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Introduction

“My body changed after that bite. It must be the bacteria!”
This is an illustrated romance novella, complete with beautiful images inside. Enjoy!

∞∞∞

I came to the Florida coast to study bacteria. I was supposed to collect samples, survive the humidity, and get back to my real life—the orderly one, the rational one, the one I had spent twenty-nine years building with careful hands and airtight control. Then one cut in the marsh changed everything.

The organism I discovered was unlike anything my pharmaceutical company had ever seen.

By the time the hurricane hit and stranded me in a small house inland with local fisherman Barry Walker, it was already too late.

My body was changing. Softening. Feminizing. Becoming something impossible.

Clutch your Pearl Necklace Tight and

Prepare for a Transgender Romance Ride!

Note: This story is a work of fiction. It contains themes of transgender romance, sci-fi, transgender transformation, rapid feminization, friends-to-lovers, and first-time feminization tropes.

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 Femme Bacteria.


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
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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
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I HAD ALWAYS believed that if a person planned properly, packed properly, labeled properly, and followed procedure without deviation, the world could be made to behave.

Florida disagreed.

The first thing that hit me when I stepped out of the airport shuttle was the humidity. It did not merely cling; it invaded. It slid beneath my collar, dampened the back of my shirt, and turned the careful order of my body into a small domestic crisis. My glasses fogged for half a second. My leather satchel, which had looked polished and efficient in Boston, suddenly seemed absurdly formal against a backdrop of sun-bleached docks, rusting trailers, and tourists in rubber sandals carrying neon beach towels.

I stood in front of the modest rental cottage my company had booked for me and took a measured breath through my nose.

Salt. Diesel. Dead sea grass. Heat-baked wood. Fish.

I hated all of it instantly.

The cottage sat three streets back from the marina in a small Gulf-side town whose name sounded whimsical and unserious, like something invented for a postcard. There were pastel bungalows, a bait shop with hand-painted signs, a bar advertising live music every night except Tuesday, and gulls so aggressive they seemed less like wildlife and more like organized crime. The road in front of the cottage was shell-lined and sandy in places, despite technically being paved. Sand had gathered in the corners of the porch like an insult.

I unlocked the door, wheeled in my hard-sided field case, and nearly sighed with relief at the sight of air-conditioning.

The interior was simple but acceptable. A narrow galley kitchen. A small table by the window. Two mismatched chairs. A bedroom at the back with a quilt that looked handmade and a dresser with one drawer permanently tilted. Not luxurious, but functional. Functional was all I required.

I set my suitcase by the bedroom wall, then snapped open my field case on the kitchen table with the solemnity of a priest unwrapping relics.

Sterile sample tubes. Waterproof labels. Alcohol wipes. Pipettes. Gloves. Portable microscope. Salinity meter. Waterproof field notebook. Secondary containment bags. Mini cooler. Battery pack. Handheld digital recorder. Two pens, each tested before departure. Laptop. Backup laptop drive. Portable UV sanitizer.

I arranged them methodically, creating stations by task. Collection on the left. Preliminary analysis in the center. Logging and backup on the right. I wiped the tabletop once, then again more thoroughly when I noticed a ring from somebody’s old drink. Once satisfied, I took my laptop from its sleeve and opened the folder labeled Project Eirene: Coastal Biologics Screening.

The project’s official objective was simple enough: identify marine microorganisms with secondary metabolites capable of modulating GABAergic pathways and reducing anxiety without the dependency profile of current pharmaceuticals. The unofficial objective, the one buried beneath corporate optimism and investor language, was to find something patentable before one of our competitors did.

That part I understood.

I was good at finding things.

My specialty was microbial ecology with an emphasis on extremophile adaptation and biochemical expression under environmental stress. The coast of the Florida Panhandle had recently reported unusual intertidal blooms after a series of storm surges and shifting salinity layers. Most of the local chatter was the usual imprecise nonsense—glowing slime, rainbow scum, weird foam, spooky tide color—but in my experience, “weird” was often where breakthroughs began.

I opened three papers I had flagged on the flight. One discussed marine bacteria producing neuroactive compounds under osmotic stress. Another examined how certain halophilic strains altered metabolic expression after severe weather events. A third was older and speculative, but fascinating: adaptive microbial colonies in transitional brackish environments appeared to communicate chemically in ways that affected nearby organisms far above the trophic level one would expect.

In simpler terms, tiny things in messy water could alter the chemistry of larger things.

My kind of romance.

I highlighted several paragraphs, then pulled up the local topographic data I had downloaded in advance. Marsh edges. Tidal flats. Barrier inlets. Shallow estuarine zones where storm runoff met saline intrusion. Those were the likeliest targets. The note from our regional contact mentioned anecdotal sightings of “opalescent slicks” near low-tide marsh seams after a recent coastal disturbance. The phrase had irritated me from a scientific standpoint.

It also excited me more than I cared to admit.

My phone buzzed with a company message.

Local transport unreliable. Best option is independent boat access. Contact attached. Name: Barry Walker. Fisherman. Knows shoreline. Use if needed. Keep receipts.

I stared at the message for a moment.

“Fisherman” was not a credential. “Knows shoreline” was not a methodology.

Still, the satellite images suggested several promising sites that would be annoying to reach by land. I would use the man if I had to and keep the interaction brief, efficient, and transactional.

I set the phone aside and returned to my notes until the soft gold outside the window began to deepen toward afternoon. By then the room was properly organized, my sampling plan for the next day was drafted, and my irritation had settled into something more productive.

I changed into field clothes: lightweight khakis, a pale blue button-down with the sleeves rolled precisely, waterproof boots, a sun hat I disliked but respected, and nitrile gloves tucked into my pocket. Before leaving, I checked the locks twice, verified the mini fridge temperature for sample storage, and aligned my notebooks by size on the table.

Only then did I head for the marina.

The docks were worse up close.

Everything smelled like bait and engine oil. Wet rope coiled in damp heaps. Coolers sweated onto warped boards. Tourists ambled without urgency, as if walking three abreast on a working dock was not an act of aggression. Somewhere nearby, a radio played old country music through static. Pelicans loomed on pilings like hostile judges.

I moved carefully, stepping around puddles whose contents I did not want identified, and scanned the boats for the name in my phone.

WALKER SEAFOOD was painted in white block letters on the side of a weathered blue trawler with a practical sort of pride. A man stood on deck with one boot braced against a crate, hauling a line with the kind of unconscious strength that made the action look easy when it definitely was not.

I knew immediately that it was Barry Walker.

He was taller than I expected, broad through the shoulders, sun-browned, and built like someone whose body had been shaped by actual work rather than elective exercise. His dark blond hair was wind-mussed and a little too long at the collar. He wore a faded gray T-shirt stretched over an undeniably formidable chest, old cargo shorts, and the kind of heavy hands that seemed born knowing how to mend nets, fillet fish, and lift engines. He looked up at the exact moment I decided I disliked him on sight.

His eyes traveled over me once, taking in the shirt, the satchel, the boots, and probably the fact that I was gripping my field case too protectively.

His mouth tilted.

“Well,” he said, voice low and roughened by salt and sun, “you sure don’t look like bait shop clientele.”

I stopped at the edge of the dock and straightened. “Barry Walker?”

“That depends,” he said. “You with the tax office?”

“I’m Dr. Nicolai Thomas.”

That got a slightly more focused look from him. He hopped down from the boat to the dock with infuriating ease, landing close enough that I caught the clean male smell beneath the fish and sun—soap, seawater, and something warm. “You the scientist.”

“I am a microbiologist.”

“Mm.” His gaze lingered on my face in a way that made me irrationally aware of my collar points. “That sounds expensive.”

“I’m not sure what that means.”

He smiled then, and I immediately understood that he was the sort of man who smiled too rarely for the effect to be legal. “Means you look like you know how to alphabetize a bookshelf.”

“I do alphabetize bookshelves.”

That made him laugh outright.

It was an annoyingly good laugh. Rich. Easy. Entirely at my expense.

I chose to proceed with dignity. “My company was told you have knowledge of the local coastal inlets and tidal marsh access points.”

“I’ve got knowledge of a lot of things.” He leaned one forearm on a piling beside me, relaxed as a lazy cat. “Question is whether you’ve got the sense to listen.”

I tightened my grip on the case handle. “I need transport to several nearshore and brackish transition zones beginning today, if possible, and tomorrow at first light. I’ll be collecting water, sediment, and microbial samples. I require stable access, minimal interference, and someone capable of following directions.”

Barry watched me for a beat too long.

Then he said, “Minimal interference?”

“Yes.”

“You saying that now, but we ain’t even left the dock yet.”

His accent was local without being cartoonish, softened by the Gulf and years outdoors. I found it unreasonably distracting.

“I am not interested in banter,” I said.

“Shame. You seem built for it.”

“I’m built for lab work.”

His eyes flicked down my body and back up with no apology whatsoever. “That so.”

Heat prickled unexpectedly at the back of my neck, which I blamed entirely on the weather.

I cleared my throat. “What is your rate?”

“That depends where we’re going.”

I showed him the map on my phone. His shoulder came beside mine as he looked, and his nearness was suddenly very present—solid, warm, broad. I hated how aware I was of the shape of him. His finger tapped one marshy area near the southern flats.

“Not there at high tide,” he said. “You’ll sink knee-deep in muck and lose one of them fancy boots.”

“I accounted for the tide table.”

He glanced at me. “Did you account for the fact that tide tables don’t care what the bottom’s actually doing after a storm?”

I paused.

That was, irritatingly, a fair point.

He tapped another spot. “This one’s reachable. This inlet too, if wind stays cooperative. And this seam out here gets weird color in the shallows sometimes after heavy weather.”

My pulse gave a small, involuntary jump. “Weird color?”

“There it is,” he murmured. “That was the face you came here for.”

I frowned at him. “What face?”

“The one where you stop acting annoyed and start acting hungry.”

I should have corrected him. I should have said that scientific curiosity was not hunger.

Instead I said, “Can you take me there?”

His smile faded into something more practical. “Yeah. But you do exactly what I tell you on the boat and near the flats. Those waters look pretty and act ugly. We leave now if you want your first look before sundown.”

“Fine.”

“Fine,” he echoed, like he found the word funny.

The boat rocked more than I liked when I stepped aboard. Barry noticed immediately and put a hand lightly at my elbow to steady me.

The contact lasted maybe half a second.

It still sent a startling awareness through me, sharp and unwelcome. His hand was rough, warm, and completely sure. My body reacted before my mind could file a complaint.

I pulled away first. “I’m fine.”

“Obviously,” he said.

He cast off, and within minutes the marina gave way to open, glittering water broken by marsh grass and distant strips of white sand. The afternoon sun had softened into bronze. Wind tugged at my shirt. I kept one hand on my case and the other on the rail while Barry moved through the boat like it belonged to his bloodstream.

He pointed out channels, shoals, hidden oyster bars, storm-shifted sandbars. I made notes despite myself. He was observant. Precise, even, though in a different language than mine. He read water color the way I read culture media. He noticed current turns, bird behavior, and floating debris patterns with the calm confidence of someone who had done so all his life.

By the time we reached the flats, I was annoyed to realize I respected him.

The shoreline there was stranger than the glossy tourist brochures suggested. Marsh grass trembled in the shallows. Mud seams cut through the sand. Brackish pools reflected the darkening sky. A faint mineral smell rose where salt met decay and life made its usual bargains.

I jumped down from the boat with my sampler kit and crouched near a slick at the edge of a shallow pool.

At first I thought it was only light.

Then I leaned closer.

I actually forgot to breathe.

The film across the water’s edge held a muted iridescence, not rainbow exactly but opaline, with pale pink, sea-green, and bluish flashes moving beneath the surface tension like thought. The colony clung where storm-tossed organic debris had settled in a saline-brackish seam. Too structured to be random. Too luminous to ignore.

“Jesus,” I whispered.

“Good weird?” Barry called.

“The best kind.”

I opened my kit with trembling hands. Swab. Tube. Sterile blade. Sample vial. Notes. Temperature reading. Salinity reading. My entire body lit with focus so intense it felt euphoric. This was why I did the work. This. The edge between known and unknown, where the world briefly rewarded obsession.

I moved too fast.

Later, I would understand that immediately.

In the moment, all I saw was possibility.

I stepped deeper along the muddy margin to reach the densest patch. My boot slid. I recovered, cursed, adjusted. Barry said something from behind me about not going farther left, but I was already leaning down with the tube extended. The iridescent film trembled beautifully under the late sun.

Then a wave from a passing wake rolled in faster than expected.

The water struck my shin. My balance went. The sample case tipped. I jerked hard to save it, and pain sliced across my palm where the edge of a broken shell or sharp metal caught me.

“Damn it—”

My gloved hand smeared. The tube slipped. Mud splashed. I lurched forward.

Barry reached me before I fully went down. One arm came around my waist, hauling me back against a wall of hard heat and muscle while the other steadied my shoulder. My heart slammed once, violently. For one humiliating second, I was acutely conscious not of the fall, not of the cut, not even of the sample—

—but of being held.

“You okay?” he said close to my ear.

Too close.

“I’m fine,” I snapped, breathless.

“You’re bleeding.”

I looked down. The glove had torn across the palm. A thin line of blood welled bright against my skin, already diluted by brackish water and the shimmering edge of the colony I had been reaching toward.

Barry swore softly. “Back to the boat. Now.”

“I have the sample.”

“Congratulations. You can admire it from somewhere that isn’t trying to eat you alive.”

He kept a hand at my back until we reached the boat. I told myself the warmth lingering through my shirt was only residual adrenaline.

On deck, I sealed the vial first. Priorities.

Then I disinfected the cut while Barry watched with the expression of a man trying not to call me an idiot and barely succeeding.

“You always like this?” he asked.

“Like what?”

“Like you’d crawl into the mouth of an alligator if it had interesting bacteria.”

I applied pressure to the cut. “That is a ludicrous comparison.”

“Wasn’t a no.”

I refused to dignify that with an answer.

The ride back took place under a sky turning violet at the edges. I held the sample cooler in my lap and stared at the water, aware of Barry at the helm without looking at him. My palm throbbed beneath its bandage. My pulse had not entirely settled.

At the dock, he tied off in efficient silence, then glanced at me. “Storm system’s shifting. If you’re going back out tomorrow, we leave early.”

“I’ll be ready.”

“Wear something you don’t mind ruining.”

“I have field attire.”

He gave me a look. “Sure you do, Doc.”

I took my case, stepped onto the dock, and made myself walk away without hurrying.

Back at the cottage, I logged the sample immediately.

Specimen 1A: intertidal brackish seam colony exhibiting unusual iridescent biofilm under low-angle light. Collected near marsh-flat transition zone after recent storm activity. Possible novel stress-expression phenotype.

I recorded temperature, salinity, location coordinates, substrate notes, and preliminary visual observations. I took photographs under controlled light. I sealed the vial in secondary containment and placed it in the mini fridge. Then I cleaned my cut again, sterilized everything I had used, showered off the marsh stink, and sat at the little table to review the images.

The colony shimmered even on screen.

Beautiful.

I should have felt only satisfaction. Professional triumph. The clean thrill of discovery.

