. She looked…

“Cute,” she muttered under her breath, rolling her eyes at herself. “Who even am I anymore?”

The word felt strange in her mouth, almost foreign. Carly had never thought of herself as “cute.” Craig certainly hadn’t been. Craig had been practical, no-nonsense, and maybe a little rough around the edges. Cute wasn’t a word that had ever entered the equation.

She frowned at her reflection, crossing her arms.

Is this who I am now? she wondered. A girl who spends half her morning figuring out which sweater makes her look cute?

The thought made her stomach twist, but she shook it off. She wasn’t Craig anymore. That part of her life was gone, and no amount of second-guessing or self-doubt was going to bring it back.

Still, it was hard to let go entirely.

Her phone buzzed on the dresser, pulling her out of her thoughts. She grabbed it, glancing at the screen.

Mark:

Don’t forget, you promised me coffee after work. I’m holding you to it.

Carly rolled her eyes, but a small smile tugged at her lips. She quickly typed out a response:

Carly:

I already regret saying yes.

Mark:

You’ll survive. Besides, you owe me for untangling those lights.

Her smile grew as she set the phone down. Mark’s texts were a welcome distraction, his banter helping to quiet the doubts swirling in her mind.

She took one last look in the mirror, smoothing her hands over the front of her sweater.

Alright, she thought, straightening her posture. Let’s do this.

With a deep breath, she grabbed her bag and headed out the door.

The office was buzzing with holiday cheer when Carly arrived. The usually sterile, beige space had been transformed into something almost magical overnight. The break room, which typically smelled faintly of burnt coffee and microwave lunches, now shimmered with tinsel and fairy lights. A small tree sat in the corner, its branches heavy with candy canes, paper snowflakes, and red-and-gold baubles.

Someone had even gone to the trouble of setting up a fake snow village on the counter, complete with miniature ceramic houses, tiny streetlights, and a little train that circled the scene. It was charming, if a bit over the top.

Carly lingered for a moment, letting the festive atmosphere wash over her. It was hard not to smile, even if part of her felt slightly out of place.

She grabbed a cookie from the table—a snowman with a somewhat lopsided smile—and took a bite as she made her way to her desk. The buttery sweetness melted on her tongue, a small comfort in a world that still felt unfamiliar at times.

As she walked through the rows of cubicles, she couldn’t shake the feeling of being noticed. It wasn’t overt or unsettling, but she could feel the subtle shifts in attention as she passed by—the way conversations paused for just a moment, the way a few heads turned.

They’re just curious, she told herself, her fingers tightening slightly around the cookie. That’s all.

Still, it made her acutely aware of how different her life had become. A year ago, she could’ve walked through this same office unnoticed, practically invisible. Now, people said hello to her in the halls, remembered her name, and even stopped to chat. It was strange, sometimes overwhelming, but not entirely unwelcome.

“Morning, Carly!”

The bright voice jolted her from her thoughts. She turned to see Linda popping her head up over the cubicle wall with a grin that could rival the fairy lights in the break room.

“Morning,” Carly replied, offering a small wave.

Linda’s enthusiasm was something she’d grown used to over the past few months. The woman had a knack for making everyone feel like her best friend, and Carly had to admit, it was nice to have someone like that around.

“Can you believe the decorations?” Linda asked, her eyes sparkling. “I swear, Susan must have spent all night putting that snow village together. Did you see the train?”

Carly nodded, chuckling softly. “I did. It’s… a lot.”

Linda laughed. “Right? But honestly, I kind of love it. Oh, and don’t even get me started on those cookies. I’ve already had three, and it’s not even nine o’clock.”

Carly held up the half-eaten snowman in her hand. “I’m starting to see the problem.”

Linda grinned, leaning further over the divider. “So, Carly, you’re coming to the party tonight, right?”

Carly hesitated for a split second, but Linda’s expectant look left little room for escape.

“Uh, yeah,” Carly said finally, nodding.

“Great!” Linda said, her grin widening. “Save me a dance.”

Carly blinked. “A dance?”

Linda winked. “Oh, don’t play coy. I’ve seen you out there at karaoke night. You’ve got moves.”

Carly let out a nervous chuckle, tugging at the hem of her sweater. “I wouldn’t call it ‘moves.’ More like… controlled flailing.”

Linda laughed, waving her off. “Whatever you say, Ms. Modesty. Just don’t leave me hanging, okay?”

Before Carly could respond, Linda disappeared back into her cubicle, humming a Christmas tune under her breath.

Carly shook her head, a small smile tugging at her lips. Linda’s energy was infectious, even if the idea of dancing at the party made her stomach twist slightly.

As she settled into her desk, booting up her computer, her thoughts wandered.

The truth was, she hadn’t been to a real party in years—at least, not the kind where she felt like she belonged. Back when she was Craig, parties had always been something to endure. She’d lurk near the edges, nursing a drink and avoiding the spotlight, hoping no one would notice how out of place she felt.

But now… now everything was different.

She glanced down at her outfit—a fitted green sweater and a pair of dark jeans that hugged her figure just right. It was simple, festive without trying too hard. She adjusted the sleeves slightly, smoothing them over her arms.

I look fine, she told herself. Better than fine. Just relax.

Still, the nerves lingered. She wasn’t sure if it was the idea of the party itself or the fear of what people might think. Would they see her as Carly, the confident and capable coworker she was trying so hard to be? Or would they see through her, to the person she used to be, the person she was still learning to leave behind?

Her phone buzzed on her desk, pulling her out of her thoughts. She glanced at the screen.

Mark:

Don’t tell me you’re already stressing about the party. It’s just a few drinks and bad music. You’ve got this.

Carly rolled her eyes, though she couldn’t help but smile. It was like he had a sixth sense for her anxiety.

Carly:

Who says I’m stressing? Maybe I’m just dreading your dance moves.

Mark:

Rude. My moves are a gift to humanity.

Carly:

I’ll believe it when I see it.

Mark:

Careful. I might just make you my dance partner.

Carly laughed softly, setting the phone down. Mark always knew how to cut through her tension, his easy confidence grounding her in a way she couldn’t quite explain.

Taking a deep breath, she turned back to her computer, letting the familiar rhythm of work pull her focus. The party was hours away, and for now, there were emails to answer and deadlines to meet.

But as she typed, a small part of her couldn’t help but wonder what the night would bring. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad.

Maybe, just maybe, she’d even enjoy herself.

That evening, Carly sat curled up on her couch, a fleece blanket draped over her legs and a mug of tea warming her hands. The living room was bathed in the soft, golden glow of the Christmas tree lights, their reflections dancing faintly on the window behind the sofa. The tree itself was simple but beautiful—red and gold ornaments, a few strands of tinsel, and a star slightly askew at the top.

Mark had insisted on helping her decorate it last weekend, joking that no one should have to wrestle with string lights alone. She’d gone along with it, laughing as he untangled the mess of wires and insisted on humming Christmas carols off-key. Now, as she stared at the tree, she could almost hear his voice again, playful and teasing.

The room felt warm and inviting, but her thoughts were elsewhere, heavy and tangled like those same lights before Mark had come to the rescue.

She felt… unsettled.

Her reflection in the mirror earlier had been a stark reminder of just how much had changed—her face, her body, her entire world. The transformation was undeniable, but it wasn’t just physical. It was like Craig was slipping further and further away, becoming a ghost of someone she used to know. And Carly… Carly was still a stranger, someone she didn’t quite know how to be.

