

Gender Envy

A Self-Discovery Trans Romance Novella

Keary Hayes


Dedication

Dedicated to all my beautiful, wonderful readers

Without you I could not do what I love, and none of these naughty stories would exist

Thank you xx



Copyright © 2026 Keary Hayes

This book is a work of fiction. All characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious and any similarity to any person, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Background Image and cover by Keary Hayes.

All rights reserved.  No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any format or by any means, including but not limited to photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other non-commercial uses permitted by copyright law.

To stay up to date with news and new releases by signing up to my news letter at https://tinyurl.com/KearyWrites. Or you can follow me on twitter or Instagram for news, chat, and fun @Keary_Writes!


Gender Envy

When Natalie ends their relationship, she tells Elliot she feels like he has been looking for another woman through her. He thinks she’s wrong. Alone in his flat, he begins assembling images of his perfect woman, determined to understand why nobody ever seems to be enough.

Then he creates Ellie.

Blonde, beautiful and dressed in pink, she is supposed to be a private fantasy. But then comes a wig, a little makeup and some photographs he can delete when he’s finished. Posting one online seems harmless. Within weeks, Ellie has thousands of followers and a paid account offering strangers the woman of their dreams.

Becoming her offers something Elliot has never felt before. Being wanted is intoxicating. Being Ellie is harder to explain.

Among the explicit requests and eager compliments, Rowan’s messages stand out. A sound technician working long nights in theatres, they ask about the book beside Ellie’s bed, remember her favourite films and make her laugh when she’s supposed to be posing. Soon, Ellie’s evenings revolve around their conversations as much as the camera.

But when Rowan suggests meeting after a show, Ellie must leave the privacy of her flat and step into the city as herself. Away from carefully chosen lighting and flattering angles, a first kiss gives her something she desperately wants to keep.

Ellie wants more than stolen moments behind a screen. But wanting Rowan means facing feelings she has dismissed as fantasy, and a future she has barely allowed herself to imagine. Who is she when the makeup comes off? And can she let herself be loved before she knows the answer?

***Gender Envy is a steamy contemporary trans romance about femininity, self-discovery and falling in love while finding your way to yourself. Featuring a trans heroine, a non-binary love interest and a happy ending. Another emotionally charged transgender romance novella from the best-selling author, Keary Hayes.***


One

Natalie had packed his things into the box that had once held her coffee machine.

Elliot noticed it as soon as she opened the door. It sat at the far end of the hallway beneath the little brass hooks where they hung their coats, the flaps folded neatly over one another, his name written across the top in black marker. He recognised the corner of his grey jumper protruding through the gap. Beneath it would be the phone charger he kept beside her bed, his toothbrush, the paperback he had been pretending to read for three months, and he expensive face wash Natalie had bought him and complained he never used unless he stayed with her.

For a moment, neither of them spoke. Natalie held the door with one hand and looked at him with an expression he could not immediately place. She was wearing old jogging bottoms and a cream jumper with a faint brown stain near the cuff. Her hair was tied back in a loose knot, exposing the pale line of her neck and the tiny gold hoop in her left ear. Elliot had always preferred her hair down, especially when she curled it, but there was something painfully intimate about seeing her like this. Undecorated. Unprepared. Already beyond his reach.

“Are you going to let me in?”

Natalie stepped aside.

“Of course.”

Her voice was gentle, which frightened him more than anger would have. Elliot entered and removed his shoes automatically, placing them beside hers on the mat. The flat smelled of vanilla and fresh washing, though the candle she usually burned on the windowsill was dark. Nothing had visibly changed since Friday night. There were two mugs beside the sink, a blanket folded over the back of the sofa and the trailing plant Elliot had bought her spilling towards the floor.

Only the box in the hallway suggested that he no longer belonged there.

Natalie walked into the living room and sat in the armchair rather than beside him on the sofa. Elliot lowered himself onto the middle cushion, leaving room for her out of habit. He could feel the silence gathering around them, filling all the familiar places where they had once known how to speak. He wanted to make a joke and scatter it. He wanted to ask whether she had eaten, whether work had been awful, whether she still wanted to see the film they had discussed.

Instead, he looked towards the hallway.

“You packed my things.”

“I thought it would be easier.”

“Easier?”

Natalie closed her eyes for a moment. When she opened them again, the gentleness was still there, but something behind it had hardened into certainty.

“I don’t think we should be together anymore.”

The sentence landed quietly. There was no violence to it, no raised voice or accusation, yet Elliot felt the shape of the room alter around him. He stared at Natalie as though waiting for the rest of the conversation to correct what she had said. They had been together for fourteen months. They had keys to each other’s flats, reservations for a weekend away, and a shared list of films they wanted to watch. People did not compress fourteen months into a cardboard box while their partner was answering emails at work.

“What?”

“I’m sorry.”

“Why?”

Natalie drew one knee towards her chest and wrapped both hands around it. The movement made her look younger than twenty-six, almost girlish, though Elliot knew better than to say so. He could see exhaustion around her eyes. This was not a decision she had made that morning.

“We’re not happy.”

“I’m happy.”

“You’re comfortable.”

“That isn’t the same thing.”

“No.” She gave him a small, sad smile. “It isn’t.”

Elliot leaned forward, pressing his palms together. His mind began sorting through the last few weeks in search of evidence. They had argued about Christmas, but everyone argued about Christmas. Natalie had been annoyed when he cancelled dinner to finish a project, though he had apologised and sent flowers to her clinic. Their sex life had become less frequent, but they were both tired. None of it seemed sufficient to explain the box.