Instead I became aware of something else.

A warmth low in my body.

Not fever exactly. Not yet. Just an odd, spreading heat under my skin, as if the humid Florida air had somehow gotten inside me and refused to leave. My face felt flushed. My chest was tight in a way I could not quite explain. I loosened the top button of my shirt and frowned.

Probably stress. Heat exhaustion. Adrenaline from the near fall.

I made a note to monitor for infection due to exposure via open wound, then closed the laptop and stood.

The warmth followed me.

When I turned off the kitchen light and headed toward the bedroom, the cottage seemed too quiet, the night outside too alive with insects and distant water. I paused with my hand on the doorframe and pressed my bandaged palm lightly against my abdomen.

Still warm.

Strange.

I told myself it was nothing.

Then I lay awake much longer than I should have, listening to the ceiling fan turn overhead, thinking of iridescent water, rough hands at my waist, and the unsettling sense that somewhere inside me, something had already begun.


Chapter 2
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I WOKE before dawn with the sour certainty that something was wrong. For a few disoriented seconds I thought it was the cottage itself. The room felt too close, the air too heavy, the sheets twisted around my legs as though I had spent the night struggling. My skin was damp. My heart beat too fast for someone lying still in bed.

Outside, the darkness beyond the thin curtains had that strange pre-storm pressure to it, as if the whole coastline were holding its breath.

Then I shifted and a sharp, unpleasant tenderness flared across my chest.

I froze.

Not pain exactly. Not like injury. It was deeper, stranger, as though the flesh itself had become aware of being touched by the cotton of my T-shirt. My body felt feverish and oversensitive all over. My thighs brushed together beneath the sheets and I jolted at the sudden intensity of it. Even the soft drag of fabric over my skin registered too strongly, as if my nerves had all been turned up overnight.

I pushed the covers back and sat up carefully.

The room tilted.

“Wonderful,” I muttered, pressing a hand to my forehead.

I was hot. Not scorching, not delirious, but undeniably flushed. My face felt warm, my neck damp, and the strange heat I had noticed the night before had not faded. If anything, it had settled deeper into me, as though it had chosen a home somewhere beneath my sternum and behind my navel.

My bandaged palm throbbed faintly.

Exposure via cut. That was the most obvious explanation. Some localized infection or marine contaminant response. Not impossible. Plenty of coastal organisms secreted compounds irritating to skin or mucosa. Perhaps I had absorbed something more active than expected. Perhaps the colony’s iridescence had indicated a metabolically unusual state. Perhaps—

I swung my legs off the bed, stood, and had to catch myself on the nightstand when a wave of dizziness hit me.

No. Not perhaps.

Definitely something biological.

I made it to the bathroom, switched on the harsh vanity light, and stared at myself in the mirror.

At first glance I looked merely exhausted. My dark hair, always carefully kept, had fallen untidily across my forehead. My eyes were shadowed from poor sleep. My face was more flushed than usual. My lips looked oddly pink, though that could have been from dehydration. I splashed water on my face and gripped the sink.

The tenderness in my chest returned when I straightened.

I looked down.

Nothing obvious. My T-shirt hung as it always had. My torso appeared unchanged except for a slight, almost imperceptible difference in the line of my waist where the shirt clung damply to my skin. That was probably posture. Or the fabric. Or the fact that I was searching for anomalies before I had even had coffee.

I hated that I was already cataloguing myself like a specimen.

Back in the kitchenette, I checked my temperature. Elevated, but not dramatically. I cleaned the cut again, photographed it for records, and noted the surrounding skin showed no marked inflammation. No streaking, no swelling, no pus. That was reassuring. Less reassuring was the peculiar agitation running through me under the surface of the fever. I was anxious in a way that did not feel like my anxiety. It was too physical. Too hot. Too restless. My pulse kept skipping upward for no reason, as though my body had mistaken waking up for an emergency.

I brewed coffee and nearly dropped the mug when my phone rang.

The display showed a corporate number.

I answered immediately. “Thomas.”

“Dr. Thomas, this is Celia from field operations. We reviewed your upload last night.”

“Good. The colony’s morphology suggests—”

“What’s your current weather status?”

I blinked. “What?”

“We’re seeing an upgraded system in the Gulf. Tropical storm strengthening rapidly. Possible hurricane path near your section of coastline.”

I turned toward the window. In the gray light, the palms outside were already moving harder than they should have at that hour.

“No one mentioned that yesterday.”

“It intensified overnight,” she said briskly. “Can you secure the specimen and continue collecting before conditions worsen?”

I stared at the phone.

That, apparently, was her first concern.

“I may have had direct exposure,” I said. “Open wound contamination. I’m experiencing fever, abnormal sensory changes, and—”

“Do you require evacuation?”

The question was so procedural it barely qualified as concern.

“I don’t know yet.”

“Well, flights may be affected soon. Log all symptoms. Preserve viability of the sample at all costs. If this strain is novel, we cannot risk degradation.”

Of course not.

I closed my eyes for one beat. “I understand.”

When the call ended, I stood in the quiet kitchen with the coffee cooling in my hand and felt, suddenly and irrationally, like I had been abandoned.

That was melodramatic. Unhelpful. I set the mug down, opened my laptop, and began a symptom log.

0735 hours. Elevated temperature. Generalized warmth. Heightened tactile sensitivity. Mild dizziness. Local wound pain. Unusual chest tenderness. Emotional lability—possible consequence of fever or bioactive exposure.

I paused over the last phrase, irritated by my own honesty.

My shirt clung uncomfortably enough that I changed into a fresh one. The second shirt felt worse. Too rough. Too stiff at the seams. I changed again, this time into the softest cotton T-shirt I had packed for sleeping, and found it marginally more tolerable.

That should have been my first real warning.

Instead I told myself I was simply ill.

By nine o’clock the wind had sharpened and the sky had lowered into a thick, unfriendly gray. The marina district outside no longer sounded lazy and picturesque. It sounded busy in a different key—truck doors slamming, engines starting, men shouting across distance, wood knocking against wood. Preparations. Urgency. Movement. I should have stayed inside and finalized my notes.

Instead, because I am occasionally a fool in ways I do not enjoy admitting, I decided I needed more information about the storm and the boat access before conditions worsened.

And because I was more unsteady than I liked, I drove rather than walked.

The dock looked entirely different in daylight under threat. Yesterday’s mild disorganization had hardened into purposeful chaos. Coolers were being hauled off boats. Nets were stacked high. Fuel drums were rolled inland. Men in rubber boots moved with speed that bordered on choreography. The sky above the marina was the color of old steel.

I spotted Barry halfway down the dock, shirtless this time, hauling equipment from his trawler into the bed of a pickup.

My first reaction was professional: ah. So he was securing assets.

My second reaction was less useful.

His back was broad and tanned and damp with sweat despite the mounting wind, every movement pulling clean lines through muscle I had absolutely no business noticing. His shoulders flexed as he lifted a crate like it weighed nothing. A faded tattoo curled over one arm. My entire face went hot in a manner unrelated to fever, which was deeply offensive.

I adjusted my glasses and marched toward him.

He looked up, saw me, and frowned at once. “Doc.”

“I need to know what the access situation will be for the southern marsh seam if the weather—”

He came fully toward me before I finished, expression sharpening. “You look like hell.”

“I do not.”

“You do.” He stopped close enough to study my face, and his brow furrowed. “You’re pale. Or flushed. Somehow both.”

“I have likely developed a minor reaction to yesterday’s exposure.”

“Minor,” he repeated, skeptical. “You sound shaky.”

“I am not shaky.”

The wind gusted hard enough to rattle the moored boats. I steadied myself against a piling, which unfortunately proved his point.

Barry’s mouth thinned. “How high’s your fever?”

“It isn’t especially high.”

“That ain’t an answer.”

“I don’t report to you.”

“No,” he said, “but if you pass out on my dock, that becomes my problem.”

My temper flared partly because he was being overbearing and partly because I was beginning to suspect he was right. “Your dock?”

“You know what I mean.”

He wiped one hand on a rag and reached for my forehead before I could stop him.

His palm touched my skin.

I should have stepped back immediately. I know that. Instead I went still.

His hand was rough, cool from wind and air, and somehow the contrast with my flushed skin sent a shiver through me so sudden and strange that my breath caught. Not a full-body shiver exactly, more like a quicksilver rush under the surface, starting at my throat and sliding down into my chest.

Barry’s eyes narrowed. “Jesus. You are burning up.”

“I can take care of myself.”

“Sure you can.”

“I can.”

He lowered his hand, but he didn’t move away. “Storm got upgraded again. They’re saying hurricane warning by tonight if it keeps tracking east. Folks are boarding up. Some roads inland already got traffic backed clear to the highway. You should be packing, not wandering around looking like a Victorian orphan.”

I stared at him. “A what?”

He ignored that. “When’s your flight?”

“This evening.”

He gave me a look that suggested he had personally lost respect for the entire aviation industry. “Not anymore, it ain’t.”

My stomach dropped just as my phone buzzed with a travel alert.

I opened it and read the message once, twice.

FLIGHT CANCELED DUE TO SEVERE WEATHER CONDITIONS. REBOOKING OPTIONS WILL BE SENT WHEN AVAILABLE.

For one long second, the dock, the wind, the men working around us, all seemed to recede.

No flight. No exit. No clean return to the company lab. No familiar walls or climate control or institutional competence. Just the specimen in my rental, the rising storm, and whatever was happening inside my body.

“That’s bad, huh?” Barry asked, quieter now.

I hated how thin my voice sounded. “My flight was canceled.”

He nodded once, not triumphant. Just practical. “Then you don’t stay in that little rental by yourself.”

“I can’t simply abandon the specimen.”

“Bring it.”

“That cottage has reinforced shutters.”

“That cottage was built in the seventies and painted over every poor decision since.”

I opened my mouth to argue and stopped because a strange wave rolled through me, not dizziness this time but something warmer and more disorienting. My chest ached again, more sharply. My skin felt too tight. My shirt, which had seemed merely soft earlier, now dragged over my torso in a way that made me intensely aware of two tender points beneath it. I folded my arms at once.

Barry noticed the motion.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“You just made a face.”

“I did not.”

He studied me for half a beat. Then, without warning, he reached for my wrist and pulled me a few steps sideways toward the open doorway of the bait shack where the wind was less direct.

The contact sent another pulse of heat through me, absurdly intimate for something so simple. His fingers nearly circled my wrist. I could feel the calluses even through my sleeve.

“Let go of me,” I said, too quickly.

He did, but only after making sure I was standing stable. “You’re not fine, Nicolai.”

The use of my first name hit me harder than it should have.

I turned away under the pretense of checking the weather radar on my phone. “My company will arrange accommodations.”

“When?”

I said nothing.

That silence answered for me.

Barry blew out a breath and hooked his thumbs on his belt. “House is inland a little. Built stronger. Generator. Fresh water stored. Room you can use. You bring your science cooler and your color-coded emergency nonsense, and you ride the storm there.”

His tone was matter-of-fact, almost gruff, as if he had decided something and expected the universe to cooperate.

I looked up at him. “You can’t seriously expect me to move in with a man I met yesterday.”

His mouth twitched. “I don’t expect you to enjoy it.”

“I don’t know you.”

“You know enough. I know enough too. I know you’ll stay in that cottage out of stubbornness till the roof comes off, and I know I’ll spend the whole storm wondering whether the uptight microbiologist drowned trying to protect a mini fridge.”

My jaw tightened.

Annoyingly, a different part of me heard something beneath the irritation. Concern. Real concern. Not corporate liability language. Not protocol. Concern that had hands and a truck and an actual plan.

I despised how much I wanted to lean on that.

Before I could answer, another gust slammed through the marina hard enough to rock the boats against their fenders with hollow knocks. Somewhere nearby a woman shouted for somebody named Leon to hurry up with the plywood. The sky had gone darker still, the underside of the clouds green-gray and heavy.

Barry glanced up once. “Decision time, Doc.”

I should have argued longer. I should have insisted on independence, called three numbers, hunted for a hotel inland, attempted to maintain dignity.

Instead another wave of dizziness moved through me, accompanied by a nauseating warmth low in my body and a sudden, unmistakable sting across my nipples where the fabric brushed them.

My breath caught.

Barry saw it. “What now?”

“Nothing,” I said tightly.

“Your definition of nothing’s getting interesting.”

I shut my eyes for one second. When I opened them, I said the words as if I were authorizing a regrettable merger. “I need to collect my field equipment, specimen storage, and notes.”

“That a yes?”

“That is a conditional logistical acknowledgment.”

He grinned, full and delighted despite the weather. “That’s a yes.”

“I dislike you.”

“Yeah,” he said. “Get in line.”

He drove me back to the rental because apparently my own car had now been demoted in his mind to unnecessary complication. The truck smelled like salt, coffee, old leather, and him. I sat stiffly in the passenger seat with my satchel on my lap and tried not to focus on the nearness of his thigh whenever he shifted gears or the way his forearms flexed on the wheel.

Outside, the town had changed by the hour. Gas stations were crowded. Porch furniture was vanishing indoors. Windows were being boarded. A church sign that had advertised shrimp dinners yesterday now read PRAY PREPARE PROTECT in crooked black letters. Sirens sounded somewhere distant and intermittent, not emergency exactly, but warning.

At the cottage, Barry took one look at my carefully arranged workstations and gave a low whistle.

“What?” I said.

He stepped inside and slowly turned in a circle. “You really did alphabetize the apocalypse.”

“It’s called organization.”

“It’s called you being one label maker away from a full breakdown.”

I would have insulted him back, but I was too busy realizing how wrong the room felt now. Too warm. Too small. Too full of sharp edges and lonely order. My skin prickled with unease. The little table with its neat array of instruments suddenly looked pathetic against the rising violence outside.

I moved to the mini fridge and lifted out the sealed specimen container first.

Barry, to his credit, stopped joking.

“That the miracle goo?”

“It is a potentially significant microbial sample,” I said.

“Mm-hm.”

I packed the cooler with chilled inserts, sealed my notes in waterproof sleeves, and loaded the field case. Barry carried the heavier equipment without asking permission, as if it were obvious he would. I disliked that too. Or tried to.

When I went into the bedroom to collect clothes, I caught sight of myself in the dresser mirror and stopped.

Something had changed.

Not dramatic enough to deny plausibility, but enough to chill me.

My face looked… softer. Not in a sentimental sense. In structure. The planes of it seemed subtly altered, as though the angles had been smoothed overnight. My mouth appeared fuller. My eyes, fever-bright behind my glasses, looked larger somehow, lashes darker against flushed skin. Even my hair was behaving differently, lying with a slight wave at the ends where it should have stayed obediently straight.

I stared at my reflection too long.

“Nicolai?”

Barry’s voice came from the doorway behind me.

I jolted. “What?”

He frowned. “You okay?”

No, I thought wildly. No, I was absolutely not okay.

But the answer that came out was, “Fine.”

His gaze moved to the mirror, then back to me. Something unreadable passed through his expression, too quick for me to name. Not mockery. Not pity. Awareness, perhaps. Careful awareness.

The room went silent except for the wind clawing at the shutters.