She let out a sigh, her tea untouched on the coffee table in front of her. The flickering lights of the tree blurred slightly as her eyes stung with unshed tears.

Who even am I anymore?

A sudden knock at the door startled her, jerking her out of her thoughts. She blinked, sitting up straighter and brushing her hands over her face as if to wipe away the lingering heaviness.

“Coming!” she called, her voice a little hoarse.

She tossed the blanket aside and padded across the room. When she opened the door, Mark was standing there, holding a bottle of wine and wearing that same charming grin she’d come to know so well. He was dressed casually—dark jeans and a navy sweater that brought out the warm brown of his eyes—but he carried himself with the easy confidence that always seemed to put people at ease.

“Hey,” he said, stepping inside without waiting for an invitation. “You looked a little off at work today, so I thought I’d stop by. Hope that’s okay.”

Carly blinked, caught off guard. “You didn’t have to—”

“I know,” he interrupted, setting the wine on the counter. “But I wanted to.”

She shut the door behind him, crossing her arms over her chest as she leaned against it. “I’m fine. Just… thinking.”

Mark turned to face her, his expression softening as he leaned back against the kitchen counter. “Thinking about what?”

Carly hesitated, her eyes darting to the tree as if it might provide an answer. She fidgeted with the hem of her sweater, the fabric twisting between her fingers. Her chest felt tight, the words she wanted to say caught somewhere between her heart and her throat.

“It’s just… everything,” she said finally, her voice quieter than she intended. “I look in the mirror, and I don’t even recognize myself anymore. Craig feels like a different person—like someone I used to know. And I don’t know how to be… this.” She gestured vaguely at herself, her voice breaking slightly on the last word.

Mark’s gaze didn’t waver. He nodded, as if he understood exactly what she meant, and crossed the room to the couch. Sitting down, he patted the spot beside him, silently inviting her to join him.

For a moment, Carly stayed where she was, her arms still crossed as she debated whether or not she could let him in—really let him in. But there was something steady in the way he looked at her, something that made her feel like it was okay to let her guard down.

Finally, she moved to the couch and sat beside him, her hands clasped tightly in her lap.

“You’re still you,” Mark said gently, his voice low and calm. “The outside might look different, but the person inside hasn’t changed. You’re still smart. Still funny. Still kind. That’s who you are—Craig or Carly, it doesn’t matter.”

Carly looked down at her hands, her fingers twisting together. “But what if I don’t know how to be this person?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper. “What if I mess it all up?”

Mark smiled, tilting his head slightly as if to catch her eyes. “Then you take it one day at a time,” he said simply. “And you let people help you.”

Her throat tightened, the words hitting her harder than she expected.

“You’re not alone in this, Carly,” he continued, his voice steady and sure. “I’m here. Whatever you need, whenever you need it—I’m here.”

Carly felt a lump rise in her throat, her vision blurring slightly as tears welled up. She blinked quickly, trying to push them back, but the warmth in his voice and the sincerity in his eyes made it impossible.

“You really mean that?” she asked, her voice trembling.

“Of course,” Mark said, reaching over to take her hand in his. His grip was warm and firm, grounding her in a way she hadn’t realized she needed. “You don’t have to do this alone.”

The weight on her chest, the one she’d been carrying for weeks, seemed to lift just slightly. It wasn’t gone—not completely—but it was lighter, less suffocating.

“Thank you,” she said softly, her fingers tightening around his.

Mark smiled, giving her hand a gentle squeeze before letting go. “Anytime,” he said, leaning back against the couch. “Now, are we going to open that wine, or are you going to make me sit here and talk about feelings all night?”

Carly let out a surprised laugh, wiping at the corners of her eyes. “You’re the one who brought it up,” she teased.

“And I regret it already,” he shot back, grinning.

She rolled her eyes, but the warmth in her chest lingered. For the first time in weeks, she felt like she could breathe again.

“Fine,” she said, standing up and heading for the kitchen. “But you’re opening the wine. I’m terrible with corkscrews.”

“Deal,” Mark called after her, his grin audible in his voice.

As Carly reached for the glasses, she glanced back at the tree, its lights glowing softly in the corner of the room. It wasn’t perfect—none of this was—but for the first time, she thought maybe it didn’t have to be.

One day at a time.

The next morning, Carly found herself standing in front of the mirror again, adjusting her dress.

It was a simple green sweater dress, fitted yet modest, ending just above her knees. The fabric felt soft against her skin, warm and comfortable, but still polished enough to make her feel put together. She’d paired it with black tights and a pair of ankle boots that gave her just a bit of height. A thin gold necklace rested delicately against her collarbone, catching the light as she moved.

She leaned closer to the mirror, carefully applying a touch of red lipstick. It was brighter than she usually wore, the color bold and festive, but she decided it fit. It made her feel… confident.

She stepped back to take in the full picture, smoothing the front of her dress with her hands.

She looked… beautiful.

The thought still felt foreign, almost like it belonged to someone else. But as she turned slightly, catching her reflection from another angle, she couldn’t deny it. She looked like someone who was ready to step into the world, someone who belonged.

Carly, she thought, letting the name settle in her mind. This is who I am now. I can do this. I can be her.

The knock at the door startled her, pulling her out of her thoughts. She glanced at the clock—right on time.

When she opened the door, Mark was standing there, his hands shoved into the pockets of a dark coat, his breath puffing in the cold morning air. His grin widened the moment he saw her, his eyes sweeping over her in a way that made her cheeks flush.

“Wow,” he said, letting out a low whistle. “You look amazing.”

Carly felt her face grow warm, and she ducked her head slightly, a small smile tugging at her lips. “Thanks,” she said, brushing a strand of hair behind her ear. “You don’t look so bad yourself.”

And he didn’t. Mark had a way of looking effortlessly put together, like he hadn’t even tried. He wore a navy sweater under his coat, the color bringing out the warmth in his brown eyes, and his scarf was wrapped loosely around his neck in a way that somehow managed to look both casual and stylish.

“Festive and classy,” he said, stepping inside and gesturing to her dress. “You’re going to make everyone else at the party jealous.”

Carly rolled her eyes, though she couldn’t help the small laugh that escaped. “You’re such a flirt.”

“Only when it’s true,” he shot back, grinning.

They stepped out into the crisp December air, the cold biting at Carly’s cheeks as the door clicked shut behind her. The sun was bright but low in the sky, casting long shadows across the snow-dusted sidewalks. Carly tucked her hands into her coat pockets, the warmth of Mark’s presence beside her making the chill seem a little less sharp.

“You ready for some holiday cheer?” Mark asked as they walked toward his car.

Carly raised an eyebrow, unsure of what he meant until she noticed the box of Christmas decorations in his back seat when he opened the door for her.

“Oh no,” she groaned, shaking her head as she slid into the passenger seat. “You’re really serious about this?”

“Absolutely,” Mark replied, his grin widening as he got in on the driver’s side. “Your apartment needs some life, Carly. No offense, but it’s kind of… sad in there.”

“None taken,” she said dryly, rolling her eyes. “But I don’t think a few strings of lights are going to fix it.”

Mark turned to face her, his expression softening. “You’d be surprised,” he said. “Sometimes it’s the little things that make the biggest difference.”

Carly glanced at him out of the corner of her eye as he started the car. She wasn’t sure if he was just talking about decorations, but the sincerity in his voice made her chest tighten.