“We can work on things,” he said. “Whatever it is, we can fix it. We can go away somewhere. We’ve still got that weekend away booked, or we could go somewhere warmer if that’s what you want. You said you wanted to see Lisbon.”

“This isn’t about needing a holiday.”

“Then tell me what it’s about.”

Natalie looked down at her hands. Her nails were short and unpainted, despite the bottle of dark red polish Elliot had given her last month. He had imagined the colour against her skin when he chose it. He had imagined her fingers curled around a wine glass, elegant and pale, the red nails catching the light. She had thanked him, kissed his cheek and placed the bottle in the bathroom cabinet.

“I don’t think you see me,” she said.

The accusation was so unexpected that Elliot almost laughed. He had spent fourteen months noticing Natalie. He noticed when she cut half an inch from her hair, when she changed perfume, when a new bra altered the line of her clothes. He remembered the green dress she had worn on their second date and the way rain had gathered in her eyelashes as they ran from the restaurant. He could picture her naked more clearly than he could picture his own face.

“I see you.”

“You look at me.”

“I don’t understand the difference.”

“I know.”

The sadness in her voice made his chest tighten. Natalie rose from the chair and crossed to the window. Evening had turned the glass into a faint mirror, laying her reflection over the street beyond. Elliot watched her pull the sleeves of her jumper over her hands. She had always done that when she felt vulnerable, though he had once told her it made her look sweet and she had immediately stopped.

“You’re always waiting for me to become someone else,” she said. “Someone more glamorous. More feminine. More exciting. You buy me clothes I would never choose, then act wounded when I don’t wear them. You tell me I’m beautiful, but usually when I’ve done something you like with my hair or my makeup. Sometimes I feel as if there’s another woman standing behind me and you’re trying to look at her through my body.”

“That isn’t fair.”

“I know you don’t mean to do it.”

“I love you.”

Natalie turned from the window.

“What do you love about me?”

The answer should have been immediate. Elliot opened his mouth, expecting the words to arrive, but found himself looking at her instead. He saw the freckles scattered across her nose, so faint she covered them without realising. He saw the softness of her mouth and the curve of her hips beneath the shapeless jogging bottoms. He remembered the weight of her head against his chest and the warmth of her body when she slept.

“You’re beautiful.”

Natalie’s expression barely changed.

“And you’re warm,” he continued. “You make everywhere feel like home. I love the way you look in the morning when you’re still half asleep. I love your skin. I love that thing you do when you’re concentrating, when you bite your lip without noticing. I love how you fit against me.”

Each answer sounded worse than the last. Elliot could hear it, but panic drove him onwards. He thought of the black dress he had persuaded her to buy for New Year’s Eve. The sight of her descending the stairs had left him breathless. For one perfect moment, she had been everything he wanted.

“You looked incredible at New Year,” he said. “I remember seeing you and thinking I was the luckiest man alive.”

“That’s what I mean.”

“What else am I supposed to say?”

“Something about me, Elliot.”

“I am talking about you.”

“No. You’re talking about looking at me. You’re talking about touching me and being comforted by me. You’re talking about how having me makes you feel.”

He stood, anger rising to protect him from the shame spreading beneath it. Natalie flinched, almost imperceptibly, and that wounded him further. He had never frightened her. He had never shouted at her, never called her names, never tried to control where she went or whom she saw. He had been kind and loyal and attentive. He had loved her better than most people ever managed to love anyone.

“I don’t know what you want from me.”

“I wanted you to know me.”

“I do know you.”

“What did I want to be when I was twelve?”

Elliot stared at her.

“What?”

“I’ve told you more than once. What did I want to be?”

“That’s ridiculous. Nobody remembers every conversation.”

“What do I like most about my job?”

“You help people.”

“What am I frightened of?”

The questions came without cruelty. Natalie did not fire them like accusations or wait triumphantly for him to fail. She seemed almost to hope he might answer one and prove her wrong. Elliot searched through fourteen months of dinners, messages and Sunday mornings, but everything he found was wrapped around an image of her. Natalie laughing into her wine. Natalie asleep against a train window. Natalie wearing his shirt while making coffee.

He knew what colour suited her best. He knew which side of her face she preferred in photographs. He did not know what she had wanted to be when she was twelve.

Natalie looked away first.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

“I know.”

“I can do better.”

“I think you mean that.” She wiped beneath one eye before the tear could fall. “But I don’t want to spend another year auditioning for a part I never asked for.”

“There isn’t anyone else.”

“I know there isn’t.”

“I’ve never compared you to another woman.”

“Not a real one.”

Elliot felt something inside him recoil. He thought of the women who had caught his attention over the years, never whole people but brilliant fragments. A mouth glimpsed in a film. Long pale hair falling over a model’s shoulder. The impossible waist of a comic-book heroine. Natalie in the black dress, closer than anyone had ever come.

She crossed the room and stopped before him. For one foolish second, Elliot thought she might kiss him and undo everything. Instead, she reached for his hand and held it between both of hers. Her palms were warm. Her nails should have been red.

“Sometimes I think you wanted my life more than you wanted me.”

The words followed him into the hallway. Natalie gave him the box and waited while he put on his shoes, neither of them quite able to manage goodbye. When he stepped outside, she closed the door with care. Elliot stood on the landing listening to the lock turn, holding the remains of their relationship against his chest.

