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Chapter One

The girls arrived at Candy’s parents’ garage just after nine, one by one, the quiet suburban street briefly jolted awake by engines, laughter, and the thump of boots on concrete.

The garage door was already half open, sunlight spilling across scuffed amps, tangled leads, and the battered drum kit that lived there permanently now. Candy’s parents had long since surrendered the space, the cars exiled to the drive in favour of guitars, microphones, and the steady promise of noise.

Candy was first inside, as always. She moved with nervous energy, setting out the mic stand, checking cables, and humming fragments of melodies under her breath. She was dressed for rehearsal rather than the stage, but even casual meant style and femininity.

Today mattered. Tonight, mattered more. Their gig at the bar was the biggest they’d had so far, not just another support slot but a proper set, their name on the chalkboard outside, their sound filling the room for a full hour.

Sarah arrived next, drumsticks poking out of her bag, hair pulled back loosely, eyes already half in rhythm.

She gave Candy a quick hug and went straight to the kit, adjusting the snare, tapping lightly, feeling the space. To her, rehearsals were about atmosphere as much as precision. The garage always sounded different in the morning.

Mina swept in with a flourish, tall frame ducking slightly as she stepped through the doorway, fiddle case slung over her shoulder like an accessory rather than an instrument. She made some comment about the early start, kissed the air near Candy’s cheek, and leaned her fiddle against an amp with casual confidence. She thrived on gigs, on eyes, on reactions, and the thought of the bar crowd this evening already had her smiling.

Lisa was last, bass strapped across her back, cigarette unlit between her fingers out of habit rather than intention. She surveyed the room like a general arriving at a familiar battlefield. Tonight’s set needed to be tight. No mistakes, no excuses.

They were buzzing with it, all of them. The anticipation of the night ahead, the chance to prove something, to be louder and sharper and more unforgettable than the bands that had come before them.

Lipstick Riot had a set to rehearse, a crowd to win, and no time to waste.

They began setting up without really thinking about it, muscle memory taking over as amps were dragged into place and leads uncoiled, the familiar clatter filling the garage. Someone joked about the smell, someone else complained about the cold concrete, and then, as if on cue, Lisa stopped and looked around.

“Where the hell is Erica?”

The question hung there, half-annoyed, half-resigned. Erica was always late. It had become part of her mythology, the talented lead guitarist who drifted in when she felt like it, unapologetic and usually smiling.

Candy checked her phone, frowning. Mina perched on an amp and stretched her legs, unconcerned.

Sarah was the one who froze. She already had her phone in her hand when it buzzed, the vibration sharp and sudden.

“Oh shit.”

She stared at the screen for a second too long, then turned it so the others could see. A short message sat at the top.

Sorry, girls. Couldn’t do it in person.

Below it, a photo loaded slowly, then resolved into something painfully clear. Erica, sunglasses on, hair loose, smiling as if she hadn’t just derailed their day, stood in front of the Eiffel Tower. One arm was looped around a man none of them recognised.

For a moment, no one spoke. The silence felt heavy, stunned.

Mina broke it with a sharp, humourless laugh.

“Bitch.”

For a few seconds after Mina spoke, the garage felt smaller. The photo still glowed on Sarah’s phone, the Eiffel Tower bright and smug behind Erica’s grin. Candy reached out and gently pushed the screen down, as if closing it might make the situation less real.

“Well,” Mina said lightly, swinging her legs. “That’s commitment.”

Lisa did not smile. She set her bass down harder than necessary and ran a hand through her hair. “We’re fucked,” she said flatly. “We do not have a lead guitarist.”

Candy straightened, already shaking her head. “We don’t cancel.”

Lisa looked at her. “Candy.”

“No,” Candy said again, firmer. “We do not cancel. Not tonight.”

Sarah leaned back against the drum riser, arms folded, watching the exchange carefully. She knew that look on Candy’s face. Once she latched onto something, she did not let go easily.

“We can’t play the set without a lead guitarist,” Lisa said. “Not properly. Half the songs hinge on Erica’s parts.”

Mina shrugged. “We could strip them back. Make it raw.”

Lisa shot her a look. “This isn’t open mic night. It’s a bloody audition.”

Candy took a breath. “Some record people are coming tonight.”

That did it. The words cut through the garage like feedback. Lisa went still. Mina stopped swinging her legs. Even Sarah felt the weight of it land.

“What kind of record people?” Lisa asked.

Candy hesitated, then said, “Two A and R guys. Small label, but real. They were at the bar last month. They asked if we were playing again.”

Mina let out a low whistle. “And you didn’t mention that earlier because?”

“Because Erica was supposed to be here,” Candy said quietly.

Lisa turned away, pacing. “So we either go on without a lead guitarist and look amateur, or we cancel and look unreliable. Great options.”

“We don’t look unreliable,” Candy said. “Not tonight.”

Sarah had been quiet too long. She felt it, the pressure building, the familiar itch in her brain when a solution hovered just out of reach. She glanced again at the photo on her phone, at Erica’s careless smile, and something clicked into place.

“What about Sam?” she said.

The words landed oddly, like a chord struck in the wrong key.

Lisa stopped pacing. Mina tilted her head. Candy blinked.

“Sam?” Candy repeated.

“Yes,” Sarah said, pushing herself upright. “Sam.”

Mina frowned. “Your brother Sam?”

Sarah nodded. “Who else?”

Lisa stared at her. “Your lazy, permanently horizontal brother Sam.”

“He’s not permanently horizontal,” Sarah said. “Just frequently.”

Candy folded her arms, thinking. “He’s a guitarist.”

“He’s a great guitarist,” Sarah said quickly. “You’ve seen him play.”

“Yes, in a hoodie, sitting on the sofa,” Lisa said. “Not on stage. Not tonight.”

“He knows the songs,” Sarah said. “All of them. He’s been around rehearsals enough. He can play Erica’s parts, and if something goes wrong, he can improvise.”

Mina laughed softly. “You’re forgetting one small detail.”

Sarah looked at her. “Which is?”

Mina gestured vaguely at herself, then at Candy, then at Lisa. “This is an all-girl band.”

Candy nodded slowly. “It’s the brand.”

“I know,” Sarah said. “But Sam can look really girly.”

The silence that followed was different this time. Curious. Dangerous.

Lisa raised an eyebrow. “Explain.”

Sarah hesitated, then shrugged. “I dressed him up once. A long while ago.”

Mina’s eyes lit up instantly. “Oh, you can’t just say that and stop.”

“It was stupid,” Sarah said. “We were teenagers. Messing around. But he looked honestly? He was quite stunning.”

Candy studied her face. Sarah was not joking. There was a certainty in her voice that made Candy lean in rather than dismiss the idea.

“How stunning?” Mina asked.

Sarah flushed slightly. “Enough that if you didn’t know him, you wouldn’t have questioned it.”

Lisa scoffed. “This is insane.”

“Is it?” Candy said.

Lisa turned back to her. “You are not seriously considering this.”

Candy chewed her lip. “I’m considering everything.”

“He’s a guy,” Lisa said. “On stage. With us.”

“He just has to stand and play guitar and look pretty,” Sarah said. “That’s it. No vocals. No talking. We put him in the right clothes, do his makeup properly, and keep the lights low. People will see what they expect to see.”

Mina grinned. “And people expect Lipstick Riot to be hot girls in heels.”

“Exactly,” Sarah said.

Lisa folded her arms. “You’re talking about dressing your brother up as a girl and putting him in front of a crowd.”

Sarah met her gaze. “I’m talking about saving the gig.”

Candy paced now, slow and thoughtful. “He is good. Despite his…well.”

“Yes,” Sarah said without hesitation. “He can play anything. And he doesn’t panic.”

“That’s because he doesn’t care,” Lisa muttered.

“That might actually help,” Candy said.

Mina laughed. “God, I would love to see his face. Would he do it?”

Lisa exhaled sharply. “You’re all out of your minds.”

Candy stopped pacing. “Well, will he do it?” She put her hands on her hips and seemed to reach a decision. “Where is he?”

“At his dump,” Sarah said. “In bed. As usual.”

Mina hopped off the amp. “Well, let’s wake him up.”

Lisa shook her head. “This is a terrible idea.”

Candy looked between them, weighing it all. The risk. The reward. The image of the bar that evening, lights low, bodies pressed close, the chance slipping away if they faltered now.

“We don’t have another option,” Candy said finally. “We can’t learn a new set in a day. We can’t play without a lead guitarist. And I am not cancelling.” Lisa opened her mouth to argue, then stopped. Mina was smiling again, already imagining it. “Okay, call him.”

Candy turned to Sarah. “Will he even do it?”

For a moment, no one spoke. Then Sarah slipped her phone back into her pocket and lifted her chin, a small, decisive smile forming.

“No,” she said. “Let’s go and surprise him.”


Chapter Two

Sam dreamed he was on stage with Led Zeppelin.

The lights were blinding, warm and gold, and the sound rolled through him like electricity. Jimmy Page stood a few feet away, nodding in approval, while the crowd stretched out into infinity, faces blurred into movement and noise. Sam felt weightless, lost in the music, lying back as he played, legs dangling over the edge of something soft and familiar. He went into his guitar solo and the crowd went wild.

The dream fractured with a crash.

The bedroom door flew open, slamming against the wall hard enough to make the posters rattle. Sam jerked awake with a shout, blinking against the sudden flood of daylight. For a second, he did not understand what he was seeing. Four figures stood in the doorway, backlit and unmistakable.

Girls. All of them.

“Jesus!” Sam yelped, scrambling upright. He realised, far too late, that he was wearing nothing but his boxers. He grabbed the sheet and hauled it up to his chest. “What the hell are you doing?”

Sarah stood at the front, arms folded, entirely unbothered. Behind her, Candy peered into the room with open curiosity, Mina leaned casually against the doorframe, and Lisa crossed her arms, unimpressed.

“Nice room,” Mina said lightly. “Jesus, what’s that smell.”

“Get out!” Sam snapped, mortified. “Knock, maybe?” He turned and knocked a half can of lager off the side table onto the floor. It seeped out onto the carpet.

“We did knock,” Sarah said. “You didn’t answer.”

Sam rubbed his eyes, trying to wake properly. His hair was a mess, falling into his face in soft, unruly waves, and his slim body was half-hidden beneath the sheet. Even scowling, he was unmistakably handsome, his features delicate enough to border on pretty. If it wasn’t for his inherent laziness, he would probably have made someone a good catch by now.

“What time is it?” he demanded.

“Doesn’t matter,” Sarah said. “We need you.”

Sam frowned. “For what?”

“Erica’s gone,” Sarah said. “She’s run off to Europe with her boyfriend.”

Sam blinked. “What?”

“We have a gig tonight,” Candy added gently. “And no lead guitarist.”

Silence followed as Sam processed that. He glanced from one face to the next, searching for the punchline.

“You’re joking.”

“No,” Lisa said flatly. “We need you to fill in.”

Sam laughed, a short, disbelieving sound. “No chance. I’m going out tonight. I’ve got plans.”

Sarah stepped forward. “Cancel them.”

“Absolutely not,” Sam said. “You can’t just barge in here and—”

“Sam,” Sarah cut in, her voice sharpening. “This is important.”

He shook his head. “I’m not joining your band. I’m not even dressed.”

Mina smirked. “That can be fixed.”

Sam shot her a look. “Don’t.”

Candy spoke again, softer this time. “You know the songs. You can play them. You’re the only person who can help us.”

Sam hesitated, just for a moment. “Still no.”

Sarah sighed, then fixed him with a look he recognised all too well. The one she had perfected over years of shared childhood, the one that meant she was not going to let this go.

“Get your guitar,” she said. “And come with us. We’ve got to get ready.”

Sam glanced at his watch on the bedside table. He stared at it, then back at her.

“It’s not even midday,” he said. Sarah did not blink. He knew that look and groaned, running a hand down his face. “This is dumb.”

But he swung his legs over the side of the bed anyway, stood up, and reached for a pair of jeans. As he pulled them on, he muttered under his breath, already knowing he had lost.

And Sarah smiled.

The drive up to Candy’s parents’ house always felt longer than it really was.

Sam sat in the back seat, guitar case wedged awkwardly against his knee, watching the houses change as they climbed higher into the neighbourhood. The roads were cleaner here, quieter. The pavements wider. Cars sat on driveways like ornaments rather than necessities. Everything looked deliberate, expensive, and faintly unreal.

Sarah noticed him staring. She said nothing.

Sam shifted uncomfortably. He and Sarah had grown up somewhere very different. Narrow streets. Terraced houses pressed together. Noise that never really stopped. You learned early not to expect space, or silence, or anything handed to you. Candy’s world felt like another country entirely.

They pulled onto a long, curved drive that led up to a large, immaculate house. Brickwork without a mark on it. Windows that gleamed. The kind of place that looked untouched by bad luck.

Candy’s father was something big in finance. Sam didn’t know exactly what, only that it involved money moving invisibly and growing larger while other people worked themselves into the ground. The house reflected that kind of success.

Lisa cut the engine. “Let’s move.”

Sam followed them out of the car, feeling suddenly underdressed and vaguely grubby in his old jeans and hoodie. He adjusted the guitar strap on his shoulder and waited for them to head towards the garage. Instead, Candy turned toward the front door.

“Upstairs,” she said. “My room.”

Sam blinked. “What about the garage?”

“We’re not practising yet,” Candy replied, already walking. “We need to get ready.”

He frowned but followed, shoes crunching softly on gravel as they crossed the drive. Inside, the house smelled faintly of polish and something floral. It was quiet in a way that made Sam feel like he was intruding. Candy led them up a wide staircase to the first floor and into her bedroom.

Sam stopped just inside the doorway.

The room was large, airy, and unapologetically feminine. Soft pink walls. White furniture with curved edges. Cushions and throws arranged artfully on a neatly made bed. A vanity crowded with makeup, brushes, and perfume bottles. Everything coordinated. Everything intentional.

Sam snorted. “Blimey. Barbie called. She wants her colour scheme back.”

Mina laughed. Lisa rolled her eyes. Candy didn’t rise to it. “You smell,” She said calmly, handing him a towel from a neatly folded stack. “Go and shower.”

Sam recoiled. “What?”

“You stink,” she repeated. “What were you up to last night?”

“Nothing,” Sam said defensively. “I was out. Normal stuff.” Which generally meant beer and pot.

Candy tilted her head. “Normal doesn’t smell like that.”

Sarah stepped closer, her expression unreadable. “Bathroom’s through there.”

Sam looked between them. “I’m not—”

“Sam,” Candy said, still calm, still smiling. “Trust me.”

He hesitated, then scoffed. “This is ridiculous.”

But he took the towel.

The bathroom was as pristine as the rest of the house. White tiles. Chrome fixtures. Everything gleaming. Sam shut the door, grumbling under his breath, and turned the shower on hotter than necessary.

He told himself he’d be quick.

The hot water cut through the lingering haze of sleep and resentment. He scrubbed himself roughly, trying not to think about why they were all so insistent. He heard the door open and Sarah saying: “Put this on when you’ve finished.”

When he finally turned the water off, he wrapped the towel around his waist and stepped out. Sam frowned, drying himself quickly. He reached for his clothes. They were gone. His jeans, hoodie, boxers. All of it.

In their place, laid neatly beside the sink, was a silk robe, pale and glossy, and a pair of white panties folded carefully on top.

Sam stared.

For a long moment, the house was silent except for the faint hum of the extractor fan. “What the fuck,” he whispered.

Sam cracked the bathroom door open by an inch.

“What the hell is going on?” he hissed. All four of them were lined up in the bedroom, arms folded, expressions ranging from amused to unapologetic. Candy leaned against the vanity. Mina stood tall and pleased with herself. Lisa’s face was hard, assessing. Sarah was at the centre of it all, practically vibrating with triumph.

“I can’t find my clothes,” Sam said, louder now. “This isn’t funny.”

Sarah grinned. “We’ve got you.”

Sam stared at her. “What does that even mean?”

“Oh, come on, Sam,” Mina said lightly. “It’s only for one night.”

“One night of what?” he snapped. “Because I’m not standing around butt naked in Candy’s bedroom while you lot mess with me.”

Candy stepped forward then, hands clasped, expression calm in that infuriating way of hers. “Sam, listen. We’re an all-girl band. That’s not just a coincidence, it’s the image. The aesthetic. The reason people notice us.”

“So?” Sam said. “I’m filling in. People will get it.” He shrugged. “Just say I’m a guest guitarist. Happens all the time.”

“Not tonight. Not with record people watching.”

Sam shook his head slowly as he realised what was happening. “No. Absolutely not.”

Sarah took over. “You just have to be a girl for the evening.”

The words hit him harder than he expected.

“A what?”

“For the gig,” Candy clarified. “On stage. You stand, you play, you don’t speak. Under the lights, in the outfit, no one will question it.”

Sam laughed, sharp and incredulous. “You’re insane. Give me my clothes back.”

“No,” Lisa said.

He turned to her. “Excuse me?”

“You heard,” Lisa replied. “If you walk out dressed like a guy, we don’t have a band tonight.”

“That is not my problem,” Sam shot back.

Sarah stepped closer. “It is if you care about us.”

Sam looked at her, really looked. She was serious. All of them were. This was not a prank. This was not going away.

“You can’t make me do this,” he said.

“We’re not making you,” Candy said gently. “We’re asking you to help.”

“And stealing my clothes,” Sam snapped.

Mina shrugged. “Details.”

He ran a hand through his damp hair, breathing hard. “This is messed up.”

“Sam,” Sarah said quietly, “you don’t want to let us down.”

He glared at her. She held his gaze. After a long, miserable pause, he turned back toward the bathroom.

“Where’s the robe?” he muttered.

He grabbed it, yanked it on, and tied it tightly around himself. The silk felt alien against his skin, too smooth, too light. He slipped the panties on with a scowl, refusing to think about them more than necessary.

When he finally shuffled back into the bedroom, clutching the robe closed like armour, Mina clapped softly.

“Well,” she said. “That’s a start.”

Sam scowled. “Don’t.”

Lisa circled him once, slow and critical, eyes flicking to his legs, his arms, the faint shadow of stubble along his jaw.

“Ugh,” she said. “No.”

Sam stiffened. “No, what?”

“No body hair,” Lisa replied. “If you’re doing this, you’re doing it properly.” She picked up a bottle of epilation cream and handed it to him. “Put it on, leave for five minutes, then wash it off.”

Sam stared at her. “Oh, come on!”

Candy sighed, already reaching for her phone. “Bathroom’s free.”

Sam’s stomach dropped.

“You are all completely off your rockers,” he said.


Chapter Three

Candy was completely in her element.

Sam sat stiffly on a stool in the centre of her bedroom, knees together, hands clenched in his lap, still wrapped in the silk robe as if it might protect him from what was happening. The room felt different now, charged with focus and excitement. The girls had circled in closer, no longer arguing or negotiating, but watching with intent.

Candy moved around him slowly, head tilted, eyes sharp and appraising. This was not casual play for her. This was craft.

“Eyebrows first,” she said.

Sam flinched. “My eyebrows are fine.”

Candy smiled faintly. “Not for tonight.”

She stepped in close, lifting his chin with two fingers. Sam froze. He could smell her perfume now, light and sweet, and feel the warmth of her hands as she brushed his hair back from his face. Candy worked carefully, plucking and shaping, refining the arch with practised precision. Sam winced once, then stopped reacting altogether, staring straight ahead as if endurance were the best strategy.

Sarah watched from the bed, grinning openly.

When Candy finally stepped back, Sarah leaned forward to inspect the result. Her eyes widened.

“Oooh la la,” she said, laughing.

Sam glanced at the mirror despite himself.

His eyebrows were thinner now, cleaner, the shape subtly altered. His face looked different. Softer. More open. He frowned, then frowned harder when the expression didn’t look the way he expected it to.

Candy was already reaching for moisturiser.

“Skin prep,” she said. “Relax.”

“I am relaxed,” Sam muttered.

Candy ignored him. She warmed the cream between her hands and began to massage it into his face, slow and deliberate. Her fingers traced his jawline, his cheeks, his temples. Sam’s protests dissolved into uncomfortable silence. His skin tingled. The touch was professional, assured, almost reverent.

Mina leaned against the wardrobe, arms folded, watching closely. “He’s got good bone structure,” she said. “Lucky bastard.”

Lisa nodded once. “Yeah. Annoyingly good.”

Candy hummed in agreement as she finished and stepped back again. Sam’s skin looked smoother already, faintly luminous under the bedroom light.

Then the makeup began.

Foundation first, blended seamlessly, erasing shadows and unevenness. Concealer next, precise and efficient. Sam watched his reflection with growing unease as the familiar markers of his face softened and blurred, replaced by something cleaner, more polished. Candy worked silently now, fully absorbed, her movements confident and fluid.

Sarah crept closer, peering over Candy’s shoulder. “He’s changing already.”

Sam swallowed. “I look weird.”

“You look promising,” Candy replied.

Blush followed, then contour, subtle but transformative. His cheekbones emerged, sharper and more pronounced. His nose seemed straighter. His lips fuller. Candy paused occasionally, stepping back, assessing, then adjusting again.

The girls’ energy shifted as the changes accumulated. Mina straightened, eyes bright. Sarah clasped her hands together, barely containing her excitement. Even Lisa watched with interest now, her earlier scepticism giving way to something more calculated.

When Candy finally picked up the eye makeup, Sam tensed.

“Eyes closed,” she said.

He obeyed.

Brushes swept across his lids, light and careful. Shadow deepened his eyes, liner reshaped them, lashes darkened and lengthened. When Candy stepped back at last, the room fell quiet.

“Okay,” Mina said softly. “Wow.”

Sarah laughed again, breathless this time. “He doesn’t even look like Sam.”

Candy turned the stool slightly and held up the mirror.

Sam opened his eyes and stared.

The person looking back at him was unmistakably him, and yet not. His features were smoother, his eyes larger, his expression almost delicate. Feminine, undeniably so. He looked startled, beautiful, wrong in a way that made his stomach flip.

Candy watched his reaction closely, satisfaction flickering across her face.

“This,” she said calmly, “is why I love doing this.”

Around them, the girls buzzed with excitement, voices overlapping, already discussing clothes, hair, heels. And Sam, sitting very still on the stool, realised with a sinking certainty that this was no longer just about a gig.

Candy crossed the room and opened her wardrobe with a flourish, already smiling.

“I think this will be perfect,” she said.

She reached inside and drew out a dress, holding it up so Sam could see. It was unmistakably a rock chick piece, black and unapologetic. The bodice was corset-style, structured and fitted, with subtle boning that promised to pull everything into shape. Below it, the skirt burst out into layers of soft, flouncy tulle, short enough to show plenty of leg without looking flimsy. It looked dramatic even on the hanger.

Sam stared at it. “That’s…skimpy.”

“That’s fashion,” Mina said brightly.

Candy was not finished. She moved to her dresser and opened a drawer, fingers brushing confidently through neatly arranged lingerie. She selected a pair of black silk and lace panties and then a pair of sheer hold-up stockings with delicate lace tops.

“These too,” Candy said, placing them neatly on top of the dress. “They’ll work better than what you’ve got on.”

Sam’s mouth opened, then closed again.

“You want me to wear all of that?” he said.

“Yes,” Candy replied, as if he had asked whether water was wet. “Go on. Bathroom’s there.”

He hesitated, then gathered the clothes against his chest and retreated, cheeks warm, shoulders hunched. The bathroom door closed with a quiet click.

Inside, Sam stood for a moment, breathing slowly, looking at himself in the mirror. His face was unfamiliar now, softened and reshaped by Candy’s work. He swallowed and set the clothes down.

The panties came first. They felt impossibly light in his hands, smooth and cool. Pulling them on was awkward, unfamiliar, the fabric fit closer than anything he owned. He winced, then adjusted them, surprised by how they stayed in place.

The stockings followed. He sat on the edge of the bath to pull them on carefully, rolling the sheer fabric up his legs. They clung gently, the lace tops resting against his thighs. He stood and shifted his weight, acutely aware of how his legs looked now, longer somehow.

The dress was last.

He stepped into it carefully, lifting it over his hips, then tugging the bodice up into place. It hugged him immediately, firm but not painful, the corset shape encouraging him to stand straighter without him quite realising it. The skirt fluttered when he moved, light and unfamiliar against his legs.

Sam stared at himself again.

He did not recognise the figure in the mirror, but he could not deny that the outfit worked. It framed him, shaped him, changed the way he stood. He smoothed the skirt once, nervously, then squared his shoulders and opened the door.

He emerged slowly, a little sheepish, hands hovering uselessly at his sides.

The reaction was instant.

“Oh my god,” Sarah breathed.

