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Introduction

"I applied to be a receptionist, not a duchess in disguise."

This is an illustrated romance novella, it includes beautiful images inside. Enjoy!

∞∞∞

When I arrived at the remote Kingsley Castle to start my new job, I expected a quiet life organizing bookings. Instead, Gabriel Kingsley, the brooding castle owner, roped me into pretending to be his estranged sister to impress investors and save his ancestral home.

What started as an elaborate scam quickly unraveled into something I couldn’t have imagined. Playing “Beatrice” meant more than just makeup and dresses. Somewhere between dodging suspicious investors and learning to curtsy, I found myself questioning who I really was—and what I wanted.

Gabriel was supposed to be my employer, but his protective nature and surprising tenderness broke down my walls. As the line between us blurred, I found myself falling for him, even as the risk of losing everything loomed over us.

Now, as the truth threatens to destroy everything we’ve built, one question remains: will love and determination be enough to save Kingsley Castle—and us?

Clutch your Pearl Necklace Tight and

Prepare for a Transgender Romance Ride!

Note: This story contains transgender love, gradual feminization, medical transition, forced proximity, transgender romance, and first time with a transgender woman tropes. Some real places and people were referenced but the story is a work of fiction. The cover image is from Brightlucky Press.

I’m Lilly Lustwood and I’m a transgender woman. I’m a senior editor by day and I recall and write my romantic rendezvous by night.

Most of my titles deal with feminization. A fragment of what makes me find happiness in my gender identity, amidst the discrimination against women like me is my transformation.

When I look in the mirror and I gaze at my authentic self, I know that no matter what happens, I’m living my life and not somebody else’s idea of how I should.

The clothes I wear, my long black hair, the fruity bath products that I use, the hormone medications I take before I go to bed, the sillage of my floral perfume, the surgeries I’ve undergone, and every step that I take with my size 12 Jimmy Choos, are all proudly from me…

…from my authentic feminine self.

Picture this…

❖   I have long and straight black hair and stand 5ft 6in.

❖   My curvaceous physique enjoys silk dresses

❖   I’m blessed with huge cat eyes and heart-shaped lips

❖   I want to share the rest but that’s not very lady-like *wink*

Now that you know what your storyteller looks like, let’s get to Dressed to Deceive.


Free Vip Mailing List

∞∞∞

Before we get to the exciting part, I’m cordially inviting you to be a Lilly Lustwood VIP.

IT DOESN’T COST ANYTHING. All you have to do is Join my Mailing List.

I will be sending you FREE Exclusive Romantic Content that you won’t find anywhere else.

My First Gift For You

[image: A screenshot of a book  Description automatically generated]

Apart from that, I’ll also send you Announcements of my New Releases and Promos.

I won’t send you anything that’s not related to my stories and I won’t share your information with any person or entity.

CLICK TO READ FOR FREE

or Copy this Link -> stats.sender.net/forms/er756a/view

Note: Please check your Spam or Promotions tab
if the confirmation doesn’t arrive in your inbox.

Love Always, Lilly


Chapter 1

∞∞∞

I PULLED MY COAT tighter as the wind howled around me, the towering spires of Kingsley Castle silhouetted against the cloudy sky. The email I’d received about the receptionist role hadn’t mentioned the eerie isolation. Still, I was determined to make a good impression. I needed this job.

The heavy oak door groaned as I pushed it open, revealing a dimly lit foyer that reeked of old wood and… something else I couldn’t place. I brushed my shoes against the mat, nervous about tracking in mud.
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“Ben Carter, I presume?”

The deep, clipped voice startled me. A tall man with sharp features and a perpetual scowl stood near the staircase. His presence filled the room like he belonged here—every inch the lord of the castle.

“Yes, that’s me,” I said, straightening up. My voice was a touch too cheerful, like I was trying to counteract his brooding energy.

“Gabriel Kingsley,” he introduced himself briskly. He didn’t offer a handshake.

“You’re here for the receptionist position?”

“That’s right. I’ve got customer service experience—three years, in fact.” I offered what I hoped was a confident smile.

He raised an eyebrow, looking me up and down like he was mentally tallying my worth. “Three years at a diner isn’t quite the same as running the front desk of a high-end Airbnb.”

My confidence wavered. “I learn quickly,” I added, trying to recover.

Gabriel folded his arms, his gaze critical. “This castle isn’t exactly… lively. Guests are few and far between. You’re the first applicant we’ve had in six months.”

That surprised me. “Why’s that?”

“It’s remote, cold, and expensive to maintain,” he said bluntly.

“Not many people want to stay somewhere that feels like a tomb.”

I swallowed, unsure how to respond. His honesty was disarming, but I couldn’t afford to back out.

“Well, I don’t mind. I’m adaptable.”

His expression didn’t soften. Instead, he let the silence stretch, making me shift awkwardly. Finally, he gestured toward a chair.

“Sit.”

I obeyed, sitting straighter than I had since school. Gabriel settled across from me, his piercing gaze unrelenting.

“What brings you here, Mr. Carter?”

“I needed a change,” I said honestly.

“A fresh start. Kingsley Castle sounded… unique.”

He studied me for a moment before exhaling sharply, as if he’d made a reluctant decision. “The receptionist position is out of the question. You’re underqualified.”

My stomach dropped. “But—”

“I do have a different opening,” he interrupted.

“The janitor quit two weeks ago. If you’re serious about working here, you’ll take it.”

I blinked, stunned. “A janitor?”

“It’s honest work,” he said, his tone suggesting he didn’t care whether I agreed. “You’ll be cleaning guest rooms, managing supplies, and assisting with upkeep. The pay’s the same as the receptionist role.”

It wasn’t ideal, but I couldn’t afford to walk away.

“I’ll take it,” I said after a beat, my voice steady.

For the first time, his lips twitched, almost forming a smile.

“Good. You start tomorrow.”

“Thank you,” I said, though I wasn’t sure if I meant it yet.

He nodded curtly, already walking away. “Don’t be late.”

Cleaning turned out to be a monumental task. Every surface seemed to collect dust the second I wiped it away, and the cold stone floors were merciless on my knees. By lunchtime, I was exhausted.

I found Gabriel in the great hall, inspecting the chandelier. “This place is huge,” I said, collapsing into a chair. “How do you manage it all?”
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“I don’t,” he replied without looking at me. “That’s why I hired you.”

His bluntness made me bristle. “I meant before I got here.”

“I did what I had to do,” he said simply, finally turning to face me.

“Now, if you’re done chatting, there’s a spill in the hallway outside the kitchen.”

I bit back a retort, reminding myself that I needed this job. “On it.”

As I mopped the spill, I couldn’t shake the feeling that Gabriel was watching me. Not in a creepy way, but like he was evaluating my every move.

When I finished, I found him in his office, pouring over what looked like financial reports.

“Hey, can I ask you something?”

He sighed but didn’t look up. “What?”

“Why did you hire me?”

He finally met my gaze, his expression as unreadable as ever.

“Because you were willing to show up.”

I didn’t know whether to feel flattered or insulted.


Chapter 2

∞∞∞

THE SOUND OF GABRIEL’S PHONE slamming onto his desk echoed through the library, making me jump. He muttered something under his breath, pacing like a caged animal.

“What’s wrong?” I asked, peeking into his office. I was halfway through my cleaning schedule and needed to grab supplies from the nearby closet, but his obvious frustration piqued my curiosity.

He shot me a look, his jaw tight. “None of your business.”

Normally, I’d leave it at that, but something in his tone made me linger. “You look like you’re about to explode. Maybe talking about it will help.”

He stopped pacing, narrowing his eyes at me like he was debating whether I was worth the effort. Finally, he exhaled sharply and waved me in.

“Close the door.”

I obeyed, feeling a mix of curiosity and dread. Whatever this was, it didn’t feel like something I wanted to get involved in.

“I just got off the phone with our investors,” he began, his voice clipped.

“They’re coming to assess the property.”

I frowned. “Isn’t that a good thing?”

“Not when they’re expecting the place to be a thriving family business,” he snapped. “They want to see charm, warmth, and a personal touch—all things this place lacks.”

I glanced around his office. It was as cold and uninviting as he was, with bare walls and a desk cluttered with paperwork. The castle itself wasn’t much better. Sure, it was historic and beautiful, but it didn’t exactly scream “homey.”

“What do they expect you to do? Bake cookies and hang flower baskets?” I joked.

Gabriel didn’t laugh. Instead, he rubbed his temples and muttered,

“They expect me to present the Kingsley family legacy.”
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I raised an eyebrow. “But you’re the only Kingsley here.”

“Exactly,” he said through gritted teeth.

I hesitated before asking, “Don’t you have family who can help?”

His jaw tightened, and I realized I’d struck a nerve. “My parents are dead and my sister lives in the US and couldn’t care less about this castle,” he said flatly.

“She’s too busy living her perfect life to bother with mine.”

I shifted awkwardly, unsure what to say. Gabriel didn’t strike me as the kind of guy who shared personal details easily, and I doubted he appreciated my prying.

“So what are you going to do?” I asked, hoping to steer the conversation back to safer ground.