By the time he reached home, sorrow had begun curdling into anger. Natalie had made him sound shallow, almost monstrous. As though he had kept her for her body and ignored the person living inside it. As though his love had been no more profound than wanting to possess something beautiful.

His flat was cold and dark. Elliot placed the box beside the door and switched on the lamp, but the light only revealed how little of Natalie existed there. No abandoned cardigan. No favourite mug. No photograph she had chosen. Everything bore his taste, including the cushions she had once called too severe and the print above the sofa she admitted she did not like.

He sat without removing his coat. Natalie was wrong. She had to be wrong. He had loved her, even if he had failed some cruel examination designed to make love sound like a list of facts. He had wanted her happiness. He had wanted to wake beside her, touch her, admire her and spend his life knowing that someone so beautiful had chosen him.

Yet the flat remained silent.

Elliot closed his eyes and saw Natalie standing before the window, her reflection suspended over the darkness. Behind her, almost close enough to touch, stood the outline of another woman. Softer. Brighter. Perfect in all the ways no living person could be.

He had no idea who she was.

Only that Natalie had seen her too.
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Elliot left the box beside the door for three days.

He stepped around it each morning on his way to make coffee and passed it again whenever he left the flat. Natalie’s handwriting remained visible across the folded cardboard, neat and upright even when reduced to his name. He could have unpacked everything in minutes. Instead, he treated the box like an unexploded device, something rendered harmless only so long as he did not disturb it.

Without Natalie, his evenings became shapeless. He finished work, ordered food and scrolled through dating apps without replying to anyone. Every woman seemed to possess one quality he wanted while lacking five others. One had beautiful eyes but the wrong hair. Another was elegant without being soft, or soft without being exciting. Elliot disliked himself more with every rejection, yet knowing he was being shallow did nothing to make desire appear.

By Thursday night, the silence had become intolerable. He opened his laptop and returned to the private folder he had accumulated over years without ever thinking of it as a collection. The images had been saved for different reasons, or so he had told himself. Some were drawing references. Others captured lighting he admired, clothing he wanted to remember or faces that interested him professionally. Taken together, they revealed an intention he had never consciously admitted.

She was everywhere.

Elliot began moving the images into a new folder. Actresses leaned towards cameras with parted lips and luminous skin. Fashion models stared over sculpted cheekbones, remote and impossibly poised. Porn performers offered exaggerated curves and expressions of delighted availability. Comic-book women twisted their bodies into anatomically improbable poses, while animated princesses gazed from enormous eyes beneath waterfalls of shining hair.

He opened a blank canvas and began arranging them.

A woman’s mouth went near the centre. Full, glossy and curved into a smile that seemed to promise she had already forgiven whatever someone might ask of her. Above it he placed the blue eyes of an actress Elliot had adored since he was sixteen. They were intelligent eyes, though not threateningly so. They suggested a woman capable of understanding everything and choosing to remain gentle.

He added long blonde hair from a perfume advertisement. The narrow waist of an illustrated villainess. The breasts of a porn performer whose name he had forgotten despite watching her repeatedly. He found a photograph of Natalie in the black dress and hovered over it for several seconds before closing the window without adding her.

The composite should have looked grotesque. Instead, the parts seemed to yearn towards one another, each promising the whole woman waiting beyond them. Elliot adjusted the scale and colour until the separate images began to share a common atmosphere. He softened the transitions, matched the skin tones and drew pale gold light through the blonde hair.

By midnight, she had become a kind of shrine.

Elliot sat back and looked at her. He could not have described her personality, not in any way that would survive the contradictions. She was clever, but never cruel. Innocent enough to be surprised by desire and shameless enough to surrender to it. She could wear diamonds without appearing cold, or lingerie without seeming vulgar. She would be admired by everyone and belong entirely to the person she loved.

She was absurd. Natalie had been right about that. No living woman could be so many incompatible things without tearing herself apart.

Elliot closed the canvas.

A minute later, he opened it again.

Over the following days, the project consumed him. He worked on it between client revisions and returned to it after dinner. He downloaded more images, discarding hundreds for every one he kept. Some women were too severe, too ordinary or too aware of their own beauty. Others seemed almost right until Elliot looked again and found the illusion had vanished.

The woman became clearer through rejection. She had a heart-shaped face, wide blue eyes and a small, slightly upturned nose. Her hair was almost white beneath certain light, falling in extravagant waves to the middle of her back. She loved pink without irony. She knew she was beautiful but remained startled whenever someone told her.

Elliot began using an AI image generator to make her.

His first prompts produced generic women with glossy skin and vacant smiles. They were beautiful in the way hotel rooms were beautiful, polished and expensive but emptied of all evidence that anyone had ever lived inside them. Elliot altered his descriptions, adding contradictions the generator struggled to understand. He asked for confidence touched by vulnerability. Innocence without naivety. A glamorous blonde who looked as though she might laugh at the wrong moment and ruin her own perfection.

Each attempt came closer.

He generated her standing beneath the lights of a nightclub in a pink dress. Sitting beside a rain-streaked window with her hair loose around her shoulders. Waking beneath white sheets with yesterday’s makeup faintly smudged beneath her eyes. He placed her in kitchens, bedrooms, restaurants and railway carriages. He made her glamorous, then ordinary, then glamorous again.

The images should have satisfied him. Instead, every successful generation intensified the ache.

At first, Elliot understood the feeling as attraction. He wanted her with a force that embarrassed him. He imagined her stepping out of the photographs and crossing the flat, the scent of perfume following her. He imagined touching the curve of her waist and feeling the softness of her hair between his fingers. He imagined her looking at him with those wide, adoring eyes and recognising him as the person she had been created to love.