Mina clapped her hands, delighted. “Look at you.”

Candy’s smile widened, proud and satisfied. Lisa looked him up and down once, then nodded sharply.

“Stand straight,” Lisa said. “And smile.”

Sam did as he was told, posture adjusting under the dress’s subtle guidance. When he lifted his head and managed a tentative smile, the girls exchanged glances, excitement buzzing through the room.

Candy crouched in front of the bed and reached for the shoebox she had set aside earlier, her expression bright with anticipation.

“Heels,” she announced.

Sam’s stomach sank.

She lifted them out carefully and set them on the floor in front of him. Black stiletto heels, impossibly high, the kind designed to be seen from across a room. The heels were thin and severe, the straps minimal, elegant, unapologetic.

Sam stared down at them. “You cannot be serious.”

Candy looked up at him. “Of course I am.”

“Can he even walk in those?” Sarah asked, half-teasing, half-curious.

Lisa snorted. “He’ll learn.”

Candy smiled. “By the time we’ve finished with her, she’ll be perfect.”

Sam caught the pronoun change but chose not to comment. He lowered himself onto the edge of the bed and slipped his feet into the shoes with exaggerated care. They fit. That alone unsettled him. He stood slowly, wobbling at first as the height shifted his balance forward.

“Careful,” Candy said, hands hovering but not touching.

Sam took one tentative step, then another. His calves tensed, his posture adjusted instinctively. The heels forced him upright, shoulders back, hips subtly forward.

Mina clapped. “Oh, this is going to be fun.”

They made him walk. A lot.

Up and down the length of the bedroom, turn, pause, walk back again. At first, Sam moved stiffly, concentrating far too hard, arms held awkwardly at his sides. He stumbled once, caught himself, and muttered a curse.

“Head up,” Lisa said. “Shorter steps.”

“Relax your shoulders,” Candy added. “Let your hips move.”

Sam tried again. Something clicked. His movements smoothed out, less forced. The heels no longer felt like enemies, more like instructions. With each pass across the room, he grew steadier, more fluid.

Sarah watched closely. “He’s actually getting it.”

Lisa nodded. “You’re a natural,” she said to Sam. “Don’t overthink it.”

Sam flushed. “I am absolutely thinking about it.”

“And yet,” Lisa said coolly, “you’re walking better than half the girls I know.”

Before Sam could respond, Mina suddenly snapped her fingers.

“Oh. Hair.”

Candy looked up. “What about it?”

“I’ve got an idea,” Mina said, already heading for the door. “Give me ten minutes.”

“Where are you going?” Sam asked.

Mina grinned over her shoulder. “You’ll see.”

The door closed behind her.

While she was gone, the others kept at him. Candy corrected his posture with gentle verbal cues. Lisa barked instructions about confidence and presence. Sarah teased him when he slouched, praised him when he didn’t.

Slowly, almost despite himself, Sam stopped fighting it so hard. He stood straighter. Walked smoother. Even smiled when prompted without it feeling entirely fake.

Then the door burst open again.

Mina returned, slightly out of breath, holding a long, blonde wig. It was styled deliberately messy, voluminous, unmistakably rock chick. She held it up triumphantly.

“Told you,” she said.

Candy took it reverently. “Perfect.”

They positioned Sam in front of the mirror. Candy fitted the wig carefully, adjusting the cap, arranging the strands so they framed his face just right. Blonde hair spilt over his shoulders, brushing the corset, catching the light.

“Okay,” Candy said softly. “Look.”

Sam lifted his eyes.

The reflection stole the breath from his lungs.

The person staring back at him stood tall in heels, black dress hugging her figure, blonde hair tumbling freely, makeup flawless. Feminine. Confident. Real. Something in his chest twisted, unfamiliar and undeniable.

Sarah smiled, voice warm and proud. “Samantha,” she said.

Mina beamed. “She’s finally here.”

Sam swallowed, unable to look away from the mirror.

Samantha had been born.

“As a final touch,” Candy said, guiding Samantha back onto the stool, “hold still.”

Samantha obeyed, hands resting lightly on her knees. Candy took one hand gently and examined it, nodding with approval. Her nails were naturally long, shaped by years of playing guitar, strong rather than delicate. Perfect, really.

Candy unscrewed a bottle of polish and began to work, painting each nail a vivid, glossy red. The colour flashed boldly against Samantha’s skin, unapologetic and confident. She worked carefully, blowing softly between coats.

“There,” Candy said at last, lifting Samantha’s hand to admire it. “That ties it all together.”

Samantha looked down at her nails, the red catching the light, and felt something settle into place. The girls gathered in close again, pleased, satisfied, excited.

Lisa nodded once. “Now you look the part.”

And for the first time since the bathroom door had closed behind her hours earlier, Samantha didn’t argue. She stepped up to her and sprayed a liberal amount of scent over. 
 


Chapter Four

They made their way down to the garage together, heels clicking on concrete, anticipation humming in the air. Samantha took the stairs carefully at first, then with more confidence, the guitar case slung over her shoulder, grounding her in something familiar. The moment she stepped into the practice space and lifted the guitar into her hands, a quiet sense of relief settled over her.

This, at least, she understood.

The strap sat comfortably against the corset bodice as she plugged in, fingers instinctively finding the fretboard. The weight of the instrument, the familiar tension of strings under her fingertips, anchored her in a way nothing else that morning had.

“Okay,” Lisa said. “Let’s hear what you can do.”

They started with one of Sarah’s songs, a driving rhythm that built steadily before opening into something raw and melodic. Samantha listened closely, nodding along, and then came in cleanly, her timing precise. She did not hesitate. She did not stumble.

By the end of the first run-through, Mina was staring at her.

“Alright,” she said. “I was not expecting that.”

Candy smiled, genuine and bright. “You fit, girl.”

Samantha shrugged, trying to play it down. “I know the songs.”

“That’s an understatement,” Lisa said. “You’re locked in already.”

Of course, she was. Samantha had practised half of these tracks with Sarah over the past year, under protest and usually on the sofa, claiming she was just killing time.

Sarah wrote most of the songs, lyrics and core structure pouring out of her in bursts of inspiration. Lisa and Mina took those raw ideas and shaped them, sharpening the edges, layering in tension and release. Candy brought the voice. Not technical, not trained, but unmistakable. The kind of voice that carried emotion straight through the noise and lodged it somewhere deep.

Together, it worked.

As they ran through the set again, the music came together faster than any of them expected. Samantha adapted instinctively, matching Lisa’s aggression, responding to Mina’s flourishes, riding Sarah’s rhythms with ease.

Then Candy stopped them.

“Movement,” she said. “You can’t just stand there.”

Samantha froze. “I’m playing.”

“Yes,” Candy replied patiently. “But you’re also performing.”

Lisa demonstrated first, shifting her weight, stepping into the beat, letting the music pull her body along. Mina followed, looser, more expressive, her movements fluid and teasing.

“Short steps,” Sarah said. “Hips with the rhythm, not against it.”

Samantha tried. At first it felt awkward, too conscious, but as they played again, she let the music guide her. Her shoulders loosened. Her stance softened. The heels dictated her posture, encouraging subtle movement she might otherwise have resisted.

“Better,” Lisa said. “You don’t have to think so hard.”

Candy nodded. “Let it feel good.”

And surprisingly, it did.

By the time they finished the set, Samantha was breathless, smiling without meaning to, guitar humming quietly in her hands. The girls exchanged looks, excitement flickering between them.

All too soon, rehearsal bled into reality.

Lisa checked the time and swore softly. “We’ve got to move.”

The sudden urgency sent them into motion. Cables were wound hastily, amps hauled toward the door, cases snapped shut. Mina’s battered old camper van waited at the curb like a loyal but long-suffering animal, its paint faded, one wing mirror held on with tape. It had carried them to every gig that mattered so far, and a few that probably hadn’t.

They loaded it quickly, instruments stacked with the casual precision of habit. Drum hardware went in first, then amps, then guitars. Samantha hesitated only a moment before handing her guitar over, watching as it disappeared safely among the others.

“Shotgun’s mine,” Mina announced, already climbing into the front.

The rest of them squeezed into the back, knees knocking, bodies pressed close. Samantha found herself wedged between Sarah and Candy, acutely aware of the unfamiliar feel of the dress and heels in such close quarters. The van smelled faintly of petrol, old fabric, and excitement.

The engine coughed, then caught.

They were buzzing now. Candy bounced slightly in her seat, checking her lipstick in a compact mirror. Mina drummed her fingers on the steering wheel, humming part of the chorus from their opener. Lisa leaned back, eyes closed, mentally running the set. Sarah twisted around to grin at Samantha.

“You okay?” she asked.

Samantha nodded. “Yeah. I think so.”

And she was surprised to realise it was true. The nervous energy in the van was infectious. Their excitement wrapped around her, pulled her in, made the whole thing feel less like a trap and more like momentum.

Candy leaned closer, voice low. “One more thing.”

Samantha turned to her.

“Your voice,” Candy said. “Keep it soft. Higher than usual. And if anyone talks to you…”

“Yes?” Samantha asked.

Candy smiled sweetly. “When in doubt, just smile and pretend you’re a bimbo.”

Samantha laughed despite herself. “That’s your advice?”

“It works,” Mina called from the front.

Lisa opened one eye. “Don’t overdo it. Less is more.”

The van lurched forward, heading toward the bar, the city sliding past the windows. Samantha looked down at her red nails, curled her fingers once around nothing at all, then rested her hands on her knees.

Somewhere between the garage and the road ahead, she realised she was no longer dreading the night.

She was looking forward to it.

Boogies loomed out of the dark like a promise and a threat all at once.

The car park was already packed, engines ticking as people spilt toward the entrance in clumps, laughter and shouting bleeding into the night air. From inside, bass thudded through the walls, a physical pulse that Samantha felt in her chest as soon as she stepped out of the van.

Inside was worse. Better. Louder.

The place was heaving. Macho types clustered at the bar, beer bottles gripped in thick hands, voices already raised and competitive. Groups of women in tight dresses and towering heels drifted in front of the stage, checking reflections in phone screens, claiming space. Sweat, perfume, and alcohol hung heavy in the air.

Samantha’s mouth went dry.

This was bigger than anything she had imagined. Bigger than rehearsal. Bigger than fantasy. She adjusted her grip on the guitar strap, suddenly acutely aware of every inch of herself. The dress. The heels. The way people’s eyes slid over her without hesitation.

Her heart hammered.

“I can’t do this,” she murmured.

Sarah heard her. She reached out and squeezed Samantha’s arm, firm and grounding.

“You look fabulous,” Sarah said quietly, with absolute certainty. “And you’re going to be brilliant.”

Before Samantha could reply, a voice called from the side of the stage. “Lipstick Riot, you’re up.”

Everything moved at once.

They climbed the steps, the roar of the crowd swelling as the lights snapped on. Heat hit Samantha like a wall, thick and suffocating. The noise was overwhelming, cheers and whistles and shouted comments blurring into a single wave of sound.

For a split second, she froze.

Then the count-in started.

And instinct took over.

The moment her fingers hit the strings, the world narrowed. The guitar sang beneath her hands, familiar and reassuring. Her body remembered what her mind was trying to forget. The crowd faded into a shifting blur of movement and light. She stepped into the rhythm, hips moving almost without thought, feet finding balance even in the heels.

Candy’s voice cut through everything, raw and electric. Sarah drove the beat forward, relentless and alive. Lisa and Mina locked in beside her, the band tight, confident, dangerous.

Samantha played.

She noticed the looks then, slipping through the haze. Men staring openly, hungrily. Shouts thrown toward the stage, some crude, some appreciative, some both. A man near the front made a lewd gesture and grinned when she glanced his way.

Her stomach flipped. She didn’t break.

She smiled, just like Candy had told her to, turned slightly away, let the lights catch her hair, and kept playing. The guitar drowned everything else out. Every note grounded her, pulled her deeper into the music.

By the time the final song crashed to an end, the crowd was roaring.

They didn’t bow. They ran.

Backstage was chaos and laughter and adrenaline. Candy grabbed Samantha and spun her once, breathless and laughing. Mina whooped. Lisa punched the air, grinning despite herself. Sarah wrapped Samantha in a fierce hug.

“That was insane,” Sarah said. “You were amazing.”

Samantha leaned back against the wall, chest heaving, guitar still in her hands. Her legs shook, not from fear now, but from the aftershock of it all. She had gone on stage terrified.

She had come off flying.

They ended up back at Candy’s house long after the noise of Boogies had faded from their ears, the night settling into something softer and more intimate. Shoes were kicked off in the hallway, jackets discarded, instruments left safely in the garage. Candy’s bedroom became their refuge again, bottles opened, music playing quietly from someone’s phone as they collapsed onto the bed and the floor in a loose, laughing sprawl.

Everyone talked at once at first. Favourite moments from the set. The crowd. The sound. The way the room had felt when they locked into the final song. Mina reenacted a particularly enthusiastic fan in the front row, sending Sarah into helpless laughter. Lisa drank quietly but watched Samantha with a faint, satisfied smirk.

Samantha sat on the edge of the bed, heels finally slipped off, dress still in place, legs tucked beneath her. At some point she realised she had not even thought about changing back. Her jeans and hoodie lay forgotten somewhere upstairs, distant and irrelevant. The silk and lace, the makeup, the wig, all felt strangely natural now, as if she had simply settled into herself rather than put something on.

She laughed easily, glass warm in her hand, red nails flashing when she gestured. The girls treated her no differently than before. If anything, they seemed closer, warmer, buoyed by shared success.

At one point, the door opened quietly.

Candy’s father stood there, impeccably dressed even at this hour, curiosity softening his expression.

“Sounds like it went well,” he said.

Candy beamed. “It did.”

His gaze moved around the room, then settled on Samantha. He smiled politely, taking in the dress, the hair, the confidence without a flicker of surprise.

“And who’s this?” he asked.

Candy didn’t hesitate. She slipped an arm around Samantha’s shoulders.

“This is Samantha,” she said. “Our new lead guitar.”

Samantha felt a small, unexpected thrill run through her at the name, at the certainty with which Candy said it. She smiled back, lifting her glass in a small, playful salute.

Candy’s father nodded approvingly. “Well,” he said, “welcome to the band.”

When he left, the girls erupted into laughter again.

Samantha leaned back against the pillows, warmth spreading through her, realising that for the first time all day, she wasn’t waiting for the night to end.


Chapter Five

Candy woke with the kind of lightness that made it impossible to stay still.

The room was bright with morning, pale sunlight spilling across pink walls and catching on the scattered remnants of the night before. Empty glasses on the dresser. Shoes kicked off without care. A faint ache in her throat that made her smile rather than wince.

Her body still hummed with the afterglow of the gig, the applause, the way everything had come together at exactly the right moment. She stretched, grinning at the ceiling.

It had worked. All of it. The risk. The chaos. Samantha. Wow, Samantha had looked amazing. She felt a slight squirm of joy in her stomach.

Candy slid out of bed and began her morning regimen on autopilot, still buoyant. Shower. Cleanse. Moisturise. She hummed softly as she moved, replaying moments from the stage in her head. The crowd. The heat. The way the band had looked together was cohesive and electric. Better than when Erica was part of the group.

Halfway through brushing her hair, the doorbell rang. Candy frowned. No one ever came by unannounced in the morning. She pulled on a robe and padded downstairs, the house quiet and immaculate in the daylight. When she opened the front door, she stopped short.

A woman stood on the step, tall and composed, dressed sharply in a tailored coat that probably cost more than Candy’s entire wardrobe. Her hair was silvered at the temples, styled flawlessly, her makeup understated and precise. She carried herself with effortless authority.

Behind her, parked neatly along the pavement, was a long black limousine. The woman smiled. Not warmly. Confidently.

“Good morning,” she said. “Candy, I presume.”

“Yes,” Candy replied, momentarily wrong-footed. “Can I help you?”

“My name is Stella Devereaux,” the woman said, extending a hand. “I’m a band manager.” Candy shook her hand automatically, her heart giving a small, excited jolt. “I was at Boogies last night,” Stella continued. “Or rather, I arrived just too late. I missed all but the last two songs of your set.”

“Oh,” Candy said, disappointed for half a second. “That’s a shame.”

“It is,” Stella agreed. “But I made a point of asking around. People were talking. Quite a lot.”

Candy felt a flush of pride creep up her neck.

“I wanted to speak to you and your band,” Stella said. “About organising some gigs. Proper ones.”

Candy’s breath caught. “Really?”

Stella nodded. “You have something. Your voice, in particular. It’s distinctive. Not polished in the usual way, but memorable. That’s far rarer.” Candy smiled, almost glowing. “And,” Stella added, her gaze sharpening slightly, “I was especially taken with your lead guitarist.”

Candy blinked. “Samantha?”

“Is that her name?” Stella asked. “Tall presence. Very confident on stage. She held attention without trying too hard. That’s instinct, not training. And her playing was superb.”

Candy’s stomach flipped, but the thrill overrode the flicker of unease. “Yes,” she said quickly. “She’s new.”

Stella smiled knowingly. “They often are, at the beginning.”

She reached into her bag and produced a sleek business card. “I’d like to talk properly. All of you. Dinner tonight. Somewhere quiet.”

Candy didn’t hesitate.

“That would be amazing,” she said, words tumbling out. “Yes. Absolutely.”

“Excellent,” Stella replied, clearly satisfied. “I’ll send details.” She turned back toward the waiting limousine, then paused. “You have something special, Candy,” she said over her shoulder. “Don’t squander it by thinking small.”

With that, she was gone, the car pulling away smoothly, leaving the street exactly as pristine and calm as before.

Candy stood in the doorway for a long moment, heart racing.

Then she squealed, shut the door, and ran back upstairs two at a time, already rehearsing how she was going to tell the others, not yet allowing herself to think about complications, questions, or consequences.

Lipstick Riot had been noticed. And Candy was already saying yes. Her hands were still shaking slightly as she scrolled to Sarah’s name and hit call.

“Morning,” Sarah answered, voice rough with sleep.

“You are not going to believe this,” Candy said, breathless. “We’ve just had a band manager at the door. Like, a real one. Limousine and everything.”

There was a pause. “What?”

“She saw us last night,” Candy rushed on. “She wants to organise gigs. Proper gigs. And she wants to meet us for dinner tonight.”

Another pause, longer this time.

“Dinner tonight,” Sarah repeated carefully.

“Yes.”

“And Samantha?” Sarah asked.

Candy bit her lip, excitement bubbling over again. “She loved her. Thought she had incredible stage presence.”

Sarah exhaled slowly. “Oh, shit.”

“I know,” Candy said. “I didn’t even think. I just said yes.”

“You always do,” Sarah replied, but there was a smile in her voice. “Alright. I’ll bring her round.”

Candy relaxed a fraction. “Thank you.”

“We’ll need to get her ready,” Sarah added. “Properly this time.”

Candy grinned. “Obviously.”

“I’ll wake her,” Sarah said. “Jesus, this is going to be freaky.”

When the call ended, Candy leaned back against the wall, phone pressed to her chest. The thrill was still there, brighter than ever, threaded now with something sharper and more deliberate. Tonight mattered. And Samantha, whether she realised it yet or not, was going to have to be perfect. She called the other girls, who all screamed, and filled them in. Then she started making some plans for her new lead guitarist.

Sam lay on his bed staring at the ceiling, watching the slow crawl of light across a familiar crack in the plaster. His guitar rested against the wall where he had dropped it last night, still in its case, still real. Everything else felt less certain.

He replayed fragments of the gig without meaning to. The heat of the lights. The noise. The way the guitar had disappeared into his hands until there was nothing else. And beneath that, threaded through it all, the other sensation. The dress moving when he walked. The way people had looked at him. At her. The strange, electric rightness of it that sat uncomfortably alongside the embarrassment he knew he was supposed to feel. He rolled onto his side and groaned softly.

A knock sounded at the door, brisk and familiar, and before he could answer it opened. Sarah stepped inside. “Get up,” she said. “We’ve got a situation.”

Sam pushed himself upright, hair falling into his eyes. “If this is about last night, I’m still processing.”

“It’s about tonight,” Sarah replied. “Candy’s been contacted by a band manager. Wants to meet us for dinner.”

Sam blinked. “That was fast.”

“She loved the band,” Sarah said. “Especially you.”

He let out a short laugh. “She loved Samantha.”

“Yes,” Sarah said evenly. “Which means you have to dress again.”

The word hung between them.

“No,” Sam said automatically. “I did my bit. One night. Emergency only. That was the deal.”

Sarah folded her arms. “This isn’t optional.”

He sighed, rubbing his face. “I can’t keep doing this. It was a fluke.”

Sarah studied him for a moment, then softened. “You didn’t look like someone having a fluke.”

Sam looked away.

“I can tell you loved being a girl,” Sarah said quietly. “I could see it in your eyes.”

“That’s not…” He stopped himself, the denial dying before it reached his mouth. He exhaled. “It was just different.”

Sarah smiled faintly. “Different doesn’t mean bad.”

He didn’t argue. He didn’t need to. He muttered ‘fuck’ under his breath and grabbed his clothes. When she turned toward the door, he followed, already pulling on his jacket, resistance giving way with surprising ease.

They arrived at Candy’s house to find the others already there. The bedroom was once again alive with movement, clothes laid out, makeup arranged, energy crackling with anticipation.

Candy looked up and beamed. “There you are.”

Lisa glanced over from where she was leaning against the wardrobe. She held up her hand. “Important question,” she said. “What about her voice?”

Sam stiffened.

“We can always pretend she’s mute,” Lisa added dryly.

Mina laughed. Candy shot Lisa a warning look, but her smile lingered. Sam swallowed, standing in the doorway, knowing exactly where this was heading and realising, with a mix of dread and something dangerously close to excitement, that he was already stepping forward.

Candy clapped her hands once, sharp and decisive, instantly commanding the room.

“Right,” she said, scanning them all in turn. “We need to look fabulous tonight.”

Mina raised an eyebrow. “We always do.”

Candy pointed at her. “Dresses. Heels. Makeup. That means you too, Mina. No hiding behind attitude.”

Mina laughed but nodded. “Fine. I’ll behave.”

Candy turned to Lisa and Sarah. “I want you back here by five. No excuses.”

Then she looked at Samantha.

“I’ll deal with her.”

Something in Candy’s tone made Samantha’s stomach flutter. The others began to disperse, the room emptying quickly until only the two of them remained. The door closed softly behind the last of them, leaving the bedroom unusually quiet.

Samantha shifted her weight, suddenly very aware of herself. Spending all day with Candy was not an unpleasant thought. If anything, it was the opposite. That realisation made her nervous in a way she couldn’t quite articulate.

Candy turned to her, smile slow and deliberate.

“We’ve got time,” she said. “And you need to be perfect.”

Samantha swallowed. “You don’t have to…”

Candy stepped closer, lifting Samantha’s chin gently so she had no choice but to meet her eyes. There was no mockery there. Only focus. Anticipation. “Oh,” Candy said softly, “I very much do.”

She smiled then, bright and pleased, already envisioning the result.

“We’re going to make you look so delicious.”

Samantha felt heat rise in her cheeks, heart beating a little faster, a thrill threading through the nerves. Whatever this day was going to be, there was no doubt about one thing. Candy was enjoying every second of it. Again.

The house felt different once they were alone.

Without the others, without the noise and overlapping energy, Candy’s bedroom softened into something calmer, more intimate. Light filtered in through the curtains, catching on mirrors and pale fabrics. Candy moved easily through the space, entirely at home, while Samantha hovered near the door, unsure of where to put herself.

Sam had always thought Candy was a little cool with him. Polite, distant, faintly dismissive in the way of someone who did not waste energy where it wasn’t needed. Now, though, that edge was gone. She smiled at him openly. Looked at him properly. Spoke to him like an equal rather than an inconvenience.

It was disarming.

“Relax,” Candy said, noticing his hesitation. “We’ve got all day.”

Samantha nodded, surprised by how much she wanted to please her. When Candy gave an instruction, she found herself following it without question, without the resistance she’d shown everyone else. Candy didn’t bark orders or tease. She simply assumed compliance, and somehow that made it easier.

“We’re going to try a few different looks,” Candy continued, already mentally sorting through options. “See what suits you best. And we should probably work on your voice and your poise for good measure.”

Samantha swallowed. “My voice?”

Candy smiled. “Nothing dramatic. Just refinement.”

She crossed to the dresser and opened a drawer, then turned back holding familiar items. The silk robe. The white panties.

“You’ll want to start clean,” Candy said, handing them over. “Go and shower. Moisturise properly this time.”

Samantha took them, fingers lingering on the fabric. The robe felt cool and smooth, the panties light and deceptively delicate.