“That’s the problem,” he said, his voice tinged with desperation. “I don’t have a choice. I need the money so I can hire more staff. If I can’t convince the investors that this place is worth saving, it’s over.”

He fell silent, staring at me with an intensity that made my skin prickle. I didn’t like the way he was looking at me, like I was the missing piece of a puzzle he hadn’t wanted to solve.

“What?” I asked, crossing my arms defensively.

His lips curled into a slow, calculating smile.

“You’re going to help me.”

I blinked, certain I’d misheard him. “Help you? How exactly?”

He leaned back against his desk, arms crossed, his gaze locked on me.

“You’re going to pretend to be my sister.”

I let out a laugh, thinking it was a joke. But the humor in my voice died quickly when I realized he wasn’t laughing with me. “You’re serious?”

“Dead serious,” he replied, his tone leaving no room for doubt.

“Me? Your sister? Are you out of your mind?”

He shrugged, as if this was a perfectly reasonable suggestion. “You’re the only one here. The investors need to see the Kingsley family, and I can’t do this alone.”

“Gabriel,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady, “I can’t pull that off. I don’t know the first thing about… whatever it is you’re asking me to do.”

“You won’t have to do much,” he said, waving a hand dismissively. “Just smile, nod, and let me handle the talking. You’ll be Beatrice Kingsley, my lovely and supportive sister who cares deeply about the family business.”

I shook my head, incredulous. “No way. This is insane.”

His gaze hardened. “You don’t have a choice, Ben. Either you help me, or you’re out of a job.”

The words hit me like a punch to the gut. I stared at him, stunned.

“You’d fire me over this?”

“If the investors pull out, there won’t be a business to run,” he said bluntly.

“So yes, I’d fire you. But let’s not make it come to that, shall we?”

I opened my mouth to argue, but nothing came out. The reality of my situation sank in like a lead weight. I couldn’t afford to lose this job. Not after everything I’d gone through to get here.

“I… I don’t even know where to start,” I said weakly.

His expression softened, but only slightly. “Don’t worry. I’ll take care of everything. We’ll start with a makeover. I’ve learned quite a few things online.”

“A makeover?” I echoed, horrified.

“You can’t pass as my sister looking like that,” he said, gesturing vaguely at my jeans and hoodie.

“You need to look the part.”

“This is blackmail,” I muttered, rubbing my temples.

“Call it what you want,” he said with a smirk.

“But you’ll be compensated for your trouble.”

That caught my attention. “Compensated how?”

“I’ll increase your pay by 20%,” he offered.

I frowned, doing the math in my head. It wasn’t bad, but it didn’t feel like enough. “Make it 40%,” I countered, crossing my arms.

His eyes narrowed, and for a moment, I thought he’d refuse. Then he sighed and nodded.

“Fine. Forty percent. But you do exactly as I say.”

I swallowed hard, feeling like I’d just signed a deal with the devil.

“Alright. I’ll do it.”

He nodded, his expression unreadable. But he didn’t waste any time putting his plan into motion. Later that day, he cornered me in the staff room, holding a set of keys in one hand and a smirk on his face.

“You’ll be moving out of here,” he said, gesturing at my cramped little space.

“Why? What’s wrong with the staff room?” I asked, frowning. It wasn’t much, but it had everything I needed—a bed, a tiny closet, and a desk that was barely big enough for my laptop.

“If you’re going to pretend to be my sister, you need to live like her. Follow me.”

I didn’t have a chance to argue as he turned and strode out of the room. I trailed after him, trying to ignore the knot forming in my stomach.

We climbed a spiral staircase, the stone steps cold and slightly uneven under my sneakers. The walls were lined with faded tapestries depicting knights, battles, and royal crests, their colors muted by age. Narrow windows let in slivers of gray light, casting long shadows that gave the place an eerie, otherworldly feel.

He stopped in front of a heavy oak door with ornate carvings, the Kingsley family crest etched into the center. He slid the key into the lock and pushed it open, revealing what could only be described as a princess’s bedroom frozen in time.

I stepped inside, my mouth falling open.
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The room was enormous, with a canopy bed draped in dusty pink silk dominating the space. A matching chaise lounge sat by the bay window, its cushions embroidered with delicate floral patterns. The walls were painted a soft cream color, accented with gold trim that gleamed faintly despite the layer of dust covering everything.

A crystal chandelier hung from the ceiling, its intricate design catching the dim light and scattering it across the room in tiny rainbows. Beneath it, a grand vanity table stood with an ornate mirror framed in gilded swirls.

“This… was your sister’s room?” I asked, my voice barely above a whisper.

He nodded, his expression unreadable. “Beatrice hasn’t been here in years. She wanted nothing to do with this place after she moved to the States.”

I walked further into the room, my footsteps stirring up little clouds of dust. Despite its neglected state, the grandeur was undeniable. It felt like stepping into a fairytale—or a museum.

“I’ll have it cleaned before the investors arrive,” he said, his tone matter-of-fact.

“I can clean it,” I offered, though I wasn’t sure if I was up to the task.

He nodded, then gestured to the massive wardrobe on the far wall.

“You’ll find everything you need in there.”

I hesitated before crossing the room to the wardrobe. It loomed over me, its carved doors almost too beautiful to touch. I opened it slowly, the hinges creaking in protest.

Inside was a treasure trove of clothes. Dresses of every color and style hung in neat rows, their fabrics ranging from silk to velvet to chiffon. Beside them were shelves stacked with designer handbags, shoes, and boxes labeled with names I’d only seen in glossy fashion magazines.

“This is… a lot,” I said, running my fingers over the edge of a sequined dress.

“Beatrice had expensive tastes,” he said simply.

I turned to the vanity, where an array of makeup products sat waiting. Lipsticks in shades of red and pink, palettes of shimmering eyeshadow, and a collection of perfumes in ornate bottles. Everything looked untouched, like Beatrice had walked out one day and never returned.

“Do I have to use all of this?” I asked, overwhelmed.

“You don’t have to do anything right now,” he replied, his voice softer than I expected.

“Just get used to the room.”

I nodded, though I wasn’t sure if I’d ever get used to this. It felt like wearing someone else’s life, and I wasn’t sure how it would fit.

Crossing to the window, I looked out at the sprawling grounds below. The gardens were overgrown, the hedges wild and untamed, but there was a charm to their disarray. Beyond them, the hills rolled on for miles, disappearing into the misty horizon.

“This view is incredible,” I said, my breath fogging the glass.
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He didn’t respond. When I turned to look at him, he was already halfway out the door. “I’ll leave you to settle in,” he said, his voice distant.

The door clicked shut behind him, leaving me alone in the room. I let out a shaky breath and sat on the edge of the bed, the silk coverlet cool beneath my hands.

Despite the beauty around me, I couldn’t shake the unease curling in my chest. I was stepping into a role I didn’t understand, and for the first time, I wondered if I was in over my head.


Chapter 3

∞∞∞

I WAS DUSTING the rows of books in Beatrice’s library three days later when Gabriel walked in, holding a paper bag in one hand and a confident, almost smug expression on his face.

“You’ve been busy,” he said, glancing at the now-spotless shelves.

“Trying to keep up,” I replied, my voice muffled as I leaned into the higher shelves. The dust had been relentless, clinging to everything like it had been waiting for decades to be noticed.

He dropped the bag on the vanity with a dull thud.

“Well, take a break. We’ve got work to do.”

I straightened up, frowning at the interruption. “What kind of work?”

He reached into the bag and pulled out what looked like… a wig? Followed by a black corset-like piece of fabric I recognized as shapewear.

“What is that?” I asked, pointing like he was holding a snake.

“This,” he said, shaking the shapewear for emphasis, “is going to make you look convincing. I picked it up in town this morning.”

“Convincing?” I echoed, already regretting asking the question.

“As my sister,” he clarified, as if it were obvious. He rummaged through the bag again, pulling out false lashes, a curling iron, and a palette of makeup that looked so pristine I wondered if he’d ever been inside a makeup aisle before.
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I stared at the collection, my stomach twisting.

“You’re really serious about this, aren’t you?”

“I don’t joke,” he replied, then added with an air of pride, “I’ve been doing research.”

“Research?”

He crossed his arms, looking almost offended at my disbelief. “I’ve watched at least twenty feminizing makeover tutorials online. I know exactly what to do.”

I snorted despite myself. The image of Gabriel, grumpy and brooding, huddled over a laptop watching contouring videos, was so absurd it almost made me forget how nervous I was.

“This isn’t funny, Carter,” he said, though his tone lacked its usual edge.

“Sit.”

I hesitated but eventually perched on the stool in front of the vanity. The mirror reflected my own uneasy expression, my disheveled hair, and my faded hoodie that didn’t scream “heiress.”

He stood behind me, looking more like a stylist than the owner of a castle. “First, we need to tame this mess.”

“My hair?” I asked, my fingers twitching nervously.

He grabbed a comb and held it up like a weapon. “Hold still.”

I gripped the edge of the vanity as he worked, dragging the comb through my hair with a surprising amount of care. “You’ve got a lot of knots,” he muttered, frowning in concentration.

“Yeah, well, no one’s yanked on it like this before,” I said, wincing.

He chuckled under his breath. “You’re complaining now, but you’ll thank me later.”