Yet hunger was only part of it.

A strange sadness gathered beneath the desire. Elliot felt it most strongly when he generated images in which she was alone. The woman buying coffee in a soft pink jumper. The woman sitting cross-legged on a bed, reading. The woman looking at herself in a bathroom mirror with her hair pinned back and her face bare. He stared at these pictures longer than the sexual ones, gripped by the irrational sense that he was looking through a window into a life that continued somewhere without him.

He gave her different names in the prompts, though none survived more than a day. Chloe was too polished. Sophie too sweet. Lola belonged entirely to the bimbo version of her, the one in tiny dresses with enormous breasts and a lollipop resting against her lower lip. Elliot kept returning to that version when the sadness became too much. Her absurdity made his obsession easier to ridicule.

One evening, while refining the shape of her face, Elliot noticed her eyebrows.

They were dark beneath the blonde hair, with a slight lift near the outer edges. He had spent hours adjusting them without realising they resembled his own. Once he saw it, other similarities emerged. The high cheekbones. The length of the neck. The crookedness in her smile whenever the generator failed to make her perfectly symmetrical.

He dismissed the resemblance as inevitable. Elliot was choosing what he found attractive, and everyone was drawn to some reflection of themselves. He had also been staring at her for too long. Familiarity had begun inventing patterns.

Even so, he opened a photograph of himself.

It had been taken the previous summer at Amira’s birthday. Elliot was leaning against the railing outside a bar, smiling reluctantly at whoever held the camera. His dark hair was longer than he wore it now, blown across his forehead by the wind. The evening light had softened the planes of his face.

He uploaded the photograph to an editing program.

The first changes were technical. He smoothed the shadow along his jaw and narrowed his jawline slightly. He lifted his brows, lightened his eyes and softened the texture of his skin. Every adjustment could be reversed. Nothing was happening to him.

Then he gave himself blonde hair.

Elliot stopped breathing.

The image was ridiculous. The software had placed loose platinum waves around his face without properly accounting for the angle of his head. Strands dissolved into the railing and the lighting did not match. Elliot should have laughed.

Instead, he corrected it.

He added lashes, pink lipstick and a trace of colour to his cheeks. He reshaped his shirt into the suggestion of a low neckline and softened his shoulders beneath pale fabric. The work took less than an hour. When he finished, a beautiful woman stood outside the bar in Elliot’s place.

Not the woman. Not quite.

But close.

Heat spread through him, immediate and humiliating. Elliot imagined kissing her and felt the desire turn in a direction he could not follow. It was not only that she resembled him. She seemed to be looking out from somewhere behind his face, wearing his uncertain smile as though she had borrowed it.

He closed the image and paced the flat. When he returned, he opened it again. The recognition struck with the same force.

“That’s fucked,” he whispered.

The woman continued smiling.

Elliot poured a glass of wine from a bottle left in the kitchen cupboard. He drank it too quickly, then filled the glass again and carried it back to his desk. The alcohol loosened something in him without making the image any easier to understand. He moved between the altered photograph and the generated women, comparing the angle of a cheek, the curve of a mouth, the distance between the eyes.

The more he looked, the more obvious the resemblance became. He had been building her from fragments of strangers, but some quiet instinct had repeatedly guided her back towards him. The thought filled him with a shame so sharp it became arousal.

Perhaps that was all it was.

A fetish. Narcissism tangled with loneliness and too much pornography. Elliot had taken Natalie’s accusation, turned it into a woman and placed his own face inside her. He could almost hear how it would sound if he tried to explain it aloud.

The wine diminished. Midnight passed, followed by one, then two. Elliot generated another image of the woman in a tiny pink dress, blonde hair spilling over breasts too large for her narrow frame. He exaggerated everything until she became unmistakably artificial. Huge lashes. Glossy lips. Impossible curves. A vacant, hungry smile.

She was easier to want like that.

He searched for wigs. At first, he only wanted to know what they cost. Then he found one with long platinum waves and imagined how the weight of it might feel against his back. A pair of silicone breasts followed, then a padded bra, false lashes and a lipstick described as candy pink. He added foundation, eyeliner, mascara, eyeshadow and lash glue without knowing which products he needed. Then stockings, lingerie and a dress so small it looked obscene even on the model.

The heels were the final piece. Six inches, shiny pink, with narrow straps around the ankles. Elliot pictured himself trying to stand in them and laughed loudly enough to disturb the silence.

There it was. Proof that none of this meant anything.

If he made the woman exaggerated enough, she could not be mistaken for a hidden self or some profound revelation. She would be a parody. A filthy private performance born from rejection, alcohol and frustrated desire. He would put everything on once, look ridiculous, get himself off and throw it away.

Maybe then the obsession would release him.

Elliot entered his address. His hands felt distant, disconnected from the rest of him. The screen swam whenever he moved too quickly, and the bright rectangle of the checkout page seemed to float in the darkened room.

He looked at the order button.

Behind it, the altered woman waited in another window. Blonde, soft and almost familiar. She wore his smile as though it had always belonged to her.

Elliot reached for the mouse.

Sometime later, he woke with his cheek pressed against the desk and one arm numb beneath him. Grey morning light filled the flat. His mouth tasted sour, and an empty wine glass lay on its side beside the keyboard.

The shopping page was gone.

Elliot stared at the blank screen, trying to remember whether he had closed it.