I looked down first, angry at myself for doing it.

“We need to go,” I said.

“Yeah,” he said softly. “We do.”

The drive inland took longer because traffic had thickened and branches already littered parts of the road. By then my body felt entirely foreign. My skin was too sensitive, my chest too tender, and my emotions too close to the surface. At one point, a stupid sentimental song came on the truck radio and I had the horrifying experience of feeling my throat tighten for no justifiable reason whatsoever. I switched the radio off at once.

Barry glanced at me but, for once, said nothing.

His house stood on slightly higher ground under a cluster of old live oaks bent by years of coastal wind. It was sturdier than I expected: low, broad, weathered wood, storm shutters already secured, a generator out back, extra fuel under tarp, crates of bottled water stacked by the mudroom. The place had the air of a man who trusted no system but his own preparation.

I respected that more than I wanted to.

Inside, the house was cool and dim. Simple furniture. Strong bones. A faint scent of cedar, detergent, and the sea. There were traces of a life lived by habit rather than decoration—hooks for rain gear, boots lined at the door, a kitchen that looked actually used. Also, unmistakably, traces of someone no longer there. A ceramic bowl on the counter with painted lemons. A framed photograph turned slightly away on a side table. A throw blanket in a softer floral pattern than the rest of the room could explain.

A woman had lived here.

Not recently, maybe. But deeply.

Barry set down my larger case near the dining table. “Guest room’s down the hall. Bathroom’s across from it. Generator kicks on if power goes. Windows are secure. You hungry?”

“No.”

“You should eat anyway.”

“I’m not an invalid.”

He faced me fully then, hands braced on his hips. “Nicolai, I’m not trying to insult you. But you’re sick, there’s a hurricane coming, and you look one strong breeze away from folding in half. Let me be useful.”

Something in the way he said it stripped all irony from the room.

For a second, I could not speak.

Then I said, more quietly, “I need to check the specimen temperature.”

“Then check it,” he said. “And after that, sit down before you fall down.”

I should have snapped back. I should have reclaimed some composure.

Instead I took the cooler to the dining table with hands that trembled more than I liked and opened it to verify the internal reading.

Stable.

Good. One thing, at least, was stable.

A crash of thunder rolled somewhere far off, deep and ominous. The house lights flickered once.

I looked up toward the darkened window, and a strange certainty moved through me, cold beneath the heat.

The storm was coming.

And whatever had entered my body on that marsh edge yesterday was already here.


Chapter 3
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BY EVENING, the house no longer felt like a shelter so much as a sealed box floating in a darkening world. Rain had begun in earnest sometime after Barry made me eat half a bowl of stew I had not wanted and a slice of bread I had been too tired to refuse. It hit the storm shutters in waves, soft at first, then harder, then with a kind of relentless intention that made the whole house seem to listen.

Wind moved through the live oaks outside with a sound like breath dragged through teeth. The weather reports had shifted from cautious to grave. The local station on Barry’s battery-powered radio said the hurricane had strengthened and edged closer overnight than expected. Mandatory evacuations had expanded. Roads were choking. Emergency crews were pulling back.

No one was coming.

I sat at Barry’s dining table in one of his kitchen chairs with the specimen cooler open before me, pretending my life still belonged to reason. The internal temperature remained stable. My laptop battery was charged. I had logged additional symptoms. I had disinfected my cut again, even though it remained maddeningly clean and pink, no sign of infection proportionate to the increasingly bizarre state of the rest of my body.

The problem, unfortunately, was that the rest of my body no longer appeared to care what the wound was doing.

My skin had become so sensitive by then that the seams of my shirt felt like deliberate cruelty. My chest ached with a fullness I could no longer dismiss as inflammation. Every time fabric shifted across me, the contact sent a peculiar sharpness through my nerves that made concentration difficult. Worse, a deeper heaviness had settled in my hips and thighs, subtle but undeniable, as if my own balance was being revised from the inside out.

I had gone to the bathroom twice in the last hour purely to stare at myself in the mirror and hope I had imagined it all.

I had not.

My face looked increasingly unfamiliar in ways too incremental to explain and too dramatic to ignore. The line of my jaw had softened. My lips seemed fuller. The arch of my brows had changed slightly, lending my expression a startled vulnerability I deeply resented. My hair, once obstinately straight, now curled at the ends when damp and refused to lie flat.

And beneath my shirt—

I pressed my arms tighter across my chest and looked away from that thought altogether.

Barry came in from the mudroom carrying a flashlight, a coil of extension cord, and the smell of wet wind.

“Generator’s ready if we lose power,” he said. “Fuel’s covered. Brought the porch chairs inside too.”

I nodded without looking up. “Efficient.”

“That your version of praise?”

“It is factually accurate.”

He set the flashlight on the table. “I’ll take it.”

I risked a glance at him. He had changed into dry jeans and a long-sleeved henley, dark navy, the sleeves pushed to his forearms. Rain had darkened his hair at the temples. He looked steady in that large, quiet house, like part of its frame. It was infuriatingly comforting.

He noticed the way I was holding myself. “You hurting?”

“No.”

“That answer keeps getting less believable.”

I stared at my laptop screen. “I’m managing.”

“That ain’t what I asked.”

My teeth set. “I am not discussing my body with you.”

The words came out too sharp, threaded with humiliation. Immediately I wished I had found a cleaner way to say them.

Barry was quiet for a moment. When he spoke, his voice had lost its teasing edge. “All right.”

That simple acceptance somehow made me feel worse.

He moved around the kitchen without noise, checking windows, setting a candle and lighter on the counter, filling a kettle in case the power went. There was an ease to him that belonged to routine rather than indifference. He had clearly done this before. Weathered men in weathered places learned to prepare. I knew that intellectually. Emotionally, I found the domestic competence disconcertingly attractive.

I hated that nearly as much as the rest of this.

When he passed the sideboard near the living room, I noticed the photograph again. It had been turned at a slight angle earlier, but now the low light caught the glass clearly enough that I could make out the image.

A woman with an open smile stood beside Barry on a dock, one hand on his chest, sunlight all around them. She wore a sundress the color of faded coral. Barry looked younger in the picture, broader through joy than grief, if such a thing made sense. He was smiling too.

Something tightened in me.

Not jealousy exactly. That would have been absurd. I didn’t like men—especially someone as masculine as Barry.

Awareness, perhaps. Of absence. Of the fact that this house had once held another life and still had not fully learned its shape without her.

Barry saw where I was looking and stopped.

“That’s Emily, she passed away.” he said.

I turned back at once, embarrassed to have been caught. “I apologize. I wasn’t—”

“It’s okay.” He came closer, but not too close. “She was my wife.”

Was. Not ex-wife. Not some vague old relationship.

Wife.

A small silence sat between us while rain battered the shutters harder.

“I’m sorry,” I said finally, and meant it.

He shrugged once, but there was nothing casual in it. “Been three years.”

That explained the traces all through the house. The soft throw blanket. The lemon bowl. The framed photo he had not put away and could not quite display straight either.

“You live here alone?” I asked.

“Mostly.”

The answer landed heavier than a yes.

I looked around again with different eyes. The house was orderly, but not in my way. Not arranged to impose control. Arranged to keep going. Things were where they needed to be. Boots by the door. Tools in a coffee tin on the counter. Salt and pepper shakers shaped like little fish beside the stove. Evidence of a man continuing out of habit and necessity, with grief tucked quietly into corners.

“There’s stuff upstairs still boxed,” he said after a pause. “Couldn’t bring myself to sort all of it.”

I nodded, unsure what response wouldn’t sound clumsy.

Barry rubbed a hand over the back of his neck. “Anyway. Guest room’s made up. Thought you might want to rest.”

Rest. As if rest were available to me in any meaningful sense.

I stood too quickly from the table and had to catch the chair back when my center of gravity betrayed me. My hips felt wrong again—heavier, differently weighted. Barry took a step forward automatically.

“I’m fine,” I said, before he could touch me.

His eyes dropped briefly, not to my face. To my torso.

My blood flashed hot.

My shirt, which had fit yesterday, no longer hung cleanly. It stretched faintly across my chest in a way that made my stomach lurch with fresh humiliation. Not obscene. Not dramatic. Just enough that someone observant would notice.

Barry, damn him, was observant.

He looked away almost immediately, as if granting me privacy by force.

“I got some clothes you can borrow,” he said carefully. “Sweats. T-shirts. Nothing fancy.”

I wanted to say no. I wanted to insist that I still had my own things.

But I had tried changing twice already, and each item from my suitcase fit worse than the last. Waistbands bit. Structured fabric irritated. My button-down from that morning no longer closed comfortably over my chest without gaping slightly at the placket, a fact that had nearly sent me into a quiet spiral in his bathroom.

“Fine,” I said, each letter clipped. “Temporary only.”

“Sure.”

He brought me a stack a few minutes later: gray sweatpants, a soft white T-shirt, a dark sweatshirt, socks. They smelled of detergent and cedar and faintly of him from the closet they had been stored in. I took them without comment and retreated to the guest room as if pursued.

The room itself was simple and clean. A quilt in muted blues. A lamp with a ceramic base. A dresser with only two drawers occupied. Rain whispered and knocked against the shutters. The air carried that storm-heavy quiet in between violent gusts.

I changed with my jaw clenched.

The sweatpants were too large in the waist but strangely snug through the hips and thighs. I stared at that for a long moment, pulse thudding. The T-shirt was soft enough not to hurt, but when I pulled it down, it skimmed over the swelling of my chest rather than disguising it. The shape beneath the fabric was small but unmistakable now.

I sat on the edge of the bed, breathing through my nose, unable for a moment to decide which of my problems deserved priority.

Scientifically, what was happening to me was staggering.

Personally, it was catastrophic.

When I came back down the hall, Barry looked up from lighting a hurricane lamp in the kitchen in case the power failed.

His gaze paused. Not rudely. Not greedily. Just paused.

“They work?” he asked.

“No,” I said. “But they are less intolerable than mine.”

“High praise again.”

I ignored him and moved to the window, though there was nothing to see beyond the slats of the shutters except strips of gray-black weather. The house creaked under a hard gust.

Another bolt of discomfort rolled through my chest, followed by a tugging ache lower in my body and a sudden, maddening sting of tears behind my eyes.

I blinked, appalled.

Barry noticed that too, because of course he did. “Hey.”

“I’m not crying.”

“You look like you might.”

“I’m not.”

He set the matchbox down. “No one said it’d be a crime if you did.”

“I don’t cry because shirts fit badly.”

“No,” he said softly. “Probably not just the shirt.”

That nearly undid me on the spot.

I turned away at once, furious with my own fragility. Somewhere in the house, a loose object knocked once in a cabinet as the wind pushed harder. The whole place seemed suspended between holding and breaking.

“I would prefer to be alone,” I said.

Barry was quiet for a moment. Then he nodded. “All right. I’ll be in the kitchen if you need something.”

I stood in the dim living room listening to him move away and hated how quickly his absence made the room feel colder.

By nightfall, the hurricane had settled over us like judgment.

The power flickered once during dinner, twice while Barry rinsed dishes, and finally held. Wind screamed now in full-throated bursts, battering the house with such force that I could feel it in the floorboards. Rain hammered the shutters in sheets. Every now and then, through some crack of angle and pressure, the outside sound sharpened into a high, almost human wail.

The radio said the eye would not pass directly over us, but close enough to make no practical difference.

I had retreated to the guest room again, ostensibly to review my notes. In reality I was hiding.

The borrowed clothes had stopped being merely humiliating and had become functionally useless. The sweatpants kept slipping oddly at the waist while pulling tighter over my hips. The T-shirt no longer lay flat. My chest had developed enough fullness that movement now caused a distinct, tender drag of weight I could feel with every shift. My legs looked different too—less angular, smoother, my thighs touching more fully when I stood. Even my hands seemed finer, the tendons less pronounced.

I opened my suitcase in desperation and tried on one of my own spare pairs of trousers.

They would not button.

Not because I had gained simple weight. The proportions were wrong. Waist narrower. Hips broader. I stared at myself in the mirror wearing half-fastened slacks and Barry’s white T-shirt stretched lightly over breasts that had no right to exist, and felt the bottom drop out of my composure.

“No,” I whispered.

The mirror did not negotiate.

My face had become prettier. There was no clinical way around it. The mouth softer. Cheekbones more visible. Eyes wider and strangely luminous with stress. Fever flushed me delicately rather than harshly. My body beneath the shirt had crossed some quiet threshold into obvious womanhood, still early but undeniable.

My breathing shortened.

I yanked the trousers off and pulled the oversized sweatpants back on with shaking hands. Even that motion felt wrong now, complicated by a new awareness of my body’s shape and the hollow between my thighs and the narrowing at my waist. My voice, when I muttered a curse, sounded thinner too. Not fully transformed, but changed enough to startle me.

The first real panic hit then.

It rose too fast to manage, a hot, choking rush. My heart slammed. My skin went slick. The room felt too small, the walls too near, the storm too loud. I could not get a full breath. My chest ached. Tears blurred the mirror.

No. Absolutely not.

I gripped the dresser so hard my knuckles hurt. “Stop,” I told myself aloud, but the word came out unsteady, softer than I remembered my own voice being.

A crash of thunder cracked somewhere so near it seemed to split the air inside the house.

I flinched and made the mistake of looking again at my reflection.

It was not the sight of a man under stress anymore.

That was when I broke.

I do not mean theatrically. There was no dramatic collapse to the floor. Just a raw, humiliating unraveling, as if all the threads I had used to hold myself together had finally gone too taut. I covered my mouth with one hand and made a sound I did not recognize as mine.

A knock came instantly at the door. “Nicolai?”

I should have told him to go away.

Instead I said, “Don’t,” and it came out so thin and wrecked that the handle turned at once.

Barry stepped in and stopped.

For one awful second I saw myself through his eyes: flushed, shaking, hair loosened into waves around my face, chest visibly risen under the white shirt, hips changing the whole line of my body, tears bright on my cheeks.

He did not stare.

That saved me.

He shut the door behind him against the shrieking wind and crossed the room slowly, like approaching a frightened animal. “Hey,” he said, voice low. “Look at me.”

“I can’t—” My voice cracked and rose on the word. “I can’t do this.”

“Yes, you can.”

“You don’t understand.”

“No,” he said. “Probably not all of it. But I understand enough to know you’re scaring yourself half to death.”

Another gust hit the house so hard the window frame rattled. I jerked at the noise, and Barry closed the remaining distance and caught my shoulders.

The contact grounded me for half a second.

Then it made everything worse in a different way.

Because his hands were warm and solid and steady, and under them I became sharply aware of how slight I suddenly felt. Narrower in some places, softer in others, fragile in a way my body had never been before. My center of gravity tilted when I shifted. My chest pressed against him just enough for me to feel the new weight there, and the sensation sent a dizzying wave through me.

Barry’s expression changed—some brief flicker of shock at the undeniable reality of what was happening—then settled back into focus.

“Breathe,” he said.

“I am breathing.”

“You’re panting. Different thing.”

I gave a laugh that was almost a sob.

“Come here,” he said, and before I could object properly, he drew me against him.

I should have resisted. Every rational piece of me knew that.