The warmth in his voice caught me off guard. It was subtle, but it was there, like he wasn’t just tolerating this but maybe even enjoying it.

Once my hair was tangle-free, he pulled out the wig—a sleek, dark brown bob with soft curls at the ends. “This is going to be your signature look.”

“Do I get a say in that?” I asked, but he ignored me, carefully positioning the wig on my head.

When he was satisfied, he stood back to inspect his work.

“Not bad. Let’s put it here for a sec. Now for the next step,” he said—not wanting to mess up the wig for what was about to be a colorful chaos.

I didn’t have time to ask what that was before he held up the shapewear.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” I said, eyeing the thing like it was a medieval torture device.

“Do I look like I’m kidding?” he shot back.

“You need curves, Carter. Put it on.”

“I don’t even know how!” I protested.

“Lucky for you, I’ve seen the tutorials,” he said with a smirk.

“Take off your hoodie.”

I froze, feeling a wave of heat crawl up my neck. “What?”

“Relax,” he said, rolling his eyes.

“It’s not like I haven’t seen a naked man before. I’m a guy. But if it makes you comfortable, I’ll turn around.”

True to his word, he turned his back, giving me just enough privacy to pull off my hoodie and T-shirt. My hands shook slightly as I wriggled into the shapewear, which was tighter than anything I’d ever worn in my life.

“How’s it going?” he asked, his voice laced with amusement.

“Terrible,” I grumbled, struggling to pull the material over my hips.

After what felt like an eternity, I managed to get it on. It pinched in all the wrong places, but when I glanced in the mirror, I had to admit it did give me a more feminine shape.

He turned around, his gaze sweeping over me appraisingly.

“Better. Now, sit back down. We’re doing makeup.”

“Do you even know how to do makeup?” I asked, raising an eyebrow.

He held up the tutorial-loaded tablet he’d apparently been carrying around.

“I’m a quick learner.”

He clicked play on the tutorial and leaned in like he was preparing for surgery. “Alright,” he said, holding up a primer bottle, “this goes on first.”

I stared at him, half-amused and half-horrified.

“Are you sure you know what you’re doing? You’re not planning to poke my eye or melt my face, aren’t you?”

“Trust me,” he said with surprising confidence, squirting some of the primer onto his fingertips.

“Hold still.”

He started dabbing the primer onto my face, his touch surprisingly gentle. I resisted the urge to squirm, feeling awkward under his focused gaze.

“Relax,” he muttered, tilting my chin up slightly.

“Just think of it like I’m giving you a facial.”

“That’s not helping at all,” I mumbled, but I stayed still, letting him work.

Once the primer was done, he moved on to foundation, blending it with a sponge he’d somehow managed to procure. “Your skin is clear, I don’t know if we need this,” he remarked offhandedly, his eyes never leaving my face.

“Uh… thanks?”

He grunted in response, his attention now fully on contouring. “This is the tricky part, I’m not exactly an artist,” he said, holding up a brush.

“Turn your head a little.”

I obeyed, watching in the mirror as he carefully brushed powder along my cheekbones and jawline. The transformation was subtle but effective, giving my face a more defined, feminine look.

“Not bad,” he muttered, stepping back to assess his work.

“Are you saying that to me or yourself?” I teased.

He smirked. “Both.”

Next came the eyes. He picked up an eyeshadow palette and frowned at it like it was a puzzle he needed to solve. “What color suits you?”

“How should I know?”

“Let’s try this,” he said, dipping a brush into a neutral shade. He worked with surprising precision, blending and layering until my eyes looked bigger and brighter.

When he moved on to eyeliner, I tensed.

“You’re not putting that near my eyes.”

“Don’t be a baby,” he said, rolling his eyes. “I was a polo champion. I’ve got steady hands.”

I clenched the edge of the stool as he carefully lined my lids, holding my head steady with one hand. His fingers brushed against my skin, and I couldn’t help but notice how warm they were.

“Almost done,” he said, his voice softer now.

When he stepped back, I barely recognized the person in the mirror. My eyes were framed by dark lashes and perfectly blended shadow, making them pop in a way I’d never seen before.

“Wow,” I murmured, unable to stop myself.

He smirked, clearly pleased with my reaction.

“Told you I knew what I was doing.”

“Yeah, yeah,” I muttered, trying to hide my embarrassment.

He wasn’t done yet. Next came the wig once more, which he adjusted with painstaking care. The dark curls framed my face perfectly, softening my features and adding an air of elegance.

Finally, he handed me a pair of clip-on earrings and a delicate necklace.

“Put these on,” he said, stepping back to give me space.

When I was fully dressed, he leaned against the vanity, his arms crossed as he looked me over.

“Well?” I asked, suddenly self-conscious under his gaze.

“You look… convincing,” he said, his voice unusually quiet.

I glanced at myself in the mirror, my heart pounding. He was right—I looked like a completely different person. The person staring back at me wasn’t Ben Carter, the struggling janitor. She was Beatrice Kingsley, elegant and composed.

“You really think this will work?” I asked, my voice barely above a whisper.

He nodded, his eyes meeting mine in the mirror.

“No one will question it.”

His words were reassuring, but the way he was looking at me made my cheeks heat up. There was something in his gaze—something I couldn’t quite place.

“Stop staring,” I muttered, turning away.

He chuckled softly. “Get used to it. People are going to be staring at you a lot.”

I wasn’t sure if that was a compliment or a warning, but I didn’t have time to dwell on it. The transformation was complete, and there was no turning back now.
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Later that afternoon, still dressed as Beatrice, I carried a tea tray carefully down the winding hallways. The heels Gabriel had insisted I wear clicked softly against the stone floor, each step a reminder of how out of place I felt. Yet, there was something oddly calming about the rustle of the skirt as I moved.

His office door was slightly ajar, and I could see him hunched over his desk, papers and ledgers spread out in organized chaos. He didn’t look up as I knocked lightly.

“Tea?” I offered, my voice coming out softer than I’d intended.

He glanced up, surprised, and then gestured for me to enter.

“You didn’t have to bring that.”

“It’s called being polite,” I said, setting the tray down on a small side table.

He stood and poured a cup, handing it to me before filling his own. “Join me,” he said, nodding toward the second chair by his desk.

I hesitated. “Shouldn’t I be cleaning something?”

He raised an eyebrow. “You look like you’re dressed for high tea at Buckingham Palace. Sit.”

I couldn’t argue with that. I settled into the chair, smoothing the skirt of my dress as I sipped the tea. The warmth spread through me, chasing away the chill that always seemed to linger in the castle.

He leaned back in his chair, studying me like he was trying to solve a puzzle.

“Where’s your family?” he asked suddenly.

The question caught me off guard, and I looked down at my cup.

“Canada,” I said finally.

“My parents and brothers moved there years ago.”

“Why didn’t you go with them?”

I shrugged, forcing a small smile. “I didn’t want to leave the UK. It’s home, you know? But sometimes it feels like I’m the odd one out. They’re all over Facebook, posting reunion photos and birthday parties. It’s like their lives moved on, and I’m still here.”

He didn’t say anything, but his expression softened in a way I hadn’t seen before.

“What about you?” I asked, turning the question back on him.

He hesitated, his fingers tapping lightly against the edge of his cup. For a moment, I thought he wouldn’t answer, but then he sighed.

“I used to live in London,” he began, his voice quieter than usual.

“I was a barrister. Good career, steady clients. Then, one day, I got a call. My parents were on a cruise, and the ship sank. They didn’t make it.”

I stared at him, unsure what to say. “I’m so sorry,” I managed.

He nodded, his jaw tight. “My father was a duke. I found out after their deaths that they’d made some terrible investments. Everything was gone—except for this castle.”

“And you stayed,” I said softly.

“This is all that’s left of them,” he admitted, his eyes scanning the room like he was seeing something I couldn’t.

“I couldn’t sell it. It’s the only memory I have.”

We sat in silence for a moment, the weight of his words settling over us. It was strange, seeing this side of him—the vulnerable, human side hidden beneath his usual gruff exterior.

“I guess we’re both stuck trying to hold on to something,” I said finally, my voice barely above a whisper.

He looked at me, and for the first time, his gaze didn’t feel critical or calculating. It felt… understanding.

“Maybe,” he said, a small smile tugging at the corner of his mouth.

I smiled back, and for a moment, the room didn’t feel quite so cold.


Chapter 4

∞∞∞

A WEEK LATER, the castle was buzzing with activity—or as close to “buzzing” as a mostly empty building could get. Gabriel had spent every waking moment preparing for the investors’ visit, and it was clear I wasn’t going to escape his perfectionist streak either.

“Beatrice,” he said with exaggerated sharpness as I walked into the library dressed in yet another borrowed outfit. “You’re late.”

“I’m literally right on time,” I shot back, adjusting the hem of the A-line dress I’d picked from his sister’s wardrobe.

“Punctuality isn’t enough,” he said, crossing his arms.

“Grace and composure are key.”

I sighed, dropping into the nearest chair. “Remind me again why we’re doing this?”

“Because if you embarrass me tomorrow, I’ll never recover,” he replied dryly, handing me a stack of note cards. “Now, let’s get started.”