Mark had been around a lot recently. Ever since she’d started working at the office, he’d taken it upon himself to help her adjust. He was always there with a kind word, a joke, or some small gesture that made her life a little easier. She wasn’t sure what to make of it. Was he just being nice? Or was this something more?

As they pulled out onto the road, Carly found herself relaxing. There was something about Mark’s presence—the way he filled the silence with lighthearted chatter, the way he made everything seem less overwhelming. It was like he had a knack for smoothing out the rough edges of the world, for making even the hardest days feel manageable.

“You know,” Mark said, glancing at her as they stopped at a red light. “You’ve been smiling more lately.”

Carly blinked, caught off guard. “What?”

“You have,” he said, his tone casual but his eyes warm. “Not that I’m keeping track or anything, but it’s nice to see.”

She didn’t know what to say to that. Her first instinct was to brush it off, to make a joke or change the subject. But the way he was looking at her—like he actually cared—made her pause.

“Thanks,” she said finally, her voice quieter than she meant it to be.

Mark smiled, and for the rest of the drive, Carly felt a little lighter.

When they arrived at her apartment, Mark wasted no time hauling the box of decorations inside. Carly followed him, half-amused and half-dreading whatever he had planned.

“Okay,” he said, setting the box down in the middle of her living room and clapping his hands together. “Let’s do this.”

Carly crossed her arms, arching an eyebrow at him. “You’re really this excited about decorating?”

“Of course,” he said, pulling out a string of lights. “It’s Christmas, Carly. You’ve got to have a tree, at the very least. And maybe some garland. Oh, and these.” He held up a pack of tiny ornaments shaped like snowflakes, his grin widening as he wiggled them in her direction.

Carly couldn’t help but laugh, shaking her head. “You’re ridiculous.”

“Ridiculously charming, you mean,” he said, shooting her a wink.

Rolling her eyes, Carly grabbed a handful of ornaments and sat down on the floor beside him. As they worked together to untangle lights and hang decorations, she found herself relaxing even more. Mark’s easy humor and warmth filled the room, and for the first time in a long time, Carly felt like maybe—just maybe—everything was going to be okay.

For the first time in longer than she could remember, Carly felt hopeful.

Maybe this new life wasn’t so scary after all.

Back at her apartment, Mark wasted no time unpacking the decorations. He dropped the large box in the middle of the living room, crouching down to pull out its contents like a kid tearing into presents on Christmas morning. Strings of lights, shiny ornaments, a small artificial tree, and even a garland spilled out onto the floor, quickly transforming her usually neat space into a chaotic mess of holiday cheer.

Carly stood nearby, arms crossed and an eyebrow raised, watching in disbelief.

“Where did you even get all this?” she asked, tilting her head as Mark pulled out a bag of tinsel that looked like it had been stuffed into the box as an afterthought.

“Don’t worry about it,” Mark said without looking up, his voice casual but playful. “Let’s just say I have my ways.”

Carly narrowed her eyes at him. “Your ways? Did you rob a Christmas store or something?”

Mark smirked, holding up a tangled string of lights like a trophy. “I’ll never tell. Now, stop standing there and help me with these.”

Carly sighed, but the corner of her mouth twitched into a reluctant smile. She walked over and grabbed the other end of the lights, the cord already a hopeless mess.

“Seriously,” she muttered, holding up a particularly knotted section. “How does this even happen? Did you just throw these in a bag and hope for the best?”

Mark shrugged. “Untangling lights is part of the Christmas experience. Builds character.”

“Or builds frustration,” Carly shot back, already working on a knot.

They worked together in silence for a moment, each focused on the task at hand. But it didn’t take long for things to spiral into chaos.

“Hold still!” Mark laughed, his voice breaking into an amused shout as Carly somehow managed to loop the lights around her arms.

“This is your fault,” she said, twisting and turning in an attempt to free herself.

“My fault?” Mark repeated, his laughter bubbling over. “You’re the one who got tangled! How does that even happen when you’re holding just one end of the lights?”

“I don’t know!” Carly exclaimed, her voice a mix of exasperation and amusement. “Maybe they’re cursed. Or maybe you’re bad luck.”

Mark stepped closer, his grin widening as he reached out to help. “Hold still for a second. You’re only making it worse.”

Carly froze, watching as he carefully unraveled the lights from around her arms. His fingers brushed against hers briefly, and she felt a small, unexpected spark that made her catch her breath.

“There,” Mark said, stepping back with a triumphant smile. “Crisis averted.”

Carly rolled her eyes, though her lips twitched into a smile. “Great. Now let’s hope you don’t manage to get us both electrocuted when we plug these in.”

Mark laughed, holding up the now-untangled string like it was a trophy. “No faith in me at all, huh?”

“None,” Carly teased, grabbing the other end of the lights.

Once the lights were finally untangled, they turned their attention to the tree. Mark held it upright while Carly spread out the branches, fluffing them into shape. It was a small tree, just the right size for her apartment, but once the lights were strung around it, it transformed into something magical.

“Not bad,” Mark said, stepping back to admire their work.

But Carly wasn’t finished. She reached into the box and pulled out a small, glittery star. “Okay,” she said, holding it up. “Time for the finishing touch.”

Mark raised an eyebrow, a mischievous glint in his eye. “You’re really going to put the star on top? You know you can’t reach, right?”

Carly glared at him, crossing her arms. “I can reach, thank you very much. I just need a chair.”

Mark snorted. “Or you could just let me do it, since I’m, you know, tall.”

“No way,” Carly said, clutching the star like it was a sacred artifact. “It’s my tree. I get to put the star on top.”

Mark grinned, clearly enjoying himself. “Suit yourself.”

Carly grabbed a chair from the kitchen and dragged it over, climbing up carefully. The star wobbled in her hand as she stretched upward, but she couldn’t quite reach the top of the tree.

“Need some help?” Mark asked, his tone infuriatingly smug.

“No,” Carly said stubbornly, even as she teetered slightly on the chair.

Mark sighed dramatically. “Fine, but if you fall and break your neck, I’m not taking the blame.”

Before she could protest, he stepped forward and plucked the star out of her hand.

“Hey!” Carly protested, glaring at him.

“Relax,” Mark said, holding the star high above his head and placing it on the top of the tree with an exaggerated flourish. “There. Perfect.”

Carly stepped down from the chair, crossing her arms as she looked up at the tree. She hated to admit it, but it did look perfect. The star glittered softly, catching the light from the strings below, and the whole tree seemed to glow.

“Happy now?” Mark asked, smirking at her.

“Ecstatic,” Carly said dryly, though a small smile tugged at her lips.

Mark stepped back, tilting his head as he admired their work. “Not bad, huh? Admit it, Carly. You’re feeling the Christmas spirit now.”

Carly glanced at the tree, then at Mark, her smile softening. The room did feel different—warmer, cozier, like a piece of the holiday magic she thought she’d left behind had found its way back to her.

“Okay,” she said grudgingly. “You were right. This does look nice.”

Mark grinned, clearly savoring the victory. “Told you. I’m always right.”

Carly rolled her eyes. “Don’t push it.”

Mark laughed, heading toward the kitchen. “Come on,” he said over his shoulder. “We need hot chocolate to celebrate. You can’t have a decorated tree without hot chocolate.”

Carly followed him, shaking her head but smiling. “Is that another one of your rules?”

“Obviously,” Mark said, opening her cabinet and pulling out two mugs without asking. “And don’t even think about arguing. It’s Christmas.”