Instead I folded.

There is no more dignified way to describe it. I folded into the heat and breadth of him as if some desperate part of me had been waiting all day for permission. His arms came around me firmly, one high across my back, the other lower at my waist, holding me together while the wind screamed outside and the house groaned around us. I could hear his heartbeat through the henley. I could smell rain, soap, cedar, and the clean salt of his skin.

“Good,” he murmured near my hair. “That’s it.”

I hated how quickly the panic began to loosen.

My hands, traitorous things, fisted in the back of his shirt. My face ended up turned against his chest, and the new softness of my own body fit there with shocking ease. My breathing gradually found a rhythm by accident, following the rise and fall of his.

The lights flickered once, twice, then died.

Darkness filled the room.

I gasped, and Barry tightened his arms immediately. “Easy. I got you.”

A moment later the generator failed to kick in. Somewhere in the house, a relay clicked uselessly. The storm had done something to the line.

Barry swore softly. “Stay here.”

“No.” The word escaped me before I could disguise how much I meant it.

He paused.

Even in the dark, I knew he had heard the naked fear in that single syllable.

“All right,” he said quietly. “Then with me.”

He found the flashlight by memory in the hall, then led me downstairs with one hand at my back. The beam jittered across walls, framed photos, the lemon bowl, the kitchen counter. The whole house had become intimate and uncertain. Candlelight replaced electricity one flame at a time, small gold pools fighting the dark.

In the kitchen, the storm sounded even larger. Wind shoved at the walls. Rain hissed like thrown gravel. The candles made Barry’s face look rougher and kinder both.

I stood there barefoot on the cool floorboards in his borrowed clothes that no longer hid anything, my body aching with change and my mind too exhausted to keep outrunning it.

Barry set the flashlight down and turned toward me. “You wanna tell me what hurts?”

Everything, I thought.

“My chest,” I admitted after a beat. My altered voice startled me again, gentler now even when I was trying to keep it flat. “And… everything feels wrong. My balance. My skin. My clothes.”

He nodded slowly, as though each item mattered. “Okay.”

Okay.

The simplicity of that nearly brought the tears back.

He came closer and lifted one hand, hesitating just before touching my cheek. I did not pull away. His thumb brushed a damp track beneath my eye with such care it made my whole body go still.

“You’re safe here,” he said.

Outside, something large crashed in the yard.

Inside, with candlelight throwing shadows along the walls and the whole world reduced to storm and breath and this house that still held ghosts, I realized the most dangerous fact of all.

Not that I was changing.

Not even that part of me no longer wanted to deny it.

But that in the center of fear, pain, humiliation, and impossible biology, the place I felt safest was in Barry Walker’s arms.


Chapter 4
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MORNING DID not arrive so much as seep reluctantly into the house through a sky the color of wet ash. The hurricane had not finished with us, though the worst violence of the night had passed. Rain still lashed the windows in hard intervals, and the live oaks outside bent and whispered under lingering gusts.

The power remained out. The generator had finally caught sometime before dawn, enough to keep the refrigerator and my specimen cooler running, but not enough to make the house feel normal.

Nothing about the house felt normal now. Not the candle wax cooling in little puddles on the kitchen counter. Not the damp smell of storm air trapped around the window seams. Not the fact that I had fallen asleep, briefly and humiliatingly, curled against Barry on the living room sofa while the wind screamed outside.

He had not mentioned it when I woke.

For that mercy alone, I could have kissed him.

The thought hit me so abruptly I nearly dropped the mug of instant coffee he had placed in my hands.

I stared at the rippling brown surface and told myself, with as much sternness as I could muster at seven in the morning, that this was precisely the kind of emotional instability I needed to monitor, not indulge.

Then I took a sip and winced because my lips felt too sensitive to the heat.

Everything felt too sensitive.

The changes had continued overnight. Quietly. Ruthlessly. My chest had developed enough that even Barry’s softest borrowed T-shirt brushed me with persistent awareness. My waist had drawn inward, my hips widened further, and my thighs now met in a way that altered how I stood, walked, turned, everything. My face in the dim bathroom mirror that morning had looked unmistakably more feminine than it had the night before.

Even my voice, when I thanked Barry for the coffee, had come out lighter and gentler, with a softness at the edges that made both of us pretend not to notice.

Pretending was becoming labor-intensive.

The radio crackled from the kitchen counter while Barry checked supplies. Some towers were back up. Emergency calls were trickling through. Limited cell service had returned in pockets. Roads remained blocked in several places, but the coastal section where my rental sat had, according to one clipped report, “sustained manageable structural damage.”

Manageable. A useless word.

My phone, which had been little more than a paperweight most of the night, suddenly vibrated against the table.

Signal.

A moment later, it lit up with seven messages from corporate, three missed calls, two travel alerts, and one terse email marked URGENT — RESPONSE REQUIRED.

Barry looked up from the counter when he heard the vibration. “That your people?”

“Yes.”

He studied my face once, then nodded toward the hallway. “Take it somewhere quiet.”

Quiet. As if the thing waiting on the other end of that call would know anything about quiet.

I took my coffee and my phone into the guest room, shut the door, and called the number at the top of the message chain.

Celia answered on the second ring. “Dr. Thomas. Finally.”

I sat on the edge of the bed, fingers tightening around the phone. “Communications were down. There’s been a hurricane.”

“Yes, we’re aware.” Her tone suggested weather was, at best, an administrative inconvenience. “What is the status of the live culture?”

Not hello. Not are you safe. Not are you injured.

I looked at the cooler on the dresser where I had moved it overnight, as if proximity could somehow protect it. “Stable.”

“Excellent. We’ll need detailed notes on viability, growth conditions, and your physiological response. Have the symptoms progressed?”

I laughed once without humor. “Progressed is one word for it.”

A pause. Keyboard sounds. “Describe.”

I should have refused. Some part of me knew that. Some part of me knew with cold precision that the moment I started listing my symptoms, I would stop being a person to them and become a data point with legs.

But I was still a scientist. Still trained to observe, document, report.

And maybe, beneath all that, still stupid enough to hope expertise would produce help.

“Initial exposure likely occurred through a laceration on my right palm during sample collection,” I said, slipping automatically into clinical cadence. “Within twelve hours I developed low-grade fever, generalized warmth, heightened tactile sensitivity, emotional volatility, chest tenderness, dizziness, and increasingly dramatic endocrine-type changes.”

“Define dramatic,” Celia said at once.

I shut my eyes.

“My body is undergoing rapid feminization.”

Silence.

Then another voice came onto the line, male this time, older and smoother. Not support staff. Executive. “Dr. Thomas, this is Lawrence Keene from biologics development. When you say feminization, are you referring to secondary sex characteristics?”

My mouth went dry. “Yes.”

“Breast tissue development?”

“Yes.”

“Adipose redistribution?”

“Yes.”

“Facial changes?”

“Yes.”

“Genital response?”

I stared at the wall.

The audacity of the question hit me a second before the humiliation did.

“I’m not discussing that over speakerphone like I’m reading from a grocery list.”

“Dr. Thomas, we need the full response profile.”

“I need a physician.”

What I got instead was the sound of two people conferring faintly away from the receiver, as if I had momentarily ceased to be present.

Then Keene came back on. “We believe the organism may possess adaptive endocrine and neurochemical modulation capacities far beyond the preliminary framework.”

I almost choked on the coffee still cooling in my hand. “You believe?”

“We’ve been reviewing your imagery alongside archived anomaly reports from coastal events in similar salinity conditions. There are… parallels.”

Ice moved under my skin.

“You knew there were prior reports?”

“Not confirmed at the time.”

“Did you knowingly send me after something capable of inducing systemic transformation?”

“No one anticipated this degree of human host response.”

That was not a no.

I set the coffee down before I threw it. “You sent me into the field with incomplete risk disclosure.”

“Dr. Thomas, please remain focused. We need bloodwork, saliva samples if blood is unavailable, tissue photographs at regular intervals, body temperature logs, vocal recordings, and subjective mood tracking. If the organism is altering endocrine pathways and emotional architecture simultaneously, that has enormous therapeutic implications.”

Therapeutic.

I looked down at my own hand, smaller-seeming now even than it had yesterday, the fingers finer against the phone case.

“What exactly are you hearing yourself say?” I asked quietly.

Keene did not answer the question. “Most importantly, the live bacterial culture must remain intact. We’ll dispatch retrieval as soon as roads are viable.”

Retrieve the culture. Retrieve the data. Retrieve the event.

And me?

I already knew the answer.

The line between my brows tightened painfully. “What about treatment?”

“We can discuss reversal options once we have a more complete timeline.”

Reversal.

The word struck something deep and strange in me, something that should have leapt in relief and instead hesitated.

Celia came back on. “Continue documenting every stage. Especially threshold changes in morphology, voice, affect, and libido.”

The last word landed like a slap.

I said nothing for a moment because the sheer coldness of them had become almost surreal. Not once had they asked whether I was frightened. Not once whether I was in pain. Not once whether I was alone.

To them I was not stranded in a storm-haunted house with a body I barely recognized.

I was a walking patent.

“I’ll send a written symptom log,” I said.

“Photographs as well,” Keene said.

I almost hung up then. Almost.

Instead I said, very clearly, “I am not your specimen.”

No one answered fast enough.

That, more than anything else, told me I was right.

I ended the call.

For a few seconds I sat very still on the edge of the bed, phone limp in my hand, the house creaking faintly around me. Rain ticked at the shutters. Somewhere down the hall, Barry moved through the kitchen, steady and real.

My own body, by contrast, felt suddenly abstracted from me. Discussed. Categorized. Monetized in the span of a ten-minute call.

Tissue response. Threshold change. Libido.

Walking patent.

My chest hurt, and not only because it was still growing.

I stood too quickly, crossed to the dresser, and braced myself against it when the room tipped. My reflection in the attached mirror caught the movement.

For a moment, I almost looked away.

Then I didn’t.

I had been avoiding direct examination except in quick, miserable fragments. Enough to note symptom progression, not enough to truly see it. But now the call had stripped something raw in me. If corporate was going to dissect me into useful terminology, then I at least owed myself honesty.

I moved to the bathroom instead, where the mirror was larger and the light from the cloudy morning fell clean and cool across the sink.

And I looked.

The first thing I registered was not the femininity itself.

It was the delicacy.

I had not thought of my own face that way before. Not once in twenty-nine years. But the person staring back at me now had a softened, vulnerable prettiness that made my breath catch. My features had narrowed and opened both at once. The brow that had once anchored my expression in severity now arched more gently. My cheekbones had risen into cleaner prominence. My nose seemed finer. My mouth—God—my mouth had become lush, almost bruised-looking in its color, naturally full in a way that made me intensely aware of my own lips.

My hair, once a tidy dark brown, had lengthened enough over the last day and a half to brush my jaw and curl around my face in disobedient waves. Fever and humidity had given it shine. When I lifted a hand to it, the strands slipped silkier through my fingers than I expected.

I stared at my own hand next.

Smaller. The tendons less stark. The wrist narrower. Not dainty, not fragile exactly, but undeniably more elegant. I pressed that hand against my throat and swallowed.

Then, with dread and fascination fused so tightly I could no longer separate them, I took off the borrowed T-shirt.

The sight of my body bare to the waist hit me like vertigo.

My chest had become the most obvious change, because there was no rational language left for it. Breasts. Not suggestion. Not swelling one could pretend belonged to inflammation. Actual breasts, full enough now to alter my silhouette completely, with tender weight and delicate pink nipples that tightened painfully in the cool bathroom air. I covered them instinctively, then dropped my hands again because the gesture felt absurd. They were mine, whether I wanted them or not.

Did I want them?

The question came uninvited and lodged there.

Below them, my torso had narrowed into a graceful waist I had never had before. My ribs seemed finer. My stomach flatter, but softer somehow, the muscle lines blurred into something smoother and more yielding. My hips had broadened decisively, flaring enough that even in stillness they changed the whole line of my body. My thighs were fuller, my legs shapelier, the skin over them almost unnaturally soft. Even the small hollow at the base of my throat looked more delicate.

I turned sideways.

That was worse.

And better.

The curve of my chest. The sweep of my hips. The way my waist drew inward between them. It was a woman’s figure. Not fully matured, not finished perhaps, but unmistakably female-coded now, elegant in a way that made terror twist with something dangerously close to awe.

“No,” I whispered.

But the word lacked conviction.

Because beneath the fear—beneath the humiliation, the shock, the ache, the catastrophic collapse of every certainty I had carried into Florida—there was something else.

Recognition.

Not complete. Not simple. Not joyous.

But there.

As though some buried part of me, some hidden and wordless thing, had been startled into lifting its head.

I gripped the edge of the sink and closed my eyes.

When I opened them again, I noticed the hairbrush on the counter. Barry’s, perhaps. Or his late wife’s. It had a wooden handle and a few long pale strands caught in the bristles from some life before this.

I should have left it alone.

Instead I picked it up.

My own hair had enough length now to catch and smooth. I brushed it once, carefully. Then again. The dark waves settled around my face in a way that made my pulse flutter. Softer. Prettier. More intentional. My scalp tingled with the strange, intimate pleasure of the strokes.

I set the brush down too fast, shaken by how much I had liked that.

The bathroom felt too exposed suddenly, too bright. I wrapped the T-shirt back around myself without putting it on and slipped down the hall toward the upstairs landing I had not explored yet. I do not fully know why I went there. Curiosity. Compulsion. Grief echoing through another person’s house and drawing me toward its source.

At the end of the hall, tucked under the sloped ceiling, was a small room with stacked boxes and a cedar chest. The air smelled faintly of old linen and wood polish. I stood in the doorway too long, then knelt carefully and lifted the lid of the chest.

Inside lay folded softness.

Silk. Cotton. Lace. Pale colors dimmed by storage. Not theatrical things, not obscene things, just the quiet intimacy of a woman’s private wardrobe set aside by death and time. A blush-pink sleep shirt. A cream robe. A sea-green negligee so light it looked like water caught in fabric.

My hand hovered over it.

I should not have touched any of it.

But grief had already been living in this house beside us. Barry had told me upstairs remained unsorted. The chest had not been locked. And something in me—lonely, curious, changing too fast to endure it without symbols—ached toward softness.

I lifted the sea-green negligee from the chest with both hands.

The fabric whispered over my skin.

Light as breath. Cool at first, then warming instantly. The neckline was edged in delicate lace, the body of it fluid and simple, meant to skim rather than structure. I held it against myself in the dusty mirror leaning near the wall and felt my whole body go still.

Then, moving as though I were both criminal and scientist, I slipped it on.

It settled over me with impossible ease.

The straps rested on my shoulders. The silk slid over my breasts, my waist, my hips as though it had been waiting for the exact shape I had become. The hem brushed mid-thigh. The sea-green color made my skin look luminous, fever-warm and feminine. My dark hair against it looked almost dramatic.

My breath trembled.

I turned slightly in the mirror.

And there she was.

Not fully named. Not understood. Not chosen, exactly.

But there.

A beautiful stranger wearing another dead woman’s negligee in the middle of a storm-broken house, with my eyes and mouth and something that felt perilously close to relief.

I hated that relief.