She hesitated, then nodded and headed for the bathroom. As the door closed behind her, she caught her reflection in the mirror again. Even without makeup, even stripped back, something had shifted. The person looking back felt less like a disguise now, more like a version of herself waiting to be finished.

She showered slowly, carefully, letting the water run warm over her skin. When she stepped out and began smoothing moisturiser over her legs, her arms, her stomach, she did it thoughtfully rather than reluctantly. The ritual felt purposeful. When she slipped on the white panties and tied the silk robe around herself, she didn’t rush. The fabric settled against her in a way that felt familiar now.

When Samantha emerged, Candy was waiting, leaning against the vanity, watching her with open approval.

“Good,” Candy said. “That’s exactly right.”

Whatever this day was going to become, she sensed it would be transformative in ways she hadn’t yet fully understood.

It scared her a little. Thrilled her too.


Chapter Six

Candy started gently.

“Sit,” she said, patting the stool.

Samantha obeyed without thinking, settling into place as Candy laid out a small selection of makeup on the vanity. Nothing dramatic this time. No bold colours, no heavy contour. Candy’s movements were deliberate and restrained.

“This is just a daytime look,” she explained. “Fresh. Soft. I want you to be comfortable before we push anything. Tonight we can go full evening glamour again.”

She worked lightly, a touch of concealer, a hint of colour, mascara brushed on with care. Samantha watched herself change in increments, not transformed so much as clarified. Her face looked awake. Approachable. Feminine in a way that didn’t feel performative.

Candy talked the whole time.

“Tell me about your favourite guitarists,” she said casually.

Samantha answered automatically, then caught herself when Candy tilted her head.

“Slow down,” Candy said. “Softer. You don’t need to rush.”

Samantha tried again, lowering her voice slightly, letting the words breathe. Candy smiled.

“Yes. Like that.” She smiled. “That’s quite sexy.”

She asked more questions. Easy ones. What music did Samantha like outside of rock? What did she wear when she wasn’t playing? Whether she preferred mornings or nights. Each time, Candy corrected her gently. Less tension in the shoulders. Hands relaxed. Voice lighter, more melodic. Not forced. Just adjusted.

When she was satisfied with the makeup, Candy stepped back.

“Good,” she said. “Now comes the fun part.”

She crossed the room and opened her wardrobe.

It was full. Not cluttered, but abundant. Dresses arranged by colour and mood. Textures layered together. Leather, silk, lace, cotton. Candy reached in and pulled one out, holding it up against Samantha’s body, studying the effect.

“Too severe,” she murmured, setting it aside. Another dress. Softer lines. Still not right. Samantha watched, fascinated. Sam had two pairs of jeans, a few t-shirts and pair of mouldy trainers. Candy seemed to have a whole department store in her bedroom.

Candy didn’t just see clothes. She saw combinations. Possibilities. “Go and try this,” she said, handing Samantha a dress.

Samantha retreated to the bathroom, changed, and returned. Candy circled her, adjusting, explaining. “This neckline works with your shoulders, but the skirt fights your legs.”

They repeated the process. Dress after dress. Each time, Candy taught her something. What fabrics worked together. Why certain colours lifted her complexion. How heels changed posture. How a belt could reshape an entire silhouette.

“What do you like?” Candy asked at one point, genuinely curious.

Samantha hesitated. Then admitted, “I like things that move when I do.”

Candy smiled. “Good answer.”

They kept going. Samantha popping in and out of the bathroom, growing more confident with each change. Her movements were smoother. Her voice was softer without thinking about it. By the time the afternoon light began to shift, the floor was scattered with discarded dresses, and Candy’s eyes were bright with ideas.

“We’re getting there,” she said. “You’re learning fast.”

Samantha caught her reflection and realised something quietly startling. She wasn’t just being dressed. She was being taught how to choose. Candy stepped back and tilted her head, reassessing Samantha with a more thoughtful eye.

“Last night was about impact,” she said. “Tonight is different.”

Samantha looked at her, attentive.

“I want you to be more feminine,” Candy continued. “Less raunchy. A girl should have levels. Different looks for different occasions. You don’t wear the same thing to a gig that you do to dinner.” She turned back to the wardrobe with purpose this time, fingers moving decisively. When she pulled the dress free, she didn’t hesitate.

“This,” she said.

The bodice was red silk, rich and glossy, catching the light even before it was worn. Below it, a soft chiffon skirt fell in fluid layers, elegant rather than provocative, moving gently when Candy shook it out. It was unmistakably feminine. Samantha changed and stepped back out.

Candy didn’t speak at first. She simply smiled.

“That’s it,” she said finally. “You look perfect.”

The word made Samantha flush. She smoothed the skirt unconsciously, feeling how it moved with her, how it softened her presence rather than announcing it. Candy, however, wasn’t done.

“Now,” she said, turning toward the dresser, “we need to think properly.”

She opened her lingerie drawer. Candy rifled through it calmly, as if this were the most natural thing in the world. Lace. Silk. Carefully chosen pieces, all beautiful in different ways.

“It has to be special,” Candy said, glancing back at Samantha. “As a girl, you always dress from the inside out.”

Samantha swallowed, heat rising in her cheeks as Candy selected a delicate red bra and panty set, setting it neatly on the bed. She added a matching garter, then reached for a pair of nude stockings with lace tops.

“Perfect,” Candy said, satisfied.

Samantha stared at the arrangement, embarrassed, flustered, but unable to deny the strange seriousness with which Candy treated it all. This wasn’t teasing. It wasn’t a joke.

Candy turned back to her, eyes warm but intent. “Trust me,” she said. “You’ll feel the difference.”

Candy smoothed the chiffon skirt once more, then stepped back.

“Take it off,” she said gently. “Hang it by the wardrobe. That’s for later.” Candy turned and handed her a small bundle of clothes. “Put these on after.”

In the bathroom, Samantha unfolded them. A white padded bra. A cropped T-shirt, soft and fitted. A denim skirt that looked casual but unmistakably feminine.

The padded bra altered her silhouette just enough to be noticeable, the weight unfamiliar but not unpleasant. The crop top hugged her waist, baring a sliver of skin she was acutely aware of. The denim skirt sat snugly on her hips, shorter than anything she would ever have worn.

She took a breath and stepped back into the bedroom.

Candy’s eyes lit up. “Perfect.”

She guided Samantha to the chair again and began working on her hair, brushing it smooth, then loosening it with her fingers so it fell naturally around her face. A little lift at the crown. A soft sweep over one eye. Finally, low heels in a cream leather.

“There,” Candy said, satisfied. “We’re ready.”

Samantha blinked. “Ready for what?”

Candy smiled. “We’re going for a walk. There’s a café down the road.”

Samantha’s heart skipped. “Outside?”

“Yes,” Candy said simply. “I think you need some fresh air.”

Going on stage had been one thing. Darkness, lights, noise, a role to hide inside. This was different. Daylight. Strangers. No guitar to anchor her.

“I don’t know…” Samantha began.

Candy met her eyes. “You’ll be fine. I’ll be with you.” She squeezed Samantha’s arm. “Just two girls together.”

They stepped out of the house, the door closing softly behind them. The street was quiet, sunlit, ordinary. Birds somewhere nearby. A car passing in the distance. But it all seemed so vibrant and alive with Samantha dressed the way she was.

Her first first steps were tentative. Every sound felt amplified. Every glance from a passing neighbour sent a jolt through her. She kept her shoulders back, remembered Candy’s instructions, and walked.

And then something unexpected happened.

No one stared. No one laughed. No one pointed.

They walked side by side, heels clicking lightly on the pavement, and Samantha felt a strange, fizzing thrill bloom in her chest. She was out. Visible. Unhidden. And the world carried on as if she belonged there.

By the time they reached the café and sat at a small table outside, Samantha’s nerves had settled into something warmer, brighter. She folded her hands around a cup of coffee, red nails catching the light, and realised she was smiling.

Candy watched her over the rim of her cup, pleased.

“You see?” she said softly.

Samantha nodded, unable to stop the quiet excitement humming through her.


Chapter Seven

Evening settled over the house with a sense of ceremony.

Candy’s bedroom was alive with movement again, but this time it was purposeful, polished. Music played softly while the girls finished getting ready, each of them transformed in a way that felt true to who they were.

They were dressed to the nines, not competing, not matching, but aligned. Lipstick Riot, refined.

Candy went last.

She stood at the vanity, redoing her makeup with practised confidence, deepening her eyes, perfecting her lips. When she turned back to the room, she looked extraordinary. Her dress was sleek and fitted, feminine without apology, clinging in all the right places. Red lipstick completed the look, bold and unmistakably hers. She radiated assurance, the kind that didn’t need to announce itself.

Lisa leaned against the wardrobe, already finished. She wore a sharply cut black dress that echoed punk influences while still being distinctly feminine. Structured shoulders, a thigh-high slit, boots with a dangerous heel. Her makeup was minimal but striking, eyes dark, expression cool. She looked like trouble that knew exactly what it was doing.

Mina emerged from the bathroom with a flourish, tall and impossible to ignore. Her dress was dramatic, with flowing fabric that moved when she did, slit high enough to show leg and confidence in equal measure. Jewellery caught the light when she laughed. She looked sassy, theatrical, completely at ease being looked at.

Sarah adjusted the strap of her dress quietly, watching the others with a soft smile. Hers was feminine and artistic, subtle rather than showy. Flowing lines, muted colours, something that suggested depth and more than a little allure.

And then there was Samantha.

Candy had dressed her carefully, deliberately. The blonde wig was back, styled to frame her face perfectly, soft waves falling over her shoulders. Her makeup was flawless, refined rather than dramatic, enhancing rather than disguising. The dress she wore was elegant and feminine, chosen to move with her rather than announce her. Heels added height and poise, completing the illusion so completely it no longer felt like one.

Samantha stood a little straighter now, hands relaxed at her sides, red nails neat and glossy. She looked every inch the woman Candy had envisioned, and more. Nervous but glowing with it.

For a moment, the room fell quiet as they all took each other in.

“Bloody hell,” Mina said. “We clean up well.”

Candy smiled, eyes lingering on Samantha just a second longer than the others. “You look incredible,” she said. “All of you.”

The excitement buzzed between them, sharp and intoxicating.

A sleek black limousine drew up outside Candy’s house, glossy and immaculate beneath the streetlights, its presence turning the quiet road into something suddenly cinematic. The headlights washed over the front of the house, and for a moment, they all stood still, taking it in.

Lisa broke the spell with a crooked smile. “It’s showtime, girls.”

Laughter bubbled up, a little too loud, a little too sharp, nerves bleeding through the bravado. They gathered their things, checked each other one last time, and stepped out into the evening together.

The driver opened the door, and they climbed inside, skirts smoothed, heels carefully placed. The interior was plush and dimly lit, smelling faintly of leather and polish. Mina stretched out immediately, grinning. Sarah sat close to the window, watching the world slide past as they pulled away from the curb.

Samantha sat beside Candy, suddenly very aware of the space, of herself, of the night stretching ahead. Her heartbeat felt louder in the enclosed quiet. She clasped her hands together once, then felt Candy’s fingers lace gently through hers.

Candy squeezed her hand, warm and reassuring. “Hey,” she said softly. “Everything is going to be fine.”

Samantha nodded, though her nerves continued to coil tighter in her chest. This was different from the stage, different from the house, different from the street outside the café. There would be conversation tonight. Questions. Scrutiny. No music to hide behind.

The limousine glided through the city, lights streaking past the windows, carrying them toward whatever came next. Samantha focused on the steady pressure of Candy’s hand in hers, grounding herself in the moment.

Stella Devereaux was already waiting when they arrived.

She rose as they approached the table, tall and composed, dressed with understated elegance. Everything about her was deliberate. The cut of her jacket. The line of her posture. Her face was lean, striking, and intelligent, the kind that suggested charm was a tool rather than a default. This was a woman accustomed to making decisions and living with their consequences.

“Ladies,” she said, smiling as they gathered around her. Her gaze lingered briefly on each of them, appraising without being rude. When her eyes reached Samantha, they paused just a fraction longer, curious and unreadable.

Introductions were exchanged, chairs drawn back, handbags settled. Once they were seated, drinks were ordered, the clink of glasses punctuating the moment as nerves gave way to ritual.

Stella folded her hands lightly on the table. “I suppose I should start by telling you a little about myself.”

She spoke easily, confidently, explaining that she had been managing bands for years. Not the ones already splashed across magazine covers, but the smaller, sharper acts with something to prove. She specialised in potential, particularly when it involved female artists.

“I help bands get the break they’re looking for,” she said. “But I won’t pretend it’s easy. The work comes first.”

Candy nodded eagerly. Lisa listened with narrowed eyes. Mina leaned in. Sarah sat quietly, attentive. Stella smiled when she mentioned their name. “Lipstick Riot,” she said. “It’s excellent. Memorable. It tells a story before you even step on stage.”

She spoke warmly of their performance, of their energy, of the way they held a room. She talked about presence as much as sound, about understanding what made people look twice.

“I’d like to arrange gigs across the country,” Stella continued. “A proper run. Not glamorous, not comfortable, but invaluable. It will challenge you. Hone your performance. Put you in front of different crowds, different rooms, different pressures.”

Samantha felt her chest tighten as Stella spoke, excitement threading with apprehension.

“If that goes well,” Stella added, lifting her glass slightly, “then we start talking about attention. Serious attention. And from there, a record contract becomes a possibility rather than a fantasy.”

Candy’s eyes shone. Mina let out a soft breath. Lisa’s mouth curved into a small, dangerous smile. Sarah reached for her drink, fingers steady.

Stella watched their reactions with clear satisfaction.

“This,” she said calmly, “is where things start to matter.”

Menus were brought, leather-bound and heavy, the kind that made even ordering feel significant. The girls leaned in, scanning options, murmuring to one another, the initial tension easing as food became something practical to focus on. Wine was chosen. Shared plates. Something celebratory without being reckless.

Stella watched them with interest as they ordered, saying little, absorbing everything. When the waiter left, she lifted her glass again, this time in a quieter, more conversational way.

“Here’s to Lipstick Riot.”

Candy glowed. Mina smiled easily. Lisa nodded once. Sarah relaxed back into her chair.

And then Stella’s attention shifted. Not abruptly. Not obviously. But unmistakably.

Her gaze settled on Samantha.

Up close, under the soft restaurant lighting, Samantha felt suddenly exposed. The blonde wig sat perfectly. The dress moved when she breathed. Candy’s earlier reassurance echoed faintly in her ears, but her nerves tightened all the same. Stella tilted her head slightly, studying her with professional curiosity rather than judgement.

“You’ve been very quiet, Samantha,” she said, kindly but directly. “I was particularly struck by your playing last night. You have an aura.”

Samantha’s pulse jumped.

“Thank you,” Candy said quickly, smiling on her behalf.

Stella’s eyes never left Samantha. “Where did you learn to play like that?” she asked. “There’s confidence there. Not just technique.”

The table went still.

It was only a second. Two, perhaps. But it stretched. Samantha opened her mouth, then hesitated. Her voice. The lie. The weight of it all pressing in at once. She suddenly lost her nerve.

Sarah panicked.

“She’s mute,” Sarah blurted out.

The words landed with a dull thud.

Silence followed, thick and immediate. Sarah’s face flushed as realisation hit her, embarrassment written plainly across her features. Candy stiffened. Mina’s smile froze. Lisa closed her eyes briefly, as if bracing for impact. Samantha’s cheeks burned. She dropped her gaze, fingers curling lightly around her napkin, heart hammering.

Stella Devereaux did not look shocked.

She smiled.

“Or,” Stella said calmly, eyes returning to Samantha, “perhaps she’s simply not quite like other girls.”

The meaning settled over the table, undeniable now. The girls were busted.

Lisa leaned forward then, pragmatic as ever, and explained. About Erica. About the panic. About the gig. About necessity and talent colliding in the most unexpected way. She didn’t dress it up. She didn’t apologise.

Stella listened without interrupting, hands folded, expression unreadable. When Lisa finished, Stella nodded once.

“That’s not a problem,” she said.

She looked back to Samantha, her gaze warm but assessing. “You look very pretty,” she added, almost casually.

Samantha’s breath caught.

Stella took a sip of her drink, then continued, as if discussing a scheduling detail rather than a life-altering condition.

“We’ll just need you to stay in the role during the tour.”

The words were gentle.

The implication was not.

Samantha felt the shift immediately. What had begun as a disguise, then a performance, now hardened into expectation. Around the table, the girls understood it too. No one spoke.

Stella smiled again, satisfied.

“Now,” she said lightly, as plates began to arrive, “let’s eat.”

For the rest of the meal, everything blurred for Samantha.

Conversation flowed around her, laughter rising and falling, plates arriving and being cleared, glasses refilled. She answered when spoken to, smiled when expected, nodded at the right moments, but it all felt distant, muffled, as if she were watching herself from somewhere slightly removed.

She was acutely aware of Stella Devereaux.

Not staring. Observing. Samantha could feel her gaze return again and again, measuring not just how she looked, but how she sat, how she reacted, how she held herself when she thought no one was paying attention.

Candy’s hand brushed hers once under the table, grounding her briefly. Lisa spoke with confidence about arrangements. Mina joked easily. Sarah listened more than she talked. Lipstick Riot looked like a band already living the life they wanted. Samantha felt like she was standing at the edge of it.

When dessert was finished and the evening began to wind down, coats were gathered and chairs pushed back. The sense of occasion returned, heavier now, more deliberate. As they stood to leave, Stella rose as well.

“Samantha,” she said smoothly. “A word.”

Candy’s fingers tightened instinctively around Samantha’s arm, then loosened. Stella gestured politely toward a quieter corner near the entrance. Samantha followed, heart pounding, heels suddenly louder on the floor. Up close, Stella was even more imposing. Not physically threatening, but unshakeable. She smiled, but it was the smile of someone who already knew how this conversation would end.

“You are very pretty,” Stella said plainly. “And I love your playing. You have instinct. Presence. That’s not something you can teach.”

Samantha swallowed. “Thank you.”

Stella nodded, acknowledging it, then continued. “But this will require commitment.”

The word settled heavily between them.

“I’m not interested in half-measures,” Stella said. “If you tour with Lipstick Riot, you tour as you are now. You follow my instructions. You develop this…persona,” she gestured lightly toward Samantha’s dress, her posture, her voice, “this feminine personality. Fully. Convincingly.”

Samantha’s chest tightened.

“I’m not asking for an answer tonight,” Stella went on calmly. “I’ll give you the night to think. But tomorrow, I will expect a decision.”

She met Samantha’s eyes, gaze steady and unflinching.

“Do you understand?”

Samantha nodded, the movement small but certain. “Yes.”

Stella smiled then, satisfied, and stepped back as if the matter were already settled.

“Good,” she said. “Sleep on it.”

She turned away, rejoining the others with ease, leaving Samantha standing there for a moment longer, pulse racing, the weight of the choice pressing down on her. The limousine took the five girls back to Candy’s house, and they were jubilant and excited and could hardly stop talking over each other.

Lipstick Riot were on their way!


Chapter Eight

Candy noticed it almost immediately.

The night should have been loud. Victorious. They tumbled back into her bedroom in a flurry of coats and laughter, shoes kicked off, glasses poured, music turned low but insistent. Mina was already retelling parts of the dinner with exaggerated flair. Lisa leaned back against the dresser, analysing Stella’s every word. Sarah hovered between them, smiling but thoughtful.

Candy laughed with them, joined in, topped up drinks, but her attention kept drifting.

To Samantha.

She sat on the edge of the bed, hands wrapped loosely around her glass, posture perfect in the way Candy had taught her. Too perfect. She smiled when someone spoke to her, nodded at the right moments, but she wasn’t really there. Her eyes kept lowering, her thoughts clearly elsewhere.

Candy felt it like a tug beneath her ribs.

She had not expected this, the intensity of it. The way Samantha’s mood seemed to echo inside her. Candy had always been good at reading people, at shaping them, but this was different. She wasn’t observing from a distance. She was feeling it.

She remembered how Samantha had looked on stage, fearless once the music took hold. How she had glowed at the café earlier that day, sunlight catching her hair, the quiet thrill of being seen. And now this. The weight Stella had placed on her without ceremony. The choice waiting.

Candy moved closer without quite deciding to. She sat beside Samantha, close enough that their knees brushed. Samantha startled slightly, then relaxed when she realised it was Candy.

“You’re quiet,” Candy said softly.

Samantha glanced at her, offered a small smile. “Just tired, I think.”

Candy knew better. She could see it in the tightness around her eyes, the way she held herself as if bracing for something.

The others were laughing now, absorbed in their own energy, the room warm with celebration. Candy leaned in a little, lowering her voice.

“You don’t have to be anything right now,” she said. “Not for them. Not for Stella. Not even for me.”

Samantha’s shoulders dropped a fraction. “It doesn’t feel like that.”

Candy’s chest tightened. She hadn’t meant to fall like this. She had started the day thinking about looks, polish, and potential. Somewhere along the way, it had stopped being about transformation and started being about care.

She reached out, brushing her fingers lightly against Samantha’s hand.

“I see you,” Candy said quietly. “All of it.”

Samantha looked at her then, really looked at her, and something unguarded passed between them. Vulnerability. Gratitude. Fear. Desire, maybe. Candy realised, with a sudden, startling clarity, that she wanted to protect her. Not as a silly project. Not as a bandmate. As something far more personal.

Around them, the girls laughed and celebrated, the future opening up in bright, intoxicating possibilities.

Candy stayed still, fingers resting against Samantha’s, and let herself admit the truth she could no longer ignore.

Sarah noticed it before anyone else did.

She saw the way Candy leaned in, the way Samantha’s shoulders eased when Candy spoke, the quiet gravity pulling them together amid the noise and celebration. Sarah didn’t interrupt. She simply watched, a small, knowing smile forming.

When there was a natural lull, Sarah stood and moved over to them. She squeezed Samantha’s arm gently, grounding and affectionate, then leaned in and kissed her on the cheek.

“Thank you,” Sarah said softly. It wasn’t just for the gig. It was for everything.

Samantha blinked, caught off guard. “For what?”

“For being brave,” Sarah replied. Then she straightened and grabbed her bag. “I’m heading off. You two don’t stay up too late.”

Mina groaned theatrically but followed suit, already halfway through a dramatic goodbye. Lisa lingered a moment longer, gave Samantha a brief nod that carried more respect than words, then headed for the door.

Candy and Samantha were left alone.

Samantha shifted, suddenly aware of the silence. “I should probably get going too,” she said, standing. “It’s been a long day.”

Candy reached out without thinking and caught her arm.

“Wait.”

Samantha turned back, uncertainty flickering across her face.

Candy stood as well, close now, close enough that Samantha could smell her perfume again, feel the warmth of her. For a moment, Candy hesitated, nerves finally catching up with her confidence. Then she leaned forward and kissed her.

It was gentle. Brief. Soft enough to be a question rather than a demand.

Samantha froze for half a heartbeat, then melted into it, lips parting slightly before they pulled away again.

Candy’s heart was racing. “I just wanted you to know,” she said quietly.

Samantha touched her lips, stunned, eyes bright with emotion she hadn’t yet found words for.

Outside, the night pressed close around the house, full of possibility. Inside, neither of them moved, both understanding that something had shifted, delicately and irrevocably.

“Stella expects you,” she said quietly. “Not just tonight. Not just on stage. If this goes ahead, she’ll expect you to live as a girl.”

Samantha’s breath caught. “Live as a girl,” she repeated, as if testing the weight of the words.

Candy nodded. “All of it. The mundane parts. The boring parts. The parts no one claps for.” She hesitated, then added, “Can you do that?”

Samantha stared at the carpet. Her thoughts felt like loose threads, impossible to gather. Images collided. The thrill of the stage. The café sunlight. Stella’s steady gaze. The mirror, the wig, the dress, the way her body had felt when she stopped resisting and simply existed.

“I don’t know,” she said finally. Her voice was small, unguarded. “I’m confused.”

Candy felt something soften inside her. She reached out, not touching yet, just close enough to be felt.

“We’re all confused,” she said gently. “Anyone who says they aren’t is lying to themselves.”

She stood and crossed to the dresser, pulling open a drawer with deliberate calm. Inside were folded nightdresses, soft cotton and silk, familiar and comforting. Candy selected two and laid them side by side on the bed.

“You’ve got to learn the night-time ritual,” she said, glancing back. “It’s not glamorous. But it’s grounding. It’s how you remind yourself you’re allowed to feel the way you do.”

Samantha watched, heart thudding. Something about the ordinariness of it scared her more than the stage ever had.

Candy stepped closer. “May I?”