Later that evening, Carly sat curled up on the couch, a blanket draped over her legs and a mug of hot chocolate cradled in her hands. The room was dim except for the soft, colorful glow of the Christmas tree lights. They twinkled quietly, casting shimmering reflections on the window behind her. The faint scent of pine from the garland Mark had insisted on draping over her bookshelf lingered in the air, mingling with the sweetness of the cocoa.

Mark had gone home hours ago, but his presence still seemed to fill the room. Her apartment felt different now—warmer, brighter, alive in a way it hadn’t been in years. It wasn’t just the decorations, though. It was him.

She found herself smiling, thinking about the way he’d teased her during the decorating spree. How he’d insisted on hanging the garland “just right” while she rolled her eyes at his perfectionism. Or how he’d made a complete mess of the tinsel, only to blame her for distracting him.

He was… sweet. Annoyingly sweet, she thought, taking a sip of her hot chocolate. Sweet in a way that made her stomach flutter, in a way that made her feel seen and safe and completely terrified all at once.

She shook her head, trying to push the thought away, but it lingered stubbornly.

Her phone buzzed on the coffee table, pulling her out of her thoughts. She reached for it, her thumb swiping across the screen to open a text from Linda:

Can’t wait to see you at the holiday party tomorrow! You’re going to look amazing! 😊

Carly groaned, sinking deeper into the couch. The holiday party. She’d completely forgotten about it.

Her mind immediately jumped to the worst-case scenarios. Crowded rooms, awkward small talk, people staring at her. Would they notice? Would they see her for who she was now? Or would they only see Craig, wrapped in the illusion of a dress and makeup?

The anxiety began to creep in, tightening her chest. She set the mug down on the table, staring at the blinking lights on the tree.

You can do this, she told herself. You’ve faced worse. It’s just one night.

But the doubt lingered, a shadow she couldn’t quite shake.

The next day at work, Carly buried herself in her tasks, hoping to keep her mind off the party. The steady rhythm of typing and the hum of the office provided a welcome distraction—until Mark appeared, leaning casually against the wall of her cubicle.

“Hey, Carly,” he said, his voice light and familiar.

She glanced up from her computer, her heart doing an annoying little flip when she saw that grin. “Hey,” she replied, trying to sound nonchalant.

“So, I was thinking,” he began, his tone casual but his eyes watching her carefully, “we should grab dinner sometime. You know, just the two of us.”

Carly froze, her hands hovering over the keyboard. “Dinner?”

“Yeah,” Mark said, shrugging like it was no big deal. “Nothing fancy. Just… dinner. What do you say?”

Her mind raced, her thoughts tripping over themselves. Was this just a friendly gesture? Or was it something more? She wasn’t sure if she was ready for “something more.” She was still figuring herself out, still navigating this new life and identity. What if she messed it up? What if Mark saw her differently once he realized how fragile everything still felt beneath the surface?

“Uh…” she began, stalling as she tried to sort through the swirl of emotions.

Mark’s grin didn’t falter, but there was a flicker of something in his eyes—uncertainty? Nervousness? It was enough to steady her, enough to remind her that Mark wasn’t someone she needed to fear.

“Sure,” she said finally, her voice softer than she intended. “Why not?”

Mark’s grin widened, all traces of hesitation gone. “Great. How about Friday?”

“Friday’s good,” Carly replied, doing her best to sound casual, even as her pulse quickened.

“Perfect. I’ll pick you up at seven.”

Before she could overthink it, Mark pushed off the wall, giving her a quick wink before walking away.

Carly stared after him, a mix of excitement and nerves swirling in her stomach. She turned back to her computer, but the words on the screen blurred as her thoughts spiraled.

“Great,” she muttered to herself. “What have I gotten myself into?”

That night, Carly stood in front of the mirror, staring at her reflection.

She’d just finished brushing her hair, and it fell in soft waves over her shoulders, framing her face in a way that felt effortless but deliberate. She wasn’t wearing much makeup—just enough to highlight her features—but it was the way she carried herself that caught her attention.

She looked… different.

It wasn’t just the physical changes, though those were undeniable. It was something deeper, something in the way she stood a little taller, the way her eyes seemed brighter, the way her lips curved into a soft, thoughtful smile.

For the first time in a long time, she didn’t feel like she was fighting her reflection.

I’m still Craig, she thought, her fingers brushing the edge of the sink. But I’m also Carly.

The idea didn’t feel as foreign as it once had. It didn’t feel like a battle between two identities, two halves of herself. It felt… whole.

Her phone buzzed again, pulling her out of her thoughts. This time, it was a text from Mark:

Looking forward to Friday. Don’t overthink it.

Carly chuckled softly, shaking her head. Too late, she thought, typing back a simple reply: Me too.

As she set the phone down and turned back to the mirror, she felt that spark of confidence again. It was small, fragile, but it was there—like the first glow of Christmas lights in the dark.


Chapter 7

Carly woke slowly, the soft morning light filtering through her curtains, wrapping her room in a warm, golden glow. The world outside was still, hushed in that way only Christmas Eve could bring—a kind of quiet anticipation that made everything feel suspended, like the universe was holding its breath.

Her eyes fluttered open, and for a moment, she lay there, cocooned in the warmth of her blankets. The faint scent of lavender from her pillowcase mingled with the crisp winter air seeping in through the edges of the window. She stretched under the covers, her movements slow and deliberate, though she hadn’t meant them to be.

It was a stretch she’d done a thousand times before, but it felt different now. Her body moved with a grace that still surprised her, the lines and curves of her form responding in ways that were both foreign and familiar. Her arms reached above her head, her back arched, and she felt the soft curve of her hips press against the mattress.

For a moment, she just lay there, staring at the ceiling, lost in the strange mix of emotions that had become her morning routine. Gratitude—for this second chance, for the life she was rebuilding. Curiosity—for the person she was becoming, the person she might yet be. And, as always, a faint trace of sadness—a whisper of the past that lingered, no matter how far she tried to move forward.

But today, there was something else.

A quiet hum of energy buzzed beneath it all, subtle but undeniable, like the world itself was alive with possibility. It wasn’t just the season, though the magic of Christmas certainly played its part. It was something inside her, a spark she couldn’t quite name.

She sat up, the covers pooling around her waist, and her eyes caught on the mirror across the room.

Her breath hitched.

Something was different.

Carly swung her legs over the side of the bed, her bare feet sinking into the soft carpet. She stood slowly, almost cautiously, as if afraid the moment might shatter if she moved too quickly. The room felt impossibly quiet, the only sound the faint rustle of her nightgown as she crossed the small space to stand in front of the mirror.

Her heart raced as she stared at her reflection, her gaze tracing every detail with a mix of awe and disbelief.

Her long, golden blonde hair cascaded down her back in soft, natural waves, fuller and shinier than it had ever been. It caught the morning light like spun silk, framing her face in a way that made her look… ethereal. She reached up, tentatively running her fingers through the strands, marveling at how silky and weightless they felt.

Her skin glowed, smooth and flawless, as if kissed by the softest light. A faint blush on her cheeks gave her a natural radiance, and her lips—full, rosy, and perfectly shaped—looked like they belonged on a magazine cover.

She leaned in closer, studying her face. Her cheekbones were high and defined, her jawline delicate yet strong, her nose perfectly proportioned in a way that felt almost unfair. Her eyes—large, sparkling, and framed by lashes so thick and dark they looked almost unreal—held a warmth and depth she hadn’t noticed before. She blinked, tilting her head slightly, and the woman in the mirror blinked back, her expression soft and curious.