The cards were filled with mock scenarios and small talk prompts. I groaned.
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“This looks like a high school drama audition.”

“Consider it that,” he said, dragging a chair across from me. “You need to know what to say and how to say it. First impressions matter. We have to practice, polish, and perfect.”

I skimmed one of the cards. “‘What inspired you to stay in the UK and preserve the castle?’ Shouldn’t I just let you answer that one?”

“No,” he said firmly. “Beatrice Kingsley would know exactly why she’s here and what this castle means to her.”

I groaned, sinking into one of the leather armchairs. “This feels like a job interview for a job I don’t even want.”

He ignored my complaint, dragging a chair across from me. “Let’s practice. I’ll play Mr. Harrington. Start with a greeting.”

I sighed but straightened my posture, folding my hands in my lap like I’d seen women do in old movies. “Mr. Harrington, it’s a pleasure to meet you. Welcome to Kingsley Castle.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Passable. Now, answer the question on your card.”

I hesitated, then said, “Well, I’ve always believed in the importance of preserving history. After my parents passed, Gabriel and I decided to keep the castle in the family as a tribute to them.”

He nodded slightly. “Better. But slow down—you’re rushing. And keep your pitch soft and high.”

I rolled my eyes but adjusted my tone. We moved on to dining etiquette next, where I discovered just how seriously he took the details. He set up a formal place setting with an array of forks, spoons, and glasses.

“Outer utensils first,” he explained as I picked up the wrong fork for the third time.

“I feel like I’m in a Jane Austen novel,” I muttered.

“You’d better act like it, too,” he said dryly, though there was a hint of a smile tugging at the corners of his mouth.

By the time we finished rehearsing posture and small talk, the tension between us had eased.

“Miss Kingsley,” he said mockingly as I attempted a curtsy. “You look like you’re about to topple over.”

“Maybe because I’m not used to wearing dresses,” I shot back, laughing.

For a brief moment, his smile was genuine, and I felt a flicker of something warm and unfamiliar.
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“You’re doing better than I expected,” he admitted softly.

“Thanks, I think,” I said, surprised by his praise.

As we wrapped up, I realized something had shifted between us. The lines of teacher and student blurred just enough to make me wonder if we were starting to see each other differently.

The investors arrived precisely at three o’clock in the afternoon the next day, and I was stationed by the grand entrance, dressed in a soft lavender gown with a pearl necklace that Gabriel had insisted I wear. My heart raced as their car pulled up the long driveway, tires crunching against the gravel.

“Smile, Beatrice,” he whispered from beside me, his voice low and steady.

I forced a calm expression, though every nerve in my body felt like it was on fire. This was it. Years of Gabriel’s hard work—and my week of crash-course etiquette—were about to be tested.

The first investor to step out was Mr. Harrington, a tall man in his sixties with sharp blue eyes and a walking cane that looked more for show than support. Beside him was his wife, a petite woman with perfectly coiffed hair and an air of practiced elegance.

“Welcome to Kingsley Castle,” I said warmly, stepping forward and extending my hand.

Mrs. Harrington’s eyes sparkled as she shook my hand.

“Beatrice Kingsley, I presume? Gabriel didn’t mention how lovely his sister was.”

I felt my cheeks flush. “You’re too kind, Mrs. Harrington. It’s an absolute pleasure to meet you both.”

Gabriel stayed close, his presence steady but unobtrusive as he exchanged polite greetings with the Harringtons.

The next car arrived with Mr. Cavanaugh, a younger investor with an easy smile and a tailored suit that probably cost more than my rent for a year. His handshake lingered just a fraction too long, and I caught the faintest arch of Gabriel’s eyebrow.

“Miss Kingsley,” Mr. Cavanaugh said, his voice smooth.

“It’s a pleasure to finally meet you. Gabriel has spoken highly of you.”

I stole a glance at Gabriel, whose expression betrayed nothing. “I’m sure he’s exaggerated,” I replied with a polite laugh, slipping my hand from Mr. Cavanaugh’s grasp.

As the rest of the guests arrived, I found myself falling into a rhythm. Gabriel had drilled me well, and the compliments flowed naturally as I guided them through the castle.

“This room,” I explained as we entered a large sitting area with vaulted ceilings and antique furniture, “was my mother’s favorite. She loved hosting tea parties here during the holidays.”

“That’s charming,” Mrs. Harrington said, her gaze sweeping the room.

“And over here,” I continued, leading them toward the dining hall, “is where the Kingsley family dined during formal occasions. The table is original to the castle and has hosted countless generations.”

The words came out smoothly, almost without thought. I had memorized every detail Gabriel had provided, but as I spoke, I found myself believing it, slipping into the role of Beatrice with ease.

Gabriel’s presence lingered at my side, a quiet but steady support. Whenever I faltered, he would step in seamlessly, redirecting the conversation or answering questions with his usual confidence.

By the time we circled back to the great hall for refreshments, I felt almost… comfortable.

“Your sister is quite the hostess, Gabriel,” Mrs. Harrington said, sipping her tea.
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“She always has been,” Gabriel replied smoothly, his eyes briefly meeting mine.

There was something in his gaze—something warm and almost… caring?

After the guests were settled, Gabriel and I stepped away under the guise of checking on the kitchen staff. The moment we were alone, I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding.

“How did I do?” I asked, turning to face him.

He crossed his arms, his expression unreadable for a moment. Then, a small smile tugged at the corner of his lips.

“You exceeded my expectations.”

The praise caught me off guard, and I felt a flicker of pride. “Really?”

“You were charming, composed, and convincing,” he said, his tone softening.

“I wasn’t sure you could pull it off, but… you did.”

I chuckled nervously, brushing a stray curl from my face. “Charming, huh? Well, you were a pretty strict teacher.”

He stepped closer, his gaze steady and intense.

“You did the work, Beatrice. You made this happen.”

The way he said the name—Beatrice—sent a shiver down my spine. For a moment, it didn’t feel like a role I was playing. It felt… real.

Our eyes met, and the space between us seemed to shrink. The air felt charged, like something unspoken was hanging in the balance.

“I should… check on the tea,” I said, breaking the moment and stepping back.

His lips twitched into a faint smile, but he didn’t press.

“Of course. We can’t have our guests waiting.”

I nodded, hurrying back to the great hall. But even as I rejoined the investors, my mind lingered on the way Gabriel had looked at me—and the way it had made me feel.


Chapter 5

∞∞∞

I FOUND MYSELF guiding Mr. Harrington after two days of their arrival through the castle gardens. The sun was out, casting a warm glow over the stone pathways and untamed greenery. The gardens were wild in a way that felt romantic, but every step made me hyper-aware of the man beside me.

“You’ve done an admirable job maintaining the grounds,” he said, his cane tapping lightly against the cobblestones.

“Thank you,” I replied, keeping my voice light and confident.

Mr. Harrington slowed, his sharp blue eyes scanning the overgrown hedges. “Though, I must say, this doesn’t feel like the work of someone with a personal touch. Tell me, Beatrice, how involved are you in the upkeep?”

I hesitated, my smile faltering for a split second. “Oh, I… oversee things, of course. Gabriel and I have always been hands-on, but we have a wonderful gardener who handles the day-to-day tasks.”

“Interesting,” he said, his tone unreadable.

“Gabriel didn’t mention a gardener.”

My stomach twisted. “Well, you know how he is—always so focused on the bigger picture. I’m the one who makes sure the details are taken care of.”

He hummed in response, but the way his gaze lingered made my skin crawl. He was scrutinizing me, I realized—examining every word, every movement.

“Tell me,” he said after a pause, “what was your inspiration to preserve the family legacy? Gabriel spoke of their influence, but I’d love to hear your perspective.”

I froze for a fraction of a second, my mind racing. We hadn’t rehearsed this.
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“Oh, well,” I began, stalling. “They always emphasized the importance of tradition. My mother, especially, loved this castle. She used to say it was the heart of our family.”

“And your father?”

I forced a smile. “He was more practical. He wanted us to treat it like an asset, but deep down, he loved it as much as she did.”

Mr. Harrington tilted his head slightly, his eyes narrowing.

“I see. And did they visit you often when you were in the States?”

The question caught me off guard. My pulse quickened, and I prayed he couldn’t hear it. “Not as much as they’d like,” I said, my voice softer. “They’re… busy. But we stay in touch.”

His lips pressed into a thin line, and I could feel the weight of his skepticism. “You’re quite an interesting woman, Miss Kingsley.”

“Why, thank you,” I said, forcing a bright smile.

“And quite different from your brother,” he added, his gaze piercing.

I stiffened. “Well, Gabriel and I complement each other. He’s the logical one, and I’m… the heart.”

Mr. Harrington stepped closer, his presence suddenly overwhelming. “You must excuse me, but I can’t help noticing how… shaky you’ve been. Almost as if you’re nervous.”

I laughed, a little too high-pitched. “I’m hardly nervous. It’s just… important to make a good impression.”

He studied me for a moment longer, and I knew I had to do something to break the tension. Acting on instinct, I reached out and lightly touched his arm, my fingers brushing the sleeve of his jacket.