Samantha nodded.

Candy helped her undress slowly, explaining as she went, not because Samantha didn’t understand but because Candy needed the words to make it gentle. The dress and the lingerie dropped to the floor. She slipped the nightgown over Samantha’s head, careful with her hands, smoothing the fabric down her shoulders, her sides, her hips.

The nightgown was light, barely there, and Samantha shivered as it settled against her skin. Not from cold. From awareness.

“Sit,” Candy murmured.

Samantha perched at the vanity, hands gripping the edge. Candy stood behind her, gently removing the blonde wig, meeting her eyes in the mirror for a moment before reaching for cleanser and a soft cloth.

“This part matters,” Candy said as she worked. “You don’t erase yourself at night. You take the day off gently.”

She removed the makeup in slow stages, unmaking the face she had so carefully constructed that evening. Mascara dissolved. Colour faded. Lips returned to their natural shade. With each wipe, Samantha felt something loosen, as if the performance of the day was being set down piece by piece.

She watched herself reappear in the mirror. Still feminine. Still different. But quieter now.

Candy finished and smiled softly. “There you are.”

She turned away then, undressing without ceremony, slipping into her own nightdress with ease. Samantha stood and Candy sat down. She followed the routine, removing the last traces of the day as Candy had shown her, hands trembling slightly but steadying with repetition. Her skin was soft and beautiful.

When they were done, Candy took Samantha’s hand and led her to the bed.

They lay down, side by side, covers drawn up, bodies angled toward one another. Candy could feel the tension radiating from Samantha, the questions coiled tight beneath her ribs.

Candy turned onto her side. “I’m not here to decide for you,” she said quietly. “But I won’t lie to you either. This will change things. And I won’t pretend it’s easy.”

Samantha swallowed. “What if I do this and it’s wrong?”

Candy reached out and brushed her thumb across Samantha’s knuckles. “Then you’ll learn something true about yourself. That’s not failure.”

Samantha stared at the ceiling, blinking hard. “I liked it,” she said suddenly. The admission surprised even her. “Being a girl. I liked how visible I felt. How people looked at me without knowing me, and I still mattered.”

Candy didn’t interrupt.

“And I liked,” Samantha continued, voice wavering, “how it felt to stop arguing with myself for once. Just for a night.”

Candy moved closer, wrapping her arms around Samatha. “That’s important.”

She hesitated, then asked, softly, “And what else. About being a girl, I mean.”

Samantha closed her eyes.

“The care,” she said after a long pause. “The rituals. The way you showed me how to do things instead of laughing at me. It felt like being invited.”

Candy felt tears sting unexpectedly. She leaned in and kissed Samantha’s shoulder, lingering there.

“You are invited,” she whispered.

They lay there in silence, breathing, the house holding them in its quiet. Samantha’s thoughts were still tangled, but the panic had eased. Whatever tomorrow brought, tonight was safe.

Candy stayed awake a little longer, watching Samantha drift toward sleep, her expression softer than she had seen it all day.


Chapter Nine

Candy woke to the soft ping of her phone.

For a moment, she didn’t move, floating somewhere between sleep and waking, stretching slowly as pale morning light filtered through the curtains. The house was quiet, wrapped in that gentle stillness that only existed early in the day. She turned her head slightly and smiled.

Samantha was asleep beside her.

She lay on her back, hair fanned softly over the pillow, the white nightdress Candy had chosen resting lightly against her skin. Her face was relaxed, unguarded in sleep, the faint tension that had followed her everywhere else finally gone. Watching her like this stirred something warm and protective in Candy’s chest.

Careful not to wake her, she reached for her phone on the bedside table.

The message was from Stella Devereaux.

Has she decided?

Candy’s thumb hovered over the screen. She should have waited. Should have talked to Samantha first, let her wake naturally, given her space. Instead, she felt the momentum of the last twenty-four hours press forward, irresistible and intoxicating. Almost without thinking, she typed.

Yes, I think so.

She stared at the words for a second after sending them, her heart beating a little faster. There was no taking that back now.

Candy slipped out of bed quietly and pulled on a dressing gown, tying it loosely as she padded out of the room. She put the kettle on and leaned against the counter while it boiled, thoughts tumbling over one another.

Her phone buzzed again.

I will pick her up at about 11.

Candy frowned at the screen. Pick her up. For what? Where? Stella hadn’t said. The lack of explanation made her uneasy in a way she hadn’t quite felt before. Stella Devereaux did nothing casually. And it was ‘pick her up,’ not ‘you up.’

Candy poured two cups of tea, automatically adding milk, and carried them back upstairs. When she pushed open the bedroom door, she saw that Samantha was awake now, propped up on one elbow, blinking into the light.

“Morning,” Samantha murmured, voice still soft with sleep.

Candy smiled, setting the mugs down on the bedside table. “Morning, sleepyhead.”

Samantha stretched, the nightdress shifting as she did, and glanced around as if orienting herself. Then her eyes met Candy’s, and something flickered there.

Candy sat on the edge of the bed. “Rise and shine,” she said lightly. “We’ve got to get ready for the day.”

Samantha frowned slightly. “Ready for what?”

Candy hesitated, just for a beat, then lifted her mug and took a sip of tea, buying herself a moment. “Stella’s coming,” she said. “About eleven.”

Samantha went very still.

“Oh.”

Candy reached out and touched her hand, thumb brushing gently over her fingers. “Hey,” she said softly. “Whatever today brings, we’ll face it together. Okay?”

Samantha nodded, though her eyes betrayed a swirl of nerves beneath the calm. Candy smiled reassuringly, even as questions churned in her own mind. She had said yes on Samantha’s behalf. She had stepped forward without fully knowing where the path led.

“Time for you to shower,” she told Samantha. The new girl got out of bed in a surprisingly graceful way, and that made Candy smile. She was learning quickly.

After her shower, Samantha returned, wrapped in the silk robe, the fabric catching the light as she moved. Her hair was still damp, her skin freshly moisturised, her face bare and unguarded. There was no argument this time, no reflexive resistance to staying in her feminine role.

But she was quieter than usual. Candy noticed, of course. She didn’t comment on it. Instead, she patted the stool in front of the vanity.

“Sit,” she said gently. “It’s time to learn how to do your own makeup.”

Samantha looked up. “My own?”

Candy smiled at her reflection in the mirror. “You can’t always borrow my hands. Just follow what I do. Come on.”

She laid everything out carefully between them: foundation, brushes, sponges, powders, pencils. All the things a girl needs before she shows herself to the world.

“Start with your base,” Candy said, demonstrating on herself first. “You need less than you think you need.”

Samantha copied her movements, a little clumsy at first, fingers unfamiliar with the textures. She dabbed too much foundation onto her skin and froze.

Candy laughed softly. “It’s not war paint. Blend it. Like this.” She reached over, lightly guiding Samantha’s wrist, showing her how to soften the edges, how to let the product slip into the skin rather than sit on top of it. “That’s it,” she said. “You want it to look natural, not like you slapped it on with a trowel.”

Samantha watched closely, adjusting, trying again. In the mirror, Candy could see her concentration, the way she leaned in slightly, lips parted. When Samantha spoke, her voice was low, flat.

Candy tilted her head. “Softer.”

Samantha blinked. “Sorry?”

“Your voice,” Candy said kindly. “You don’t need to push it down. Let it rise at the end of your sentences. It changes how people hear you.”

Samantha tried again, repeating a simple phrase, this time lighter, less rigid.

Candy nodded. “Better.”

They moved on. Concealer. A little blush. Candy explained everything as she went, why colour mattered, how placement changed expression, how makeup could suggest mood without shouting it. Samantha absorbed it all, her movements growing steadier, more confident.

Eyes next. Candy demonstrated slowly, exaggerating her movements just enough to be clear. Samantha mirrored her, hands trembling slightly when she brought the brush close to her eyelid.

“Breathe,” Candy said. “You’re allowed to take up time.”

Samantha smiled faintly at that and tried again. This time, the line was cleaner. When she blinked and looked up, surprised, Candy smiled back.

“See? You’re learning.”

They paused occasionally so Candy could adjust something small, a flick of mascara, a softened edge, but she never took over completely. This was instruction, not control. When they reached lipstick, Candy chose a soft shade, practical and feminine.

“Press your lips together,” she said. “Gently. Like you’re keeping a secret.”

Samantha did, then laughed quietly at herself.

“That laugh,” Candy said, pleased. “That’s exactly right. Keep that.”

When they finally leaned back and looked at the result, Samantha felt as if she had achieved something significant. How many hours did a girl have to put in to become good at makeup? But it wasn’t as scary or difficult as she had first thought.

Candy caught her eye in the mirror. “You did that.”

Samantha swallowed. “I don’t feel like I’m ready for this.”

Candy’s chest tightened at the honesty of it.

“You are,” she said softly. “Just go with the flow.”

She reached out and squeezed Samantha’s shoulder once, grounding and reassuring.

“Finish your tea,” Candy added lightly. “Stella will be here soon. And whatever today becomes, you’re going into it knowing how to stand on your own.”

Samantha nodded, voice gentle when she replied, “Okay.”

And this time, when she said it, she meant it. Candy moved with quiet certainty as she chose Samantha’s clothes, already thinking a step ahead.

“This will do,” she said, holding up a dress patterned with soft florals. The skirt fell just above the knee, feminine without being childish, the fabric light enough to move when Samantha walked. It was the kind of dress that suggested feminine normality. Not a costume, as you would wear for a special night out or a gig.

She laid it out on the bed, then added white panties and a matching bra, before placing a pair of high-heeled sandals beside them. “No stockings today,” Candy said. “It’s important sometimes to look like an everyday girl.”

Samantha nodded, took the clothes without comment, and changed quietly in the bathroom. When she stepped back into the room, the dress skimmed her body perfectly, the sandals lifting her posture just enough to give her presence without strain. She looked quite pretty.

Candy dressed herself simply too. A white cotton skirt that moved easily around her legs and an off-the-shoulder blouse that framed her collarbones. Standing together in the mirror, they looked exactly like what they were beginning to be.

“We could be sisters,” said Candy.

The doorbell rang.

Both of them stilled for a fraction of a second. This was it. After this, there was no turning back. Samantha felt like she was on an unstoppable train. Even if she wanted to jump off and go back to her other life, she couldn’t. 

Candy squeezed Samantha’s hand. “Ready?”

Samantha took a breath. “As I’ll ever be.”

They went downstairs together. Stella Devereaux stood on the doorstep, immaculate as ever, sunglasses on despite the shade. The black limousine waited at the kerb like a silent monster, ready to devour unsuspecting girls. Stella’s gaze swept over them, then settled on Samantha. She smiled.

“Well?” she asked simply. “Are you in?”

For a moment, the world seemed to narrow. Samantha felt Candy’s hand warm and steady in hers. She thought of the stage. The café. The mirror. The rituals. The quiet safety of the bed that morning. The confusion was still there, but there was nothing she could do about that. Not now.

“Yes,” Samantha said. “I’m in.”

Stella nodded, pleased. “Good.”

She turned her attention to Candy. “You’ll be tasked with keeping her in line,” she said calmly. “Making sure she behaves. Acts like a girl.”

Candy bristled instinctively, then met Stella’s gaze. “I understand.”

“For the next two days, however,” Stella continued, “Samantha will come with me.”

Samantha blinked. “Why?”

Stella didn’t hesitate. “Because I have a friend,” she said, tone smooth, assured, “who specialises in girls like you. And before you let your imagination run away with you,” she added lightly, “there is nothing to be afraid of.”

Candy squeezed her hand harder now, stepping closer. “It will be all right,” she said softly, conviction threaded through the words. “I promise.”

Samantha nodded, trusting the warmth in Candy’s voice even as uncertainty swirled beneath it. Stella stepped aside and gestured toward the waiting car. “Shall we, young lady?”

Candy walked Samantha to the limousine, her hand lingering until the very last moment. She only let go when Samantha finally climbed inside.

The door closed with a quiet, final click.

As the limousine pulled away, Candy stood on the pavement watching it disappear down the road, one hand pressed lightly to her chest. Her phone pinged again, and she looked at the screen. A text from Sarah.

Is she going to do it?


Chapter Ten

Morgana Fleisch liked to be ready before anyone arrived.

She stood at the tall front window of her country house, coffee cooling untouched beside her, and surveyed the long sweep of gravel drive as morning light lifted the mist from the fields beyond. The house sat well back from the road, old stone softened by ivy and age, the kind of place that felt deliberately removed from the world.

At forty, she was stunning in a way that did not depend on youth. Immaculately dressed even at home, in tailored trousers, a silk blouse, and hair swept into effortless order, she carried herself with absolute assurance.

People often mistook that for coldness. They were wrong.

Inside, the house was quiet and immaculate. To the left of the main hall was her salon, a large, light-filled room with professional chairs, mirrors edged in soft bulbs, and everything you needed for magical transformations. It smelled faintly of clean linen and something floral. This was where appearances were refined, where surfaces were brought into alignment with intention.

Beyond it lay the mirrored studio.

Floor-to-ceiling mirrors lined three walls, broken only by a ballet barre and a few carefully chosen chairs. The floor was sprung wood. The lighting was adjustable. This was where posture was corrected, where feminine movement was learned, where her girls were forced to confront themselves from every angle until denial became exhausting.

Some of the changes she facilitated were cosmetic. Hair. Clothes. Voice. Presentation. The visible signals the world responded to. Others were quieter and far more important. Habits. Thought patterns. Permission. The slow dismantling of resistance that people often mistook for identity.

Intensive sessions like this, two days removed from normal life, stripped of familiar cues, worked wonders. Without interruption, without outside reinforcement of old roles, people softened faster. They listened more closely. They learned.

By the end, her clients were rarely finished products.

But they were close.

Morgana checked her watch and allowed herself a small, anticipatory smile. Stella Devereaux did not send people lightly. Anyone Stella trusted enough to bring here was already standing on the edge of something significant.

Movement at the end of the drive caught her eye. A black limousine turned smoothly through the gates and began its slow approach, gravel crunching beneath its tyres. Morgana set her coffee aside and moved toward the front door, straightening her cuffs, posture perfect as ever.

As the car rolled to a stop outside, she opened the door and stepped out to meet it, already curious about the young woman inside and quietly confident of how the next two days would unfold.

Morgana’s first impression was a favourable one.

Samantha stepped out of the limousine carefully, instinctively straightening as her heels met the gravel. She was dressed appropriately, not ostentatiously, not apologetically either. A pretty floral dress, hair neat if a little too natural, makeup restrained. Her posture was decent, her movements a little guarded but not clumsy. Most importantly, she did not shrink.

Morgana noticed everything.

The face was good. Soft lines, expressive eyes, a natural delicacy that would take refinement rather than reconstruction. The walk was serviceable, hips still a touch self-conscious, but the balance was there. The potential was obvious.

Stella Devereaux stepped out behind her, already all business.

Morgana smiled warmly and offered Samantha her hand. “Welcome,” she said. Her voice was smooth, reassuring, and cultivated. “You may call me Morgana.”

Samantha hesitated for only a second before taking it. Her hand was warm. Slightly tense. “Thank you,” she said, her voice soft.

Morgana’s smile deepened.

Stella glanced at her watch. “I won’t stay,” she said briskly. “I’ll be back in a couple of days.”

Samantha’s stomach tightened, but she nodded.

“That will be perfect,” Morgana replied. “She’ll be quite safe with me.”

Stella inclined her head once, already stepping back toward the car. “I have no doubt.” She paused only to add, “Be good.”

The door closed. The limousine pulled away, leaving the drive quiet again. For a moment, Samantha stood very still. Morgana did not rush her.

“Come inside,” she said gently. “You’ll be more comfortable.”

The house welcomed them with cool air and soft light. Morgana closed the door behind them and gestured for Samantha to follow her into the main sitting room.

“Would you like something to drink?” she asked. “Tea, water, something stronger?”

“Tea, please,” Samantha said, relief flickering across her face.

Morgana prepared it herself, watching Samantha from the corner of her eye as she perched on the edge of a chair, hands folded neatly in her lap. She was trying very hard. That mattered. Once the tea was poured, Morgana began the tour.

“This is the salon,” she said, opening wide double doors.

Samantha’s eyes widened slightly as she stepped inside. The space was immaculate but not clinical. It felt professional, but not frightening.

“This is where we work on presentation,” Morgana explained. “Hair, makeup, clothing. It’s about understanding what suits you, not forcing you into something that doesn’t.” She led Samantha onward into the mirrored studio. “This,” Morgana said, allowing a pause, “is where most people struggle at first.”

Samantha took in the walls of mirrors, the barre, and the open floor. She shifted her weight unconsciously, catching her reflection from too many angles at once.

“We’ll use this room to work on posture, movement, and presence,” Morgana said calmly. “It is not about criticism. It is about honesty. So, don’t be afraid of it.”

Samantha nodded, swallowing. “I understand.”

Morgana smiled inwardly. She probably didn’t. Not yet. Finally, she led Samantha upstairs and opened a door at the end of a quiet corridor.

“This will be your room.”

The bedroom was tastefully decorated in an ultra-feminine style. Pale walls. Soft fabrics. A large bed dressed in layered linens. A vanity by the window. Nothing garish. Nothing childish. Just undeniably female.

A wardrobe stood open.

Inside, the dresses were arranged by style and colour. Casual, elegant, evening. Beneath them, drawers neatly stocked with lingerie. Bras, panties, slips, nightwear. On the floor, shoes lined up with care, heels and flats chosen for purpose rather than spectacle. An en suite door stood ajar, revealing a pristine shower room, towels folded thick and inviting.

“All of this is for you,” Morgana said simply. “You will live as a girl while you are here. Fully. Comfortably.”

Samantha turned slowly, taking it all in. Fear flickered across her face, but so did something else. Acceptance? Morgana knew her story; Stella Devereaux had filled in all the details. It was unusual for such a sudden transformation. Unless there was something deep in the girl that had always craved femininity. That was her suspicion in Samantha’s case. Confirmed when she saw her first get out of the limousine.

“You are not required to be perfect,” Morgana added. “Just embrace what happens.” She met Samantha’s eyes. “Over the next two days, we will work intensively. Some changes will be cosmetic. Others will be internal. I will guide you, but you must participate.”

Samantha nodded. “I will.”

They settled into the lounge, a calm, elegant space with low sofas, muted colours, and tall windows overlooking the gardens. Morgana gestured for Samantha to sit, then took the opposite chair, crossing her legs with unhurried grace.

This part, Morgana knew, mattered almost as much as the work itself.

“I want you to understand what we’re going to do here,” she said, her tone warm but precise. “Nothing will be rushed. Nothing will be done without explanation. Anxiety thrives in uncertainty, and I have no interest in making this harder than it needs to be.”

Samantha nodded, fingers laced together in her lap. “I’d appreciate that.”

“We’ll begin with the physical,” Morgana continued. “Not because it’s the most important, but because it’s the most immediate. It gives your mind something concrete to respond to.”

She leaned forward slightly.

“In the salon, we’ll start with your hair. It will be lengthened and styled, not dramatically, but in a way that suits your face and frame. Hair is one of the fastest ways people recalibrate how they see themselves. It’s also one of the most emotionally charged.”

Samantha swallowed but didn’t interrupt.

“Next,” Morgana went on, “we’ll deal with body hair. We’ll use a light-pulse machine. It’s gentle, effective, and progressive. You won’t walk out hairless forever, but you will feel smoother, cleaner, lighter. That sensation alone changes how you move and feel about yourself.”

She watched Samantha closely as she spoke, noting the subtle shifts in posture, the way her shoulders eased rather than tensed.

“There will be some very light cosmetic work,” Morgana added calmly. “A touch of filler in the lips and cheeks. Nothing artificial. Nothing obvious. Just enough to soften the face and enhance what’s already there.”

Samantha hesitated. “And…the body?”

Morgana nodded. “A natural augmentation of the breast area. Again, very modest. No exaggeration. The purpose is not spectacle. It’s feedback.”

“Feedback?” Samantha asked.

“Yes,” Morgana said. “Your body learns faster than your mind. When weight shifts slightly, when fabric sits differently, when your silhouette changes just enough to register, your sense of self begins to adjust. You don’t have to think your way into femininity. You feel it.”

Samantha let out a slow breath, absorbing that.

“We’ll also do your nails properly,” Morgana continued. “Shape, strength, colour appropriate to you. Nails are deceptively powerful. You see them constantly. They remind you who you are meant to be without saying a word.”

She paused, then added, “There will be other small changes. Skin treatments. Scent. Texture. Things that seem minor but accumulate.”

Morgana leaned back slightly, allowing space.

“Once the physical groundwork is laid, we’ll move on to deportment. How you sit. How you stand. How you enter a room. These are learned behaviours, not instincts. Anyone who tells you otherwise is romanticising.”

Samantha smiled faintly at that.

“We’ll work on style,” Morgana said. “Not fashion. Style. What you reach for without thinking. How you choose rather than copy.”

“And my voice?” Samantha asked quietly.

“Yes,” Morgana replied. “Voice, intonation, rhythm. Not caricature. Not performance. Just alignment. When your voice and body agree with each other, people stop questioning you. There are a couple of solutions, one of which you would have to give me your permission for, but we’ll talk about that at the time.”

She held Samantha’s gaze and sensed that the girl felt comfortable.

“By the end of these two days, you won’t be finished,” Morgana said honestly. “No one ever is. But you will be close. Close enough that continuing will feel natural rather than forced. If at any point you feel overwhelmed,” she added, softer now, “you will tell me.”

Samantha met her eyes. “I will.”

Morgana smiled, satisfied.

“Good,” she said, rising smoothly to her feet. “Then we’ll begin with the salon.”

The salon was quieter than the rest of the house, insulated somehow from the outside world. The lighting was soft but purposeful, bright enough to be honest, warm enough not to intimidate. Morgana gestured toward a row of private cubicles set discreetly along one wall.

“Go in there,” she said calmly. “Remove your clothes and your makeup. When you’re finished, return wearing the robe.”

In the cubicle, Samantha moved slowly, deliberately. Dress folded. Bra unclasped. Makeup removed again, this time without Candy’s hands guiding her. When she slipped into the robe, the silk felt familiar now, no longer a novelty.

When Samantha emerged, Morgana was waiting.

“Good,” she said, approving rather than pleased. “Follow me.”

The light-pulse machine stood at the centre of the room now, sleek and clinical without being threatening. Morgana explained it as she worked, fitting a soft cap over Samantha’s hair to protect it, her hands confident and professional.

“You’ll step inside,” she said. “It will feel warm. Not painful. Thirty minutes.”

Samantha hesitated only a moment before letting the robe fall and stepping into the contraption, naked and vulnerable. The door closed around her with a muted hum.

The pulses began.

Soft bursts of light moved methodically across her body, face first, then down, working on the follicles with quiet efficiency. Samantha closed her eyes and focused on her breathing. The sensation was strange rather than unpleasant, a gentle heat that left behind a tingling smoothness.

When it was over, she climbed out and slipped back into the robe.

“Touch yourself,” she said.

Samantha ran her hand over her arm, then her leg. The absence startled her. No shadow. No texture. Just soft skin.

Her breath caught.

“Good,” Morgana said. “That reaction is normal. Even with a close shave you can still feel it even though you can’t see it. With this, it’s different. It should be a few months before you feel the hair growing back and when it does it will be softer and more feminine.”

They moved on seamlessly. Morgana worked carefully on Samantha’s face next, subtle filler applied with precision. The changes were minimal, almost invisible in isolation, but cumulatively transformative. A softness here. A fullness there. Nothing exaggerated. Nothing artificial. By the end, her cheeks and lips looked fuller, more voluptuous even.

Next came the cream treatment for the breasts, massaged in with firm, practised movements.

“This will take time,” Morgana explained. “Activation isn’t instant. You’ll continue the treatment at home. Think of it as encouragement rather than force.” Samantha nodded, dazed, sensations layering one on top of another.

Morgana studied Samantha’s natural hair, already long enough to work with.

Over the next hour, extensions were added seamlessly, blended so expertly that Samantha could not tell where her own hair ended and the additions began. Then came the dye. Blonde, but not harsh. A rock chick shade, luminous, and similar to Mina’s wig. Morgana worked patiently, methodically, then washed and styled it, waves falling into place with practised ease.

When she was finished, Morgana turned the chair toward the mirror.

“Look.”

Samantha did.

The woman looking back at her was beautiful. Blonde hair framing her softened face, skin smooth, features subtly enhanced. She looked amazing. A quiet, involuntary smile spread across her lips.

Morgana noticed.

“That pleasure,” she said gently, “is important. It tells us we’re moving in the right direction.”