She stepped back, her gaze traveling down her body.

Her transformation was complete.

Her slender neck led to graceful shoulders, her collarbones peeking subtly beneath the fabric of her nightgown. Her waist was slim, curving into full, feminine hips that gave her an hourglass figure she never thought she’d have. Her legs—long, shapely, and elegant—seemed to go on forever, and her feet, small and delicate, completed the picture of effortless femininity.

Her nightgown clung to her frame, hinting at the fullness of her breasts and the gentle slope of her back. She turned slightly, inspecting herself from every angle, and for the first time, she didn’t feel a pang of loss or confusion.

She felt… at peace.

Her fingers brushed over the fabric of her nightgown, tracing the lines of her body as if to confirm that it was real. This is me, she thought, the realization settling over her like a warm blanket. This is who I am now.

She took a step closer to the mirror, her fingers brushing over her cheekbones, her jawline, her lips. Every inch of her looked like it belonged, like it was meant to be. She tilted her head, studying the way the light danced across her features, the way her hair framed her face.

“Wow,” she whispered, her voice soft and melodic. Even the sound of it startled her—it had a musical quality now, warm and inviting, wholly hers.

She turned slightly, her hands resting on her hips as she took in her silhouette. There was no trace of Craig in the reflection staring back at her. No shadow of the person she used to be.

She didn’t feel the ache she’d come to expect, the pang of mourning for a version of herself she’d left behind. Instead, she felt a strange sense of freedom, as if she’d finally stepped into the person she was always meant to be.

For the first time, she didn’t see “Craig trying to be Carly.”

She just saw Carly.

And she was okay with that.

A small, tentative smile tugged at her lips, growing wider as she straightened her posture. The woman in the mirror smiled back, her eyes bright and alive. Carly reached up, brushing a strand of hair behind her ear, and let out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding.

This is me, she thought again, her heart swelling with a quiet but profound sense of acceptance. This is who I am.

The quiet hum of energy she’d felt earlier was stronger now, a spark of something new. Hope, maybe. Or joy. Or simply the peace of knowing that she was no longer fighting herself.

She wasn’t sure what the day would bring, but for the first time in a long time, she wasn’t afraid to find out.

Her phone buzzed on the nightstand, breaking the quiet reverie. Carly turned away from the mirror, the soft glow of morning still lingering in the room, and reached for her phone. Her lips curved into a smile the moment she saw Mark’s name on the screen.

Mark: Morning, Carly. Merry Christmas Eve! I left a little surprise for you outside your door. Don’t keep me waiting too long—I’ll pick you up at 6. 😉

She frowned, her curiosity instantly piqued. A surprise? What had he done now? Mark had a knack for catching her off guard, always with that mix of charm and mischief that left her simultaneously amused and exasperated.

Setting the phone down, she padded to the front door, her bare feet brushing against the cool floor as her curiosity grew with every step. When she opened the door, she blinked in surprise. Sitting neatly on the welcome mat was a box—wrapped in silver paper with tiny snowflakes and tied with a red satin bow.

Carly glanced up and down the hallway, half expecting to catch him lurking around the corner, but it was empty.

She picked up the package, shaking her head with an amused smile. “What did you do, Mark?” she murmured under her breath, closing the door behind her.

Back inside, she placed the box carefully on her coffee table and tugged at the ribbon, the bow slipping free with ease. The silver paper crinkled as she tore it away, revealing a sleek black box beneath. Her fingers hesitated for just a moment before lifting the lid.

Inside was a dress—a deep crimson cocktail dress with a sweetheart neckline and a fitted bodice that flared into a soft, flowing skirt. Carly’s breath caught as she lifted it from the box, the fabric cool and silky against her hands. It was elegant, festive, and undeniably beautiful, the kind of dress that immediately made her think of holiday parties and twinkling lights.

Nestled inside the box was a folded note. She set the dress down carefully and picked up the small piece of paper, her heart giving an odd little flutter when she recognized Mark’s familiar, slightly messy scrawl:

Carly,

I saw this and thought of you. Hope it fits. See you tonight.

Mark

She laughed softly, shaking her head. “You’re really leaning into this, aren’t you?” she said aloud, her voice tinged with amusement.

But beneath the humor, there was something else—a warmth spreading through her chest, a quiet gratitude she couldn’t quite put into words. Mark had a way of making her feel seen, like he truly understood her, even when she wasn’t sure she understood herself.

Carly held the dress up, letting the fabric catch the light as it shimmered softly. She couldn’t resist the pull of curiosity, the way it seemed to whisper promises of elegance and confidence.

“Alright,” she muttered to herself, a small smile playing on her lips. “Let’s see what you’ve done, Mark.”

She slipped out of her pajamas, the cool air brushing against her skin as she pulled the dress over her head. The fabric slid into place effortlessly, hugging her figure in all the right ways. The bodice fit snugly, accentuating her curves without feeling tight, while the skirt swished softly around her thighs as she moved.

Carly turned to the mirror, and the sight that greeted her left her momentarily breathless.

The crimson color brought out the warm undertones in her skin, making her look radiant. The sweetheart neckline framed her collarbones and shoulders beautifully, while the fitted waist highlighted her hourglass figure. The soft, flowing skirt added just the right touch of femininity, giving her a sense of effortless elegance that made her feel like she’d stepped out of a fairy tale.

She smoothed her hands over the skirt, watching the way it moved with her. It didn’t feel like a costume, like something she was pretending to wear. It felt… right.

Her eyes drifted to the closet, and after a moment’s hesitation, she grabbed a pair of nude heels—one of the many shoes that had mysteriously appeared during her transformation. She slipped them on, the slight elevation making her legs look even longer, and stood in front of the mirror again.

She adjusted the straps of the dress, turning this way and that, studying the way it fit her. The woman staring back at her looked confident, poised, even glamorous.

“Okay, Mark,” she muttered under her breath, tilting her head as she took in the full picture. “You might be onto something with this.”

But as she studied her reflection, her smile softened. It wasn’t just the dress. It was the way it made her feel—like maybe she could walk into that holiday party tonight and not just fade into the background. Like maybe she didn’t have to be afraid of being seen.

Her thoughts were interrupted by the buzz of her phone on the coffee table. She turned and picked it up, her smile widening as she saw another text from Mark.

Mark: Don’t forget to twirl in it. The skirt’s the best part. 😉

Carly let out a laugh, shaking her head. “Of course you’d say that,” she said, typing back a quick reply.

Carly: You’re impossible. But thanks. It’s perfect.

His reply came almost instantly.

Mark: I know. See you at 6.

Setting the phone down, Carly turned back to the mirror. She took a deep breath, smoothing her hands over the dress one last time, and gave the skirt a little twirl, watching as it flared out gracefully around her.

For the first time in a long time, she felt like she could handle whatever the evening had in store.

At exactly 6 p.m., there was a knock at the door.

Carly took a deep breath, smoothing the skirt of her dress one last time as she walked to the door. Her heels clicked softly against the floor, the sound echoing in her small apartment. She hesitated for just a moment, her hand hovering over the doorknob. Relax, she told herself. It’s just Mark.

But when she opened the door, the sight of him stole the words from her throat.

Mark stood there, holding a sprig of mistletoe between his fingers, his grin so boyish and mischievous that Carly couldn’t help but smile. He was dressed in a dark green sweater that clung to his broad shoulders, the color bringing out the warmth in his hazel eyes. Black slacks and polished shoes completed the look, more put-together than his usual casual style but still undeniably him.