“Mr. Harrington,” I said, lowering my voice just enough to make it sound warm, almost conspiratorial. “I hope you don’t find me too forward, but I think you’re a very perceptive man. It’s no wonder Gabriel values your opinion so highly.”

His expression shifted slightly, the suspicion in his eyes giving way to something else.

“Perceptive, you say?”

I nodded, holding his gaze. “Absolutely. You see through people, don’t you? It’s… impressive. No wonder why your wife seems to adore you a lot.”

I let my hand linger for a moment before pulling away, tilting my head just enough to let the sunlight catch my eyes. Then, with a playful wink, I added, “But don’t look too hard, Mr. Harrington. You might find something you weren’t expecting.”

His laugh was low and surprised, and I knew I’d deflected his doubts—at least for now.

Later that evening, I found myself standing outside Gabriel’s office, hesitant to knock. The encounter with Mr. Harrington had shaken me more than I wanted to admit. He’d seen through me—almost. I needed to tell him, even if it meant facing his frustration.

Taking a deep breath, I knocked lightly.

“Come in,” Gabriel called, his voice gruff but not unkind.

I stepped inside, and as always, the sight of his office made me pause. The dark wood shelves, the antique globe in the corner, and the faint smell of leather gave the room a weighty, almost somber atmosphere. He was at his desk, poring over some papers, but he looked up as I entered.

“You look… tense,” he said, leaning back in his chair.

I hesitated, unsure how to start.

“It’s Mr. Harrington. I think he suspects something.”

His expression darkened, and he motioned for me to sit.
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“What happened?”

I recounted the conversation in the garden, my voice steady despite the unease swirling in my chest. “I managed to charm him, I think, but he was asking questions—personal ones. About our parents. About me. He also mentioned that I seemed nervous.”

His jaw tightened. “He has no right to pry like that.”

“It’s his job, isn’t it? To poke holes in our story?”

“Maybe, but he doesn’t get to make you feel uncomfortable,” he said, his voice firm.

I blinked, surprised by the protectiveness in his tone.

“I handled it,” I said quickly, not wanting to seem weak.

“You shouldn’t have to,” he replied, his eyes softening.

“This whole thing… I shouldn’t have dragged you into it.”

The guilt in his voice was unexpected, and it tugged at something inside me. “Gabriel, I agreed to this. I want to help you save the castle.”

He leaned forward, resting his elbows on the desk.

“Why? Why are you doing this for me?”

The question caught me off guard. I looked down at my hands, smoothing out the invisible wrinkles in my dress. “Because I know what it feels like to hold on to something that means everything to you. And because I… maybe… believe in you.”

When I glanced up, his expression had softened even more. He looked at me like he was seeing me for the first time—not as the receptionist-turned-janitor he’d hired, not even as Beatrice, but as someone he trusted.

“I don’t deserve your faith in me,” he said quietly.

“Yes, you do,” I said, my voice firm.

The room fell into a heavy silence, the kind that felt like it was teetering on the edge of something unspoken. He stood, walking around the desk until he was standing just a few feet away from me.

“You’re better than I gave you credit for,” he said, his voice low.

I laughed softly, though my chest felt tight. “That makes one of us.”

He reached out, his hand brushing a stray curl away from my face. The gesture was so unexpected, so gentle, that I froze. His fingers lingered for a moment before dropping back to his side.

“You’re doing fine,” he said, his voice softer now.

“Better than fine.”

The warmth in his gaze made my stomach flutter, and I quickly stood, needing to break the moment before it overwhelmed me.

“I should get some rest. Big day tomorrow.”

He nodded, stepping back to give me space.

“Good night, Beatrice.”

“Good night,” I murmured, slipping out of the room.

As I walked back to my own, my cheeks still warm from his touch, I couldn’t help but wonder if I was in more trouble than I realized—and not just with Mr. Harrington.


Chapter 6

∞∞∞

THE MORNING LIGHT streamed through the grand windows of the library as I adjusted the lace cuff of my dress. The events of the night before replayed in my mind like a stubborn melody. The way Gabriel had looked at me, the brush of his fingers against my face—it was unsettling.

I shook my head, trying to push the thought away. He’d just been protective, that’s all. It didn’t mean anything. And even if it did, it didn’t matter. I wasn’t into guys, and Gabriel… well, Gabriel was Gabriel.

“Miss Kingsley?”

The smooth voice of Mr. Cavanaugh interrupted my spiraling thoughts. I turned to see him leaning casually against the doorframe, his tailored suit perfectly accentuating his sharp features.

“Mr. Cavanaugh,” I greeted with a smile, slipping easily into the role of Beatrice.

“How can I help you?”

He stepped inside, his easy confidence filling the room. “I was hoping you could give me a private tour of the castle’s artwork. Gabriel mentioned you’re quite knowledgeable about the collection.”

I forced a laugh, feeling a flicker of nerves.

“I wouldn’t call myself an expert, but I’d be happy to show you around.”

We walked down the corridor toward the gallery, Mr. Cavanaugh keeping close as I explained the history behind some of the pieces. I gestured to a large oil painting of a stern-looking woman in an elaborate gown.

“This is Lady Evelyn Kingsley,” I said.

“She was known for hosting extravagant parties during the Victorian era.”

Mr. Cavanaugh leaned in, his shoulder brushing mine.

[image: Mage media]

“And do you throw extravagant parties too, Miss Kingsley?”

The flirtation in his tone was unmistakable, and I felt my cheeks warm.

“I’m afraid my life isn’t quite so glamorous.”

“Hard to believe,” he said, his gaze lingering on me.

I laughed awkwardly, stepping away slightly. “This next piece is particularly fascinating,” I said, pointing to a smaller portrait of a young man in military attire.

“I find you more fascinating,” he said as he reached for my hand.

But before I could launch into the story, a familiar voice cut through the room.

“Mr. Cavanaugh,” Gabriel said, his tone sharp enough to slice through the air.

“I see you’re enjoying the gallery.”

I turned, startled to find him standing in the doorway. His posture was tense, his jaw set, and his eyes locked on Mr. Cavanaugh like he was sizing up an opponent.

“Gabriel,” Mr. Cavanaugh said smoothly.

“Your gorgeous sister was just giving me a delightful tour.”

Gabriel’s gaze flicked to me, and for a moment, I thought I saw something in his eyes—something possessive.

“I’m sure she was,” he said, stepping closer. “But Beatrice has a lot on her plate today. Perhaps I can take over from here.”

Mr. Cavanaugh chuckled, clearly unfazed. “I wouldn’t want to impose. Besides, I’m enjoying Miss Kingsley’s company far too much to cut the tour short.”

I opened my mouth to diffuse the situation, but Gabriel cut me off.

“That won’t be necessary,” he said, his voice firm.

“Beatrice needs to go over some last-minute preparations for tomorrow’s meeting.”

There was a tense silence as the two men stared each other down. Finally, Mr. Cavanaugh relented with a charming smile.

“Of course. Duty calls, I suppose.”

He turned to me, taking my hand in his.

“Thank you for the tour, Miss Kingsley. It was an absolute pleasure,” he said—lifting my hand and planting a kiss on it. I nodded, unable to find my voice as he left the room.

The moment he was gone, I turned to Gabriel, my frustration boiling over.

“What was that about?”

“You were letting him get too close,” Gabriel said, his tone clipped.

“I was being polite,” I snapped. “It’s called hospitality.”

“Hospitality doesn’t involve letting someone hold your hand,” he shot back.

I stared at him, disbelief mingling with anger. “Why do you care?”

“Why do I care?” Gabriel repeated, his voice rising slightly as he paced across the room. “Because we’re trying to sell this place to these people, not… not give them the wrong idea about you!”

I folded my arms, glaring at him.

“The wrong idea about me? I was doing my job, Gabriel. You’re the one acting like a jealous—”

“Jealous?” he cut in, spinning around to face me. His eyes blazed with something I couldn’t quite name, but it sent a jolt through me.

“I’m not jealous.”

“Oh, really?” I shot back, stepping closer. “Because from where I’m standing, it sure seems like you were ready to pull a Henry the 8th just for talking to me.”

He opened his mouth, then closed it again, his jaw tightening. For a moment, he looked like he was struggling to find the right words.

“I don’t like him hanging around you,” he admitted finally, his voice lower now.

“Why?” I demanded, the frustration bubbling over.

“Because you think I can’t handle myself? Or because—”

“Because it drives me insane,” he interrupted, his voice rough.

That stopped me in my tracks. “What?”

He raked a hand through his hair, turning away like he couldn’t bear to look at me. “You’re right, alright? I was jealous. Seeing him get close to you, hearing him talk to you like that… I hated it.”

I stared at him, my heart pounding. “Why would you hate it?”

He turned back to me, and the intensity in his eyes made it impossible to look away. “Because I don’t want him to see you the way I do,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper.

The air between us felt charged, heavy with something I didn’t know how to name. My chest tightened, my thoughts a jumble of confusion and something else—something terrifyingly unfamiliar.
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“Gabriel,” I began, my voice unsteady. “You don’t mean that.”

“I do,” he said firmly, stepping closer.

“And I know it’s wrong, alright? I know this whole situation is insane, but… I can’t stop thinking about you. About the way you’ve stepped into this role, the way you’ve been there for me when I needed it most.”