I hated it because it meant the distress was no longer only about being changed.

Some part of me had been waiting to be seen like this.

A floorboard creaked in the hall behind me.

I turned too fast, pulse vaulting.

Barry stood in the doorway.

He did not speak.

For one long, excruciating moment neither did I.

His gaze moved over me once, and because he was Barry, because he had somehow remained kind even while becoming the most dangerous man in my immediate world, it was not a greedy look. Not a crude one. Not the triumphant stare of a man catching someone in humiliation.

It was shock. Then grief, brief and quiet. Then something deeper I could not bear to name.

“I’m sorry,” I said at once, voice thinning with panic. “I shouldn’t have—I was only—”

“You look beautiful.”

The words landed between us like a match striking.

Barry seemed to realize he had said them aloud the instant I did. He drew a breath, almost as if to take them back. “Nicolai, I didn’t mean to make that—”

My throat tightened so quickly it hurt. “I don’t know what’s happening to me.”

He stayed where he was, not crowding me. “I know.”

“No, you don’t.” The words tumbled out rawer than I intended. “Ever since that bite—or cut, or whatever it was—my body doesn’t feel like mine, except sometimes it does, and that’s worse. I look in the mirror and I’m terrified, but I also…” I stopped because the rest of it was too dangerous.

Barry’s expression went very still. “You also what?”

My eyes burned. “I don’t know who I am anymore.”

The room held that confession gently and terribly at once.

Barry stepped inside, slowly enough that I could have pulled away if I wanted. “Maybe you don’t need to know yet.”

I laughed once, brittle. “That is not a satisfying answer.”

“No,” he said. “But it might be the true one.”

I looked at him then. Really looked.

At the lines carved by sun and work and grief around his eyes. At the steadiness in him. At the way he was trying so hard not to frighten me with whatever he was feeling too.

“I’ve been feeling things I shouldn’t,” I said, barely above a whisper.

His gaze dropped to my mouth and back up so fast I almost missed it. “Like what?”

I could not answer that honestly without setting the whole room on fire.

Instead I said, “Too much.”

Barry’s face changed then, some tension in it softening into something almost unbearably tender. “Yeah,” he said quietly. “I believe that.”

He lifted one hand, hesitated, then touched the strap of the negligee where it lay against my shoulder as if asking permission through the gentleness alone. The lightest brush. Nothing more.

Every nerve in my body lit.

I shut my eyes.

“Nicolai,” he said, and my name in his mouth had become dangerous all over again.

When I opened my eyes, he was closer.

Not close enough to presume. Just close enough that I could feel the warmth of him, smell cedar and rain and the steady male gravity of his body. The house seemed to hold its breath around us.

“I shouldn’t be in this,” I whispered.

“No,” he said. “Maybe not.”

“But I don’t want to take it off.”

That confession changed the air.

Barry’s jaw flexed once. “Okay.”

Such a small word. Such mercy in it.

My hands were shaking. I could feel the silk clinging lightly to my skin, every contour of my changed body made more obvious by the softness. He could see all of it. The breasts I still had not fully accepted. The waist and hips that no longer belonged to the man I had been. The vulnerability of a body becoming itself in front of witness.

He did not look away.

Neither did I.

The first kiss happened because not kissing him had become impossible.

Or perhaps because the storm had taken too much from both of us already, and this was one thing the wind could not choose.

I rose onto the altered balance of my feet without thinking. Barry bent slightly toward me at the same time, slow enough to stop, gentle enough to refuse pressure. Our mouths met in the barest touch at first.

And the world split open.

No kiss in my life had ever felt like that. Not that I had a rich basis for comparison, but this was not merely pleasant or arousing or overdue. It was devastating. His mouth was warm and careful and astonishingly soft for a man built like weathered oak. Mine parted on a startled breath, and the next brush of his lips sent such a violent rush through me that I had to grab the front of his shirt to stay upright.

He made a low sound in his throat—not lust exactly, not yet, but something wrecked and reverent.

When he kissed me again, still gently, I felt it everywhere. In my chest, full and aching. In the strange new tenderness of my skin. In the molten pull low in my body that corporate jargon had dared reduce to libido. In the awful, beautiful relief of being wanted without being dissected.

I kissed him back.

That, more than anything, undid me.

Because I did not do it uncertainly. I did not do it as an experiment, or from panic, or because I had been cornered by emotion and storm and biology. I did it because some part of me had wanted this from the moment he steadied me on the dock. Because his arms had become safety. Because his voice saying my name had started to live under my skin. Because the woman in the mirror had looked lonely until now.

When he finally drew back, it was only an inch.

His forehead rested lightly against mine. Both of us were breathing too fast.

I could not look at him.

“I shouldn’t want that,” I whispered.

Barry’s hand came up to cup my cheek, rough palm impossibly careful. “Maybe stop telling yourself what you should feel.”

My eyes stung. “That sounds unscientific.”

He smiled, small and sad and warm all at once. “Good.”

I laughed, then nearly cried because I was too full of everything to separate one feeling from another.

He kissed my forehead this time, which was somehow worse than the mouth. More intimate. More dangerous.

“I’m sorry,” I said again, because I no longer knew what else to do with the enormity of it. “About the clothes. About all of this.”

Barry shook his head once. “Don’t apologize for surviving.”

But I was not merely surviving, and that was the terror of it.

Because as I stood there in the sea-green negligee, kissed breathless in a room full of his dead wife’s stored softness, I knew with perfect clarity that what frightened me most was not the transformation.

It was how desperately I wanted whatever came next.


Chapter 5
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A WEEK later, the storm was gone, but its rearrangements remained. The roads had reopened in staggered patches. The marina had resumed a battered version of normal. Blue tarps appeared on rooftops all over town like makeshift flags of survival.

Uprooted palms leaned in ditches. Piles of ruined drywall, broken branches, and swollen furniture waited at curbs for collection. Florida had the unnerving ability to make catastrophe look temporary even while it was still rotting in the sun.

Inside Barry’s house, my life had narrowed into a smaller, stranger shape.

The company had not yet managed to send anyone for the sample. The roads farther south were still unreliable, and corporate caution, apparently, had limits when actual travel inconvenience entered the equation. But the messages had become more frequent. More pointed. More clinical. They wanted daily logs, photographs, vocal samples, every possible detail of the transformation. They wanted me visible without being human.

I had given them less and less.

Not because I had ceased to be a scientist. If anything, my fascination with what the organism had done to me had only deepened. I still tracked temperature and symptom progression. I still took notes when I noticed another shift in my voice, another subtle change in my body’s balance, another strange surge of emotion that felt less like instability now and more like sensitivity finally unblunted. But those notes had become mine before they were anyone else’s.

That distinction mattered more every day.

So did the body I had once believed was being stolen from me.

A week had sharpened it into undeniable womanhood.

My face had settled into something delicately beautiful, still recognizably mine in the eyes and the mouth, but softened and opened in ways that felt impossible to reverse in the imagination, much less in the flesh.

My hair fell past my jaw now in dark, loose waves. My breasts had filled enough that Barry had quietly driven to a pharmacy two towns over and come back with simple bras, sealed in a paper bag he handed me without a word and with such grave courtesy that I nearly cried in the kitchen.

My waist and hips had completed the argument my old trousers had already lost. My thighs brushed when I walked. My voice had risen into a low, feminine softness that still startled me when I laughed or called to Barry from another room.

I had stopped wearing his sweatpants.

They no longer fit the person I was.

Instead, I moved through the house in a rotation of soft borrowed things: sleep shirts from the upstairs chest, a robe with faded floral trim, cotton lounge pants Barry bought along with the bras, and once, when I was alone, the sea-green negligee again. Not as trespass this time. Not exactly. More as confession.

Barry never made it cheap.

That, more than anything, made him dangerous.

He looked when he couldn’t help looking, but never like I was a spectacle. He asked before touching me even now, even after the kiss upstairs, even after the second kiss in the kitchen and the third by the back porch steps at dusk when the sky had finally gone clear and lavender after the hurricane. We had not slept together. We had barely crossed into the sort of intimacy that could not be reclassified as accident. But the whole house had changed around us anyway. Every pause carried heat. Every quiet glance seemed to hold ten things unspoken.

I knew, with humiliating clarity, that I was the one approaching the edge faster.

Which was why the company’s call that Thursday morning landed like judgment.

The email had come first. ATTACHED: INTERIM MEDICAL GUIDANCE AND RESPONSE PROTOCOL. MANDATORY REVIEW.

I opened the document at Barry’s dining table while he worked outside repairing a section of fencing knocked loose by the storm. The house was warm with late-morning sun and the faint smell of coffee grounds. Somewhere down the hall, the specimen cooler hummed softly, as if reminding me that all of this still began with a sealed vial in refrigeration.

The protocol was forty-three pages long.

Its tone was polite, sterile, and monstrous.

The first several sections were what I expected: symptom summaries, assumptions about endocrine cascade mechanisms, neurochemical modulation hypotheses, speculative models regarding genomic expression and receptor-site interference. They referred to me throughout as the exposed subject.

By page fourteen, the proposed medical response began.

	Immediate suppression of feminizing hormonal pathways through aggressive androgen support. 

	Testosterone restoration protocol. 

	Blockade of estrogenic cascade effects where feasible. 

	Possible reconstructive surgical correction after stabilization period, pending extent of phenotypic development. 



Reconstructive surgical correction.

I read the phrase three times.

It was almost elegantly phrased, if one enjoyed elegant brutality.

My hands became very still on the pages. Then, as if the document itself had known exactly where to strike, I reached the risk management language.

The subject’s current state should be considered temporary until intervention is attempted. Ongoing phenotypic drift represents both a liability concern and a public disclosure risk if not contained. Return to company supervision is strongly advised.

Liability.

Contained.

I looked down at my own body then, at the cream lounge set I wore that morning, at the way the soft knit curved over breasts I now fastened into a bra each day without panic, at the narrowing of my wrists, the elegant shape of my fingers where they held the paper.

Temporary complication. Liability concern.

The old Nicolai—the man who had arrived in Florida with a label maker in his soul and an orderly life in neatly backed-up folders—should have known exactly what to do.

Return. Submit. Restore. Undo.

That was the sane answer.

That was the obvious answer.

That was what any rational person would choose, faced with a body rewritten without consent.

So why did the thought of testosterone entering me feel like threat?

Why did the phrase surgical correction make me fold one arm protectively across my abdomen before I even realized I was doing it?

Why, most damningly, did I read reversal and feel not relief but grief?

My phone rang before I could recover from those questions.

I answered because I knew if I let it go to voicemail, I would only prolong the unavoidable.

Keene’s voice came on smooth as ever. “Dr. Thomas. You’ve reviewed the protocol?”

“Yes.”

“And?”

And.

As though he were asking for thoughts on a revised grant application.

“It is aggressive,” I said.

“The situation is aggressive.”

“Is it medically necessary,” I asked, “or legally convenient?”

A short pause. “Your current condition is unstable.”

“My current condition is alive.”

“It is also, frankly, unsustainable.”

I laughed then, a single incredulous sound. “You have not even examined me in person.”

“We have extensive logs.”

“You have what I chose to send you.”

“And we have enough to understand the seriousness of the exposure.”

Seriousness. There it was again, that language which sounded concerned while meaning only costly.

“We need you back under controlled supervision,” he continued. “The organism must be surrendered to biologics containment, and you should begin the androgen restoration cycle as soon as possible. The longer feminization pathways remain active, the harder complete reversal may become.”

Complete reversal.

The words rang through me with the clarity of a blade.

For one dangerous second, I imagined it vividly. Hospital white. Sterile needles. My body dragged backward toward something that had never quite fit me cleanly in the first place. This face thickened again. This voice lowered. This softness stripped away. My chest flattened under procedures described as correction. The woman in the upstairs mirror erased so the company could feel the world had returned to order.

My heart began to pound.

Keene mistook the silence for acquiescence. “We can arrange transport within forty-eight hours.”

I heard myself say, “I need time.”

His tone sharpened. “Dr. Thomas, time is precisely what you no longer have much of.”

I ended the call before I said something unrecoverable.

For several minutes after that, I simply sat there. The pages lay spread before me in a white fan of threat and authority. Outside, I could hear Barry working, the dull knock of wood against post, the scrape of metal, the ordinary sounds of a man repairing what weather had damaged.

Inside, my own old life was asking to be repaired in a far more ruthless way.

And some traitorous, newly honest part of me no longer wanted fixing.

The back door opened. Barry stepped in, wiping sweat from the back of his neck with his forearm. He stopped when he saw my face.

“What happened?”

I could not answer immediately.

He crossed the room slower than usual. “Nicolai.”

I held up the packet in one shaking hand. “They sent guidance.”

Barry’s expression hardened at once. “Guidance.”

I gave a short, brittle laugh. “That’s one word for it.”

He pulled out the chair across from me but did not sit until I nodded once. “What’d they say?”

I looked down at the document again, and suddenly the language became unbearable in my mouth. Still, I made myself say it.

“They want me back under company supervision. They want the specimen surrendered. They want immediate hormone intervention. Testosterone.” My voice caught slightly on the word. “And later, if necessary, surgical correction.”

Barry went completely still.

The quiet in him frightened me more than anger would have.

“What does that mean?” he asked, although from his face, I think he already knew.

“It means they see this as a temporary complication.” I pressed my fingertips to my temple. “Something to be managed. Reversed. Contained. They called me a liability risk.”

Barry’s jaw flexed once. “You?”

“Yes.”

He looked at me for a long moment, and what moved across his face then was not pity. It was something fiercer, deeper, almost offended on my behalf. “That ain’t right.”

“No,” I whispered. “It isn’t.”

But old reflex was still fighting in me, strong and disciplined and brutal. “The rational answer,” I said after a beat, “is to go.”

Barry did not interrupt.

“They caused this,” I continued. “They know more than they admitted. They have medical infrastructure, data, actual facilities. If I don’t go now and the transformation continues beyond reversibility—”

I stopped because the sentence itself hurt.

Barry leaned his forearms on the table. “You saying that because it’s what you want?”

I looked up sharply.

He held my gaze. “Or because it’s what the version of you that trusts institutions more than his own gut thinks he’s supposed to say?”

That irritated me instantly because it was both unfair and devastatingly perceptive. “My gut is not a validated decision-making framework.”

“Maybe it ought to be.”

I stood abruptly and moved to the sink because sitting there any longer felt impossible. My reflection flashed faintly in the window over it: dark hair loose around my face, cream knit hugging the shape of my waist, my whole body too visibly changed to sustain the fiction that this was some abstract discussion.

“It should be obvious,” I said. “I was transformed against my will.”

Barry said nothing.

I gripped the counter. “I should want this reversed.”

Still nothing.

The absence of contradiction from him became its own unbearable pressure.

I turned. “Why aren’t you saying anything?”

He looked up at me from the table, broad and sun-worn and frustratingly calm. “Because this one’s too big for me to tell you what you should want.”

That answer, though kind, felt like abandonment for exactly two seconds.

Then I realized it was respect.

I hated crying in front of him almost as much as I hated how often he made it likely. I swallowed hard instead. “I need to think.”

“All right.”

“I need to be alone.”