For a moment, they just stood there, taking each other in.

“Wow,” Mark said finally, his voice soft with genuine admiration. His eyes swept over her dress, lingering just a moment too long on the curve of her waist before meeting her gaze. “You look… incredible.”

Carly felt a blush creep up her neck, the heat spreading to her cheeks. She smoothed the skirt of her dress out of habit, her fingers brushing against the silky fabric. “Thanks,” she said, her voice quieter than she intended. “You don’t look so bad yourself.”

Mark’s grin widened, and he held up the mistletoe, dangling it between them. “House rules.”

Carly raised an eyebrow, crossing her arms but unable to hide her amusement. “Really? That’s your big plan? Mistletoe?”

“Absolutely,” Mark replied, stepping just a little closer. “I’m a sucker for tradition.”

Carly’s heart pounded in her chest, the playful banter doing little to calm the nerves that had suddenly taken hold of her. She wasn’t sure if she was ready for this—whatever this was—but the way Mark was looking at her, like she was the only person in the world, made her feel safe.

And maybe, just maybe, she wanted to see where this was going.

“Well,” she said, her voice steady despite the fluttering in her stomach, “I guess I can’t argue with tradition.”

Mark’s expression softened, the teasing glint in his eyes giving way to something quieter, deeper. He tilted his head slightly, closing the space between them, and Carly leaned in, her breath catching as their lips met.

The kiss was soft, tentative, barely more than a brush of lips, but it sent a warmth through her that lingered long after Mark pulled back.

“Merry Christmas, Carly,” he said, his voice low and filled with affection.

Carly smiled, her cheeks still warm. “Merry Christmas, Mark.”

Mark had planned the perfect evening.

Dinner was at a cozy, candlelit restaurant tucked away on a quiet street, the kind of place Carly wouldn’t have picked for herself but couldn’t help but fall in love with. The soft hum of holiday music filled the air, blending seamlessly with the faint clink of glasses and the occasional burst of laughter from nearby tables. The scent of cinnamon and pine lingered in the background, subtle but unmistakably festive.

Carly felt her nerves begin to melt away as they settled into their seats, the flickering candlelight casting a warm glow over the table. Mark, ever the conversationalist, kept the mood light, launching into a story about a disastrous Christmas dinner from his childhood that had Carly laughing so hard she nearly spilled her water.

“Wait, wait,” she said, holding up a hand as tears of laughter pricked at the corners of her eyes. “You’re telling me your uncle actually lit the turkey on fire?”

Mark grinned, leaning back in his chair. “Oh, not just the turkey. The tablecloth went up, too. My mom was screaming, my dad was trying to smother it with a dish towel, and my uncle just stood there with the carving knife like he was about to duel the flames.”

Carly shook her head, her laughter trailing off into a soft, contented smile. “Your family sounds… chaotic.”

“They are,” Mark admitted, his grin softening. “But they’re also the best. Christmas is always a mess, but it’s our mess, you know?”

Carly nodded, her fingers tracing the edge of her water glass. “Yeah. I think I get that.”

For the first time in years, she found herself sharing stories of her own Christmases past—memories of snowball fights, burnt cookies, and the way her mom used to hum carols while wrapping presents late at night. Mark listened intently, his eyes never leaving hers, and Carly felt a warmth in her chest that had nothing to do with the restaurant’s cozy atmosphere.

After dinner, they strolled through the park, where the trees were strung with twinkling lights that danced in the crisp December air. Snow crunched softly beneath their feet, and Carly found herself leaning into Mark’s arm, her head resting lightly against his shoulder.

“This is… nice,” she admitted, her breath visible in the cold air.

Mark glanced down at her, his hazel eyes warm and steady. “It is. I’m glad you said yes.”

Carly looked up at him, her heart fluttering in a way that both excited and terrified her. “Me too.”

They walked in comfortable silence for a while, the only sounds the distant hum of holiday music and the occasional laugh of children playing in the snow. Carly couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt so at ease, so… present.

When they reached her apartment, Mark walked her to the door, his hands tucked into his coat pockets.

“So,” he said, lingering on the threshold, “any plans for tomorrow?”

Carly hesitated, her fingers brushing the edge of the doorframe. “Not really. Just me and a frozen pizza.”

Mark frowned, his brows knitting together. “That’s no way to spend Christmas. Come spend it with me and my family.”

Carly opened her mouth to protest, but Mark held up a hand, cutting her off gently.

“You wouldn’t be intruding,” he said, his voice soft but firm. “They’d love to meet you. And I’d… I’d love to have you there.”

Carly felt her heart skip a beat, her carefully constructed walls threatening to crumble under the weight of his sincerity. She searched his face for any sign of hesitation, but all she saw was warmth, patience, and something that looked a lot like hope.

“Okay,” she said finally, her voice barely above a whisper. “I’d like that.”

Mark’s face lit up with a smile that made her chest tighten in the best possible way. “Great. I’ll pick you up at noon.”

Before she could overthink it, he leaned in and kissed her cheek, the warmth of his lips lingering against her skin long after he stepped back.

“Goodnight, Carly,” he said, his voice as soft as the falling snow.

“Goodnight, Mark,” she replied, her smile shy but genuine.

As Carly closed the door behind him, she leaned against it, her hand pressed to her chest as her heart raced.


Chapter 8

Carly smoothed her green-and-white sweater dress nervously as she sat in Mark’s car, her fingers fidgeting with the hem. The dress was festive but understated, paired with black tights and tall brown boots that added just enough height to make her feel confident without overdoing it. She had spent longer than she wanted to admit debating what to wear, wondering if this was too casual or not festive enough. In the end, she settled on something that felt like her—or at least the version of herself she was trying to grow into.

Her blonde hair fell in soft waves over her shoulders, a style that had taken her three attempts to get right. Even now, she resisted the urge to run her fingers through it, worried she’d ruin the careful work. The faint floral notes of her perfume lingered in the small space of the car, mixing with the subtle scent of Mark’s cologne—a warm, woodsy fragrance that made her feel inexplicably comforted.

She glanced down at her hands, noting how her neatly manicured nails caught the soft glow of the dashboard lights. It was such a small detail, but it still struck her as strange sometimes—how natural everything felt now, even when it wasn’t. The way her hands moved, the way the dress hugged her figure, even the sound of her voice when she spoke—all of it had become second nature. Yet, deep down, there was still a part of her that couldn’t quite believe this was her life now.

Adjusting had been an uphill climb, filled with awkward moments and self-doubt, but tonight felt different. Tonight felt like the summit.

Mark drove with one hand on the wheel, the other resting casually on the gear shift. His fingers tapped lightly against it in time with the music, Bing Crosby crooning softly on the radio. Snowflakes fluttered against the windshield, illuminated briefly by the headlights before disappearing into the darkness. The rhythmic motion of the wipers and the quiet hum of the engine filled the space between them.

Carly turned her head slightly, stealing a glance at him. His profile was relaxed, his hazel eyes focused on the road, his lips curved into the faintest smile. He looked so at ease, so sure of himself, and it made her stomach flutter with a mix of nerves and something else she couldn’t quite name.

“You okay?” Mark asked suddenly, breaking the comfortable silence. His voice was warm, reassuring, and when he glanced at her briefly, his eyes were filled with genuine concern.