Morgana seated Samantha at the manicure table and worked with the same calm precision she brought to everything else. Nails were shaped carefully, strengthened, and lengthened just enough to feel elegant rather than impractical. A soft, polished colour was chosen, feminine but understated, something that would catch Samantha’s eye dozens of times a day and quietly reinforce the changes already underway.

“You see these constantly,” Morgana said as she worked. “They remind you who you are becoming when no one else is watching.”

Samantha watched in silence, mesmerised by the transformation of something so small into something so affirming. When Morgana finished, she flexed her fingers slightly, feeling their weight and balance, surprised again by how natural it felt.

Makeup followed. Morgana didn’t explain every step now. She expected Samantha to recognise the patterns, to feel the logic of it. The result was undoubtedly feminine without being dramatic.

Morgana stepped back and studied her.

“You’re almost complete,” she said.

The words sent a small shiver through Samantha.

“There is one more thing,” Morgana continued, tone unchanged. “Your voice.”

Samantha stiffened slightly. “My voice?”

Morgana nodded. “There is an injection. It affects the vocal apparatus, raising the pitch. The effect typically lasts a couple of months.”

Samantha hesitated. “Typically?”

“With repeated use,” Morgana said calmly, “the change can become permanent.”

Silence settled between them. This felt different. Less cosmetic. More decisive.

Morgana did not rush her. She simply waited, watching as Samantha weighed the meaning of it, not just the procedure but what agreeing to it represented.

“If you intend to live as Samantha,” Morgana added gently, “alignment matters. Voice is one of the strongest signals we have. When it matches the body, resistance fades.”

Samantha thought of the phone calls she would make. The conversations. The moments where speaking felt like stepping into danger. Then she thought of the ease she had felt when she stopped fighting. She met Morgana’s eyes.

“I agree,” she said.

Morgana inclined her head slightly.

The injection itself was quick, clinical, and unceremonious. Morgana spoke to her throughout, steady and reassuring, until it was done.

“Give it a little time,” Morgana said. “Your voice may feel strange at first. Lighter. Less anchored. Don’t force it.”

Samantha nodded, throat tingling faintly. She spoke experimentally. Just a word. Then another. The sound startled her. It was already higher. Softer. Unmistakably different.

“Welcome,” said Morgana, “to the next phase.”

She studied Samantha for a moment, then nodded once, satisfied with the work so far.

“Go upstairs,” she said. “Change into something you choose yourself. Take your time. After that, we’ll eat.” The instruction was deliberate. Choice mattered.

Samantha climbed the stairs slowly, already feeling different in her body. In her room, she stood in front of the open wardrobe for a long moment, fingers brushing fabrics, weighing possibilities. For the first time since arriving, no one was directing her hands.

When she returned, Morgana looked up from where she had been setting the table and felt a quiet, professional pleasure settle in her chest.

Samantha wore a strappy silk top that caught the light when she moved, soft and fluid against her skin. The skirt flared gently to her knees, elegant rather than playful, moving beautifully with her stride. High heels completed the look, worn with an ease that would have seemed impossible only a few days ago.

But it was the details that pleased Morgana most.

Delicate pearl earrings hung from Samantha’s earlobes, understated and tasteful. A fine necklace rested at her collarbone. She had applied perfume sparingly, a light floral note that lingered without announcing itself.

She looked, unmistakably, like a pretty young lady. Unless you knew, you certainly would not know.

“Well done,” Morgana said simply.

Samantha flushed, a small smile breaking across her face. “Does it look alright?”

“It does,” Morgana replied.

They ate a light meal together, conversation unforced, Samantha’s voice still new to her but already settling into a natural rhythm. She no longer paused before speaking. Her intonation rose and fell with ease.

Afterwards, they moved into the studio.

The mirrors reflected Samantha from every angle as Morgana guided her through the fundamentals of deportment. How to stand without bracing. How to sit without collapsing. How to walk as if space welcomed her rather than needed to be conquered.

“Again,” Morgana said calmly when Samantha overthought a movement.

Samantha tried again. This time it flowed.

By the end of the session, sweat dotted her temples and her legs ached pleasantly. She moved with an ease that felt earned rather than imposed, her body responding almost automatically to the cues it had been given. Morgana watched her cross the room one final time and allowed herself a smile.

After another day, Morgana thought, she might even be perfect.


Chapter Eleven

Samantha woke slowly, aware first of light and birdsong, then of herself.

She lay still, staring at the ceiling, and sensed that something was different. Not wrong. Just…altered. When she shifted beneath the sheet, she felt it clearly. Her breasts were heavier. Fuller. She lifted a tentative hand and confirmed it. The change was real.

A quiet rush of pleasure surprised her.

She lay there for a moment, breathing it in, letting the sensation settle rather than questioning it. There was no panic. No recoil. Just a warmth that spread through her chest and down into her belly.

There was a knock, and the door opened softly. Morgana stepped inside, composed as ever. She took in Samantha’s expression and nodded once, unsurprised.

“Good morning, my dear,” she said. “Get ready. Breakfast will be in the garden shortly. It’s a beautiful day.”

Samantha showered, lingering under the water, aware of how it ran differently over her body now. She dressed carefully, choosing a simple summer dress and sandals, her movements fluid without effort. When she caught her reflection, she barely paused. The girl, looking back, felt welcome now. She wondered how her sister would feel when she got back. Would she be happy? And what about Candy? There was no doubt the little adventure had gone a little too far.

Outside, the garden was bright and calm. Morgana had set the table beneath a tree, porcelain and linen arranged with care. Samantha sat, posture easy, voice light when she greeted her. They ate in companionable quiet. When they finished, Morgana folded her napkin and looked at Samantha directly.

“This morning,” she said, “we’re going to do a lingerie photoshoot.”

Samantha blinked and laughed as if she thought Morgana was joking. Then she saw she wasn’t.

“For this,” Morgana continued, “I want you to let go. Fully embrace your femininity. Release your seductive, sultry and even sluttish core. I’ll take the pictures. You can keep them as a memento.”

Samantha nodded slowly. The idea felt exposing. Perhaps even embarrassing. But then, it might be fun as well, she thought. She smiled, soft and genuine.

“Okay,” she said.

“Good! Then let’s begin.”

They went down to the cellar.

The space had been converted into a compact studio that had everything for a fashion photoshoot. A clothes rail stood against one wall, crammed with lingerie in silk, lace, and sumptuous satin. Colours rich, textures deliberate. High heels lay scattered across the floor as if abandoned mid-thought. At the centre of the room, an expensive camera sat on a tripod, lighting already set.

A small changing room stood beside the rail, its curtain half drawn.

Morgana gestured to the room. “I want you to pick something to wear and pose in. Just for you. Whatever takes your fancy. Take your time,” she said.

Samantha stepped toward the rail. She ran her fingers along the fabric, letting instinct guide her. She paused, then selected a red satin basque, structured and elegant, with matching panties. The colour attracted her first, then the feel of the material. She added stockings and a pair of impossibly red heels that felt bold in her hands.

She disappeared into the changing room.

The basque shaped her torso, the satin cool against her skin. The stockings slid smoothly into place, the heels changing her stance the moment she stood. She looked at herself once, steadying in the heels, then drew the curtain aside.

“Wow, great choice,” Morgana purred.

Samantha stepped forward, stiff at first, unsure where to place her hands, how to stand. Morgana lifted the camera and began to shoot, the click sharp in the quiet room.

“Relax,” Morgana said. “Breathe. Just let yourself go. There’s only you and me here.”

Samantha tried, but her body resisted, posture tight, smile forced. Morgana lowered the camera. “This isn’t about being seen,” she said. “It’s about feeling. It’s about sensuality. Let it in, I know it’s there somewhere.”

She resumed, slower now, giving instructions without pressure. Shift your weight. Let your shoulders drop. Turn slightly. Stop posing. That’s it. Smile. Pout. Look devilishly seductive.  Gradually, Samantha softened. Her movements slowed. Her expression changed. She forgot the camera and focused instead on how the lingerie felt, how her body occupied space.

“That’s it,” Morgana said. “See, you’re touching your feminine core. “These images aren’t for people to ogle,” Morgana continued, steady and calm. “They’re for you. To remind you. When doubt creeps in, when the world pushes back, you are a beautiful, sexy girl.”

The camera clicked again and again. Samantha stood taller now, hips loose, chin lifted. The stiffness was gone, replaced by something quieter and more certain. The girl in the red satin no longer needed direction.

Samantha dressed and undressed again, each choice coming faster than the last.

For the second look, she chose something pale and sheer. A soft ivory slip, barely structured, paired with simple heels. It felt vulnerable when she stepped out, less armour than invitation. Her breasts settled in the material and seemed to move with it.

Morgana adjusted the light and said nothing. The camera clicked as Samantha stood with her arms loose at her sides, then seated on a low stool, spine long, gaze lifted. She felt exposed at first, then oddly calm. The fabric brushed her thighs when she moved, and she let herself notice how it felt so delicious.

The third outfit was playful. Black lace, light and intricate, with a short robe that fell open when she walked. She moved more now. Turned. Leaned. Sat on the edge of a chair with one leg crossed. Played with her hair, her necklace, her stocking tops. Morgana gave quiet cues, not instructions.

For the last look, she chose something structured again. A deep blue set, clean lines, elegant heels. It made her feel composed. She stood tall, shoulders relaxed, hands resting lightly on her hips. Morgana circled, shooting from different angles. Samantha followed with her eyes, smiling, pouting, licking her lips.

Each outfit stripped something away. Doubt. Self-consciousness. Call it what you want. The urge to check herself. She felt herself let go steadily. When the session ended, she stood barefoot on the studio floor, breath slow, heart light.

Morgana lowered the camera and studied Samantha with a measured nod.

“Now we’ll get out of here,” she said. “Some shots around the house. Maybe outside. Choose four outfits and bring them with you.”

Samantha returned to the rail and selected with instinct rather than caution. A soft grey cardigan worn open over lace. A black bra and panty set. A silk camisole with cami-knickers. A pale blue teddy. She gathered her heels, then followed Morgana upstairs.

They began in the sitting room.

Samantha stood by the tall window, light cutting across her face. Morgana angled the camera. “Turn slightly.” Samantha did. “Hands relaxed.” She let them fall. The click of the shutter felt distant now, unthreatening. She leaned against the back of the sofa, weight on one hip, gaze unfocused. The cardigan slipped at her shoulder. She didn’t adjust it.

Next was the staircase.

Morgana positioned herself halfway up, the curve of the bannister framing her body. Samantha lifted one hand to the rail, chin tilted, posture easy. She moved on her own between shots, stepping up, then down, finding angles without being told. The house seemed to accept her. Every room did.

In the kitchen, she perched on the counter in the teddy, heel dangling from her toes. She laughed when it slipped free, a real laugh, and Morgana caught it. The sound surprised Samantha. She hadn’t realised how light she felt.

They moved to the bedroom.

Samantha sat at the vanity in the camisole and cami-knickers, fingers brushing the pearls at her throat. She watched herself in the mirror while Morgana shot from behind, reflection layered with reality. She crossed her legs, uncrossed them, and shifted closer to the mirror. Her movements were unplanned. Natural.

Outside, the garden waited.

The air was warm. The light kind. Samantha changed daringly in the black bra and panties and stepped onto the grass barefoot. She walked slowly along the path, hair lifting in the breeze, cool on her soft skin. Morgana circled her, silent. Samantha turned, lifted her face to the sun, and closed her eyes.

She felt joy rise without warning.

She sat on the stone bench, one knee drawn up, arms loose. She lay back in the grass arms outstretched, laughing. “Oh my God, I feel so great.” And then she started to cry.

“This,” Morgana said quietly, lowering the camera, “is what I wanted.”

Samantha looked at her, breath quick, cheeks warm. She wiped her eyes. Morgana sat down beside her and put an arm around her. “Let’s go take a look at the pictures.”

They headed back to the kitchen and Morgana attached the camera to her laptop. The images appeared suddenly and Samantha felt a shock of sheer pleasure. “Oh my God,” she said.

The images showed ease. Curiosity. Joy. In one, she stood by the window with light on her cheek, gaze distant. In another, she laughed in the kitchen, head tipped back, mouth open in a moment she hadn’t known was being kept. In the garden shots, she looked calm, grounded, almost serene. The lingerie fitted perfectly. Showed off her feminine core in ways that could not be denied.

“I didn’t know I looked like that,” she said quietly.


Chapter Twelve

Candy’s bedroom felt too small for the waiting.

The four of them were scattered around it, perching, pacing, pretending not to watch the door. Dresses brushed against furniture. Heels were kicked off and put back on again. Someone had opened a window, then closed it. The air hummed with anticipation.

Candy stood by the vanity, hands resting on the edge, staring at her own reflection without really seeing it. Her stomach fluttered in a way she didn’t recognise. She had been excited before gigs, before auditions, before stepping on stage. This felt different. Personal. Exposed.

She couldn’t quite name why. She knew she was falling in love. It had happened a few times before. But this was different.

Lisa lounged on the bed, arms folded, trying for nonchalance and failing. “You know,” she said, dry as ever, “there’s a good chance she comes back totally brainwashed. Like one of those Stepford Wives. Smiling, docile, calling us all darling.”

Sarah shot her a look. “Don’t.” She now wondered if she had done the right thing. What if Sam was changed forever? And it was her fault.

“I’m joking,” Lisa said. “Mostly.”

Mina hovered near the window, craning her neck. “I just want to see her hair,” she said. “What do you think they’ll do? Carry-Anne had extensions, and she looked like something out of a vampire movie.”

Candy said nothing. Her heart thudded. She felt foolish for how tightly she was wound, for the way her thoughts kept circling back to the same question. Would Samantha still feel like Samantha? She didn’t even know what that meant.

Suddenly, Mina gasped.

“The limousine,” she shouted. “It’s here.”

Everything exploded into motion.

They rushed for the door, even Lisa, nearly tripping over each other, laughter and nerves tangling together. Heels clattered on the stairs as they spilt down into the hallway, then onto the front step, sunlight spilling around them.

They stopped dead at the edge of the drive.

The black limousine sat there, engine idling. For a moment, nothing happened. Candy held her breath without meaning to. Then the door opened.

Samantha stepped out.

For a heartbeat, no one spoke.

She wore a simple white summer dress, light and clean, the kind that moved when she walked and caught the sun without effort. High heels lifted her posture, not exaggerated, just enough. On her head sat a straw boho-style hat, a soft ribbon trailing at the back. Blonde hair spilled beneath it, glossy and natural. Her skin glowed. She spoke of a femininity that no one, not even Candy, had expected.

She paused at the bottom of the drive, as if giving them time to see her.

Candy felt her chest tighten.

She looked… effortless.

Not dressed up. Not styled for impact. Just present. Comfortable. Beautiful in a way that didn’t ask for permission.

“Oh my God,” Mina breathed.

Sarah burst into tears first, hands flying to her mouth. “I can’t believe it,” she said, voice cracking. “I can’t believe how beautiful you look.”

Candy felt tears sting her own eyes before she realised she was crying too.

Lisa swore softly. “Bloody hell.”

They rushed forward, voices overlapping.

“Look at her hair.”

“Her skin.”

“Those lips.”

“Are those—” Mina squinted, then blurted, “Are those breasts real?”

Samantha laughed, a soft, natural sound, and that laugh alone undid something in Candy. It was lighter. Warmer. Hers.

“Hi,” Samantha said. Her voice was light and feminine.

Candy stepped closer, searching her face. The features were softened, yes. The lips fuller. The cheeks gentler. But the eyes were the same. She looked pretty and whole.

“You’re… you,” Candy said stupidly.

Samantha smiled at her. “I know.”

Sarah wrapped her in a hug without asking, clinging like she might vanish. “You look incredible,” she said into her shoulder. “I’m so proud of you. I’ve always wanted a sister.”

Lisa circled her once, appraising. “Okay,” she said. “I’ll admit it. If this is brainwashing, sign me up.”

Mina reached out and touched the ribbon on the hat. “You look like you stepped out of a magazine,” she said.

“It was strange. But amazing too,” said Samantha. There was something that had seriously changed in her in just the space of a few short hours. Candy watched her hands as she spoke. The nails. The ease. The way she stood.

They stood there a moment longer, as if afraid to move.

Candy finally stepped forward and took Samantha’s hands. The girls hovered around Samantha, touching her arm, her hair, laughing, crying, talking all at once.

“Your voice,” Mina said. “Listen to her voice.”

Lisa nodded. “Yeah. That’s new.”

Samantha blushed, a small, genuine reaction that made Candy’s heart ache.

“How do you feel?” Candy asked, finally.

Samantha took a breath. “Like I…I don’t know,” she said. “Like I don’t have to rush back anymore.”

Candy felt the answer land deep. She caught Sarah watching them, smiling through tears. She caught Lisa’s raised eyebrow, Mina’s quiet awe. But mostly, she caught the way Samantha looked at her. Open. Trusting.

The girl she had helped dress. The girl she had kissed. The girl she had worried over. She was here.

Candy reached out and tucked a strand of hair behind Samantha’s ear, unable to stop herself. “You look stunning,” she said. “But more than that… you look all girl.”

And in that moment, with the room buzzing and the future uncertain, Candy understood the nervousness she’d felt all morning.

It wasn’t fear. It was love.

The door opened on the far side of the limousine.

Stella Devereaux stepped out just as Samantha reached the bottom of the drive. She let the girls have their moment and almost, but not quite, had to fight back a tear.

“Well,” she said lightly, adjusting her sunglasses, “I suppose you really are an all-girl band now.”

The words landed with a weight that filled Candy with joy. Sarah laughed through tears. “We’ve got to go out,” she said. “We’ve got to celebrate this. Properly.”

Mina was already nodding. “Drinks. Dancing. Everything.”

Lisa smirked. “I’m not saying no.”

Stella raised a hand.

“Not so fast.” The single gesture was enough. The noise softened. The excitement didn’t vanish, but it steadied. Stella had that effect. She gestured toward the house. “Inside,” she said. “Let’s talk like adults for five minutes before you turn this into chaos.”

They followed her into the living room, still buzzing, still sneaking glances at Samantha as if she might disappear if they didn’t keep checking. Candy sat close to her without thinking. Samantha let her.

Stella remained standing as they all settled into the living room.

“Girls,” she said, voice calm, measured. “Now that I’ve had time to observe you up close, I’m convinced we can work together.”

A hush fell.

“You have chemistry,” Stella continued. “Not manufactured. Not forced. Real. You have a look, a sound, and now, consistency.” Her gaze flicked briefly to Samantha, then back to the group. “And you have a stunning lead guitarist. That matters.

“But,” Stella added, letting the word breathe, “this is the moment where fantasy becomes commitment.” She folded her hands. “You need to decide whether this is what you want. I mean, really want. Not for a weekend. Not for a laugh. For real.

“In a couple of days,” Stella went on, “if you still want to be Lipstick Riot in the way the industry understands it, I’ll return with my solicitor. We’ll go through contracts. Proper ones. Clear expectations. Clear obligations.”

Lisa’s jaw tightened. Mina swallowed. Sarah glanced at Samantha, then Candy. Candy reached out and squeezed Samantha’s hand.

“I’m not pressuring you,” Stella said evenly. “I’m being honest. Touring is demanding. And the tour I’ve got for you is no different. There’s no room for hesitation once you step over that line.”

She paused, then smiled again, softer now.

“Think carefully. Talk to each other. Decide together.”

With that, she picked up her bag and headed for the door.

“I’ll be in touch in a couple of days,” Stella said over her shoulder.

The door closed behind her. Silence settled, heavier than before.

Candy exhaled slowly and looked at Samantha. Samantha met her gaze, calm, steady, transformed but unmistakably herself. They were still holding hands.

“Well,” Mina said finally, breaking into a grin, “that was understated.”

Lisa laughed once, sharp and relieved. “Guess we’re at that bit where it gets real.”

They stood there in the middle of the living room, looking at each other. Then Sarah said: “Fuck it girls, let’s celebrate,” she said.


Chapter Thirteen

As night fell, the girls prepared for their night out. It was a rush, but they were magnificently proficient at changing in just a short time.

They were full of energy, buoyed by good news and a sense that the world was on their side. Heels clicked on the path. Lisa checked her phone and muttered something about “actual adults” and “contracts” as if saying it out loud would make it less real, but she was smiling broadly. They were in party mode, and nothing was going to stop them as they headed out into the night.

Samantha followed, white summer dress swaying at her knees. She felt the air on her bare legs and noticed how normal it seemed now. Such a change had taken place in a short time and it amazed her how she had settled into this new role.

Sarah slipped her arm through Samantha’s. “You okay?”

Samantha nodded. “Yeah.”

It came out softer than she expected. Her new voice still startled her. Not the pitch, but the way it made her feel. It was as if Morgana had put in that last piece of the jigsaw. Her breasts felt fuller, too, moving gently as she walked down the street.

Candy walked on Samantha’s other side. Close enough to matter. She marvelled at the way Samantha moved with a new elegance and how it made her feel.

The streets were busy, bright with people and headlights and noise, Saturday-night energy spilling out of every doorway as they reached the line of bars that passed for entertainment in the town. Samantha didn’t feel nervous now. She was with her girlfriends, and they seemed to form a protective ring around her.

The bar was called Foxglove. A big place, two floors, a half-lit stairwell leading up to a balcony where people leaned and watched the crowd below. The queue moved fast. The bouncer glanced at them, then did a second look. Four girls dressed like trouble, plus Samantha in white, clean and pretty. A contrast that drew attention.

He lifted the rope.

“Alright, ladies,” he said.

They stepped inside together.

Heat wrapped around them at once. Bodies pressed close. Music loud enough to feel in the teeth. Lights strobing softly, not a club exactly, but not just a pub either. The air was thick with sweat, hairspray, and spilt drinks. People turned. Looked. Looked again.

Samantha felt it like a hand on the back of her neck. She kept walking.

Mina took point, weaving through gaps with a dancer’s ease. Lisa followed, shoulders squared, expression bored in a way that dared any man to approach her. Sarah stayed close to Samantha, guiding her with small touches on the elbow. Candy drifted beside them, scanning without looking like she was scanning, calm and watchful.

They found a pocket of space near the bar, close enough to order without fighting through the crowd each time. Mina leaned in to shout over the music.

“Drinks. Same as usual?”

Lisa nodded. “Beer.”

Sarah laughed. “You’re such a cliché.”

“Shut up,” Lisa said, but her mouth twitched.

Candy turned to Samantha. “What do you want?”

Samantha hesitated. She would have said rum and Coke without thinking once. That felt wrong now. Too blunt. Too Sam.

“Something light,” she said. “Sweet.”

Candy smiled. “Good girl.” Then, as if she realised how it sounded, she softened it with a grin. “I mean, good choice.”

Mina ordered quickly. Lisa paid, because Lisa always paid and complained about it afterwards. They waited, packed in tight, and Samantha became aware of faces around them. Men glancing over shoulders. Women doing quick appraisals. Some smiles. Some stares. She wondered what they saw.

A girl in a white dress, with polished nails and a soft face. A girl with friends. A girl who belonged. The thought gave her a small surge of relief.

Sarah nudged her. “You’re doing that thing.”

“What thing?”

“You’re holding your breath.”

Samantha exhaled, then laughed quietly. “Sorry.”

“Don’t apologise,” Sarah said. “Just enjoy yourself. They’re staring because you’re pretty. It’s something you have to get used to.”

The drinks arrived. Mina handed them out like gifts.

“To Lipstick Riot,” Mina shouted.

Lisa lifted her bottle. “To signing our lives away.”

Sarah raised her glass. “To Samantha.”

Candy lifted her drink last, eyes on Samantha. “To you,” she said, softer than the others.

They clinked glasses. Samantha took a sip of her drink. It was fruity, cold, and sweet. It tasted like summer. Like parties she never went to. Like something she’d been missing all her life up to this point without knowing.

Around them, the bar churned. People dancing in tight spaces. Couples pressed together. Groups shouting into each other’s faces, laughing too hard. A woman in a silver dress bumped Samantha’s shoulder and smiled an apology without breaking stride. A man brushed past and glanced down at Samantha’s legs. Samantha stiffened, then forced herself to stay loose.

Mina sipped her drink and scanned the room like she was picking a stage. “Dance floor’s decent,” she announced.

Lisa snorted. “You mean it’s sticky.”

“It’s always sticky,” Mina replied.

Sarah laughed and grabbed Samantha’s hand. “Come on. Just for one song.”

Samantha looked at the crowd. The lights. The bodies. The risk of being bumped, grabbed, stared at. Her nerves flared. Then she remembered the garden at Morgana’s. The breeze. The ease. The feeling of being in her body without flinching.