His words hit me like a freight train, and I took a step back, shaking my head.

“No, this isn’t… I’m not…”

Before I could finish, he closed the distance between us. His hand cupped my cheek, and before I could even process what was happening, his lips were on mine.

The kiss was soft at first, hesitant, like he wasn’t sure I’d let him stay there. But when I didn’t pull away, he deepened it, his other hand settling gently on my waist.

For a moment, the world stopped. My heart raced, my mind spinning in a hundred different directions. But beneath the chaos, there was a spark—an unfamiliar warmth that made me feel like I was standing too close to the sun.

Then reality came crashing back.

I pushed him away, my breathing uneven as I stared at him in disbelief.

“What are you doing?”

He looked just as shaken as I felt, but he didn’t step back.

“I’m sorry,” he said, his voice rough.

“I shouldn’t have—”

“You’re right. You shouldn’t have,” I said, my voice sharper than I intended.

“This… this isn’t what I signed up for.”

“Ben—”

“No,” I interrupted, holding up a hand. “I can’t do this. I’m not…”

I couldn’t finish the sentence. Instead, I turned and walked out, the sound of my heels echoing in the silence.

As I made my way back to my room, my mind raced with questions I couldn’t answer.

What had just happened?

And why couldn’t I stop thinking about the way his lips had felt against mine?


Chapter 7

∞∞∞

THE NEXT MORNING, I stood in front of the vanity in Beatrice’s bedroom, staring at my reflection. The makeup was half done, my wig still perched on its stand, but none of it felt as strange as it had a week ago.

I took a deep breath, trying to steady the nerves bubbling inside me. “Good morning, Mr. Harrington, are you ready for today’s game?” I said aloud, practicing my greeting. My voice came out a touch too high, so I tried again, this time softer.

“Beatrice Kingsley, at your service,” I muttered, rolling my eyes at how ridiculous it sounded. But then I caught my own reflection—soft curls framing my face, the delicate neckline of my dress—and for a moment, I forgot I was pretending.

“Beatrice,” I whispered, testing the name like it was something fragile.

A soft knock at the door made me jump.

Before I could answer, Gabriel stepped inside.

“Sorry,” he said quickly, holding up his hands. “I heard you talking and thought…” He trailed off, his gaze flicking between me and the vanity.

“Practicing?”

“Something like that,” I replied, trying to keep my voice steady.

He crossed the room slowly, stopping a few feet away. “About yesterday—”

“You don’t have to explain,” I interrupted, my cheeks already warm.

“I do,” he said firmly, his voice softer than usual.

“I crossed a line. I shouldn’t have…” He paused, rubbing the back of his neck.

“I’m sorry, Ben.”

“It’s not just your fault,” I admitted, surprising both of us. I turned back to the mirror, my fingers brushing the edge of the vanity. “I haven’t been able to stop thinking about it either.”

He didn’t say anything, but I could feel his gaze on me, steady and unyielding.

“The thing is,” I continued, my words tumbling out before I could stop them, “it’s not just the kiss. It’s… everything. The makeup, the dresses, the way people look at me when I’m Beatrice. It feels more like… me than I ever thought it would.”

I glanced at him through the mirror, expecting shock or judgment. Instead, his expression was unreadable, his eyes focused entirely on me.

“You’re saying you feel more like her than… Ben?” he asked carefully.

I nodded, my throat tight. “Yeah. I think I do.”

He took a step closer, his voice low and steady. “Then we’ll figure it out. After the investors leave, we’ll talk to someone—a doctor, a specialist. Whatever you need.”

The relief that washed over me was almost overwhelming.

“You’d do that?”

He nodded without hesitation. “Of course.”

For a moment, neither of us said anything. The tension from the night before lingered, but it felt different now—softer, more open.

“Thank you,” I said finally, my voice barely above a whisper.

He gave a small nod, his lips curving into a faint smile.

“You’re doing great, Beatrice.”

And for the first time, I truly believed him.
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By the afternoon, I had managed to push the morning’s conversation to the back of my mind, at least temporarily. Mr. Harrington had invited me to play tennis on the castle’s overgrown but still functional court, and Gabriel had enthusiastically volunteered me before I could object.

“You play tennis?” Mr. Harrington asked as I adjusted the visor Gabriel had lent me.

“Used to,” I said with a polite smile. “It’s been a while, though.”

The truth was, I’d played a lot of tennis growing up. My brothers and I would spend summers whacking balls across our local courts until our arms ached. But that was a long time ago, and I wasn’t sure how much skill I had left.

The first few rounds were surprisingly smooth. My body remembered the movements, even if my muscles protested a little. Mr. Harrington was good, but I had youth and stamina on my side.

“Impressive shot,” he called after I sent a ball skimming just over the net.

“Thank you,” I replied, a little breathless but feeling the thrill of competition.

As the game went on, he started to comment on my “strength.”

“You’ve got quite the arm,” he said after a particularly strong serve.

“Years of practice,” I said, laughing lightly.

The sun was high, and I was beginning to regret all the water I’d chugged earlier. It was so hard to untuck and tuck again but the need to pee was growing impossible to ignore.

“Excuse me for a moment,” I said, setting down my racket and forcing a smile.

“Too much tea at lunch.”

Mr. Harrington laughed politely, and I hurried off the court, making my way to the nearby bathroom tucked into a small building on the castle grounds.

Once inside, I lifted the hem of my tennis skirt. Habit took over as I closed my eyes and stood in front of the toilet, relieving myself standing up.

The sound of the door opening snapped my eyes open.

“Miss Kingsley—”

The words died in Mr. Harrington’s throat as he froze in the doorway. His wide eyes darted between my face and… lower. For a moment, we both just stared at each other, the silence so thick it felt suffocating.

“You’re a bloke!” he finally blurted, his voice somewhere between shock and horror.

I dropped the hem of my skirt and turned toward him, my hands raised in a desperate attempt to calm him down.

“Mr. Harrington, please, let me explain!”

But he wasn’t listening. “Bollocks,” he muttered, his gaze fixed somewhere past me.

“Literal bollocks!”

I winced, stepping closer as he backed toward the door. “It’s not what you think—well, it is, but—look, this isn’t about me. Gabriel’s worked so hard to save the castle. Please don’t let this change your decision.”

He stared at me like I’d just confessed to a murder.

“You’re not his sister,” he said slowly, as if piecing together a puzzle.

“No, she’s in the States,” I admitted, my shoulders sagging.

“But the rest of it is real. The castle, Gabriel’s passion, everything he’s done to keep it standing—it’s all true. Please don’t let this ruin it.”

Mr. Harrington didn’t respond.

He just shook his head, muttered something under his breath, and walked out, leaving the door swinging shut behind him.

I stood there, my heart pounding and my mind racing.

The humiliation burned in my chest, but worse than that was the fear.

What if this was the end of everything Gabriel had worked for?

Sleep eluded me later that night. Every time I closed my eyes, all I could see was Mr. Harrington’s stunned face, the way he’d walked out without a word. I couldn’t stop replaying the moment, imagining every way it could have gone differently.

By midnight, I couldn’t take it anymore. Without thinking, I slipped out of bed, the cold stone floor biting at my bare feet as I made my way down the dimly lit hallway to Gabriel’s room.

His door was slightly ajar, and I knocked softly before pushing it open. He was sitting on the edge of his bed, the faint light of a bedside lamp casting shadows across his bare chest.
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“Beatrice?” he said, his voice thick with sleep.

“I can’t do this anymore,” I blurted, tears already welling up in my eyes.

He stood immediately, crossing the room in just a few steps.

“What’s wrong? What happened?”

I told him everything—about Mr. Harrington, my fear of ruining everything, and the deep sense of failure gnawing at me. My voice wavered as I admitted how much I’d let him down.

“I’m leaving in the morning,” I said, my voice breaking.

“I’ve made this whole thing worse, and you deserve better.”

He reached out, his hands steady as he took mine.

“You’re not leaving,” he said firmly.

“Gabriel, I—”

“You’re not leaving,” he repeated, his voice softer now.

“You’ve done more for me and this castle than anyone else ever could. None of this is your fault.”

Tears spilled over, and before I could stop myself, I leaned into him, burying my face in his chest. His arms came around me immediately, holding me close as I trembled against him.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered, my voice muffled by his skin.

“You have nothing to be sorry for,” he murmured, his hand gently stroking my back. “And even if everything falls apart tomorrow, it doesn’t matter. All I care about is you.”

His words broke something inside me, and I tilted my head up to look at him. The intensity in his gaze was almost overwhelming, but instead of shying away, I leaned in.

When our lips met, it wasn’t tentative or hesitant. It was deep and warm, filled with an unspoken promise. I clung to him, my hands moving instinctively to his shoulders as he pulled me closer.

“I’ve never done this before,” I admitted between kisses, my voice barely above a whisper.

He pulled back just enough to meet my gaze. “Neither have I,” he said softly.

“We’ll figure it out together.”

His hands moved to the hem of my nightgown, his touch slow and deliberate as he lifted it over my head. The cool air sent a shiver down my spine, but the warmth of his hands was steady and reassuring.