“Yeah,” Carly said quickly, though her voice cracked just enough to betray her. She winced, realizing how unconvincing she sounded. “I mean… kind of,” she admitted, exhaling sharply. She pressed her palms against her knees, willing herself to calm down. “I haven’t done the whole ‘meet the family’ thing in a long time. It’s… intimidating.”

Mark chuckled, the sound low and easy, like he wasn’t the least bit worried. “Relax,” he said, glancing at her again with a small smile. “They’re going to love you.”

Carly raised an eyebrow, giving him a skeptical look. “You sound awfully confident about that.”

“Not confidence,” Mark replied, his grin widening. “Just facts.”

“Facts?” she repeated, her tone teasing but edged with disbelief.

“Facts,” he said firmly, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. “You’re smart, funny, and—” he paused, his eyes flicking to her for a fraction longer than necessary, “—you’re beautiful. Trust me, you’ve got nothing to worry about.”

Carly felt her cheeks flush, warmth spreading up her neck as his words settled over her. She turned quickly to stare out the window, hoping he wouldn’t notice the way her lips curved into an involuntary smile. “Flattery isn’t going to make me any less nervous, you know,” she muttered, though her tone lacked any real bite.

Mark laughed softly, his focus returning to the road ahead. “It’s not flattery if it’s true,” he said simply, and the sincerity in his voice made her stomach do a little flip.

She let the silence settle between them for a moment, the gentle croon of Bing Crosby filling the space. Her fingers brushed against the hem of her dress again, a nervous habit she couldn’t seem to shake.

“You really think they’ll like me?” she asked quietly, her voice softer now, almost hesitant.

Mark glanced at her again, his expression softening. “I know they will,” he said with certainty. “My mom’s been asking about you for weeks. And my dad…” He paused, chuckling. “Well, he’s just excited I’m actually bringing someone home for Christmas. You’ve already won them over, Carly.”

She bit her lip, her nerves easing slightly at his words. “No pressure, then,” she said with a small laugh.

Mark grinned. “None at all.”

Despite his reassurance, Carly couldn’t shake the fluttering in her chest. Meeting someone’s family was a big deal—a huge deal—and the fact that it was Mark’s family made it even more daunting. She wanted to make a good impression, not just for him but because… well, she cared. More than she wanted to admit, even to herself.

“I just don’t want to mess this up,” she said softly, almost to herself.

Mark’s hand left the gear shift, reaching out to rest gently on hers. His touch was warm, grounding, and when she looked up at him, his eyes were steady and kind.

“You won’t,” he said firmly. “You couldn’t if you tried.”

Carly swallowed hard, her heart thudding against her ribs. She wanted to believe him, wanted to hold onto the quiet confidence in his voice, but it was hard to silence the little voice in the back of her mind whispering that she wasn’t enough. That she’d never be enough.

Still, the way Mark was looking at her—like she was something special, something worth believing in—made her want to try.

“Thanks,” she said finally, her voice barely above a whisper.

Mark gave her hand a small squeeze before letting go, his attention returning to the road. “Anytime,” he said, his tone light but sincere.

As they turned onto a quiet street lined with houses glowing softly with Christmas lights, Carly felt a strange mix of excitement and trepidation settle in her chest. She wasn’t sure what the night would bring, but for the first time, she felt like maybe—just maybe—she could handle it.

And as Mark pulled into the driveway of a charming two-story home with snow-dusted eaves and warm light spilling from the windows, she took a deep breath, smoothing her dress one last time.

“Ready?” Mark asked, turning to her with an encouraging smile.

Carly met his gaze, her nerves still buzzing but tempered by the steady warmth of his presence. “Ready,” she said, her voice quiet but resolute.

And as she stepped out into the cold December air, she couldn’t help but feel like this was the start of something new. Something worth embracing.

Mark’s family home came into view just as Carly’s nerves hit their peak. The two-story house was nestled at the end of a quiet suburban street, its snow-dusted roof glistening faintly under the glow of the streetlamps. Twinkling white lights wrapped around the porch railings, glowing softly in the crisp December night. A large wreath adorned the red front door, its gold bow catching the flicker of the lights. Smoke curled lazily from the chimney, completing the picture-perfect holiday scene that looked like it belonged on the front of a Christmas card.

“It’s… cozy,” Carly said softly, her breath fogging the passenger window as she stared out at the house.

“Yeah,” Mark replied, his voice carrying a subtle warmth as he turned into the snow-dusted driveway. “Cozy’s a good word for it. Just wait until you see the inside.”

Carly swallowed hard, her nerves tightening in her chest. She wasn’t sure what she had expected, but this felt so… normal. It wasn’t intimidating in the way she had feared. It was inviting, warm, and yet somehow that only made her more nervous.

Mark shifted the car into park and turned to her, his hazel eyes softening when they met hers. “You good?”

“Yeah,” she said quickly, though the slight tremor in her voice betrayed her. She took a deep breath, forcing a smile. “I’m good.”

“Don’t worry,” Mark said, reaching over to give her hand a quick squeeze before grabbing his keys. “They’re going to love you.”

The reassurance helped—a little. Carly stepped out of the car, her boots crunching against the snow as she followed Mark up the driveway. Her hands were buried deep in her coat pockets, and she focused on the rhythm of their footsteps, hoping it would drown out the knot of anxiety twisting in her stomach.

Before they even reached the door, it swung open, revealing a woman in her late 50s. She was petite, with short, perfectly styled hair and sparkling eyes that were unmistakably Mark’s. Her smile was warm and full of energy, and her arms were already outstretched.

“Mark!” the woman exclaimed, pulling him into a tight hug that made him stumble slightly.

“Hi, Mom,” Mark said, laughing as he hugged her back.

She released him just as quickly, her excitement shifting to Carly in an instant. “And you must be Carly!”

Carly barely had time to respond before she was enveloped in a hug that smelled like cinnamon, lavender laundry detergent, and just a hint of vanilla.

“Hi! Yes, that’s me,” Carly managed, laughing nervously as she hugged back.

“Oh, it’s so good to finally meet you!” Mark’s mom said, pulling back and holding Carly at arm’s length, her eyes scanning her with genuine delight. “You’re even prettier than Mark said.”

Carly blinked, her cheeks flushing. “Oh, um, thank you,” she said, glancing at Mark, whose ears had turned noticeably red.

“Mom,” Mark groaned, his tone affectionate yet exasperated.

“What?” his mom said innocently, waving them both inside. “It’s freezing out here! Come in, come in!”

The warm air hit Carly immediately as she stepped inside, carrying with it the rich, comforting scents of roasted turkey, pine, and freshly baked cookies. She shrugged off her coat, glancing around as Mark’s mom hurried to take it from her.

The living room was a Christmas wonderland. A massive tree stood in the corner, its branches heavy with colorful lights, glass ornaments, and enough tinsel to blind someone. Stockings hung neatly above the fireplace, where a fire crackled cheerfully, casting a golden glow across the room. Holiday music played softly in the background, blending seamlessly into the cozy hum of conversation and clinking dishes from the kitchen.

“Mom, slow down,” Mark said, hanging up his coat. “You’re going to scare her off.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” his mom replied, waving him off with a dismissive hand. “She’s already family.”

Carly froze for a moment, caught off guard by the overwhelming warmth of the welcome. It wasn’t what she had expected—she didn’t even know what she had expected—but this wasn’t it.