He could not. And then he had more important things to worry about. Like his hangover.
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The parcel arrived on Tuesday afternoon.

Elliot was halfway through explaining a colour correction to a client when the buzzer sounded. He ignored it at first, assuming someone had pressed the wrong flat, but it came again with the stubborn urgency of a person who knew he was home. The courier was already turning away when Elliot opened the communal door. He left a large brown box on the step without asking for a signature.

Elliot knew what it contained before he saw his name on the label.

He carried it upstairs with both arms wrapped around it, painfully conscious of every neighbour who might open a door. The cardboard announced nothing. It could have contained computer equipment, books or something boring for the kitchen. Even so, he felt as though the contents were visible through the sides. Blonde hair, pink lace and silicone breasts pressed obscenely against his chest while he hurried towards the privacy of his flat.

The confirmation email waited in his inbox. He had apparently placed the order at two forty-seven on Saturday morning, paid for express delivery and added a bottle of makeup remover he did not remember choosing. The total made him wince. Drunk Elliot had spent more than sober Elliot would have permitted on a joke.

He left the parcel in the hallway and returned to work. For the rest of the afternoon, it seemed to alter the weight of the flat around it. Elliot could not see it from his desk, but he knew precisely where it waited. When his client spoke, he found himself imagining the wig coiled inside the cardboard like some sleeping creature.

At six, Elliot carried the box downstairs to the communal bins.

He stood beneath the weak security light with the parcel balanced against the edge of the largest container. All he had to do was let go. The dress would vanish beneath black bags and takeaway cartons. The wig would never touch his head. By morning, the whole humiliating mistake would be somewhere beyond retrieval.

His fingers tightened around the cardboard.

Elliot told himself that throwing away several hundred pounds without even opening the box would be more ridiculous than anything inside it. He could return the items. He only needed to check that everything had arrived.

He carried the parcel upstairs again.

The flat felt different once he had decided. Not safer, exactly, but sealed away from the ordinary world. Elliot locked the front door, then checked it twice. He closed the curtains in the living room and bedroom, drawing them together carefully so there could be no thin opening between them. He even lowered the blind in the kitchen, though the window faced a brick wall and nobody had ever looked through it.

Only then did he open the box.

The wig came first, compressed inside a plastic bag and held in a hairnet. It was paler and shinier than it had appeared online, an extravagant mass of platinum curls that spilled over his hands when he shook it loose. Beneath it lay the dress, a scrap of pink fabric scarcely substantial enough to deserve the name. The breasts waited at the bottom in their moulded tray, smooth, heavy and unsettlingly warm after a few minutes against his palms.

Elliot placed everything across the bed.

The sight should have been absurd. It was absurd. Yet the pieces seemed to possess a secret coherence, as though they were not separate objects but parts of someone who had arrived disassembled.

He showered before he could change his mind. Shaving took longer than he expected and left his skin blotched in places, with a bright line of blood near his ankle where the razor caught. He stood naked beneath the bathroom light afterwards, chilled and exposed, unable to avoid the body in the mirror.

It was not a bad body. Elliot was slim, with long legs and little hair across his chest. Lovers had called him beautiful before, though the word had always embarrassed him. Tonight, his narrowness looked less like an absence of masculinity and more like raw material.

The thought sent a tremor through him.

He began with the lingerie. The knickers sat awkwardly over the shape between his legs, forcing him to rearrange himself several times before the fabric looked smooth enough. The bra was worse. Elliot had never understood how many hooks, straps and adjustments could be hidden inside something so delicate. When he finally fastened it, the cups collapsed against his chest like two empty hands.

The silicone forms filled them.

Their weight startled him. They pulled against the straps and settled against his body with a soft, yielding pressure. When Elliot moved, they moved a fraction later. He touched one through the cup, then snatched his hand away as if someone might have witnessed the intimacy.

Makeup proved less forgiving. The foundation gathered around his nose and failed to conceal the faint darkness along his jaw. His eyeliner formed two unrelated shapes. One false lash stuck immediately and the other attached itself first to his fingertip, then the tweezers, then the edge of the sink. By the time both were in place, Elliot’s eyes were watering and a grey smear stained his cheek.

He applied too much lipstick. Candy pink spread beyond the natural line of his mouth, glossy and vulgar. The colour transformed his irritation into a pout so exaggerated that he almost laughed.

The wig silenced him.

It caught on the lashes as he pulled it into place, then settled too high on his forehead. The curls swallowed his face and tumbled over the false breasts in synthetic waves. Elliot adjusted it, stepped back and looked at himself.

Humiliation moved through him like heat.

There was no woman in the mirror. There was only a man wearing cheap femininity badly. His shoulders seemed enormous, his hands clumsy and intrusive. The breasts sat too high. The lipstick made his mouth look swollen, while the lashes gave his eyes a startled, stupid vacancy.

Elliot stared until disgust became impossible to separate from arousal.

“This is ridiculous.”

His reflection mouthed the words in pink.

He pulled on the stockings, easing the lace tops into place against his thighs, then pulled the dress over his head. It resisted at the shoulders, then slid down in a sudden rush and trapped his arms against his sides. Elliot fought his way through it, terrified of tearing the fabric and even more terrified of becoming stuck. When he finally forced it over his hips, the hem stopped only a few inches below his groin.

The heels completed the degradation. He could barely stand in them. His ankles trembled, and each attempted step forced his hips into an unfamiliar sway. Elliot gripped the wardrobe for balance, looking like a grotesque impersonation of every woman who had ever made beauty appear effortless.