“You’re beautiful,” he said, his voice so quiet it felt like a secret meant only for me.

I let out a nervous laugh, but when he pressed his lips to my shoulder, the laughter faded into a soft sigh. He kissed a trail down my chest, his hands exploring my body with a gentleness that made my heart ache.

As his kisses lingered, I felt myself trembling, not from fear but from the overwhelming intimacy of the moment. He pulled back, his gaze meeting mine.

“Tell me if you want me to stop,” he said, his voice steady.

“I don’t,” I whispered. “I trust you.”

He nodded, his lips curving into the faintest smile before he lowered himself further. The first touch of his mouth sent a jolt through me, and I couldn’t stop the gasp that escaped.

“Are you alright?” he asked, his voice filled with genuine concern.

“Yes,” I said, my hands finding his hair, my fingers tangling in the soft strands.

“Please… don’t stop.”

What followed was slow and deliberate, each movement filled with care. Gabriel’s hands steadied my hips as he explored me, his touch never wavering. It wasn’t just physical; it was something deeper, an unspoken understanding that neither of us was alone in this moment.

Returning the favor was not as easy as I thought, but it wasn’t so bad as I thought either. He tasted just exactly how he was with me, sweet.

When he finally finished, he kissed my forehead, then his lips brushing against mine as he whispered, “You’re incredible.”
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I let out a shaky laugh, pulling him down beside me.

“That makes two of us.”

As we lay tangled together, his arms wrapped around me and his warmth seeping into my skin, I felt something I hadn’t in a long time—happiness.


Chapter 8

∞∞∞

I STOOD IN FRONT of the vanity in Beatrice’s bedroom the next morning, fidgeting with the clasp of my necklace. My hands trembled slightly as I adjusted the wig, making sure every strand was perfectly in place. The dress Gabriel had chosen—a deep emerald green—hugged my frame, and while it was elegant, it felt heavier than usual, like the weight of the day ahead was stitched into the fabric.

“You look stunning,” Gabriel said from the doorway, his voice steady and reassuring.

I turned to face him, managing a small smile.

“Let’s hope they don’t change their minds.”

“Doesn’t matter if they do, mine won’t,” he said, his tone leaving no room for doubt.

“Just be yourself. Well, Beatrice.”

Despite his attempt at humor, the knot in my stomach tightened as we walked to the dining hall. The long table was set with coffee and pastries, but none of it looked inviting. Mr. and Mrs. Harrington and Mr. Cavanaugh were already seated, their expressions unreadable as we entered.

Gabriel and I sat side by side, and after a round of polite greetings, he launched into his presentation. Charts, numbers, and detailed plans for the castle’s future as a luxury Airbnb filled the room, his passion evident in every word.

“Our focus,” Gabriel explained, “is on preserving the castle’s history while creating an unforgettable experience for our guests. We’ve carefully calculated the renovations needed to maximize—”
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“Let’s stop this charade,” Mrs. Harrington interrupted, her voice cutting through the room like a knife.

Gabriel froze mid-sentence, his jaw tightening as all eyes turned to her.

“Excuse me?” he said, his voice dangerously calm.

Mrs. Harrington folded her hands on the table, her expression cold. “We know the truth. My husband told me everything after yesterday’s… incident.”

The blood drained from my face as she stood and walked toward me. Before I could react, her hand shot out, grabbing the edge of my wig and pulling it off with a sharp tug.

The room fell silent, the wig dangling from her hand like a trophy.

I felt exposed, humiliated, and utterly defeated.

“Ben,” Gabriel said, his voice steady but filled with anger, “stand up.”

I hesitated, but he was already on his feet, moving to stand between me and Mrs. Harrington. He snatched the wig from her hand and placed it gently back on my head, adjusting it carefully before turning to face her.

“You had no right to do that,” he said, his voice cold and unyielding.

Mrs. Harrington’s eyes narrowed.

“You lied to us. Both of you. This… this is an insult to everything we stand for.”

“You’re wrong,” Gabriel said, his tone rising.

“Yes, Ben isn’t my sister. But when my real sister refused to help, he stepped in. He’s done more for this castle in a few weeks than anyone else has in years.”

I looked up at him, my chest tightening at the conviction in his voice.

“And if you can’t see the passion and determination it takes to do that,” he continued, his gaze sweeping the table, “then you’re not the right people to invest in us. You can leave!”

The room was silent for a moment, the weight of his words hanging in the air. Then, to everyone’s surprise, Mr. Cavanaugh leaned back in his chair and laughed.

“Well,” he said, a grin spreading across his face, “if that’s not passion and determination, I don’t know what is. Don’t worry about the investment, Gabriel. I’m all in. I’ll cover whatever you need, even their investment. More for me!”

My jaw dropped, and before I could process his words, Mr. Harrington cleared his throat.

“I owe you an apology,” he said, his tone solemn.

“I misjudged you, Beatrice—or Ben, is it? Gabriel’s right—you’ve done something remarkable here. And I still believe in this castle. You have my investment too.”

Gabriel blinked, clearly stunned, but he recovered quickly, shaking Mr. Harrington’s hand. Within minutes, papers were signed, hands were shaken, and the meeting ended on a high note I never could have imagined.

After the investors left, the castle felt alive in a way it hadn’t before. Sunlight streamed through the tall windows, painting the stone walls with a golden hue. Gabriel and I stood in the empty dining hall, the signed papers still spread out on the table between us.

“We did it,” I whispered, the words barely audible over the pounding of my heart.

He turned to me, his expression softening.

“No,” he said, stepping closer.

“You did it. They stayed because of you.”

I shook my head, a small laugh escaping my lips. “You really think it was my awkward speeches and fake curtsies that convinced them?”

His hand reached out, cupping my cheek. “I think it was your kindness, your heart, and the way you refused to give up—on me, on this place, on us.”

The sincerity in his voice brought tears to my eyes.

“I didn’t think we’d make it,” I admitted, my voice trembling.

“But we did,” he said firmly. “And we’ll keep going. Together.”

The word hung between us, wrapping around me like a warm blanket. Together. For the first time, it felt like a promise I could actually keep.

“I don’t know what comes next,” I said, my hands clutching his shirt as I leaned into him.

“But I’ll do whatever it takes.”

“I’ll hire staff, teach them how to manage this place, anything to make it work, just stay with me,” he said. His lips curved into a small smile. “We’ll figure it out.”

I laughed softly, the weight of the morning slowly lifting.

“You mean you’re not letting me clean the castle by myself anymore?”

“Not a chance,” he said, pulling me closer.

“You’ll be the queen of this castle, Beatrice.”

I blinked, my heart swelling at the way he said my name.

Not Ben.

Not the person I thought I had to be.

Beatrice.
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“I love you,” I said, the words tumbling out before I could stop them.

His smile widened, his hands sliding down to rest on my waist.

“I love you too,” he said, his voice steady and sure.

He leaned down, capturing my lips in a kiss that felt like a promise all its own. It was soft and deep, filled with all the unspoken words we hadn’t had the courage to say until now.

When we finally pulled apart, I rested my forehead against his, my hands still clutching his shirt. “So… what now?” I asked, a nervous laugh escaping me.

“Now,” he said, his thumb brushing against my cheek, “we build something amazing. Together.”


Epilogue

∞∞∞

MORE THAN A YEAR had passed since the day everything changed, and yet, standing in the bustling great hall of Kingsley Castle, I could still hardly believe it. Laughter and chatter echoed off the stone walls, mixing with the clink of glasses and the soft hum of classical music.

The transformation of the castle mirrored my own in ways I couldn’t have predicted. The once-quiet halls now buzzed with life, filled with staff, guests, and the sound of success. Kingsley Castle had become the crown jewel of Airbnb properties in the UK, and tonight we were celebrating a banner year.

Gabriel’s hand found mine as we stood at the edge of the room, his fingers intertwining with mine in a way that still sent a thrill through me.

“How are you holding up?” he asked, his voice low enough that only I could hear.

“Awkwardly,” I admitted, glancing across the room to where his real sister, Beatrice, stood talking animatedly with Mrs. Harrington.

“It’s weird seeing the real Beatrice. Venice feels much more… myself.”

Gabriel chuckled, squeezing my hand. “Thank God for that. It feels so awkward kissing you and calling you by my sister’s name. Venice suits you better.”

The name had been my choice, a nod to the journey I’d taken since that first fateful day in the castle. It felt right, even if it had taken some getting used to.
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The last six months had been transformative in more ways than one. I wasn’t wearing the brown bob wig anymore. Estrogen and anti-androgen had become part of my routine, and the changes they brought filled me with both excitement and gratitude. My skin was softer, my face subtly reshaped, and my curves more pronounced. I loved the way my body was beginning to feel like home, and Gabriel’s unwavering support, along with Dr. Ganesh’s, had made every step of the process easier.

“You’re staring,” I teased, catching him watching me with a soft smile.

“Can you blame me?” he replied, leaning down to press a quick kiss to my temple. I rolled my eyes but couldn’t stop the warmth that spread through me.

Across the room, Mr. and Mrs. Harrington were deep in conversation with Mr. Cavanaugh, who raised his glass in our direction when he caught my eye. “To our favorite couple, thank you for making me richer this year,” he toasted, loud enough for the nearby staff to cheer.