“Okay,” she said.

Sarah beamed and tugged her forward. Candy followed at Samantha’s shoulder. Mina went ahead, already moving to the beat. Lisa trailed, watching the room like a bouncer in a dress. They stepped into the crush of the dance floor. Music surged through Samantha’s ribs. The bass made her dress vibrate slightly. People pressed close, but the girls kept a loose circle around her.

Samantha moved carefully at first. Small steps. Hips stiff. Hands unsure. Then Sarah laughed, unselfconscious, and Mina spun in place, hair flying, and Candy swayed with slow confidence. The energy pulled Samantha in. She loosened. Let her shoulders drop. Let her hips follow the rhythm. She didn’t dance like Mina. She didn’t dance like Candy. She danced like Samantha and it was delicious.

A group of men nearby glanced over. One smiled. Another leaned to say something to his mate. Samantha felt the attention and kept moving anyway. Candy caught her eye and gave a small nod, as if to say yes, that’s it. For a few minutes, Samantha forgot contracts. Forgot Stella. Forgot the word commitment. Forgot the fear of being found out. She was just a girl in a crowded bar, dancing with her friends.

When the song ended, Sarah grabbed her hand again and pulled her back toward the bar, laughing.

“You’re getting good at this,” Sarah shouted.

Samantha laughed too. “Don’t break the spell.”

After a few songs, they returned to their spot, breath warm, cheeks flushed. They ordered more drinks and talked about the future, what gigs they were going to play. Lisa was as cynical as usual and said probably some dive where fights break out every five minutes.

“You’re doing amazing,” Candy said, putting an arm around Samantha and squeezing her shoulder.

The second drink loosened things.

The bar noise faded into something manageable, a constant hum instead of an assault. Samantha leaned back against the counter, one heel hooked on the rail, posture easy now. Mina was talking too fast about nothing in particular. Lisa got into a heated conversation with an old boyfriend. Sarah kept touching Samantha without thinking. A hand at her wrist. A brush at her back.

A woman nearby leaned over and shouted, “Love your dress!”

Samantha startled, then smiled. “Thank you.” The woman grinned back and turned away. No follow-up. No scrutiny. Just a moment of kindness that landed harder than it should have.

Lisa noticed. “See?” she said. “Women notice when you’ve made an effort.”

Mina nodded. “And your vibe.”

Samantha laughed. “Is vibe a technical term now?”

“It is if I say it is,” Mina replied.

The group shifted closer together as the crowd thickened. It happened naturally. A step here. A shoulder there. A protective formation without discussion. Samantha found herself in the middle without being placed there.

A man drifted closer to the bar, ordering loudly. He glanced at Samantha, then glanced again. This time, longer. He smiled. Samantha returned it out of reflex, then looked away. Sarah felt it in Samantha’s body before she saw it in his eyes.

“Drink?” the man said, leaning slightly toward Samantha.

Candy stepped half a pace closer, casual. “She’s good,” she said.

The man blinked, surprised. He looked Candy up and down, recalibrating. “Didn’t ask you.”

Candy smiled. It didn’t reach her eyes. “I know.” Lisa shifted. Sarah tightened her grip on Samantha’s wrist.

The man shrugged and turned back to the bar, interest dulled by resistance. He ordered his drink and disappeared into the crowd a minute later.

Samantha exhaled without realising she’d been holding it.

“Sorry,” she said automatically.

Candy shook her head. “It’s something all girls have to cope with.”

Lisa added, “That wasn’t your problem.” Having finished arguing with her ex, her face looked a little flushed and angry.

They talked about music for a while. About gigs they’d loved and gigs they’d hated. About the absurdity of contracts and the terror of being taken seriously.

Mina leaned in, eyes bright. “Can you imagine? Staying in actual hotels. Not couches. Or sleeping in the van.”

Sarah snorted. “More likely seedy bed and breakfasts and weird landladies.”

Candy was quiet. She watched Samantha instead. The way she laughed now, shoulders loose. The way she joined in without checking herself. This was what Candy had wanted. Not just the look. Not just the role. The ease. Samantha caught Candy watching her and smiled, this time reaching out and squeezing her hand.

A song changed. Slower. Heavier.

“Dance?” Sarah asked again.

Samantha nodded without thinking this time.

They moved back into the crowd. The floor was fuller now. Hotter. People pressed in. Someone’s elbow grazed Samantha’s side. She barely flinched. She moved with the beat. Not tentative now. Not self-conscious. Her body knew the rhythm. Her heels stayed grounded. Her hips followed through instead of stopping short.

Candy danced near her, not facing her, just close enough to share space. Their movements aligned without effort. A shared sway. A shared pause.

Samantha felt eyes on her again. More than one pair this time. Some appreciative. Some curious. Some bold. She held her ground.

A woman brushed past and smiled at her, then leaned in to say something to her friend, eyes still on Samantha. The friend looked too, smiled, then looked away. She felt her hair move across her shoulders, the way her breasts bounced slightly, the flow of her dress and the feel of the warm air around her.

They drifted back toward the bar again, sweat at their temples, breath quick.

“You’re glowing,” Mina said.

Samantha wiped her forehead with the back of her hand. “I’m hot.”

Lisa smirked. “Don’t let it go to your head.”

Samantha laughed. “Too late.”

They ordered more wine and stood at the end of the bar as it got even busier. People came and went, some Samantha even recognised. Music rose and fell. Somewhere nearby, a laugh turned sharp. Somewhere else, glasses shattered, and cheers followed.

Suddenly, the girls decided it was time to use the restroom. This was a new experience for Samantha but it was a wonderful one. Music thudded through the walls. Laughter bounced off tiles. Someone complained about the mirror lighting. The room was bright and crowded, mirrors streaked, sinks lined with bottles and handbags. The air was thick with perfume and hairspray. Women leaned close to their reflections, mouths pursed, mascara wands raised like tiny weapons.

Samantha paused just inside the door. Candy noticed and put a hand lightly at her back. “Come on,” she said. “You’re fine.”

They claimed a patch of mirror by default. Not because anyone announced it, but because they moved like a unit. Sarah dropped her bag on the counter. Lisa leaned back against the wall, arms folded, surveying the room. Mina was already blotting her lips. Samantha caught her reflection and felt a small jolt. The lighting was harsh. Unforgiving. No soft glow, no shadows to hide in.

She still looked like herself.

A girl in a white dress, cheeks flushed, hair loose under the hat she had finally taken off. Lipstick faded at the edges. Eyes bright. Real.

Mina glanced at her. “Lipstick,” she said, already handing one over.

Samantha took it automatically. “Thanks.”

She applied it carefully, slower than she needed to, aware of her hands. The nails. The shape. She pressed her lips together, then dabbed with a tissue the way Candy had shown her.

Sarah leaned in beside her, fixing her own mascara, and said for the hundredth time: “You okay?”

Samantha smiled at her reflection. “Yeah.” She brushed her hair with her fingers.

“Good,” Sarah said. “Because you look like you belong in here.”

Lisa snorted. “That’s the nicest insult I’ve ever heard.”

A woman at the next sink glanced over and smiled at Samantha. “Cute dress. Where did you get it?”

“A friend of mine gave it me.” Her voice surprised her again.

The woman nodded and went back to her reflection. That was it.

Mina capped her lipstick and leaned back. “Alright, emergency repairs complete.”

She studied Samantha openly now. “You good?”

Samantha checked herself one last time. Straightened the dress. Smoothed the fabric at her waist. Lifted her chin.

“Yes,” she said.

Candy reached out and adjusted a loose strand of hair near Samantha’s cheek. The touch was intimate, making something squirm in her stomach. They held each other’s gaze for a moment longer than necessary.

“Okay,” Candy said. “That’s you.”

A group of women squeezed past them, laughing too loudly. Someone complained about the hand dryer. A door slammed. The room pulsed with small dramas.

As they moved toward the door, another woman brushed Samantha’s arm and said, “You look gorgeous,” like it was nothing.

Samantha smiled back. “Thank you.”

Outside, the noise swallowed them again. The music hit. The lights flared. The crowd surged.

The attention on her seemed to sharpen when they came back out. It wasn’t sudden. It crept in. A look held a second longer. A smile aimed and not withdrawn. Samantha felt it before she saw it. Maybe it was the bravado of too many drinks that made men more direct. It made her feel a little vulnerable.

She stayed close to the others, drink in hand, posture easy.

He appeared at her side without announcing himself. Mid-thirties, neat beard, pressed shirt. Clean. Confident. He leaned in just enough to be heard over the music.

“Hi,” he said. “I’m Tom.”

Samantha turned, polite by reflex. “Hi.”

“You look incredible,” he said, eyes exploring her up close. “Can I get you a drink?”

“I’m okay,” she said. “Thanks.”

He smiled as if that were a suggestion, not an answer. “Just one. I don’t bite.”

Samantha felt the space close. She took a half-step back. Tom didn’t retreat as if he had perfect belief in his ability to attract women like Samantha.

“I said I’m good,” Samantha said, firmer now.

“Relax,” he replied, light, dismissive. “I’m just being friendly.”

His hand brushed her arm and then settled on her waist. She could smell smoke and cologne and beer. His lips seemed to purse, and his eyes were brutal and a little unforgiving.

Samantha froze. For some reason, Tom took this as a sign of submission, and his hand stroked down to the top of her buttocks; she could feel it pressed lightly against the top of her panties.

Candy moved.

She didn’t rush. She didn’t raise her voice. She placed herself between them, body angled, calm and absolute. Lightly pulling Samatha to her side.

“She said no,” Candy said.

Tom blinked, surprised. He looked Candy over, angrier now. “Didn’t realise she needed a translator.”

“You do.”

Tom laughed once, sharp. “Come on. I’m talking to her. What are you? Her girlfriend?”

He tried to step past as if it was his right and he wasn’t going to take no for an answer.

He didn’t get the chance.

Candy pivoted. One clean movement. She caught his wrist, twisted, stepped in. Her hip turned. Her shoulder drove through. Tom’s feet left the floor. He hit the ground hard.

The music kept playing.

For a second, no one spoke. Then a collective gasp rippled through the crowd around them. Someone shouted. Someone laughed. Phones came out. Tom lay on his back, stunned, breath gone. He stared up at Candy as if trying to figure out what had happened.

Candy stepped back, hands open, breathing steady.

“Do not touch her,” she said.

Security appeared fast. Two men hauled Tom up by the arms as he started to protest, words slurring into indignation.

“She attacked me,” he said.

Candy met the guard’s eyes. “He put his hands on my friend.”

Lisa nodded once. “He’s a groper.”

Mina crossed her arms. Sarah stood close to Samantha, grounding her with a hand at her waist.

The guard looked at Samantha. “You alright?”

Samantha swallowed. Her voice came out clear. “Yes.”

Tom was dragged away, still talking, still indignant, still not understanding how he’d ended up on the floor.

Mina stared at Candy. “What the hell was that?”

Candy shrugged. “My dad insisted I take self-defence lessons when I started going out and dating and all that shit.”

Lisa barked a laugh. “You have got to teach me that. Did you see his face?”

Sarah turned to Samantha. “You, okay?”

Samantha nodded. Her heart raced now, but not with fear. With adrenaline. With release.

She looked at Candy. “You didn’t have to—”

“Yes,” Candy said. “I did.”

They stood there for a moment, the noise pressing in, the night resuming as if nothing had happened.

Then Mina lifted her drink. “Well,” she said, “that was educational.”

Samantha laughed, shakily. The adrenaline lingered. It buzzed through her limbs long after the space around them closed again. Music reclaimed its volume. Bodies pressed back into place. The bar absorbed the incident with the same indifference it absorbed everything else.

Candy took a sip of her drink as if nothing unusual had happened.

Lisa stared at her for a moment longer, then shook her head. “You realise,” she said, “that was deeply hot.”

Candy snorted. “I know.”

Mina laughed, sharp and relieved. “It absolutely was.”

The night softened after that. The edge dulled. People still looked at Samantha, but she didn’t flinch. When someone drifted too close, Lisa stepped in. When a woman smiled at her, Samantha smiled back. When a man tried to catch her eye, Candy’s presence alone seemed to redirect him.

They danced again. Samantha moved without checking the room first. She trusted the space they made around her.

At one point, Mina leaned in and shouted, “You’re different.”

Samantha laughed. “I know.”

Sarah watched them both, eyes bright. “You look happy.”

Samantha nodded. “I am.”

Later, when the music slowed and the crowd thinned, they gathered their things. Outside, the night air hit cool and sharp as they stepped outside. Samantha paused on the pavement and took a breath.

Candy linked her arm. “Stay at my place tonight. You can’t go back to that pit of yours.”


Chapter Fourteen

The house settled around them.

The door closed. Footsteps faded. Laughter thinned into quiet. Somewhere, a car horn blared. Candy’s room held the low glow of a lamp and the smell of perfume and night air drifting through the open window.

Samantha sat on the edge of the bed and slipped off her heels, one at a time. The relief made her sigh. She rested her feet on the rug and flexed her toes, grounding herself. Candy watched without comment, leaning against the dresser, posture loose now that the night had passed.

“Do you want some water?” Candy asked.

“Yes,” Samantha said. “Please.”

Candy went downstairs and returned with two glasses, handing one to Samantha. Their fingers brushed. They both knew why they were here alone in Candy’s room. Samantha wrapped both hands around the glass and drank slowly, aware of how close Candy stood.

“You were quiet on the walk back,” Candy said.

Samantha nodded. “I was thinking.”

“About?”

“Everything,” Samantha said. “I can’t believe things have changed so much in just a few days.”

Candy smiled faintly. She sat beside Samantha. The bed dipped. The space between them felt charged.

“I didn’t know if I should stay,” Samantha said.

Candy didn’t answer right away. She watched the window, the curtain lifting and falling. “I’m glad you did,” she said. “Besides, where else would a girl like you go? That smelly room?”

Samantha smiled. “I just…didn’t want the night to end yet.”

Candy met her gaze. There was warmth there. And care. And something else that had been waiting. “It doesn’t have to,” Candy she said.

Silence stretched, unhurried.

Samantha set her glass down and rested her hands on her knees. She looked smaller without the crowd around her, softer without the noise. Candy felt the urge to touch her and held it back.

“You were amazing tonight,” Candy said.

Samantha shook her head. “You saved me.”

“Yes,” Candy said gently. “Would you believe that was the first time I ever used those skills?”

They sat closer now, knees almost touching. Samantha could feel Candy’s warmth, steady and calm. It made her breathing slow. She could also feel her strength. Not ragged and masculine but meaningful and foundational.

“I’m not good at this,” Samantha said. “At knowing what’s allowed.”

“We’ll take it slow,” Candy said. “Nothing happens unless you want it to.”

Samantha searched her face. The confidence was there, but not the pressure. The strength but not control. It eased something in her chest.

“I want to be here,” Samantha said. “I’m not…confused. Not as much as I should be after what has happened, at least.”

Candy’s hand moved then, carefully, and rested over Samantha’s. It was a simple touch. Samantha didn’t pull away. Her fingers curled, almost without thought, and held on. Candy smiled.

“Good,” she said.

They sat like that for a while, listening to the quiet, sharing the space. The night outside deepened. The room felt warm and safe. Samantha leaned in first, just a little, her shoulder brushing Candy’s arm. Samantha laced their fingers together and felt the answer in her bones.

Candy lifted her free hand and tucked a strand of hair behind Samantha’s ear. Her fingers lingered at her jaw.

“Tell me if you want me to stop,” Candy said softly.

Samantha shook her head. “Don’t.”

Their lips met, gentle at first. Samantha’s breath caught, then eased as Candy kissed her again, steady and sure. Their foreheads rested together, breath shared, the space between them suddenly filled with electricity. Samantha felt unsteady, not from fear, but from how quickly the world had narrowed to this point of contact.

Candy spoke first. “You don’t have to say anything.”

“I want to,” Samantha said. Her voice was quiet, softer than before. “I just don’t know how to start.”

Candy leaned back enough to see her face. She didn’t let go of Samantha’s hand. “Then don’t start at the beginning,” she said. “Start with now.”

Samantha nodded. She took a breath. “Tonight scared me,” she said. “Not just the guy. All of it. Being seen. Being wanted. Being defended.” She searched for the word and gave a small laugh. “I didn’t know how much that would matter.”

Candy listened without interrupting.

“I’ve spent so long trying to disappear,” Samantha went on. “Or blend. Or pass without leaving a mark. And suddenly everyone was looking at me. And part of me wanted to run.” She paused. “But another part didn’t.” Candy’s thumb brushed the back of Samantha’s hand. A simple, steadying motion.

“That part,” Candy said, “is the one you should listen to.”

Samantha looked up at her. “You make it feel so simple.”

Candy’s mouth softened. “It is.

The words landed heavier than the kiss had. Samantha shifted closer without meaning to. Their knees pressed together fully now. She could feel Candy’s warmth through the thin fabric of her dress.

“I don’t know what this is,” Samantha said.

Candy smiled, small and calm. “Neither do I. I didn’t plan it.”

That surprised Samantha and she laughed. “You always seem so sure.”

Candy shook her head. “I’m sure about one thing.” She lifted Samantha’s hand slightly, pressing her thumb into her palm. “I care about you. Beyond the band. Beyond the chaos.”

Samantha’s chest tightened. “I care about you, too.”

Candy’s other hand came up then, resting at Samantha’s waist. Samantha’s breath hitched, then steadied as she leaned into it.

“You’re allowed to want this,” Candy said softly. “Whatever this is.”

Samantha nodded. “I do.”

They lay back on the bed, wrapping together in silk and harmony. Candy’s hair fell across Samantha’s face and her perfume seemed to overwhelm her.

Candy kissed her with intention, pressing firmly against her lips Samantha responded immediately, mouth opening, lips soft. Her tongue tasted delicious, gentle but firm. Samantha squirmed and groaned softly. A submissive, feminine gesture that sent a heat of passion through Candy. The kiss deepened, and now there was no going back.

The shift came quietly.

Not with a kiss, not with a touch, but with a pause. Candy pulled back just enough to look at Samantha properly, to see her breathing, the way she stayed present instead of drifting inward.

“How do you feel,” Candy asked, “about yourself. Right now.”

Samantha blinked. The question caught her off guard. She looked down at their joined hands, then back up.

“I feel amazing.”

Candy’s expression softened. “That’s what I hoped.”

“You hoped?” Samantha asked.

Candy hesitated, then decided not to retreat. “I hoped you’d stop treating this like a performance.”

Samantha considered that. “I think I did.”

“I know you did,” Candy said, giggling. “Stand up for me.”

Samantha got off the bed, and Candy stroked her hip. She kissed Samantha’s hand. “Take the dress off, slowly. As if you’re trying to excite me.”

Samantha began to move, femininely, stroking her hair and running her hands over her body. She felt no embarrassment; she just let herself move into the role the way Morgana had taught her. Candy watched her with wide eyes, now touching herself and loosening her own top. Samantha reached up and pulled down the straps of her dress, reaching out and cupping Candy’s face, bending to kiss her. Candy reached up and loosened a pearl button on Samantha’s dress, her passion growing.

The dress slipped down over Samantha’s smooth body and dropped to the floor. She stood there, in white bra and panties, her skin glistening in the low light. Candy pulled her down to sit on the bed and stood in turn, moving rhythmically as she removed her own dress.

They lay back on the bed and kissed, growing increasingly passionate. Gentle gasps filled the room as Candy led the way, guiding Samantha on where to touch her, where to kiss. She loosened Samatha’s bra and began kissing her small, delicate breasts, drawing groans of pleasure as the girl discovered her nipples hardening. 

Now she guided Samantha to her own breasts. Samantha kissed them softly, marvelling at how Candy’s hands felt trailing across her silky skin. The girls lay tangled together on the bed, simply enjoying the moment. There was no rush, no need to take things to the next level. The experience was sensual, unhurried, and amazing all at the same time. Candy guided Samantha down her body, kissing her breasts, her stomach and then settling on the soft mound of her panties. Candy parted her legs, and Samantha kissed the inside of her thighs.

Now they knelt on the bed, Candy behind Samantha. She reached around her waist, kissing her perfumed neck, playing with her breasts. Samantha pressed back into her, shuddering with pleasure.

“Good girl,” Candy whispered, working kisses across her shoulder. She reached down and stroked her panties. Then gently eased them down her thighs. She pushed Samantha onto her back, straddling her, the passion suddenly uncontrollable.

She bent forward and kissed the girl hard and then settled onto her, feeling the hardness press into her. She kissed and bit Samantha’s breasts and moved slowly back and forth. Samantha pushed her face into Candy’s chest, licking her nipples and groaning as the pace suddenly quickened. Candy let out a little scream of pleasure, and her back arched, her hair falling back as she felt Samantha release, her body stiffening. They reached a climax at the same time, and something powerful and unbreakable shuddered through Samantha’s bones.

They stayed that way, gasping for a moment. Candy laughed and settled down over Samantha, her soft breasts tickling, kissing her.

“Good girl,” she said again.


Chapter Fifteen

They met in the garage the next afternoon.

As usual, Candy’s parents were away. Now in semi-retirement, they seemed to be off on jaunts around the world almost every other week. It was a little odd to return to the garage.

So much had changed for Samantha since she first agreed to fill in as lead guitar. The space smelled of oil, dust, and old wood. Amps hummed as they warmed. Cables snaked across the floor. Sunlight cut through the small window high on the wall.

Samantha wore denim shorts, cut high on the thigh, a white crop top, and heels that didn’t belong anywhere near a garage. Her hair was loose. Her makeup light. She carried her guitar with ease.

The room went quiet.

Mina was the first to speak. “Well.”

Lisa looked her up and down, slow. “That’s new.”

Sarah laughed, sharp and affectionate. “Jesus, Sam.”

Samantha stopped short. “What?”

Lisa nodded toward her chest. “Those.”

Samantha glanced down, then back up. “Oh.”

Mina grinned. “They’re real then.”

“Developing,” Candy said, too quickly. She adjusted the mic and blushed a little, remembering the night spent with Samanth.

Everyone looked at her.

Samantha flushed, but she didn’t hide. She set her guitar down, rolled her shoulders once, and plugged in.

“Can we play?” she said. “Before you all start looking at my body?”

Sarah snorted, did a drum roll, and giggled. “Oh, my God.”

They warmed up fast. Muscle memory took over. Fingers found strings. Drums locked in. The garage filled with sound, loud and raw and alive. It felt good. Necessary. Candy’s voice seemed to have an extra edge, thrilling the girls as they settled into their work.

Samantha played clean. Confident. Her stance had changed. Weight balanced differently. Hips loose. She moved with the music instead of bracing against it. Wearing denim shorts had been Candy’s idea and for a moment Samantha had not been sure. She had become used to wearing dresses. She liked them.

They ran through two songs without stopping. Then a third. By the fourth, sweat slicked Samantha’s skin and the crop top clung to her. It felt good to be back playing. Her slightly longer nails meant she had to adjust a little but now the music seemed to be flowing.

The sound was tight. Better than before.

When they finally stopped, breathing hard, Lisa leaned on her bass and squinted at them. She kicked a cable out of the way and pursed her lips.

“Okay,” she said. “That thing you’re doing.”

Candy blinked. “What thing?”

Lisa pointed with her head. “You. And Samantha. The looks. The spacing. You’re synced in a way that’s not just musical. The way you keep looking at her when she plays something out of the ordinary.”

Sarah grinned. “Oh my God. You didn’t know?”

Candy sighed. “We weren’t hiding.”

“You weren’t advertising,” Mina said. “But yeah. It’s obvious.”

Lisa crossed her arms. “So I’ll ask outright. Are you two a thing now?”

Samantha blushed. They were busted.

Sarah cut in first. “Of course they are.”

Candy glanced at Samantha. Samantha met her gaze and didn’t look away. She stroked her fingers across the guitar strings.

“Yes,” Candy said. “We are.”

Mina made a face. “This is getting way too weird.”

Sarah laughed. “You’ll live.”

Lisa studied them both for a moment, then nodded. “Alright. As long as it doesn’t screw the band.”

“It won’t,” Samantha said.

Candy smiled at her for that.

Mina shrugged. “Fine. But if you start writing power ballads about each other, I’m quitting.”

“Noted,” Candy said.

They reset. Picked up instruments. Counted in. When they played again, the sound was fuller. By the time they took a break, they were all feeling good. It was as if Lipstick Riot had gone up a notch in their development.

Stella Devereaux arrived like a punctuation mark.

The sports car turned into the drive with a low, confident growl and stopped, glistening in the sunlight. Stella stepped out first, immaculate as ever, sunglasses already in place, heels clicking against the concrete. From the passenger side emerge a man with the briefcase. Dark suit. Polished shoes. No wasted movement.