He should have stopped.

Instead, anger sharpened his attention. He worked with images every day. He knew what lighting could forgive, what a lens could conceal and how posture could change the geometry of a body. The mirror was not the final authority. It was merely one hostile angle beneath an unforgiving light.

Elliot carried a lamp into the bedroom and covered it with a pale scarf to soften the glare. He switched off the ceiling light, propped his phone against a stack of books and set the camera timer. From several feet away, the makeup appeared less clumsy. Shadows narrowed his shoulders and gave the false breasts a more convincing weight.

The first photographs were terrible.

Elliot stood rigidly in each one, his arms hanging at his sides as though awaiting arrest. He deleted them and tried again. He crossed one leg in front of the other, shifted his weight and lowered his chin. The heels forced his back into a deeper curve. When he placed one hand against his waist, it created the suggestion of an hourglass beneath the tight dress.

He began copying poses from the images on his computer. A hand lifting the blonde hair. One knee resting against the bed. His lips parted while he looked up through the lashes. Each position felt absurd until it appeared on the screen, where the camera flattened discomfort into something almost deliberate.

The woman remained imperfect, but she was beginning to emerge.

Elliot pushed his breasts together and leaned towards the camera. He tugged the hem of the dress higher, revealing the lace tops of his stockings. Another photograph captured him kneeling on the bed with his back arched and his mouth arranged into an empty smile.

The poses became filthier because filth made them safer. A real woman might have thoughts, ambitions and a life beyond the frame. This creature existed only to be looked at. She was blonde, brainless and desperate for approval. She wore impossible heels in a bedroom and smiled as though being desired were the only idea her pretty head could contain.

Elliot wanted her.

The fact that he had made her from his own body only intensified the taboo. Heat gathered beneath the tiny dress, sharpened by every brush of lace and the unfamiliar weight against his chest. He imagined a man discovering him like this. He imagined the laughter, the hunger and the humiliation of being treated exactly like the ridiculous woman he was pretending to be.

It was a fetish. Nothing more.

The certainty gave him permission to continue.

He knelt at the edge of the bed for another photograph, one hand gathering the blonde curls while the other pulled lightly at the neckline of the dress. The timer flashed. Elliot attempted the same vacant pout, but his balance shifted as the mattress gave beneath his knees. He caught himself with one hand and laughed at the sheer stupidity of everything.

The camera clicked.

Elliot crawled forward to inspect the result.

For several seconds, he did not understand what he was seeing.

The pose had collapsed. His mouth was no longer parted in invitation, and the exaggerated emptiness had vanished from his eyes. The smile was small, startled and almost shy. Blonde hair fell unevenly across one shoulder, revealing the imperfect line of his jaw, yet the flaw made the face appear more human rather than less feminine.

She looked as though she had just arrived.

Not completed. Not perfect. Her lashes were uneven and her dress was obscene, but someone seemed to be living behind her eyes. Someone nervous and delighted by her own existence. Someone who had forgotten, for one unguarded second, that she was supposed to be pretending.

She looked alive.

Elliot enlarged the photograph until her face filled the screen. His heartbeat became painful. Attraction rose through him, but beneath it was the same sorrow he had felt while generating the woman alone in kitchens and bedrooms. Only now the distance between them had become unbearable.

“Ellie,” he whispered.

The name came without thought. It was barely a name at all, only his own softened at the edges. Elliot transformed into something small, bright and feminine.

Ellie smiled back at him.

He took more photographs. Some were explicit, the dress raised and the lingerie pulled aside. Others tried to recreate the softness of that first image, though the effort made his expression artificial again. Ellie appeared in flashes. A tilt of the head. A hand resting against her breast. The private curve of a smile before Elliot remembered the camera.

He touched himself while looking at her. The pleasure came quickly, intensified by the lipstick, the heels and the blonde hair brushing against his bare shoulders. Elliot imagined possessing Ellie, then imagined being possessed as her. The two fantasies folded into one another until he could no longer tell whether he wanted the woman on the screen or wanted to feel what she felt while being desired.

Release tore through him with humiliating force.

For a few seconds, Elliot remained perfectly still.

Then the shame arrived.

He tore off the wig and threw it across the room. The dress caught around his shoulders again, trapping him in pink fabric while panic tightened his breath. He ripped one lash away too quickly and cried out as it pulled at his eyelid. The breasts landed on the carpet with two soft, obscene impacts.

In the bathroom, Elliot scrubbed his face until the skin burned. Pink lipstick stained the cloth, followed by foundation, black mascara and the grey shadow he had painted around his eyes. The man in the mirror returned by degrees, raw-faced and frightened.

Elliot deleted the photographs.

One after another, the blonde woman vanished. Kneeling on the bed. Looking over her shoulder. Pulling up her dress. Smiling with artificial hunger. Elliot erased every image until only the unguarded photograph remained.

His thumb hovered over it.

He moved it into the hidden folder instead.

Hours later, Elliot lay in bed with the lights off. His phone illuminated the empty pillow where Natalie had sometimes slept. Notifications from the dating app appeared across the screen. A woman named Rebecca had liked him. Sophie had sent a message. Someone with dark hair and kind eyes wanted to know how his week was going.

Elliot dismissed them all.

He opened the hidden folder.

Ellie looked back at him from the darkness, smiling as though she knew something he did not.

He stared at her until morning.


Two

For three days, Elliot did not open the hidden folder.