His gaze dropped briefly to the packet in my hand, then back to my face. “You sure?”

“No,” I said, and that honesty cost me something. “But yes.”

He stood. “I’ll be out back a while.”

After he left, the house seemed too quiet. Too warm. Too intimate. The papers on the table might as well have been a legal order for my disappearance.

I went upstairs without deciding to.

The bedroom that had once belonged to Barry and his wife had remained mostly untouched these last days. Not preserved as a shrine, exactly, but not repurposed either. He slept there still, I assumed, because grief and habit were harder to renovate than walls. I had only stepped inside twice before, both times for ordinary reasons. A stack of clean towels. The generator flashlight.

Now the room drew me with a softer, more dangerous pull.

It smelled faintly of cedar drawers, sun-warmed sheets, and Barry. There were traces of another life still—an old dressing tray, a framed seashell print, curtains in a pattern too graceful to have been his choice alone. The bed was neatly made. A patch of noon light fell across the quilt.

I stood there with the reversal packet still in my hand until the silence grew too loud.

Then, because I had nowhere else to put the storm inside me, I sat on the edge of the bed and cried.

Not elegantly. Not uncontrollably. Just enough to exhaust the tightness in my throat and leave me feeling wrung out and frighteningly honest. By the time I wiped my face, the choice before me had somehow become both simpler and more impossible.

I wanted comfort.

Not corporate language. Not protocols. Not correction.

Comfort.

My body knew where it wanted to find it before my mind admitted the fact.

I heard Barry come in through the back door some time later, his footsteps quiet on the stairs as if he were trying not to intrude. I stood before he reached the doorway, pulse tripping over itself.

He stopped when he saw me in his room.

We looked at each other for a long moment.

I had changed into the pale blue robe from upstairs without fully intending to. It was one of Emily’s, soft with wear and edged in tiny white embroidery at the cuffs. Beneath it, I wore only the bra and the simple cotton panties Barry had bought me two days before in a paper bag he pretended not to think about too hard. My hair was loose. My face was blotched from crying. I had never felt more exposed.

Barry did not move.

“Nicolai,” he said carefully.

“I don’t want them touching me,” I whispered.

His whole expression changed.

I wrapped the robe tighter. “I don’t want them deciding what stays and what goes. I don’t want to be pinned down and corrected and monitored like a broken thing.” My voice shook. “And I don’t know what that means. I don’t know if that means I’m scared, or delusional, or already too far gone, or just—”

“You’re scared,” he said softly. “That part’s real.”

I laughed through a shaky breath. “Thank you for the diagnostic precision.”

A small smile touched his mouth and vanished. Then he came closer, step by unhurried step, giving me every chance to stop him.

I did not.

When he stood in front of me, he reached up and tucked a strand of hair behind my ear with such care it made my chest ache. “What else is real?”

I stared at him, at the steadiness in his eyes, and because the whole day had stripped me raw, I answered with the truth.

“You.”

Something passed through his face then, something deep enough to change the whole room.

His hand slid to the side of my neck. Warm. Callused. Sure. “Tell me to stop.”

I should have, perhaps. Out of caution, if not desire.

Instead I stepped closer until my body nearly touched his.

That was answer enough.

The kiss began softly, but nothing in me was soft about the need for it. I kissed him like someone reaching shore after too much water. Barry made a sound low in his throat and gathered me in, not roughly, never roughly, but with unmistakable hunger held in check by care. His mouth moved over mine with slow certainty, asking and asking until I was the one who opened for him, the one who leaned in, the one who trembled when his hands slid down my back and settled at my waist.

I had been kissed before in my life, but never like this. Never while wearing a woman’s robe in a dead woman’s bedroom, with my old identity collapsing quietly around my ankles and a future opening in terror and heat beneath my skin.

When Barry drew back, it was only enough to search my face. “You sure?”

No. Not in the way he meant.

But I was certain of this.

“Yes.”

The word came out low and feminine and barely recognizable as the voice I had once used in boardrooms and labs. His eyes darkened at the sound of it, though tenderness stayed at the center.

He kissed me again. His hands found the tie of the robe and paused there, waiting. I nodded once, unable to speak now without shaking.

Barry loosened it slowly.

The robe fell open.

The look on his face then nearly undid me before he had even touched me. Not lust alone, though there was that too now, honest and unmistakable. Something almost reverent moved through him, as if the sight of me mattered beyond desire. My bra was plain, pale, functional. My panties even plainer. There was nothing theatrical, nothing designed to entice. Just the body I had become, slim and soft and newly, vulnerably female in all the places that still startled me to acknowledge.

“You’re beautiful,” he said, and this time there was no immediate apology after it.

My eyes burned. “Don’t make me cry before I’ve even done anything.”

A breath of a laugh left him. “Wouldn’t dream of it.”

He touched me as if learning a coastline after a storm.

My shoulders first. Then my arms. The side of my waist. My back. Every place he laid his hands seemed to tell my body it was real and welcome and not a mistake. I could not remember ever being touched with such patience. With men, I had felt awkward distance or obligation or a kind of clumsy performance expected of adulthood. With women—few, tentative, unsatisfying—I had always felt like I was imitating rather than participating. But this... this felt like being read in a language I had secretly spoken all along.

When his fingers traced the strap of my bra, I sucked in a breath.

“Too much?” he asked immediately.

“No.” I put my hand over his. “Just... new.”

“Okay.”

His steadiness gave me courage I had not expected. I lifted his henley over his head myself, my hands clumsy at first, then bolder as the fabric cleared and his chest came into view: broad, tanned, lightly furred, solid with the kind of strength built by work rather than vanity. I touched him before I could second-guess it, my palms moving over warm skin and muscle. Barry’s eyes half closed for a second, and the tiny reaction pleased me with shocking force.

He wanted me too.

Not the specimen. Not the liability. Me.

The next few minutes blurred not because they were wild, but because they were so careful they seemed to happen outside ordinary time. He kissed me between each new threshold, as if making sure I crossed it willingly. When he unclasped my bra, his hands were gentle enough to make my throat tighten. When the cups fell away and my breasts were bare, I instinctively tried to cover myself. Barry caught my wrists lightly and lowered them.

“Don’t hide from me,” he murmured.

No one had ever said anything more terrifying.

Or kinder.

I let him see me.

The cool air tightened my nipples instantly. A flush swept through me so deep it felt liquid. Barry bent his head and pressed a kiss high on one breast first, above the ache, patient as prayer. I made a sound I had never made before, soft and helpless and full of feeling. His hand came to my hip as if to steady me while he mapped me slowly, mouth and touch teaching my own body back to me in a new form.

By the time he eased me down onto the bed, I was shaking.

“Nicolai,” he said, hovering over me. “We can stop.”

I looked up at him, at the fierce care in his face, and understood that he truly meant it. That I was not trapped. That this was not happening to me in the way the transformation had.

It was happening with me.

“I don’t want to stop,” I said.

Something eased in him then, some final restraint loosening not into carelessness but into truth.

What followed was not rushed and not cleanly divisible into steps. It was a long undoing. He kissed my face when I became overwhelmed. My neck when I grew shy. My stomach when I laughed nervously at my own trembling. He undressed me with reverence, the last softness of cotton sliding from my hips while I hid my face briefly against his shoulder. He told me I was safe so often the words began to live in me. And when he touched the most private changed places of my body, I did not feel degraded. I did not feel ruined. I felt seen so intensely it was almost grief.

I had not understood until that moment how much of my life had been lived at a remove from myself.

Barry gave me no room to stay removed. His hands, his mouth, the deep masculine steadiness of him, all insisted that I was here, embodied, wanted, real. I clung to him and learned the contours of his back, the strength in his arms, the vulnerable sounds he made only when I touched him a certain way.

When fear rose, he slowed. When embarrassment took me, he kissed the apology from my mouth. When the final threshold came, he looked at me as though asking once more whether I knew this was mine to choose.

I nodded with tears in my eyes.

Then I held on to him and let my body answer.

It hurt, yes, at first, but not in a way that felt wrong. More like crossing a boundary the body understood before the mind could. Barry was all restraint and murmured reassurance and strength carefully banked.

He moved only when I asked him to, only when my breathing changed from fear to want. The intimacy of that nearly shattered me more than the physical act itself. He was inside every old certainty then, every place I had insisted could never belong to this version of me, and instead of feeling emptied out, I felt startlingly, terrifyingly full.

The tears came anyway.

Barry kissed them from my temples. “You okay?”

“Yes,” I whispered, astonished. “I think... yes.”

The pleasure, when it built, was not the crude seizure of nerves I might once have categorized and set aside. It was wave-like, emotional, threaded through every place he touched me and every place he held me. I felt it in my chest, my throat, my belly, the softened architecture of my whole body.

When release finally took me, it did so with a force that made me bury my face against his neck and sob once from the sheer immensity of it. Barry followed with a rough, broken sound that seemed dragged from somewhere deep and private. Then the room went still except for our breathing.

For a while neither of us moved.

I lay half across him, the blue robe a puddled memory on the floor, the quilt twisted around our legs, my body humming with aftershocks and a new kind of quiet. Barry’s hand moved slowly up and down my back. Outside, somewhere far off, a gull cried over the repaired world.

I turned my face into the hollow of his shoulder and laughed once, weakly. “That was not in the protocol.”

Barry’s chest shook beneath my cheek. “No, ma’am.”

The words were teasing, but they struck me like a bell.

Ma’am.

Not mockery. Not performance.

Recognition.

I lifted my head. He must have seen something in my expression, because his own softened immediately. “Too much?”

“No,” I said, though my voice shook. “Just... a lot.”

He brushed damp hair from my face. “We got time.”

Time.

The company had said I had very little left.

Barry, holding me in the aftermath of becoming, made time sound abundant.

I lay quiet for another minute, then another, listening to my own pulse settle. And in the settling, the truth that had been stalking me all week finally crossed the room and sat down beside us.

“I don’t think I want the reversal,” I said.

The words were so soft I almost convinced myself I had only thought them.

Barry stilled beneath me. Not with shock. More with attention.

Saying it aloud changed the air.

My lungs tightened. My eyes burned at once. “God.” I laughed shakily. “That sounds insane.”

“It sounds honest.”

I pushed up onto one elbow and looked down at him. At this man who had taken me in during a hurricane, who had watched me change without treating me like a tragedy or a miracle or a mistake. “Do you know what the worst part is?”

He waited.

“The more my body changed...” I swallowed hard. “The less it felt like something was being stolen.”

The confession broke on the last word. Barry reached up and laid his palm against my cheek.

I leaned into it before pride could object.

“It felt,” I said slowly, because if I stopped now I might never say it, “like something locked inside me was being released. And I hate that. I hate it because it means this isn’t just fear of the company or fear of pain or wanting you.” My laugh came out raw. “Though, God knows, wanting you hasn’t exactly simplified the analysis.”

Barry smiled a little, but stayed quiet.

I looked past him toward the seashell print on the wall, at nothing and everything. “When I was a child, my mother used to take me with her when she bought gifts for relatives. Dresses for my cousins. Slips. Perfumed soaps. Little pretty things. And I remember touching the fabrics when no one was looking.”

My throat tightened around the memory. “Not because I wanted to be perverse. Not because I wanted attention. It just felt like... longing. I didn’t have language for it. So I became very good at language everywhere else.”

Barry’s thumb stroked lightly once along my cheekbone.

“I organized everything,” I continued. “I made myself into something no one could question. Precise. Rational. Useful. Male in all the approved ways, if not the effortless ones. Every discomfort got relabeled ambition. Every alien feeling got turned into discipline. I thought if I built enough structure around myself, the rest would go quiet.”

“And did it?” Barry asked.

I looked back at him.

“No.”

That single syllable felt like twenty-nine years loosening in my chest.

“The bacteria did something impossible,” I whispered. “But it also stripped away the ability to keep lying efficiently.”

Barry was quiet a long time after that. Not because he had nothing to say, I think, but because he understood the size of the silence needed.

Finally he asked, “What do you want when none of them are talking?”

I frowned slightly. “None of who?”

He brushed his knuckles down my bare arm. “No corporation. No fear. No old script in your head telling you what the good, rational answer ought to be.”

The bed seemed to hold me differently then, as if even the mattress understood this was the real question.

What did I want?

Not what was defensible. Not what was reversible. Not what old Nicolai would have submitted as the correct response in triplicate.

What did I want?

I thought of the mirror upstairs. Of the sea-green negligee. Of the first moment Barry had called me beautiful and the deeper moment when I had believed him. Of the cold violence of the word correction. Of how my body had opened under his touch not as though being destroyed, but as though being translated at last into something true.

When I answered, my voice was quiet enough to sound almost like prayer.

“I want to stay,” I said. “In this body. In this... self. I want to stop thinking of her as an accident.”

Barry’s eyes changed.

Her.

I had never said that before.

The room went very still around the word. I felt it too, like a new stair beneath my foot, terrifying and solid at once.

Barry sat up enough to kiss my forehead. No triumph. No pressure. Just warmth and certainty.

“Okay,” he said.

And because he said it like the world could survive that truth, because he said it as though I could survive it too, I closed my eyes and let myself believe, for one impossible, precious moment, that maybe I already had.


Chapter 6

[image: ]

THE OUTSIDE world returned in pieces. First it was the sound of trucks on the road again, faint at dawn beyond the line of live oaks. Then the radio reports became less about wind speed and surge height and more about debris removal, insurance claims, fuel deliveries, partial reopenings.

The marina had power restored in sections. The grocery two towns over reopened with limited stock. Flights out of Pensacola were being rebooked. Cell service, once unreliable and jagged, now held steady enough that corporate messages came through with all the terrible consistency of civilization reasserting itself.

By Monday morning, there were twelve unread emails waiting for me.

Three were logistics. Two were medical follow-ups. One contained travel confirmation. The rest were varying shades of corporate impatience.

	Ground transport arranged. Pickup Wednesday, 10:00 a.m. 

	Please be prepared to surrender all field materials, specimen containers, notes, and personal symptom logs. 

	Medical intake reserved on arrival. Initial endocrine reversal intervention will begin pending baseline labs. 



The storm, apparently, had ended only so the company could resume ownership.

I sat on the edge of the guest bed with my phone in one hand and felt the room narrow around me. Morning light slid through the curtains in pale bars. My body, still warm from sleep and from the memory of Barry’s arms around me sometime before dawn, went tense all at once.

Wednesday. Ten in the morning.

Today.

For a week I had been honest in the privacy of Barry’s bed, in the quiet of the upstairs mirror, in the soft terror of saying her out loud and hearing no thunder strike me down for it. But the outside world required a different kind of courage. Official courage. The kind that looked like paperwork and refusal and consequences.

The kind I had always been good at, when the cause belonged to someone else.

Barry knocked once and stepped in only after I answered. He carried coffee in one hand and a folded shirt over his arm. He took one look at my face and understood immediately.

“They’re coming,” he said.

“Yes.”

He set the mug on the dresser. “What time?”

“Ten.”

His jaw shifted slightly, the only sign he disliked that answer. “You don’t have to go quietly.”

“I’m aware.”

But awareness and steadiness were not the same thing.