Before she could dwell on it, a tall, broad-shouldered man with a salt-and-pepper beard appeared in the doorway, wiping his hands on a dish towel. His eyes crinkled at the corners as he smiled warmly.

“So, you’re the one who’s been keeping my son so distracted lately,” he said, his voice teasing but gentle. “I’m Jim. It’s nice to finally meet you, Carly.”

Carly smiled, shaking his hand. “Guilty as charged, I guess?”

Mark groaned, rubbing the back of his neck. “Dad, seriously.”

“What?” Jim said, clapping Mark on the back with a grin. “I’m just saying it’s nice to see you smiling more.”

Carly laughed softly, feeling some of the tension in her chest begin to ease.

The introductions continued as Mark’s older sister, Sarah, her husband, Dan, and their teenage daughter, Emma, joined the fray. Sarah was tall and elegant, with Mark’s same sharp sense of humor, while Dan had an easygoing demeanor that matched his wife’s energy perfectly.

Emma, a gangly fourteen-year-old with braces and an oversized Christmas sweater, stared at Carly with wide-eyed curiosity. Her gaze flicked between Carly’s blonde waves and her boots before she blurted out, “You’re so pretty. Are you, like, a model or something?”

“Emma!” Sarah hissed, her tone mortified.

Carly laughed, the tension in her shoulders easing further. “Not a model, but thank you. You’re pretty, too.”

Emma beamed, her braces shining as she grinned. “Thanks,” she said, clearly satisfied with the response.

Mark leaned down to whisper in Carly’s ear, his voice low and teasing. “Told you.”

Carly glanced up at him, her lips curving into a small smile. “Okay, fine,” she whispered back. “You were right.”

Mark’s grin widened, and for a moment, Carly felt a flicker of genuine ease.

As the evening unfolded, Carly found herself swept up in the easy rhythm of the family’s conversations. Jim teased Mark relentlessly, Sarah filled Carly in on embarrassing childhood stories, and Emma peppered her with rapid-fire questions about everything from her favorite holiday movie to how she styled her hair.

Carly couldn’t help but be struck by how effortlessly they welcomed her into their world. The warmth, the laughter, the sheer realness of it all—it was comforting in a way she hadn’t expected.

For the first time in a long time, she felt like she wasn’t just an outsider looking in.

Dinner was an elaborate affair, the kind that felt like a scene from a holiday movie. The table was overflowing with roasted turkey, mashed potatoes, green beans, and what seemed like a dozen other dishes Carly couldn’t even name. Platters of stuffing and cranberry sauce were passed around, their scents mingling with the warm aroma of freshly baked rolls. Twinkling candles in the center of the table cast a soft glow over the room, illuminating the happy faces around her.

Carly found herself swept up in the lively energy of Mark’s family. Laughter echoed as stories were shared—some so ridiculous Carly couldn’t help but laugh along, even though she wasn’t entirely sure she understood the context. It didn’t matter. The warmth in the room was infectious, and for the first time in a long time, she felt like she could simply be.

Max, the golden retriever, had taken up residence at her feet, his soulful brown eyes fixed on her with unwavering devotion. Carly smuggled him bits of turkey under the table, earning a quiet chuckle from Mark, who caught her mid-act.

“You’re spoiling him,” Mark whispered, leaning close enough for Carly to feel the warmth of his breath against her ear.

“Good,” she whispered back with a mischievous smile, her fingers brushing against Max’s soft fur. “He deserves it.”

Mark’s grin widened, but he didn’t say anything, and Carly felt her heart skip at the way his gaze lingered on her for just a moment longer than necessary.

Midway through the meal, Mark’s dad, Jim, stood, raising his glass. His chair scraped softly against the hardwood floor as he cleared his throat, the sound cutting gently through the hum of conversation.

“A toast,” Jim said, his booming voice quieting the room. He looked around the table, his gaze warm as it swept over his family. “To family—old and new.” His eyes landed on Carly, and she froze, the weight of his attention making her pulse quicken. “And especially to Carly, for making this Christmas a little brighter.”

A murmur of agreement rippled through the room as glasses were lifted, the faint clink of crystal against crystal filling the air.

Carly’s cheeks burned, her face hot despite the cool draft from the nearby window. She glanced around, overwhelmed by the unexpected attention. When her eyes landed on Mark, he was already looking at her, his expression soft and full of something she couldn’t quite name.

He gave her a small, reassuring smile, and Carly felt her chest tighten.

“Cheers,” she said softly, lifting her own glass. Her voice was barely audible, but it didn’t matter. The warmth in the room wrapped around her like a blanket, chasing away the nerves that had crept in.

As the family returned to their conversation, Carly exhaled, her fingers toying with the stem of her glass. She felt a hand brush lightly against hers under the table, and when she turned, Mark was there, his touch as familiar and steady as the smile he gave her.

Later that evening, when the last plates had been cleared and the warm hum of the family had faded into quieter conversations, Carly and Mark found themselves in the living room. The fire crackled in the hearth, sending golden light dancing across the walls and casting long shadows over the plush rug. The rest of the family was scattered—some still lingering at the table, others retreating to the kitchen—but the two of them had settled on the couch, the quiet intimacy of the moment wrapping around them like the soft throw Carly had draped over her lap.

Mark leaned back against the couch, one arm resting along the backrest, his fingers brushing lightly against Carly’s shoulder. She stared into the flames, the flickering light reflecting in her eyes.

“Thank you,” she said after a moment, her voice soft but steady.

Mark turned his head, his brow furrowing slightly. “For what?”

“For tonight,” she said, glancing at him. “For everything. For bringing me here. Your family’s amazing.”

“They like you,” Mark said simply, his lips curving into a small smile. “A lot.”

Carly hesitated, her fingers tracing the edge of the throw blanket. “I like them, too. It’s just…” She paused, searching for the right words. “It’s been a long time since I’ve felt like this. Like I belong somewhere.”

Mark’s expression softened, and he shifted closer, his knee brushing against hers. “You do belong,” he said quietly, his voice steady and sincere. “And if you ever forget that… well, I’ll be here to remind you.”

Carly felt a lump rise in her throat, her chest tightening at the weight of his words. It was terrifying, the way they settled over her, comforting and overwhelming all at once. She had spent so long building walls, convincing herself that being on her own was safer, easier. But Mark had a way of slipping through the cracks, of making her feel seen in a way that was both exhilarating and unnerving.

She opened her mouth to respond, but the words caught in her throat. Instead, she turned to him, her eyes searching his face. And then, before she could second-guess herself, Mark leaned in, his hand brushing against her cheek as his lips met hers.

The kiss was soft, unhurried, and warm, like the firelight that surrounded them. It wasn’t a grand, sweeping gesture—it didn’t need to be. It was full of quiet promise, the kind of kiss that spoke of something deeper, something real.

When they pulled apart, Mark didn’t move far, his forehead resting lightly against hers. Carly’s eyes fluttered open, and she found herself smiling, her heart lighter than it had been in months.

“Merry Christmas, Carly,” Mark whispered, his voice low and full of affection.

Carly’s smile widened, her cheeks still flushed. “Merry Christmas, Mark,” she replied, her voice barely above a breath.

For the first time, she truly felt it—a new beginning.

She leaned back against the couch, her hand still resting in Mark’s, and let herself bask in the quiet joy of the moment. The fire crackled softly, Max snored gently at their feet, and the sounds of holiday cheer drifted in from the kitchen.

For the first time in a long time, Carly didn’t feel like she was standing on the outside looking in.

She was home.
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