He knew the photograph remained on his phone. He could feel its presence whenever he picked the device up, buried beneath passwords and ordinary images as though secrecy gave it weight. He answered messages, checked the weather and scrolled through news he immediately forgot. Each time, his thumb hovered near the folder without touching it.

At night, the temptation became harder to resist. Elliot lay in bed remembering the blonde hair against his shoulders and the strange pull of the breasts when he moved. He remembered the humiliation of the tiny dress, the ache in his ankles and the sweet chemical scent of lipstick beneath his nose. Most of all, he remembered the instant in which he had looked at the screen and found somebody looking back.

The memory aroused him, which should have simplified everything.

It was a fetish. The clothes had transformed his body into something forbidden, allowing him to become both the object of desire and the person desiring it. There was nothing mysterious about wanting to repeat an intense orgasm. Elliot had repeated stranger things for less convincing reasons.

He avoided asking why the explicit photographs had been easy to delete while one soft, imperfect smile had become precious.

On the fourth evening, he opened the folder.

Ellie appeared in the darkness of his bedroom. The photograph was less convincing than Elliot remembered. One edge of the wig sat too high, revealing a thin line of darker hair beneath it. The foundation was uneven around his mouth, and the false lash on the left had begun lifting at the corner. Anyone looking carefully would see the construction.

Yet she was still there.

Elliot enlarged the image and studied every flaw. His dissatisfaction felt protective rather than critical. Ellie deserved better hair. Better makeup. A dress that fit without twisting across her waist. If he could make her more convincing, perhaps he could recreate the precise combination of shame and desire that had overwhelmed him.

The explanation was thin, but it was enough.

Elliot retrieved the discarded clothes from the bedroom floor. The wig had tangled around one of the heels, its platinum curls crushed and matted where he had thrown it. He separated the strands carefully, then searched online for instructions on restoring synthetic hair. An hour later, he stood over the bathroom sink with a bowl of diluted fabric conditioner, lowering the wig into the water as tenderly as if bathing something wounded.

While it soaked, he watched makeup tutorials.

The first video taught him how to cover the darkness of beard shadow using orange colour corrector. Another explained how contouring could soften a jaw and change the apparent shape of a forehead. Elliot paused repeatedly to study the hands moving across the model’s face. The process was not entirely different from his own work. Light, shadow and colour persuaded the eye to see structures that were not physically present.

He ordered orange colour corrector, the correct foundation shade, better lash glue and a cheap set of brushes. A recommended lipstick found its way into the basket, followed by long pink nails and a silver necklace with a heart-shaped pendant. None of the items seemed significant alone. Together, they suggested preparation rather than repetition.

The next evening, Elliot dressed again.

This time, he approached the transformation methodically. He shaved more carefully, moisturised and waited for the redness to fade. The orange corrector looked alarming until foundation covered it, leaving his lower face startlingly clear. He reshaped his brows, darkened his lashes and blended pale colour across his eyelids.

His hands remained clumsy, but the movements no longer felt impossible. Each brushstroke concealed part of Elliot and invited something else forward. He watched the planes of his face soften beneath colour, fascinated by how little was required to change the story told by a mouth or a pair of eyes.

When the wig had dried, its curls fell more naturally. Elliot fixed it closer to his hairline and brushed the blonde waves around his face. The improvement was immediate. He could still recognise himself, but now the recognition seemed to flicker rather than dominate.

The silicone breasts settled inside the bra. Elliot adjusted them until they sat lower and closer together, then pulled on the pink dress. With the makeup improved, its obscenity appeared more intentional. The tiny hem and impossible cleavage no longer belonged to a man who had misunderstood the costume.

They belonged to Ellie.

Elliot’s breath caught.

The feeling was too large, too close to the sadness that had followed the generated images. He turned away from the mirror before it could become anything he would have to understand.

Ellie was not supposed to be profound.

Elliot returned to the bed and arranged the lamp. He pushed the silicone breasts higher, painted another layer of gloss across his lips and teased the wig until the blonde hair became enormous. The more artificial she looked, the safer she became. Any resemblance to a real woman disappeared beneath curves, colour and sexual invitation.

Ellie was a bimbo.

The word pleased him. It reduced her to something bright and empty, a fantasy without history or interior life. A bimbo did not have complicated feelings about existing. She did not wonder why her own reflection made her ache. She wanted attention, sex, and pretty things, preferably in pink.

Elliot sat before the camera and practised her expressions. Eyes wide. Lips parted. Head tilted as though struggling to understand something simple. The vacant look was more difficult than he expected. Every time he thought about appearing stupid, concentration gathered between his brows.

Eventually, he learned to let his mouth hang slightly open. He lifted his breasts with both hands and stared into the lens as though the person watching was the most fascinating creature she had ever seen. The image that appeared afterwards was shameless and absurd.

Elliot felt a pulse of arousal.

“That’s better.”

Ellie’s glossy mouth formed the words in the mirror.

He took more photographs. In one, Ellie knelt on the bed with her heels raised behind her. In another, she leaned forward until her breasts nearly spilled from the dress. Elliot found an enormous pink lollipop left over from Amira’s birthday party and held it beside his lips, copying the expression from one of the generated images.

He gave Ellie a personality as he worked, though personality was perhaps too generous a word. She was vain without understanding why anyone might dislike vanity. She thought every problem could be solved by looking pretty and asking nicely. She wanted to be admired by everyone but was too innocent to recognise danger in the attention.

More than anything, she wanted to please.