“This,” Stella said as the girls gathered on the driveway, “is Charles Horesham.”

Horesham inclined his head. “Good afternoon, ladies.”

They went inside, the house falling quiet around them. The furniture was tasteful, expensive, and designed to signal stability rather than comfort. Sunlight filtered through tall windows and caught on framed art and glass surfaces. The girls settled onto a comfortable sofa, Sarah throwing an arm around Samantha’s shoulder.

Horesham placed the briefcase on the coffee table and opened it with care. Papers were arranged neatly as he went about his business. He was probably in his forties and may well have not had an exciting day in his life. He removed his glasses, folded them, then put them back on again.

“I’ll be direct,” he said. “These contracts are standard, but they are binding. Please listen carefully.”

The first section was procedural. Names. Roles. Dates. They gave Stella Devereaux control of the band during their tour. That meant she had certain decision-making roles which needed to be followed. Then he reached the part everyone had been bracing for.

“Samantha,” Horesham said, looking directly at her, “your agreement includes a role commitment.”

The girls seemed to flinch and sit up a little straighter. Sarah put her hand on Samantha’s and squeezed.

“For the duration of the tour,” he continued, “you will remain in role at all times during rehearsals, performances, interviews, and promotional activity. That includes dress,” Horesham added. “Styling for public-facing appearances will be approved.”

Lisa leaned forward slightly. “Approved by who?”

“By Ms Devereaux,” Horesham said, without hesitation.

Stella removed her sunglasses and set them aside. “Consistency matters,” she said. “You’re not a collection of individuals anymore. You’re a band with an image.”

“There is a disclosure agreement,” Horesham continued. “No member of Lipstick Riot may publicly disclose personal details regarding Samantha’s identity, background, or history.”

Sarah frowned. “What about privately?”

“Publicly,” Horesham clarified. “Private conversations are not governed.”

The girls looked at each other and then nodded. Lisa kicked her feet up onto the coffee table. “I can cope with that.”

“Twenty dates,” Horesham said. “Nationwide. Venues range from small clubs to mid-sized halls. All travel, accommodation, and equipment expenses covered.”

Mina let out a quiet laugh. “All?”

“All,” Stella said. “You focus on the music.”

“And control?” Lisa asked, blunt.

Stella met her gaze. “Management. That means I make decisions about wardrobe, presentation, and performance concepts. You’ll be consulted. But I decide. The first week begins Monday’ You’ll be in studio with Tommy Starc.”

Candy stiffened. “The Tommy Starc?”

“Yes,” Stella said. “He’ll work with you on songwriting, tightening arrangements, and live performance. You’ll rehearse hard. You’ll experiment.”

Horesham added, “You’ll also have new instruments.”

Mina’s eyes widened. “This is actually happening.”

“And outfits,” Stella said. “You’ll try looks. Shapes. Concepts. Nothing is fixed yet.” She sat back, looking at the girls. “That’s the deal. So, what do you say?”

The girls looked at the contracts laid out neatly on the coffee table. Then they looked at Samantha. The anticipation hung in the air.

“I’m in,” Samantha said finally.

Candy didn’t hesitate. “So am I.”

Sarah nodded. “Me too.”

Lisa exhaled, then smiled thinly. “Alright. Let’s see how far this goes.”

Mina raised her hands. “Guess we’re doing this.”

Horesham slid the contracts forward. Pens followed, and one by one, they signed.

Stella watched, satisfied.

“Good,” she said. “Be here Monday morning. A limousine will take you to the studio.”


Chapter Sixteen

Candy and Samantha slept close, bodies comfortably entwined, breath slow and matched. The room was dark and still, curtains lifting with the night air. Candy’s arm rested loosely around Samantha’s waist, protective even in sleep.

Samantha dreamed.

She was sitting at a vanity table she didn’t recognise, though it felt familiar. The surface was pale wood, smooth beneath her fingertips, decorated with makeup arranged carefully, as if someone had prepared it for her. Brushes lay in a neat row. Lipsticks stood uncapped. A small lamp cast a warm, flattering glow across the mirror.

She wore lingerie.

Not the kind meant to shock, but something chosen. Soft pink satin against her skin, trimmed with lace. The bra cupped her breasts perfectly, supporting their new weight, shaping them in a way that made her sit straighter without trying. The matching panties hugged her hips, the fabric light and cool, barely there when she moved.

Samantha felt nervous, a gentle flutter low in her chest. There was the sense of preparing for something that mattered.

She reached for moisturiser first, working it into her skin with slow, careful strokes. Her hands moved with confidence now, circling her cheeks, smoothing across her forehead, down her neck. The mirror reflected someone unhurried, focused, present in her own body.

Next came the foundation. She dotted it lightly, blending with a brush until her skin looked even, luminous rather than masked. She tilted her head, checking the line of her jaw, the curve of her cheek. A small smile tugged at her lips.

Eyes next.

She chose soft shades, pink and champagne, brushing colour across her lids with care. She built it slowly, adding depth at the crease, blending until there were no harsh lines. Mascara followed, lashes darkening, lengthening, framing her eyes. She blinked, watched them flutter.

She leaned closer to the mirror for eyeliner, steadying her elbow on the table. The line was precise. Feminine. When she finished, she sat back and assessed the effect.

She applied blush sparingly, just enough to warm her cheeks, then reached for lipstick. The colour was rose, slightly glossy. She traced her lips carefully, filled them in, then pressed them together once, twice.

Samantha met her own gaze in the mirror.

She turned slightly on the stool and noticed the bed behind her for the first time. It was large, neatly made, the cover pale and inviting. Laid out across it was a dress.

Pink.

The bodice was smooth and fitted, the fabric soft and matte. Below it, the skirt bloomed into layers of fine tulle, light as breath, catching the glow from the lamp. It was the sort of dress that moved when you walked, that responded to motion rather than resisting it.

The stool scraped softly against the floor as she rose. She became aware of her heels then, already on her feet. They were pale, elegant, high enough to change her posture without making her unstable. She took a step, then another, feeling the shift in her balance, the way her hips followed through naturally.

The tulle slipped between her fingers, weightless. She lifted the dress and held it up to herself, studying the way the pink warmed her skin. It felt right. More than right. It felt chosen for her.

She undid the hooks of her bra slowly, letting it fall away. Her breasts settled naturally, fuller than she remembered them being, responsive to movement. She didn’t rush to cover herself. She looked at her reflection in the mirror again, taking in the shape of her body without judgment.

She guided the bodice into place, smoothing it down, adjusting the straps until it sat perfectly against her shoulders. The skirt brushed her thighs as it fell, whisper-soft. She gathered the tulle once, lifting it slightly, then let it drop, watching how it settled.

She turned in front of the mirror.

The dress transformed her. Not by hiding anything, but by framing it. Her waist looked defined. Her legs long. Her chest lifted. She moved, and the skirt answered, drifting, floating. Samantha felt her nerves sharpen again.

This was for a date.

The thought made her stomach flutter. She reached for perfume, applied it lightly at her wrists, her neck, behind her ears. The scent was floral and intimate. She picked up a necklace and fastened it, a simple chain with a small charm that rested just above the neckline of the dress. Earrings followed, delicate, barely brushing her neck when she moved. She checked herself one last time.

The girl in the mirror looked ready.

She took a step back from the vanity and smoothed the skirt again, a habit that had been formed a long while ago. She imagined walking into a room, being looked at by men, being desired by men. The idea didn’t make her want to hide. It made her smile.

She reached for the handbag last. It sat next to the vanity stool. Designer without being loud. Pale blush leather, soft to the touch, with a thin gold chain strap that caught the light when she lifted it. It wasn’t practical. It wasn’t meant to be. It was an accessory chosen to complete a version of herself.

Samantha looped the strap over her shoulder and felt the way it changed her posture at once. Her shoulder rolled back. Her arm settled naturally at her side. The bag rested against her hip, a quiet weight that reminded her she was dressed for the world, not the mirror.

She walked toward the door.

Sunlight flooded the space, warm and generous, wrapping around her shoulders and catching in the layers of tulle as she stepped outside. The air was fresh, carrying the scent of cut grass and flowers. Somewhere nearby, birdsong threaded through distant voices and the low hum of traffic softened by summer.

It was a beautiful day.

The path beneath her heels was smooth stone, warm from the sun. Each step made the skirt sway, the tulle lifting and settling in a gentle rhythm that Samantha felt through her thighs. The sensation made her smile. She became aware of her body in motion, the way her hips followed her steps, the way the dress responded to her without effort.

She walked slowly, not because she had to, but because she wanted to feel it all.

The cool air brushed her bare arms. Sunlight touched her skin. The fabric of the bodice held her securely while the skirt moved freely, creating a constant contrast between structure and softness. With every step, the layers whispered against each other, a private sound meant only for her.

Her hair bounced as she walked, light and loose, lifting at her shoulders before settling again. She could feel its weight when she turned her head, the gentle tug at her scalp reminding her it was real, part of her now. A breeze caught a few strands and lifted them across her cheek. She didn’t brush them away immediately. She liked the sensation.

The handbag shifted against her hip with each step. The chain strap warmed against her shoulder. When she adjusted it, her fingers brushed the smooth leather, grounding her again in the physical reality of the moment.

She wasn’t rushing.

She moved through the world as if she belonged in it.

The street opened up ahead of her, lined with trees heavy with green leaves. Sunlight filtered through them in shifting patterns, dappling the pavement. People were out, strolling, talking, laughing. A couple passed her, deep in conversation. A woman walked a dog that glanced up at Samantha briefly before continuing on. Someone sat on a bench, sunglasses tilted toward the sun.

No one stared.

No one questioned.

Samantha felt a swell of relief that bordered on joy.

She became aware of the sound of her heels then, a soft, steady rhythm against the ground. Each step landed cleanly, her balance sure. She remembered when heels had felt like a challenge, something to be endured or conquered. Now they felt like an extension of her, a way of moving that made sense.

She adjusted the skirt again, smoothing it down as she walked, fingers brushing the tulle. The fabric was cool where it rested against her legs. She lifted the hem slightly as she stepped off a curb, then let it fall back into place. The movement felt instinctive and delicious.

She caught her reflection in a shop window as she passed. For a moment, she slowed. The glass reflected a girl in a pink dress, walking with ease, handbag at her side, hair shining in the sun. Her posture was relaxed. Her expression open. She looked like someone on her way somewhere she wanted to be. Samantha didn’t stop. She kept walking, letting the reflection pass behind her.

The warmth of the day deepened as she moved, the sun rising higher. She felt it on the back of her neck, across her shoulders. The dress breathed with her, light enough that she never felt trapped, fitted enough that she never felt exposed. It was the perfect balance, and she knew it.

She straightened her back slightly and lifted her chin, a subtle adjustment that changed everything. The world seemed to meet her gaze instead of towering over her.

She felt beautiful.

Not in a distant, untouchable way. Not as an idea. But in the simple, physical sense of being comfortable in her skin, in her clothes, in the space she occupied. The sound of her steps blended with the sounds of summer. The city breathed around her. She moved through it without friction, the dress flowing, the air cooling her skin, the weight of the bag steady at her side.

For the first time in the dream, she felt no separation between who she was and how she appeared. They were the same.

The edges of the world softened then, colours deepening, sounds stretching slightly as if carried through water. The sunlight remained warm. The skirt continued to sway. Her hair continued to bounce. These sensations lingered, vivid and insistent, even as the scene began to dissolve.

She reached the bar without hesitation.

The door opened easily, a wash of cool air and low music spilling out to meet her. Inside, the light shifted at once. Softer. Amber. The kind that made skin glow and edges blur. The hum of conversation wrapped around her, punctuated by laughter and the clink of glass.

She stepped inside and let the door close behind her.

For a moment, she simply stood there, allowing the room to register her.The skirt settled around her legs. Her heels found their balance on the floor. The handbag rested against her hip, familiar now.

He was already there, leaning casually against the bar as if he had been waiting without impatience. Tall. Broad-shouldered. Rugged in a quiet way, not flashy or styled for attention. Dark hair, a little unruly. A jacket worn rather than new. When he turned and saw her, his face changed at once.

He smiled.

Samantha felt a flutter low in her stomach. She crossed the room toward him, aware of her steps, the gentle sway of the skirt, the soft sound of her heels. Each movement felt deliberate but unforced, as though her body already knew the choreography.

“You look incredible,” he said when she reached him.

“Thank you,” she replied, her voice calm.

He gestured toward the bar. “Can I get you a drink?”

She nodded. “I’d like that.”

They stood close as he ordered. She became aware of his presence beside her, the quiet confidence of his posture, the way he angled himself toward her without crowding. When the drinks arrived, he handed her the glass with a small smile.

“To finally meeting,” he said.

They drank, the cold sweetness of it grounding her. She set the glass down just as he did, their movements aligning without thought. When he turned slightly toward her, his hand found her waist.

The touch was natural.

Not tentative. Not possessive. Just there. His palm rested lightly at her side, fingers warm through the dress's thin fabric. Samantha felt the contact immediately, a small jolt that spread outward rather than tightening her. She didn’t move away. She turned her body slightly toward him instead.

He noticed, of course. His smile deepened, but he didn’t press closer. He let the moment settle between them, easy and unspoken.

“Shall we?” he asked, nodding toward the seating area.

She followed him through the bar, past clusters of people and low tables, to a quiet cubicle tucked along the wall. The lighting was dimmer here, more private. She sat opposite him, smoothing the skirt beneath her without thinking.

They talked.

At first, it was light. Easy. The kind of conversation that didn’t demand too much. Where are you from? What brought you here? What do you like to drink? He listened when she spoke. Really listened. His attention didn’t wander. His gaze stayed on her face, not drifting, not assessing.

Samantha felt herself relax further.

She talked with her hands at first, then noticed and let them rest lightly on the table. She felt the curve of the cubicle seat against her back, the warmth of the space holding them in. When she laughed, she didn’t check herself. When she paused, he didn’t rush to fill the silence.

At some point, she got up and sat beside him and his hand returned to her waist.

Again, it felt natural. As if it had always been meant to rest there. His thumb brushed lightly once, not absent-minded, not deliberate. She met his eyes.

“You’re nervous,” he said softly.

She smiled. “A little.”

“That’s okay,” he replied. “So am I.”

That surprised her. She hadn’t expected it. The admission shifted something between them, bringing them closer without shrinking the space.

They leaned in slightly as they spoke now, voices lower, words meant only for each other. The world beyond the cubicle softened, the bar noise becoming a distant murmur. Samantha became aware of her body again. The way the dress held her. The way her breasts pressed gently against the bodice when she leaned forward.

She felt beautiful.

He talked and stroked a stray strand of hair from her eyes. Their fingers met, then intertwined. His grip was warm, steady, not tight. To be touched by a man in this way was something she had always wanted.

“I’m glad you came,” he said.

“So am I,” she replied, and meant it.

They sat like that for a while, talking, smiling, letting the moment stretch. His hand remained at her waist. Her hand remained in his. The connection felt easy, mutual, unforced. At one point, she became aware of the dress again. The way the skirt shifted when she moved her legs. The way the tulle responded to even the smallest motion. She adjusted it instinctively, smoothing it down, and caught him watching.

“You suit that dress,” he said quietly.

She felt her cheeks warm. “I like how it feels.”

“That shows,” he replied.

As the conversation deepened, so did her sense of presence. She wasn’t watching herself from the outside. She wasn’t anticipating missteps. She was simply there, in her body, in the moment.

She shifted slightly closer, their knees brushing beneath the table. The contact sent a quiet thrill through her. He noticed, of course. His hand tightened just a fraction at her waist, then relaxed again.

And somewhere beneath the music and the glow and the warmth of his hand, she felt a deep, steady certainty.

He asked simply.

“Do you want to come back to my hotel with me?”

There was no pressure in his voice. No assumption. Just an invitation offered at the right moment, when the space between them already felt charged with yes. Samantha felt the answer rise before she thought it through.

“Yes,” she said.

They stood together, the movement easy, as if they had done this before. He offered his arm, and she slipped her hand through it without hesitation. The contact changed the way she walked, the way she held herself.

The night was warm.

Streetlights cast long reflections across the pavement. The city hummed, softened by summer air. Samantha felt the dress move with every step, the tulle brushing her legs, lifting and falling in time with her stride. The heels clicked steadily. She felt beautiful walking beside him, not because she was being looked at, but because she was being chosen.

His hand moved from hers and rested at her waist, fingers warm, thumb shifting slightly now and then as they walked. The contact sent a quiet thrill through her, not sharp, but constant, like a current under her skin. She leaned into him just enough to feel his response, the way his arm tightened slightly in return.

The walk to the hotel felt suspended, as if the city itself had slowed to let them pass. Samantha noticed details she would usually miss. The glow of a window above a shop. The smell of flowers from a planter she passed. The way her handbag brushed her hip with each step, the chain warm against her shoulder.

When they reached the hotel, it rose before them in clean lines and soft light. Glass doors slid open, cool air washing over them. The lobby was quiet, polished, a world apart from the bar. The floor gleamed beneath her heels. Her reflection followed her in the glass, pink dress catching the light, hair loose and shining.

They crossed the lobby together. He kept his arm around her, guiding her gently, as if it was the most natural thing in the world. She noticed how easily she matched his pace, how her body seemed to know where to be.

The lift doors opened with a soft chime. They stepped inside. The space was small, enclosed, and the air was cool and faintly scented. The doors slid shut, and the world narrowed instantly. Samantha became aware of how close they stood, how little room there was now between them.

He turned toward her.

For a moment, they simply looked at each other. The lift began its quiet ascent, numbers glowing softly above the door. Samantha’s heart beat faster, not from fear, but from the sudden intimacy of being alone together, suspended between floors.

He reached up and touched her cheek. The touch was gentle. Deliberate.

“Is this okay?” he asked quietly.

She nodded. “Yes.”

He leaned in then and kissed her.

The kiss was warm and unhurried, his mouth soft against hers, testing, exploring. Samantha felt it bloom through her body at once, a thrill that spread from her lips down into her chest and lower, leaving her breathless. She responded instinctively, lips parting, hand lifting to rest against his chest. She was being kissed and loved and it thrilled her. It was what she had always wanted.

The kiss deepened, still controlled, still measured. His hand slid from her waist to her back, firm and reassuring. Samantha leaned into him fully now, heels steady, body relaxed, the dress brushing against his legs.

When the lift stopped, he broke the kiss, resting his forehead against hers for a brief moment.

The doors opened.

They stepped out into the corridor, the carpet muffling their steps. The hallway was quiet, softly lit, doors lining either side like promises waiting to be kept. He took her hand this time instead of her waist, fingers lacing with hers, and led her down the corridor.

Samantha followed, heart still racing, body humming.

She noticed the way her dress felt different now, charged by the kiss. The way the skirt moved when she walked, the way the bodice held her. She felt aware of her breasts, the gentle weight of them, the way they rose and fell with her breath.

They stopped at his door.

He reached into his pocket, retrieved the key card, and paused. He turned to her again, searching her face in the quiet corridor.

“You don’t have to,” he said softly.

Samantha smiled, the nerves still there but welcome, alive. “I want to.”

He unlocked the door and opened it, stepping aside to let her enter first. Warm light spilt out into the corridor, inviting and private. Samantha crossed the threshold, heels sinking slightly into the plush carpet, the room opening around her.


Chapter Seventeen

Samantha woke slowly, aware first of warmth and weight.

Candy was pressed close behind her, one arm draped over her waist, leg hooked loosely around hers. The room was grey with early morning light and outside she could hear the faint tune of birdsong. Samantha lay still for a moment, listening to Candy breathe, slow and even, and let herself enjoy the simple fact of being held.

She shifted slightly, and Candy tightened her arm in her sleep, a small sound in her throat, instinctive. Samantha smiled despite herself and settled back, fitting into the curve of Candy’s body as if it had always been made for her.

They lay like that for a while, half-awake, drifting in and out.

Candy stirred eventually, nuzzling briefly into Samantha’s shoulder. “Morning,” she murmured, voice rough.

“Morning,” Samantha replied.

Candy kissed her neck once, soft and lazy, then rested her chin there. “You’re warm.”

“So are you.”

Samantha traced a slow, absent pattern on Candy’s forearm with her fingertips, enjoying the quiet intimacy of it. This felt safe. Eventually, she sighed and shifted again. “I’ll make tea.”

Samantha eased herself out of the bed carefully, disentangling limbs. She slipped on a silk robe and caught sight of herself in the vanity mirror. Her breasts jutted through the material, the nipples hardening. She padded downstairs barefoot, the air cool against her skin.

The kitchen was filled with pale light. She set the kettle on and leaned against the counter while it heated, hands resting flat on the worktop. Her pale pink nails shimmered. The hem of the nightdress tickled her silky thighs. Goosebumps rose on her forearms.

The dream came back to her then.

Not all at once. In pieces. Pink tulle. The weight of a handbag. The warm press of a man’s hand at her waist. The certainty she’d felt as she walked beside him, the way it had all seemed inevitable. Her stomach tightened.

It wasn’t the desire that unsettled her. It was how natural it had felt. How complete. How unquestioned.

She poured the water, watching steam curl from the mugs, trying to ground herself in the ordinary. Spoon clinked. Tea darkened. Milk followed. She carried both cups carefully, as if balance mattered more than usual. On the stairs, she slowed.

By the time she reached the bedroom again, Candy was awake, propped on one elbow, watching her with soft focus.

“Hey,” Candy said. “You okay?”

Samantha set the mugs down on the bedside table and sat carefully on the edge of the bed. “Yeah. I think so.”

Candy frowned slightly. “That’s not convincing.”

Samantha hesitated, then climbed back onto the bed, settling beside Candy. Candy immediately drew her in again, arm around her shoulders, chin resting on her hair. They drank in silence for a moment.

“I had a dream,” Samantha said finally.

Candy’s hand stilled. “Okay.”

“It was… vivid.” Samantha swallowed. “I was dressed up. On a date. With a man.” She wondered what more she should say. “I went back to his hotel,” Samantha went on. “It felt… right. Like that’s who I was meant to be.”

Samantha felt a flash of panic, as if she’d said too much, crossed some invisible line just by admitting it. Candy set her mug aside and shifted so she could see Samantha’s face properly. “Does that worry you?”

“Yes,” Samantha said immediately. “It shouldn’t, but it does. It felt real. Too real.”

Candy studied her for a long moment. Not searching for fault. Searching for truth.

“Dreams don’t mean instructions,” Candy said. “They mean questions.”

Samantha let out a shaky breath. “What if it’s telling me something?”

“Then we listen,” Candy said.

Samantha looked down at her hands. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

Candy’s expression softened. She reached out and tipped Samantha’s chin up gently. “You won’t. Not by being honest.”

They were quiet again, the morning light creeping higher on the wall. Candy spoke carefully. “Have you ever been with a man?”

Samantha shook her head. “Not like that. Not as…me.”

Candy nodded. “Then maybe that’s what your mind is trying to figure out.”

Samantha looked at her, confused. “You’re not angry?”

“No,” Candy said. “I’d be angry if you lied to yourself.”

Samantha searched her face. “What if I want to know?”

Candy didn’t answer right away. She leaned back against the pillows, considering.

“Then maybe you should,” she said finally.

Samantha stiffened. “You mean—”

“I mean,” Candy said gently, “that if part of you is curious, or unsure, or pulled in that direction, pretending it isn’t there won’t make it go away.”

Samantha’s heart thudded. “That feels like stepping over a line.”

“I’m saying you should know yourself,” Candy replied. “Whatever that looks like.”

Samantha’s voice dropped. “And us?”

Candy squeezed her hand. “We’re not made of glass.”

The certainty in her tone surprised Samantha more than anything else. Candy continued, quieter now. “You don’t owe me exclusivity . And I don’t want to be the thing that stops you from finding out who you are.”

Samantha felt tears prick her eyes. “What if I like it?”

Candy smiled sadly. “Then we talk. Like we are now.”

“And if I don’t?”

“Then you know,” Candy said. “And knowing is better than wondering.”

Samantha leaned into her, forehead against Candy’s shoulder. “I don’t want to lose this.”

Candy wrapped her arms around her fully. “You won’t lose me just for asking a question.”

They stayed like that for a while, not talking.

After a while, Samantha pulled back just enough to look at Candy. “You’d really be okay with me trying?”

Candy met her gaze, steady and open. “You can stop if you want to,” she said. “At any point. So can I. That’s the rule.”

Samantha nodded slowly.

The dream still unsettled her. The image of herself in pink, walking confidently beside someone else, lingered. But beneath the worry, there was something else now too. Relief. Not because the answer was clear, but because she didn’t have to face the question alone.