After he left me to dress, I stood in front of the open suitcase on the bed and made one final, foolish attempt to access the old world through fabric. I took out a pair of my original trousers first, charcoal gray, neatly pressed once upon a time and now a relic of another body. I stepped into them and pulled them up.

They stopped at my hips.

Not almost. Not with effort. Stopped.

I stared down in exhausted disbelief, then laughed once because apparently there was no humiliation so complete that my life could not still locate a smaller, pettier one within it.

The white button-down went no better. I slipped my arms into it and got it over my shoulders, but when I tried to fasten it, the fabric pulled sharply across my breasts and hung wrong at the waist, too broad where I had narrowed, too rigid everywhere softness had taken over. In the mirror, I looked like a woman disguised badly as the man she used to be.

That was when the emotional force of it hit.

Not merely that the clothes didn’t fit.

That I no longer wanted them to.

I sat down hard on the bed with the half-buttoned shirt gaping at my chest and felt something inside me twist with grief so old it had outlived names. For the life I had built. For the certainty. For the years spent becoming legible to other people at the expense of myself. For the absurdity of discovering truth through bacteria and a storm and a fisherman with grief in his kitchen.

A soft knock sounded at the open door.

I looked up.

Barry stood there holding a hanger.

He had the courtesy not to look amused at the state of the failed shirt. His gaze moved over me once, taking in the half-buttoned masculine costume, the changed body beneath it, the hopelessness I had not managed to hide.

“May I come in?” he asked.

The politeness of it nearly undid me.

“Yes.”

He stepped inside and laid the hanger gently across the bed beside me. “I thought maybe... if you wanted... this might be easier.”

I looked down.

It was a dress.

Not theatrical, not fussy, not some cruel parody of womanhood. Just simple elegance. Soft blue, the color of early morning Gulf water, with a modest neckline and short sleeves. The fabric looked fluid and light, meant to skim the body rather than trap it. There was nothing costume-like about it. Nothing that demanded performance. Only a quiet invitation to be seen truthfully.

My throat tightened at once. “Barry.”

He leaned one shoulder against the doorframe, hands loose at his sides, giving me space even now. “It was Emily’s,” he said softly. “One of the things she wore when she wanted to feel like herself without making a production out of it.”

I ran my fingertips over the fabric.

It was cool. Soft. Real.

“I don’t know if this is wrong,” he continued. “I don’t know if it hurts to offer it. I just... I didn’t want you walking out there dressed like you were apologizing for existing.”

My eyes burned. “You make it very difficult to remain clinically detached.”

A corner of his mouth moved. “Yeah, I’ve been hearing that.”

I looked from the dress to him. “Are you sure?”

It was not really a question about the fabric.

He understood that.

Barry crossed the room then, slow and certain, and crouched in front of me. He took my hands, both of them, and held them gently between his larger ones. “Listen to me. You are not taking her place. You are not borrowing some ghost’s permission. You are a woman standing in front of a hard day, and I’m giving you something beautiful to wear because I love you.”

Love.

He had not said it before.

Not directly.

The word went through me with such force I forgot to breathe for a second.

Barry must have seen it happen, because his thumbs brushed the backs of my hands. “Too much?”

“No,” I whispered. “Just enough.”

When I changed into the dress, I did it slowly.

The zipper slid up with ease. The waist fell where it should. The skirt skimmed my hips and moved lightly against my thighs when I turned. In the mirror, the effect was devastating in its simplicity. I did not look dressed up. I looked right.

My hair, longer now and naturally wavy, framed my face in dark softness. My body beneath the blue fabric carried every truth the company wanted erased. The modest neckline revealed only the graceful lines of my collarbone and throat, yet I felt more exposed than if I had worn the sea-green negligee upstairs. This was not intimacy. This was declaration.

When I came out of the bedroom, Barry was waiting in the hall.

He looked at me and went still.

Not in shock. Not in grief. Not in comparison.

Just still.

“You okay?” I asked, because the silence had become its own heartbeat.

He let out a breath that almost sounded like wonder. “Yeah,” he said. “I just needed a second.”

I looked down, suddenly shy despite everything. “It fits.”

“Of course it does.”

I laughed softly, but my hands were trembling. Barry noticed and took one in his.

“Whatever happens in there,” he said, “you come back to this house knowing one thing.”

“What?”

“You don’t owe anyone your disappearance.”

The pickup arrived at ten exactly, though in the end I did not leave the house. Corporate had arranged a secure video meeting first, citing road delays on the final leg and the need for immediate consent to treatment intake. That small bureaucratic change felt like cowardice on their part. Easier, perhaps, to do violence through screens.

Barry set up the laptop on the dining table where I had once catalogued specimen temperatures and pretended order could save me. He asked if I wanted him in the room.

I thought about old Nicolai, who would have wanted privacy if only to preserve dignity.

Then I thought about everything dignity had cost me.

“Yes,” I said.

So he sat not beside me, but just off to the side, close enough that if I reached out my hand, I could touch his arm. It mattered that he was there. It mattered more than I would have admitted even to myself a month ago.

The screen filled with corporate faces one by one. Keene. Celia. A woman from medical whom I had not met. Someone from legal, because of course they had brought legal. Their backgrounds were sterile offices, glass walls, branded neutrality. I could practically smell the filtered air.

There was a flicker of visible surprise when they saw me.

Good.

Keene recovered first. “Dr. Thomas.”

I folded my hands in my lap so they would not see them shake. “Mr. Keene.”

His eyes tracked, despite himself, over the blue dress, my hair, my face, the evidence of transformation that had ceased to be hypothetical long ago. To his credit, he did not comment on the presentation directly. To his discredit, he moved straight to business as if that restraint qualified as humanity.

“We’re glad to see you are medically stable.”

“You have no basis to assess that visually over video.”

A tiny pause. Celia interjected. “We’re prepared to proceed with transport and intake. The initial androgen restoration cycle has been cleared, pending baseline labs on arrival. We recommend no further delays.”

Recommend.

As though I had asked for guidance rather than been summoned.

The medical woman opened a file. “To reiterate, the current presentation remains, in our assessment, an induced condition following environmental exposure. Given the duration, we cannot guarantee full reversal, but early intervention substantially improves the likelihood of regaining prior endocrine function and phenotypic alignment.”

Prior phenotypic alignment.

It was amazing how many syllables professionals could use to avoid saying we want you back in the old box.

Keene leaned forward slightly. “Dr. Thomas, you have an exceptional career ahead of you if this situation is handled correctly. There is still a path back to normalcy.”

There it was.

Not health. Not safety.

Normalcy.

I heard Barry shift faintly beside me but not speak. His restraint felt like a hand at my back.

“I have reviewed your protocol,” I said.

“And?” Keene asked.

My pulse was loud enough to be weather.

I looked at the faces on the screen. At legal, already prepared to classify my resistance as liability. At medical, ready to intervene on a body she had not touched. At Keene, polished and patient and utterly unable to understand that he was not speaking to a malfunction in need of correction but to a woman who had just barely learned how not to disappear.

At first, the words wanted to come out as science. As ethics. As procedural objection.

But that was the old temptation, wasn’t it? To argue only from what could be footnoted.

My hands tightened once in my lap. Then I let myself feel the fabric of the blue dress against my knees, the grounding weight of Barry’s presence in the room, the shape of my own body beneath clothing chosen in love rather than management.

And I spoke.

“No.”

They blinked.

Celia glanced at Keene as if perhaps the connection had stuttered. “I’m sorry?”

“I said no.” My voice trembled on the first two words, then steadied. “I am not consenting to the reversal protocol.”

Keene’s face altered at once, not with concern but with disciplined alarm. “Dr. Thomas, I strongly advise you not to make a decision from a place of acute emotional adaptation. The neurochemical effects alone may be influencing your judgment.”

I almost laughed.

“You mean the same neurochemical effects you wanted to patent?”

“Be reasonable.”

“Reasonable?” The word came out sharper than intended, but I did not soften it. “You sent me after an organism you knew more about than you disclosed. You treated my body like a field report before the fever had even broken. You asked for tissue photographs and libido logs while I was trapped in a hurricane.” My breath hitched, but I pressed on. “You do not get to tell me what reasonable looks like.”

Legal cleared his throat. “For everyone’s protection, it would be best to keep this discussion focused on treatment options.”

I turned my gaze to him. “My protection was never the center of this discussion.”

Silence.

Good again.

The medical woman tried another angle. “The present state may feel meaningful in the short term, but identity interpretation under conditions of involuntary transformation is clinically unreliable. It would be prudent to restore your prior hormonal baseline and reassess once you are stabilized.”

Restore. Reassess. Stabilize.

I thought of the mirror upstairs. Of the first time I had seen not merely change but recognition. Of the night I told Barry I did not think the reversal would feel like rescue. Of childhood hands touching the fabrics of women’s things with longing I had buried so efficiently it nearly became a career.

When I spoke again, my voice was quieter, which made everyone lean in.

“What happened to me is not merely pathology.”

No one interrupted.

“The bacteria changed my body,” I said. “That part is obvious. It acted on my endocrine system. It accelerated development. It altered physical sex characteristics. I am a scientist. I understand that.” I swallowed once.

“But it also stripped away layers of denial I had built my entire life. You want to call that chemical confusion because it’s easier than admitting the transformation revealed something true.”

Keene’s mouth tightened. “Dr. Thomas—”

“No.” I lifted a hand. “You’ve had enough turns.”

Barry went very still beside me. Pride radiated off him so fiercely I could almost feel it.

I kept going because I had come too far not to.

“The man I was before this knew how to perform coherence. He knew how to be useful, precise, respectable, employable. He knew how to organize discomfort into ambition and call that health.” My throat tightened, but I did not look away from the screen. “The woman sitting here now is not your accident. She is not your failed outcome. She is not a temporary complication for you to manage until the optics improve.”

The room on the screen stayed silent in the way institutions do when a person refuses to become small on cue.

I could hear my own heartbeat. Could feel the edge of terror. Could also feel, beneath it, a strange almost-luminous steadiness rising from somewhere deeper.

“I will not be your test subject,” I said. “And I will not erase myself for your comfort.”

Keene’s expression cooled by degrees. “If you refuse intervention, you may be forfeiting your position.”

There it was at last. Career-saving, rational, necessary. All translated into punishment.

A month ago, that threat would have cut me to the bone.

Now it still hurt. But differently.

“I know,” I said.

Celia looked almost genuinely unsettled now. “You are making an irreversible decision.”

I let my hand rest flat against my abdomen, not protectively this time. Possessively. Tenderly.

“No,” I said. “I’m finally making one that belongs to me.”

I ended the call before they could reclaim the last word.

For a few seconds, the dining room held nothing but the hum of the laptop fan and the blood rushing in my ears. My whole body trembled with delayed reaction. The crash always came after courage, I had learned. The sudden fear that perhaps you had mistaken truth for adrenaline.

Then Barry’s chair scraped softly against the floor.

I looked up just as he crossed the space between us.

He knelt beside me, took my face in both hands, and kissed me with a tenderness so immediate and absolute that the whole room seemed to tilt into it. Not a frantic kiss. Not celebratory in some vulgar way. Just deep and warm and sure, like a vow spoken through breath instead of language.

When he pulled back, his forehead rested lightly against mine.

“I’m so proud of you,” he murmured.

That nearly broke me more than the meeting had.

I laughed through the tears already starting. “That was catastrophic for my professional prospects.”

“Probably,” he said.

“I may have just detonated my career.”

“Maybe you detonated the wrong one.”

I stared at him for a moment, then huffed out a wet, helpless laugh. “You are infuriatingly good at this.”

“At what?”

“At saying the thing I need when I’m trying very hard not to need anything.”

His mouth softened. “Too bad.”

He stood and held out a hand. I took it.

We went out to the back porch because neither of us could breathe properly indoors after that. The storm-cleaned afternoon stretched clear and salt-bright beyond the yard. The sky was an impossible blue, newly washed. Somewhere farther off, gulls wheeled over the marsh as if nothing historic had occurred in this county beyond wind and fallen shingles.

I stood at the porch rail in the blue dress and let the air move over my face.

Barry came up behind me, not touching at first. Just there. Warm. Steady.

“I don’t know what happens now,” I said.

“That makes two of us.”

“I’m unemployed. Potentially radioactive in a niche scientific sense. I may be in possession of corporate evidence. My legal position is probably terrible.”

“Uh-huh.”

I turned to look at him. “Why are you not more alarmed?”

He leaned one shoulder against the post, sunlight catching in his hair. “Because none of that changes the part that matters most.”

“And that is?”

He looked at me then with the kind of simple masculine certainty that could make whole scaffolds inside me fall down in relief.

“That you’re here.”

Something in my chest gave way completely.

I stepped closer and put my hands against his chest, feeling the solidity beneath his T-shirt, the heartbeat under muscle and skin. “I don’t think I can go back to Nicolai,” I said quietly.

His gaze held mine. “Then don’t.”

I laughed a little. “You make it sound easy.”

“No,” he said. “I make it sound possible.”

That was better, in some ways.

Harder in others.

I looked down at the porch boards. “I haven’t figured out the name.”

“You don’t have to today.”

“I know.” I worried my lower lip between my teeth, then let myself say the rest. “But I’ve been thinking. About Nicolai. About Nicole. About Nica, maybe. Something that still knows where it came from without trapping me there.”

Barry smiled, slow and warm. “Nica suits you.”

The sound of it in his voice sent a small shiver through me.

Nica.

Not fully chosen yet. Not official. But no longer impossible.

I turned the word over silently while the breeze lifted the hem of the blue dress. Rebirth did not arrive with fireworks, apparently. Sometimes it arrived like this: on a porch after catastrophe, in a dead wife’s dress gifted forward through love, with a fisherman saying your maybe-name as if it already deserved gentleness.

“I was afraid,” I admitted, “that wearing Emily’s things meant I was becoming some ghost version of her. Or worse, some projection. Something easier for you to love.”

Barry’s face changed at once, serious and unguarded.

He stepped closer until he could lift my chin with two fingers. “Listen to me. You do not need to be compared to anyone. Not to who you were. Not to her.” His voice softened on the last word, grief and gratitude braided cleanly together. “Emily was her own person. You are yours. The clothes are cloth. The meaning comes from the life inside them.”

My throat tightened.

He brushed his thumb over my lower lip. “When I look at you, I don’t see a replacement. I see the woman who walked into my life carrying a cooler full of miracle bacteria and enough emotional repression to qualify as weather of its own.”

I laughed helplessly.

Barry’s mouth curved. “And I love her. However she names herself.”

There it was again. Love. This time not accidental. Not emerging by surprise. Chosen.

I reached for him first.

The kiss we shared then was slow and sunlit and heartbreakingly calm. Not born from panic, not sharpened by fear or firstness, but from the deepening certainty that the future, however difficult, would at least be inhabited honestly.

His hands settled at my waist like they belonged there. Mine slid up around his neck, into his hair. The taste of him had already become one of the places my body recognized as home.

When we parted, I stayed in his arms.

“So what now?” I asked.