I laughed, shaking my head. “They’re never going to let that go, are they?”

“Not a chance,” Gabriel said with a grin.

The Harringtons had been instrumental in the castle’s success, their initial skepticism replaced by genuine enthusiasm as Gabriel’s vision came to life. Their connections were pivotal in giving the castle the recognition it deserved. And Mr. Cavanaugh—well, he had become not just an investor but a friend.

The real Beatrice made her way over, her arms full of brochures and business reports.

“Venice,” she said warmly, giving me a quick hug.

“I was just telling the Harringtons how proud I am of what you and Gabriel have done here. You’ve completely outshone me.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” I said, smiling.

“We couldn’t have done it without, well, your wardrobe. Haha. And of course, for stepping in to help with the marketing.”

She waved me off with a laugh.

“Still, you’re the real queen of this castle now.”

Gabriel smirked. “Told you.”

I gave him a playful nudge, but my smile lingered.

The sound of familiar voices drew my attention to the far side of the room, where my parents and brothers were chatting with some of the staff. Seeing them here still felt surreal. After months of tentative conversations and careful explanations, they had flown in for this celebration, bringing nieces, nephews, and in-laws along for the occasion.

“You okay?” Gabriel asked, noticing my sudden silence.

I nodded, my throat tightening slightly. “Yeah. Just… still getting used to having them here.”

“They’re proud of you,” he said gently. “And so am I.”

Tears prickled at the corners of my eyes, but I blinked them away, refusing to let them fall.

“Thank you,” I whispered.

His smile was soft, his hand tightening around mine.

“Always.”

The night continued with speeches, laughter, and a toast to the team of thirty staff members who had helped turn the castle into a world-class destination. Each one beamed with pride as Gabriel thanked them for their hard work, and by the time the guests began to drift away, the air was buzzing with the promise of even greater things to come.

Gabriel and I stood by the fireplace in the great hall, the flickering flames casting a warm glow over the room.
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“We did it,” I said softly, leaning against him.

“We did,” he replied, wrapping his arms around me.

“But this is just the beginning, Venice. The castle, the business… everything we’ve built—it’s all for us. And I promise you, we’ll keep building. Together.”

I tilted my head up to meet his gaze, the love and certainty in his eyes making my heart swell.

“I love you,” I said, the words feeling as true now as they had the first time I’d said them.

“I love you too,” he replied, leaning down to kiss me.

As his lips met mine, I felt the weight of the past year fall away, replaced by the steady, unshakable promise of the future.

~THE END~

Did you enjoy Dressed To Deceive? In that case, I hope you can check out my first full-length Transgender Transformation novel The Love Hormone.
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“Along with the Estrogen and Anti-androgen, I took EVERYTHING, including the Risk of Falling in Love.”

It contains over 43,000 indelible words that will open your eyes to the possibility that transformation can lead to Happily Ever After. It is a brave story of a nurse who got kicked out of the house for wearing a dress and eventually meets an arrogant yet oh-so-charming doctor who will not only steal her parking slot, but also her heart.

Read The Love Hormone

Can’t get enough? Let’s multiply that urge three times more with this bundle that contains some of my chart-topping illustrated feminization and transgender transformation steamy romances.
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Story 1 – Maid For Love
Hearing her say yes to my proposal was the happiest moment of my life. I didn’t want to ruin her excitement by burdening her with the news of our flailing company. Being a chambermaid in a rubber dress was my only option to afford the wedding of her dreams.

But will she still be willing to marry me once she sees my feminine alter ego?

Story 2 – Sissies And The City
I walked over to the full-length mirror in my living room, studying my reflection. The woman staring back at me was beautiful, confident, and strong.

But right now, she felt lost, unsure of her place in this world.
But why does Mr. Huge have a way of making me feel like I was still not one?

"What am I to him?"

Story 3 – All Made Up
Being called a disappointment and loser by my own family at 35 was too close to becoming of normalcy. I was slowly believing that they were right, that I was bound nowhere in life.
Not until I met Jessica, the most inspiring boss babe I’d met who would change my life using one dress, one lingerie set, and one shade of lipstick at a time.

Clutch your Pearl Necklace Tight and Prepare for a Feminization Romance Ride!

Note: This collection contains feminization, transgender transformation, romance, and first time with a transgender woman tropes.

Read Sweet Femboys


Hello Lilly
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So, okay, I know that you can’t wait to read the book but I can’t help but share with you my excitement (I know, I don’t look too thrilled in that photo but it’s the only one I could find where I’m holding the telephone, lol) but trust me, I am!

I’ve created an exclusive Fansly(profile) where I post feminizing and enchanting audio clips to help you achieve your most dazzling version.

Apart from the hypnotic lessons, I also post bonus content such as photos and scalding real-life stories along with POV clips that can lull (or get your blood rushing) depending on your choice, xo.

I’ll be updating it weekly with new content so stay tuned.

CLICK HERE TO LISTEN

(Not working? Simply search on Fansly(lillylustwood)


Book Bundles

∞∞∞

Need more of my romantic bedtime stories? It’s your lucky day! All of my bundles are unique, and none of the stories were cross-added so you can buy all of them without having to worry about whether or not a story already appeared on another bundle.

With these bundles, you’re going to save more than 50%. Love love love!
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Custom Story

∞∞∞

Did you know that I also write custom/commission-based stories? Yes, I do, and I will write it to the tee based on your liking. Here’s a sample of a commission story I’ve created for one of my lovely readers.
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Added to that, if you’re a Lilly Lustwood reader, you’re quite aware of how colorful my prose is and I do three rounds of edits before I publish. Please understand that masterpieces cannot be rushed.

Don’t take my word for it, here’s what one of them had to say:

“I love the story!!!! Ty for writing almost 100 pages for Michelle and Evelynn—I’m sure they’re happy you gave them such love and attention as well. <3 My only disappointment came when I finished reading, but I realized I can re-read as much as I want.

Your storytelling skills are so great—if there’s any way I can leave a review please let me know! I truly enjoyed every moment of this commission.” -Michelle

Get Your Own Story


Audiobooks

∞∞∞

I know that many of you prefer consuming a book while doing something else. Most especially when it’s some of my books which are hard to read even with one hand haha!

That’s why I’ve created audiobook versions of my top sellers. They’re available on Audible and other major distributors!
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Listen to Audiobooks


Find Femboys
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Many of my readers love dressing up and have not fully transitioned for various reasons. Some of them also live double lives and are happy dressing up femininely part-time.

I get a lot of e-mails but I can’t accommodate each and every one of them so I created a community called Find Femboys. It’s a kink-positive platform allowing sissies, crossdressers, femboys, and people who love them to chat, exchange, meet, and more in a safe online space.

Creating an account is as easy as 1-2-3. See you there!

Visit Find Femboys


Latest & Other Titles

Here’s the latest book from Lilly Lustwood…
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"I hated my dorm. I hated my disgusting roommate. But I never thought escaping them would mean becoming a sorority sister."

My dorm was a nightmare—trash piles, weird smells, and a roommate who thought hygiene was optional. I was desperate to get out. When my best friend Linda offered me a place at Sigma Tau Phi, I thought it was my perfect escape.

There was just one catch: I had to live as Abby.

At first, it was just a disguise—a way to survive. But life in the sorority house changed me. The girls treated me like one of their own. I wore skirts, did my makeup, and for the first time, I looked in the mirror and felt… right.

Then came Ryan—frat president, campus heartthrob, and the one guy I couldn’t fall for. But he saw me—the real me. And just as I started to believe I belonged, a sorority sister exposed my secret to the entire university.

Suddenly, I was the center of every rumor, every whisper. I was supposed to run. I was supposed to disappear. I was supposed to accept the label of a weird pervy guy who snuck into a sorority house.

But this time? I wasn’t backing down.

Read Sorority Secret

Lilly Lustwood is a bestselling author of Transgender Romance. She has written hundreds of books but there are titles that truly helped introduce her to a wider range of readers. Here are just some of her bestselling books of all time.
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Want her classic works or check out some obscure ones? Feel free to check out these titles below.
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Author’s Message
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Dear Romantic Reader,

Thank you very much for purchasing and reading Dressed To Deceive.

For a writer, I can’t seem to find the best word to describe how grateful I am for your support.

If you enjoyed this book, KINDLY (with puppy-dog eyes) give it a Rating and Review.

Let’s get it to the overall bestseller list <3

Should you feel the need to send me a message concerning this book, your love life, or just about anything, please feel free to follow the pages below and Subscribe to my Mailing List to get updates on Free Books, Promos, and New Releases.

You can also follow my author profile on Amazon simply by visiting the Amazon Page below, you will get e-mails from Amazon whenever I have a new book, xo.

Mailing List (stats.sender.net/forms/er756a/view)

Home Page (www.lillylustwood.wordpress.com)

Amazon Page (www.amazon.com/Lilly-Lustwood/e/B0B9X11BMR/)

Facebook | Twitter |(@LillyLustwood)

TikTok @LillyLustwoodTok

Goodreads (www.goodreads.com/lillylustwood)

Fansly(www.fansly.com/lillylustwood)
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