Candy brushed her thumb under Samantha’s eye, catching a tear she hadn’t realised had fallen. “Whatever you choose,” she said, “it won’t make you less you.”

Samantha closed her eyes and let herself be held again, the bed warm, the house waking gently around them. Candy didn’t say it immediately. She lay back against the pillows, one arm still around Samantha, eyes on the ceiling as if she were testing the thought before letting it out into the room. The morning had fully arrived now. Light filled the space, unkind in its honesty, leaving no room for half-formed feelings.

“I’ve got a friend,” Candy said at last.

“A friend.”

Candy glanced at her. “An ex, actually.”

She pulled back just enough to look at Candy’s face, searching for something defensive or careless. There was neither. Candy looked calm. Measured.

“An ex-boyfriend,” Candy went on. “We’re still friends. Properly friends. There’s no…mess there.”

Samantha swallowed. “Okay.”

Candy turned onto her side so they were facing each other fully now. “I’m not suggesting anything dramatic,” she said. “No pressure. No expectations. Maybe,” Candy continued, choosing her words carefully, “we invite him round. One evening. Have a few drinks. Talk. See how you feel.”

Samantha stared at her. “You’d be there.”

“Of course,” Candy said. “I wouldn’t drop you into something like that alone.”

The word drop made Samantha’s stomach twist. “This feels…strange.”

Candy nodded. “It is strange.”

“I mean,” Samantha said slowly, “this isn’t a test, is it?”

“No,” Candy said firmly. “It’s not a test. It’s an option.”

Samantha looked away, eyes catching on the light pooling on the wall. The idea formed images too quickly. A man sitting in Candy’s house. Laughter. Attention. The way it might feel to be looked at through different eyes.

“And if I hate it?” Samantha asked.

“Then we stop,” Candy said. “We open another bottle and complain about men.”

Samantha let out a small, surprised laugh. “And if I don’t?”

Candy was quiet for a moment.

“Then we have some fun. Oh, sweetie, it’s only sex.”

The simplicity of that scared Samantha more than any argument would have. Candy reached out and took Samantha’s hand, fingers threading together. “I’m okay with it if you are.”

Samantha watched the dust motes drift through the light. She became acutely aware of her body again. The weight of her breasts against the sheet. The way Candy’s thigh pressed against hers. How much of her sense of self now lived in sensation as much as thought.

“Tell me about him,” Samantha said.

Candy smiled faintly. “His name’s Alex. He’s kind. A bit too earnest sometimes. We broke up because we wanted different things, not because anything went wrong.”

“Does he know about… all this?” Samantha gestured vaguely at herself.

Candy shook her head. “No. But he’s not stupid. And he’s not cruel.”

Samantha absorbed that. “You’d tell him first.”

“Yes,” Candy said. “Nothing happens without consent. Yours included.”

The word consent settled something in Samantha’s chest. She nodded slowly. “I don’t want to feel pushed.”

Samantha leaned back against the pillows, staring at the ceiling now herself. The idea of it scared her. The idea of not knowing scared her more.

“Just drinks,” she said.

“Just drinks,” Candy agreed.

“And you stay,” Samantha added.

“I stay,” Candy said. “The whole time.”

Samantha turned back toward her. “And you won’t disappear.”

That was when Samantha realised something she hadn’t expected. The thought of Candy not being there unsettled her far more than the idea of Alex arriving ever could.

“Okay,” Samantha said.

Candy raised an eyebrow. “Okay?”

“Yes,” Samantha repeated, heart pounding now. “We can invite him. One evening. No expectations.”

Candy exhaled, a quiet release of breath she hadn’t realised she’d been holding. “Alright.”

They lay there again, the decision settling between them. It didn’t feel like relief exactly. It felt like opening a door and choosing not to step through it yet.

Samantha shifted closer, tucking herself back into Candy’s arms. Candy welcomed her without hesitation, holding her firmly, grounding her.

“You’re brave,” Candy murmured into her hair.

Samantha shook her head. “I don’t feel brave.”

“That’s usually how it works,” Candy said.


Chapter Eighteen

They invited Alex for the next evening.

Candy sent a message on her phone about Samantha, then followed up with a call. Alex seemed enthusiastic and didn’t have a problem with Samantha being Sam and even suggested bringing a friend of his. Candy talked him out of it and arranged for him to come to the house that evening. There was no backing out now, not without turning the question into something heavier than it needed to be.

They hadn’t wasted time on nostalgia. Candy had never been good at pretending things were simpler than they were. She’d explained the situation carefully, choosing her words with precision. Not everything. Not the full interior life of Samantha. But enough.

“She’s figuring herself out,” Candy had said. “And I care about her. That’s why I’m calling.”

Alex had gone quiet then, listening.

“She had a dream,” Candy continued. “About being with a man. As a woman. And it unsettled her. Not because it was wrong. Because it felt possible.”

“And you’re okay with that,” Alex had said, not a question.

Candy had closed her eyes. “Yes, you know I’ve never been the possessive kind.”

There had been a pause. Then Alex had asked, gently, “What do you want from me?”

Candy had turned from the window and sat on the edge of the bed, grounding herself before answering.

“I want you to be honest,” she’d said. “And respectful.” Alex had understood more than she’d expected.

“You mean confident,” he’d said. “Direct.”

“Yes,” Candy replied. “And a little dominant.”

She’d said the word calmly. Without embarrassment. Without drama.

“She doesn’t need to be pushed,” Candy had gone on. “But she does need to feel wanted. Held. Guided. In a way that feels different to what I give her.”

Alex hadn’t interrupted.

“I don’t want you to play a role,” Candy had said. “I want you to be yourself. But I need you to understand something important. She can stop at any time and so can you. If she hesitates, you slow down. If she pulls back, you stop. If she looks to me, I step in.”

“And if she leans in?” Alex had asked.

Candy had exhaled. “Then you meet her there.”

There had been another pause. Longer this time.

“You’re trusting me with someone you love,” Alex had said.

“Yes,” Candy replied. “I am.”

They’d ended the call shortly after. Candy had sat for a moment afterward, phone resting in her lap, letting the decision settle.

She hadn’t told Samantha. Not because she wanted to deceive her. But because she didn’t want to frame the evening in advance. She didn’t want Samantha walking into a scenario with expectations already planted in her head.

Candy opened the wardrobe and then the lingerie drawer beneath it, moving with familiarity. Samantha watched from the bed as Candy laid things out carefully, as if she was trying to create an atmosphere.

The lingerie was softer than what Samantha had worn before. A matching set in pale ivory, lace-edged but simple, the fabric light and breathable. A bra with a gentle structure. Panties that sat naturally on the hips rather than cutting into them.

“They’ll feel like nothing once they’re on,” Candy said.

Samantha stood and let Candy help her undress. It was practical, calm, and the intimacy uncharged in a way that reassured her. Candy didn’t linger. She didn’t comment. She just helped.

The bra settled snugly, supporting the weight Samantha was still adjusting to. The panties followed, smooth and comfortable. The fabric cooled against her skin, grounding her.

Next a pair of sheer lace top holdup stockings that shimmered in the early evening light.  They went to the vanity together, Samantha on the stool, Candy standing behind her. The mirror reflected them both, one calm, one attentive. Candy worked slowly.

She began with skincare, massaging moisturiser into Samantha’s face with practised hands. The touch was light and intimate. Samantha closed her eyes and let herself relax into it, focusing on the sensation rather than the thoughts crowding her head.

Foundation came next, applied sparingly. Candy blended carefully, checking the light, stepping back, adjusting. She wanted Samantha to look perfect. To be irresistible.

Eyes followed. Neutral tones. Soft definition. Nothing heavy. Mascara, applied with care. Brows brushed and shaped, not overdone.

Samantha watched herself emerge in the mirror. She looked like herself on a good day. Like someone who belonged in her own body. Blush. Subtle. Lip colour last, a muted rose that warmed her mouth without shouting for attention.

Candy capped the lipstick and stepped back. “There,” she said. “You look stunning.”

They stood and moved back toward the bed. Candy lifted the dress, holding it out for Samantha. It was simple. Soft fabric. Sleeves that skimmed the arms. A hem that fell just above the knee. Feminine without effort.

Samantha stepped into it and let Candy guide it into place. The fabric settled easily, moving with her rather than against her. Candy smoothed the waist once, then let her hands fall.

Shoes came next. High heels this time. Candy knelt to help her fasten the straps.

When she stood again, Candy took a step back and looked at her fully. “You are adorable,” she smiled. She adjusted a loose strand of Samantha’s hair, tucking it behind her ear. The touch lingered just a second longer than necessary.

“Remember,” Candy said softly, “if you want to stop, we stop.”

Samantha took a slow breath and let herself feel ready. When the doorbell rang, the nerves started. Candy led her downstairs and opened the door to Alex. He was tall and strong-looking. He kissed Candy on the cheek and then stepped into the hallway.

“You must be Samantha,” he smiled. He smelled of cologne and mint as he gently kissed her on the cheek, too, his strong hand lingering for a moment at her waist.

They moved into the living room, and Candy got some wine from the fridge, pouring everyone a glass. Alex was talking to Samantha, sitting next to her on the couch, complimenting her about her appearance and asking about the band. He’d heard they were going on a tour and that had to be exciting.

Samantha felt it first in her posture. Her shoulders rolled back without instruction. Her spine lengthened. She sat a little straighter, crossed and uncrossed her legs once, then let them rest as they were. The dress responded to the movement, the fabric shifting softly over her thighs. She felt the weight of his attention there, not pressing, but present.

It was unfamiliar.

Not being looked at. That she had experienced. But being looked at with intention. With curiosity sharpened by desire, restrained by patience. Alex wasn’t staring. He was considering her.

Samantha felt heat rise in her chest, then lower, a slow awareness spreading through her body. Her breath changed, became shallower without her meaning it to. She noticed the way her breasts pressed gently against the inside of her bra, fuller than she was used to, subtly responsive to the rhythm of her breathing. She resisted the urge to adjust herself, to check, to hide.

She wondered what he was thinking.

The thought unsettled her at first, then intrigued her. The idea that he might be imagining her differently than she imagined herself. Not as a question. Not as a curiosity. But as someone to be wanted. To be drawn toward.

When he smiled at her, it wasn’t casual. It wasn’t the smile people gave to be friendly. It was slower, knowing. The kind of smile that carried the suggestion of private thoughts he wasn’t sharing yet.

Her stomach tightened.

She felt suddenly visible in a way that went beyond appearance. As if he could see the uncertainty she carried alongside the confidence. As if that contrast itself was what held his interest.

It didn’t make her want to retreat.

It made her want to hold his gaze.

When she did, when their eyes met and stayed there for a beat longer than necessary, something passed between them. Not a spark. A recognition. Alex didn’t look surprised by her. He looked pleased.

Candy sat opposite, watching the drama unfold. She was beginning to feel her senses heightening in a way she hadn’t expected. The idea of a man taking Samantha and her watching was more than a little thrilling.

Alex said something, and Samantha giggled, playing with her hair as she said something back. Alex put a hand on her thigh and stroked it gently. The movement seemed to break something, and Alex leaned forward, kissing her. Candy let go of a slight gasp as she watched, feeling something stir deep within her.

Samantha felt his strength and dominance as Alex pulled her to him, his tongue forcing its way into her mouth. She cupped the back of his neck, and her back arched a little. His hands were on her stocking thighs, lifting her skirt as she knelt on the sofa. She could feel his hardness as he pressed against her, and it sent a shiver of expectation through her body. He pulled off his jacket, and she began unbuttoning his shirt, her fingers touching his hard chest as he pushed her down.

Now she was wantonly reaching down, her hand stroking the front of his trousers. He gently parted her legs and settled between them, pulling down the straps of her dress and kissing her breasts. She moaned with delight and then looked across at Candy. She was in a state of ecstasy, watching Samantha as Alex kissed her. She smiled briefly as Samantha undid his trousers and finally took the hard cock in her hand. His stiff tongue probed her mouth once again as she began to rub his cock.

Alex told her to kneel, and he stood before her. She stared at his cock and realised that he wanted her to put her lips around it. Her mouth opened, and she moaned with pleasure as his hand grabbed her hair and pulled her forward. She kissed it gently, cradling his balls and let her lips part and her mouth take it. The taste was delicious, and she shuddered again as she began to work slowly back and forth, staring up at his eyes.

Candy watched this spectacle, her excitement starting to mount as she pressed her fingers into her panties. Alex played with Samantha’s breasts as she moved back and forth. She was totally lost in the moment now, totally feminine. She saw Alex tense slightly and knew he was about to come. He pressed the back of Samantha’s head and convulsed.

His seed shot into her mouth, hot and gushing, and Samantha’s eyes widened. Alex grunted and pulled out. Another spurt of cum exploded over Samantha’s face, and she cried out with ecstasy. Now he was turning her and pulling down her panties. He pressed his still hard cock into her and began to fuck her with reckless abandon. Samantha responded, pushing back on his cock, groaning as he thrust harder and harder. Candy felt herself orgasm as Alex grabbed Samantha’s hair and gave her a few savage thrusts, until the girl orgasmed explosively too at almost the same time.

Candy breathed and giggled. “Wow, that was intense.”

Samantha felt Alex slip out of her and pulled up her panties. His hot cum dribbled down her thigh, and she shivered. Candy came over to her and kissed her. Then she said to Alex, “Why don’t you pour more wine. Samantha and I will go and change.”

The two girls went up to the bedroom and quickly dressed in two babydoll nighties with impossibly high heels. They checked themselves in the mirror and then went back down. Alex’s eyes widened when he saw them, and his ardour returned pretty quickly as they sat either side of him on the sofa.

With practised ease, Candy began, pushing her hair back and leaning down to kiss his erect cock. Samantha smiled, and the two began to suck and lick him as he sat there groaning.

It was going to be a long, delicious evening that no one would forget.


Chapter Nineteen

The tour bus turned off the main road and onto a long, curving drive lined with old trees. Gravel crunched beneath the tyres, the sound echoing through the quiet countryside.

Beyond the windows, fields rolled away in soft green waves, broken only by hedgerows and the occasional stone wall. It felt removed from everything, deliberately so, as if the world had been kept at a distance on purpose.

Samantha sat near the front of the bus, legs crossed, hands resting loosely in her lap. She was dressed more deliberately than the others, though she hadn’t announced it as such. A light summer dress hugged her waist and fell cleanly over her hips, the fabric moving easily when she shifted. Her heels were sensible but elegant. Her hair was styled simply, glossy and loose, framing her face.

Behind her, Lisa lounged across two seats, boots kicked up, jacket slung open. Mina peered out of the window, pressing her forehead lightly to the glass like a child, humming a new melody. Sarah sat with headphones half on, half off, writing a text. Candy watched them all, her attention flicking back to Samantha more often than she meant it to. Since the night with Alex, there love making had become more experimental. Samantha had a submissive that she wanted to explore and Candy was becoming a little more assertive in her approach.

The mansion came into view gradually.

First, a glimpse of stone through the trees. Then a wide lawn, immaculately kept but not precious, stretching out on either side of the drive. Finally, the house itself emerged fully, large and solid, built from honey-coloured stone that caught the afternoon light. It wasn’t ornate. It didn’t need to be. It had presence. Age. Confidence.

“Bloody hell,” Mina muttered. “That’s not a studio. That’s a castle.” Lisa snorted.

The bus slowed and rolled to a stop in front of the house. Steps led up to a broad entrance flanked by old columns. Ivy crept along one wall, left to do so without being trained or cut back. The place felt lived in, not curated.

The door opened before anyone knocked. Tommy Starc stepped out onto the stone steps, squinting slightly in the daylight.

He was shorter than Samantha had expected, but broader. His shoulders sloped a little now, his posture softened by age and indulgence. A roundness sat at his middle, visible beneath a faded band t-shirt that had seen better decades. His hair, long and silver-streaked, fell loose around his shoulders, untamed and unapologetic. A pair of sunglasses perched on top of his head, forgotten.

He grinned when he saw the bus.

“Well,” he called out, spreading his arms. “About time.”

They filed off one by one, instruments left behind for now. Tommy’s eyes moved over them quickly, assessing without hiding it. Lisa got a nod of approval. Mina earned a raised eyebrow. Sarah a quick smile.

Then his gaze landed on Samantha. It lingered. Not in a leering way. Not in a way that made her want to shrink. It paused as if he were recalibrating something in his head, adjusting expectations to match what he was seeing.

“Well, hello,” Tommy said, his grin widening. “You must be the troublemaker.”

Samantha blinked. “I—”

Candy stepped in smoothly. “That’s Samantha. Lead guitarist.”

Tommy laughed. “Figures.” He stepped closer, offering his hand. Samantha took it. His grip was firm and confident. He held it just a second longer than necessary, studying her face with open interest. “You’ve got presence,” he said. “You know that?”

Samantha felt heat rise in her cheeks, but didn’t look away. “So people keep telling me.”

“Plenty of people play guitar,” Tommy replied. “Not everyone walks into a space as if they belong there.” He released her hand and turned back to the group. “Welcome to my madhouse.”

They followed him inside.

The interior matched the exterior in spirit. High ceilings. Wide halls. Floors worn smooth by time rather than polished to shine. The walls were lined with framed records, tour posters, and photographs from decades past. Tommy Starc at twenty, shirtless on stage. Tommy Starc at thirty, arm around someone famous. Tommy Starc at forty, looking tired but defiant.

“This place used to be louder,” Tommy said, noticing their attention. “Then I got older, and the neighbours got closer.”

They moved through the house toward the back, where glass doors opened onto a terrace overlooking the grounds. Beyond it sat a converted outbuilding, unmistakable even from a distance. Low, wide, industrial. The studio.

“That’s where the real work happens,” Tommy said. “But first, tea. Or something stronger if you’re inclined.”

Lisa raised a hand. “Is it too early?”

Tommy snorted. “It’s never too early. It’s sometimes too late.”

They settled in the main living room, sprawling on sofas and chairs that looked chosen for comfort rather than coordination. Someone brought drinks. Conversation loosened quickly. Tommy perched on the arm of a chair, talking easily, telling stories that drifted between boastful and self-aware.

His attention kept returning to Samantha.

He asked her about her playing. Her influences. What she listened to when no one else was around. He listened closely to her answers, nodding, occasionally interrupting with a question that showed he’d actually heard what she’d said.

“You’ve got good hands,” he said at one point, gesturing vaguely.

Samantha smiled, uncertain how to respond.

Candy noticed the way Samantha sat a little taller under Tommy’s attention, the way she didn’t deflect or joke it away. She noticed, too, that Tommy’s interest wasn’t exclusive. He treated the others seriously. But Samantha drew his eye again and again.

Eventually, Tommy stood and clapped his hands together. “Right. Enough talk. Let’s see if you live up to Stella’s hype.”

They moved to the studio as a group. Inside, it was vast. High ceilings crisscrossed with beams. Soundproofing panels lined the walls, broken up by more memorabilia. Instruments waited on stands, as if they were expecting to be played.

Tommy gestured broadly. “Home for the week. You’ll sleep here. Eat here. Fight here. Write here.”

Lisa grinned. “Sounds cosy.”

Tommy’s gaze flicked to Samantha once more. “You,” he said, pointing at her. “You’re going to be interesting. I can feel it in my bones.”

Samantha felt the familiar flicker of nerves, but beneath it was something steadier now. She nodded. “I hope so.”

Tommy smiled, satisfied.

Candy caught Samantha’s eye across the room and gave a small, reassuring nod. Samantha returned it, feeling the weight of the place settle around her. This was real now. No mirrors. No dreams.

Just a mansion in the country, an ageing rocker with a sharp eye, and the sense that something was about to be shaped. They began to play.

The week blurred into motion almost immediately.

Mornings began early at the mansion. Sunlight spilt through tall windows, catching dust in the air, pulling everyone from sleep before they were ready. Coffee was strong. Breakfast was informal. Instruments were always waiting.

By the second day, time stopped behaving normally.

Sessions in the studio ran long. Hours slipped by unnoticed as songs took shape, were pulled apart, and rebuilt. Tommy Starc prowled the room like a restless ghost, pot belly leading the way, hair tied back when he got serious, loose again when he laughed. He was demanding but sharp, intolerant of laziness, allergic to bullshit.

“Don’t play pretty,” he barked more than once. “Play honestly.”

They did.

New songs emerged quickly, written in bursts of energy and tension. Sarah’s lyrics sharpened under pressure. Lisa stripped arrangements back until nothing unnecessary remained. Mina experimented, pushing her fiddle into places it hadn’t been before, sometimes abrasive, sometimes haunting.

Samantha thrived.

She played relentlessly, fingers sore by midweek, shoulders aching, voice hoarse from long days. She stood at the centre of the room more often than not, guitar slung low, body loose, confidence no longer tentative. Tommy watched her closely, correcting her only when it mattered.

“You don’t need to prove anything,” he told her once, during a pause. “You already belong up there.”

Candy noticed way the others followed her instinctively during jams, locking into her rhythm, trusting her cues. At night, when the house finally quieted, Candy felt that same certainty deepen between them. They shared a room and no one seemed to care.

Most nights ended the same way. Exhausted laughter. Quiet conversations in the dark. Bodies close, familiar now in a way that felt grounding rather than urgent. Candy felt her affection shift into something heavier, something rooted. By the fourth night, she knew that she was in love.

Stella Devereaux arrived on the fifth day.

She didn’t announce herself. She simply appeared mid-morning, heels clicking through the hall, sunglasses already off, appraising the space with her usual precision. She took in the studio setup, the instruments, the band mid-run-through.

She smiled.

“That sounds better,” she said when they finished the song.

Lisa wiped sweat from her neck. “You say that like you expected it not to.”

“I say that because you sound like a band,” Stella replied. She took charge immediately.

Outfits came first.

Racks were rolled in from a van parked discreetly out front. Dresses. Jackets. Boots. Heels. Fabrics in blacks, reds, and metallics. Stella moved through them with authority, pulling pieces, holding them up against bodies, discarding without sentiment.

“No,” she said flatly to one look. “Too safe.”

She lingered longest on Samantha.

Not critically. Strategically.

“This,” Stella said, holding up a sleek black dress with a sharp neckline and a delicate lace skirt that demanded movement, “is a starting point. Feminine. Strong. No apology.”

Samantha stepped into it later, heels grounding her posture, fabric skimming her body perfectly. She looked at herself in the mirror and didn’t flinch. It was perfect.

Stella nodded once. “Good.”

By the end of the day, the band had a look. Not uniform, but cohesive. Each girl distinct, but all unmistakably part of the same thing. That night, Candy and Samantha lay together in the quiet after the house settled.

The week pressed in on them then, the reality of what was coming. Tours. Gigs. Visibility. Decisions that couldn’t be half-made. Candy lay on her side, facing Samantha, watching her breathe. She traced a slow line along Samantha’s arm with her fingers, thoughtful.

“I love you,” Candy said. The words were simple.

Samantha turned toward her fully, eyes searching Candy’s face. “You’re sure.”

“Yes,” Candy said. “I’ve never been more sure of anything.”

Samantha swallowed. The weight of it pressed in, not frightening, but vast. And then she thought of this. Of waking beside Candy. Of playing music without fear. Of standing on stage and feeling whole.

“I don’t want to go back,” Samantha said quietly.

Candy’s breath caught. “Back where?”

“Back to being Sam,” Samantha replied.

Candy stilled. “Samantha—”

“I want to stay,” Samantha said. “As a girl. Not for the tour. Not for the band. For me.”

Silence filled the room.

Candy reached out, cupping Samantha’s face gently, thumbs brushing her cheeks. Her eyes were bright but steady. “You don’t have to say that for me.”

“I’m not,” Samantha said. “I’m saying it because it finally feels true.”

Candy kissed her then, slow and sure, the kiss carrying relief, joy, and the quiet gravity of a shared decision.

They lay together afterwards, arms wrapped tight, the future no longer indistinct.

The bus arrived early the next morning. The instruments and cases were loaded, and the girls took their seats. The mansion receded behind them. The road stretched ahead.

As the gates opened, Samantha put her head on Candy’s shoulder, heart steady. The first gig awaited.

And for the first time, she was who she was meant to be.

About the Author:

Emma LaVerne is a trans-fluid girl with a penchant for erotic trans-fiction. Her Crossdressing Stories collection currently includes The Feminisation of Mickey and The Feminisation of Bobby. Her new book, The Feminisation of Jamie, is currently in editing and will be released soon. Emma explores themes of feminisation and subdom relationships, and her crossdressing stories are certainly worth the read.

Find more of Emma’s Crossdressing Stores at Emma Loves a Dress on Patreon.
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