Barry looked out toward the yard, the road, the wider world beyond both. “Now we figure out how to keep that sample away from people who think ethics are optional. We talk to a lawyer maybe. We get you your own clothes if you want them.” His mouth brushed my temple. “And tonight I make dinner for the woman I love, and she tells me whether Nica stays or something else wins.”

The word woman no longer shocked me.

That alone felt like a miracle bigger than science.

I closed my eyes and let my forehead rest against his chest. “That sounds suspiciously like a future.”

“Hope so.”

I smiled into his shirt. “Best not make promises, Mr. Walker. I’m high-maintenance now.”

“Now?”

I laughed so hard I almost cried again, which seemed to be how this new life preferred to operate.

The sun drifted lower. The rebuilt world went on around us. Somewhere in the kitchen behind the open screen door, the specimen cooler hummed steadily, holding the impossible in cold suspension. Out here on the porch, in a blue dress chosen with love and a name beginning to bloom at the edge of speech, I realized the impossible had already happened.

Not the bacteria.

Not even the transformation.

The impossible thing was this: that after all the fear and grief and surrender, I did not feel ruined.

I felt found.

Barry tipped my face up one more time and kissed me with the patience of a man who understood tides.

When he drew back, I rested in the circle of his arms and looked out over the clearing sky, over the road that no longer frightened me, over the life I had not planned and could no longer deny.


Epilogue
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TWO YEARS later, the Gulf looked like forgiveness. Morning sun scattered over the water in broken gold, turning every small wave into something bright enough to keep. Barry stood at the stern of the boat with practiced ease, one hand on the line, the other adjusting a crate near his boots.

Time had silvered almost nothing in him, though it had deepened the weathered strength of his face, carved him more firmly into the kind of man who looked permanent against sea and sky. He still moved like the deck belonged to his bones. Still wore faded shirts with the sleeves pushed up, still smelled like salt and sun and the steady work of a life lived honestly.

And he was still, impossibly, mine.

I sat near the bow with my field notebook open on one knee, though I had stopped pretending to write in it five minutes earlier. The wind teased loose strands of my hair from the clip at the back of my neck, and the late spring warmth lay soft against my bare arms.

I wore a pale linen blouse tucked into white shorts, practical enough for the boat, pretty enough that Barry had looked twice when I came down to the dock that morning and then once more when he thought I wasn’t watching.

Living together had not cured him of looking.

Thank God.

The years had changed me too, though no one who met me now would have guessed at the violence of the beginning. My face had settled fully into itself, beautiful in a way I no longer experienced as surprise. My body, once a site of rapid upheaval, now felt not newly made but simply mine. Mine in the easy, unthinking ways I had once envied in other people without understanding the hunger beneath the envy.

The work had changed too.

After refusing the company, I had done the unthinkable twice: first by keeping myself, then by keeping the science. With legal help, independent funding, and enough leverage from my logs and records to make corporate retreat from a public fight the smarter option, I had built something outside them. Not alone. Never alone. Barry liked to joke that he knew exactly nothing about pharmacology but a great deal about stubbornness, which in fairness had proven equally useful.

Now I split my life between two worlds that had once seemed impossible to hold in the same body: the water, and the lab. Barry fished. I researched. The marine organism that had rewritten my life had also opened the door to compounds capable of regulating anxiety and trauma responses in ways no one had yet fully understood. Safely, ethically, transparently this time. My first patent, filed under my own chosen name, had gone through six months earlier. The second was under review.

It still made me grin sometimes, the strange shape of destiny.

From uptight field scientist to trans biotech founder on a fishing boat.

Florida, apparently, had a sense of humor.

Barry glanced over his shoulder at me. “You’re doing that thing again.”

I looked up. “What thing?”

“The staring at the water like it owes you a peer-reviewed revelation.”

“It often does.”

He snorted softly and checked the line. “Uh-huh.”

I smiled and let my gaze drift out over the open water. The shoreline lay far enough away now to be only a suggestion, a low green seam between sea and sky. The boat rocked gently beneath me, a rhythm my body had long ago learned to trust. That had surprised me once too.

So much of my old life had been built on control, schedules, sterile conditions, stable surfaces. And yet here, on moving water with Barry, I had found the deepest steadiness I had ever known.

For a while, neither of us spoke. Gulls cried overhead. The engine idled low. Somewhere beneath the surface, schools of fish moved through currents neither of us could see but Barry always seemed to sense.

I watched him work for another minute, then closed the notebook.

“Barry.”

Something in my tone made him look up properly this time. “What is it?”

I drew in a breath and let it out slowly.

The words had lived in me for months already, turning over, ripening, waiting for the right moment. I had discussed them with doctors, asked my own questions, reviewed outcomes, consulted surgeons, evaluated timelines, weighed risk against certainty. The scientist in me had done her due diligence. The woman in me had done something more difficult.

She had listened inward.

Now, sitting on the bow of the boat where so much of my life had first been overturned, I decided I was done waiting for the perfect arrangement of words.

“I’m ready for surgery,” I said.

Barry went still.

Not alarmed exactly. Just completely attentive, in that way of his that made the whole world seem to pull in around whatever mattered most.

He set the line carefully into place and came forward a few steps, not crowding me. “SRS?”

I nodded.

The breeze moved lightly across the water between us.

For a second, he said nothing, and because I knew him now in all his shades of silence, I could hear what lived inside that one. Love. Fear. Surprise, though not the kind born of judgment. The immediate instinct to protect me from pain, even the pain I chose.

I folded my hands loosely in my lap. “I’ve been thinking about it for a long time. Longer than I admitted out loud.”

Barry leaned one shoulder against the side rail. “Okay.”

I smiled faintly. “You’re being very calm.”

“That’s because if I say too much too fast, I’ll say it wrong.”

I laughed softly. “Fair.”

He looked at me, really looked. “You wanna tell me where your head’s at?”

I turned toward the water again for a moment, buying myself the small grace of horizon.

“It’s not because I feel unfinished in some dramatic way,” I said. “Or because I think I need it to be valid. I don’t.” I glanced back at him. “You made very sure of that.”

Barry’s mouth softened.

“But...” I looked down at my own hands. “That part of me doesn’t function the way it used to. It barely feels connected to me anymore except as discomfort, inconvenience, or reminder. And sexually—” I stopped, then forced myself past the old embarrassment.

“I don’t want to use it. I don’t think of myself that way. I love being the receiver. That’s what feels natural. It’s what feels like me. More and more, the rest of it just feels like leftover architecture from a life I don’t live.”

The confession settled into the air cleanly.

Barry absorbed it without flinching.

I went on, quieter now. “I don’t hate my body. That’s the thing. I finally don’t. I love my body. I just... I think I know what peace would look like in it.”

Barry lowered himself onto the bench across from me, forearms on his knees, the way he did when he wanted no distance in a conversation even if he still left me room to breathe.

“You don’t have to do it for me,” he said.

I laughed, touched despite myself. “I know.”

“I mean it.”

“I know.” I held his gaze. “This isn’t about earning anything from you. If anything, you’ve made it easier not to lie to myself. That’s all. You’ve loved me as I am from the beginning.”

A shadow of emotion moved through his face. “Still do.”

“I’m aware.” I smiled a little. “You’re not subtle.”

“Never claimed to be.”

The water knocked gently against the hull. I tucked one leg beneath me and let the honesty continue.

“I’ve gone through enough appointments now to know the risks are real. Recovery is real. Pain is real. The first consult didn’t scare me off, which I suppose is data.” My smile faded. “But the deeper truth is simpler. When I imagine the rest of my life, I don’t imagine carrying this part forward. I imagine release.”

Barry dropped his gaze briefly to the deck, then back to me. “I’m excited for you.”

The words surprised me enough that I blinked.

He saw that and huffed a little through his nose. “And scared,” he added. “Very scared, if we’re being honest. You being in pain is pretty much top of my list of things I hate.”

That brought the sting of tears to my eyes at once, because of course it did. After two years, I still cried more easily than the old me would have believed possible. But now I no longer understood that as weakness. It was simply permeability. A softer nervous system. A life with fewer walls.

Barry noticed my eyes shining and shook his head fondly. “Don’t start.”

“You started.”

“I did not.”

“You did. With concern.”

“Outrageous accusation.”

I laughed wetly, and he smiled then, the deep warm one I still felt in my stomach.

Then his expression grew serious again. “Listen. If this is what you want, I’m with you through all of it. Consults, flights, surgery, recovery, me learning how to be more useful than decorative in a medical setting—”

“You’re already alarmingly useful.”

“Good.” He reached across and took my hand. “But you need to hear me say the other thing too.”

I squeezed his fingers. “Which is?”

“You don’t have to do it.”

The words landed softly but with great weight.

Barry’s thumb moved over my knuckles, rough callus against sun-warmed skin. “You don’t owe surgery to me, or womanhood, or some idea of completion. If you do it, it needs to be because it gives you peace. Not because you think there’s some final exam you gotta pass.”

My throat tightened with immediate, aching gratitude.

“I know,” I whispered.

He watched me for a moment longer, as if measuring not only the answer but whether I believed it.

“I think it does,” I said then. “Give me peace, I mean.”

That changed something subtle in his face. Not resistance softening, exactly. More like fear making room for trust.

“Then okay,” he said.

The simplicity of it undid me.

I moved from the bow without fully planning to and crossed the few small feet of deck between us. Barry opened his arms before I even reached him, and I settled onto his lap sideways, my knees against the bench, his hands finding my waist with the old instinctive care that had become one of the foundations of my life.

The boat rocked gently.

He kissed my temple first. “You got a timeline in mind?”

“Consultation in Miami next month. If all goes well... maybe later this year.”

He let out a slow breath. “All right.”

“Terrified?”

“Yes.”

“Still handsome?”

“Obviously.”

That made me laugh into his shoulder.

Barry tipped my chin up. “You?”

I thought about it honestly.

“Yes,” I said. “But not in the old way. Not like I’m running from something. More like...” I searched for the right phrase. “Like I’m standing at another threshold and I know myself well enough now to walk toward it.”

His eyes changed at that, softened by something close to awe.

“God,” he murmured. “I love you.”

I kissed him before he could say anything else.

The kiss tasted of salt air and home, of two years built in the wake of disaster and tenderness. There was nothing frantic in it, nothing unresolved. Just deepening. Familiarity made holy by choice. His hand spread warm at the small of my back; mine slid into his hair. When we parted, I stayed close enough to feel his breath against my mouth.

“You know,” I said quietly, “for someone who once called me a Victorian orphan on a dock, you turned out embarrassingly romantic.”

Barry looked offended. “I contain multitudes.”

“You contain weather and fish.”

“And love for a biotech genius who stole my peace and reorganized my life.”

I smiled. “That does sound serious.”

“Very.”

We sat like that for a while, me in his lap, the Gulf opening bright and endless around us. He checked the lines now and then without truly letting go of me, as if after all this time his body still preferred to keep some part of me in hand when conversations turned important. I didn’t mind. I had spent too many years untouched by the right kind of devotion not to enjoy it thoroughly now.

My notebook lay forgotten on the bow seat.

My patents, my studies, the consultations to come, all of it existed. It mattered. But in that moment the center of my life was simpler: a boat, open water, Barry’s arms, and the quiet certainty that the next hard choice would also be mine.

“I was thinking,” I said after a while, tracing the seam of his T-shirt. “If I do move forward this year... recovery might be ugly.”

Barry gave me a dry look. “Sweetheart, I’ve cleaned fish guts off deck boards in August. We’ll survive ugly.”

I laughed so hard I had to hide my face against his neck.

He kissed the top of my head. “You heal. I’ll handle the rest.”

The words were so profoundly him that they settled in my chest like ballast.

I lifted my head and looked out over the glittering water. Somewhere beneath us, life moved unseen through salt and current and depth.

It pleased me, sometimes, to think that the sea had not only changed me but continued to feed the work I now did with such care. Not fate, exactly. Biology rarely had intentions. But stories did. And ours, improbable as it remained, had learned how to hold both science and love without reducing either.

Barry followed my gaze toward the horizon. “What’re you thinking?”

I smiled a little. “That two years ago I would have categorized this entire life as impossible.”

“And now?”

I leaned back against him, fully, letting the boat carry us both.

“Now,” I said, “I think impossible was just another word for not yet.”

Barry’s arms tightened around me.

The line at the stern gave a sharp tug then, sudden and alive. He groaned softly against my hair. “Damn it. Fish disagreeing with your philosophizing.”

“Go on,” I said, laughing. “Be rugged.”

He kissed my cheek before easing me off his lap. “Stay pretty and profound.”

“Always.”

I watched him rise and move back toward the stern, broad and sure against the sunstruck water, and felt that old impossible gratitude fill me again. Not because life had become simple. It hadn’t. There would still be surgery consults and paperwork and fear and healing and all the practical indignities of medicine. But none of that frightened me the way self-betrayal once had.

That was the real miracle.

Barry hauled in the line with easy strength, glanced back at me, and grinned when he caught me staring.

I smiled right back.

Then I opened my notebook, wrote the date at the top of the page, and beneath it, in neat deliberate script, a single sentence:

Ready for the next becoming.

~THE END~

Did you enjoy Femme Bacteria? 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 multiple times more with this bundle that contains some of my chart-topping illustrated feminization and transgender transformation steamy romances.
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“Five deliciously girly transformations.”

Step into a world of glamour, temptation, and irresistible feminization in this illustrated romance collection from Lilly Lustwood. Inside are five standalone feminization stories, each paired with beautiful images and packed with transformation, seduction, and girly fantasy.

No repeats. No cross-additions. These stories are exclusive to this collection and do not appear in Lilly Lustwood’s other collections.

Included in this collection:

His First Skirt

The Pink Mask

Seven Girly Sins

Girly Weekends

Trapping My Boss

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 Secret Girly Transformations


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 emails, 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.

We have over 44,000 ACTIVE MEMBERS from around the world!

✓    44 Free Messages Daily

✓    View 44 Profiles/day

✓    Faster PHP system

✓    Support replies in 24–48h

App version in the works!

You don’t even need to upgrade to VIP to enjoy most of it.

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 shouldn’t have worn that nightie from the mansion...”

I was a small-town troublemaker. College dropout. Mechanic’s kid who spent more time stealing cash from my parents’ register than fixing cars. The only person who ever believed I’d grow up was my best friend Ben.

Then one stupid night, we broke into the old mansion outside town. You know the kind—creepy rumors, broken windows, no one living there for decades. Inside a dusty closet full of antique lingerie, I made a joke. I slipped on a black silk dress and laughed at my reflection in an old mirror. Ben laughed too.

But the mirror didn’t.

The next morning my body started changing. Softer skin. Longer hair. Curves that hadn’t existed yesterday. At first I thought I was losing my mind. Then we found the diary. The mansion wasn’t haunted.

It was cursed. And the magic had chosen me.

The more I fought it, the faster my body changed. The diary warned that once the transformation finished, the magic would disappear forever. Leaving the girl behind. The worst part wasn’t the magic. It was realizing that the only person standing beside me through all of it… was the boy I had been trying not to fall in love with for years.

Now the mansion was waiting for me to return one last time.

And I had to decide:

Fight the magic and lose everything…

Or accept the girl in the mirror.

Read The Night I Became A Girl

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 Femme Bacteria.

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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