That part arrived without effort. Elliot imagined Ellie reading compliments and glowing beneath them, delighted that she had succeeded in the only task she understood. She would never question what someone wanted from her. Desire would give her shape, turning her into exactly the woman required.

Elliot chose increasingly revealing poses. He tugged the dress above the lace tops of his stockings and pressed one finger against his lower lip. Shame tightened around the arousal until each fed the other. He was pretending to be everything he would never respect in a real woman, then offering the parody for his own consumption.

The cruelty of it made Ellie safely separate from him.

Afterwards, Elliot sat at his computer without removing the costume. The blonde hair spilled across his arms as he reviewed the images. Technically, they were far better than the first session. The lighting softened his jaw, and the new makeup survived close inspection. Several photographs might convince a stranger who saw them quickly.

The thought produced a new thrill.

Elliot opened an anonymous social media site he had used occasionally for pornography. Creating an account required only an email address, a display name, and a date of birth. He made a new email, disabled location permissions and removed identifying information from the photographs. His professional habits turned secrecy into a series of manageable technical tasks.

The display name waited.

Elliot typed Ellie, then deleted it. The name alone appeared too bare, almost intimate. It belonged to the woman who had smiled between poses. This account belonged to the crude imitation, the blonde idiot with her breasts pushed together and a lollipop beside her mouth.

He entered EllieDoll.

The profile picture came from the new session. Ellie leaned towards the camera, eyes wide and glossy lips parted. Her face was visible enough to be desirable but obscured beneath hair, makeup and artificial vacancy. Elliot added a line of pink hearts to the biography, followed by a declaration that Ellie was only there to look pretty and make people happy.

He read it twice.

The words embarrassed him. They also made his skin prickle.

Elliot selected one photograph to post. Ellie knelt on the bed in the tiny dress, blonde curls surrounding her face and one hand resting against her chest. The pose was openly sexual without revealing everything. It promised that more existed.

He attempted a caption.

The first version sounded like Elliot pretending to flirt. He deleted it and imagined what Ellie might say. Something simple. Something shameless. Something that asked strangers to confirm the only thing she wanted to know.

Do I look pretty like this?

Elliot added a pink heart.

His finger hovered above the button. Posting the photograph would change nothing material. Nobody knew who Ellie was. The account could be deleted within seconds, and the image would vanish with it.

Yet the possibility of being seen made the room feel suddenly crowded.

Elliot pressed post.

For several moments, nothing happened.

He laughed beneath his breath, though he was not certain whether the sound expressed relief or disappointment. The internet was full of beautiful women. Ellie was only another anonymous blonde offering herself to strangers. Nobody had been waiting for her.

Elliot moved to close the page.

A notification appeared before the window disappeared.

Someone had liked the photograph.

Then another.

Elliot stared as the number increased. Three. Seven. Twelve. A comment appeared beneath the image, followed by another. Strangers called Ellie beautiful, perfect, gorgeous. One asked where she had been hiding. Another wrote that she looked like a fantasy brought to life.

Elliot’s heartbeat quickened.

He refreshed the page.

More approval flooded towards her. Hearts, messages and crude declarations of desire gathered around the photograph faster than he could read them. Each one seemed to make Ellie more solid, as though strangers were tracing the outline Elliot had drawn and confirming that they could see her too.

The account received its first private message.

Elliot opened it.

You’re exactly my type.

He looked towards the mirror.

Ellie sat before it in her tiny pink dress, enormous blonde hair framing her face. Her lips curved slowly into a glossy smile.

For the first time in Elliot’s life, the perfect woman had been found.

And everybody wanted her.
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By morning, Ellie had two hundred followers.

Elliot checked the account before getting out of bed. The photograph had travelled beyond the small circle of people who first discovered it, shared by accounts devoted to blonde women, bimbos and men transformed into something prettier. Some users assumed Ellie was a cis woman. Others recognised the construction and desired her more intensely because of it. Elliot had not decided which response pleased him most.

He read every comment.

The crude ones produced the strongest reaction. Strangers described what they wanted to do to Ellie, how they would use her and what they believed she existed for. Some called her a doll, a toy or a stupid little slut. They were responding precisely as Elliot had intended, yet seeing the words attached to her photograph made them feel more real than anything he had imagined alone.

Nobody spoke about Elliot. Nobody noticed the man beneath the makeup or congratulated him on the illusion. They looked at Ellie and wanted her.

Elliot carried that knowledge through the day like something warm hidden beneath his clothes. During meetings, he imagined the people on his screen somehow discovering the account. Shame flushed through him, followed immediately by arousal. He pictured their disbelief as they compared his ordinary face with Ellie’s enormous hair and glossy pink mouth.

That evening, he dressed again.

The transformation had already become easier. Elliot no longer fought the bra straps or glued the lashes at incompatible angles. He understood how far to extend the lipstick beyond his natural mouth and where to place shadow so his nose appeared smaller. He adjusted his movements as carefully as the makeup, learning that turning one knee inward softened the whole line of his body.

Ellie learned quickly.

She knew how to twist her waist while looking over one shoulder. She knew how to lift her breasts and lower her chin without making either gesture appear deliberate. Her fingers no longer clutched at the dress. They rested lightly against her thighs, tracing the lace or gathering the hem as though she had forgotten anyone was watching.

Elliot posted a new photograph. The response arrived even faster than before.

For the caption, Ellie asked whether blondes were allowed to have two thoughts at once. Elliot hated himself for laughing. Her stupidity became playful in his hands, so exaggerated that it seemed almost like a private joke between him and the audience. Ellie worried that reading might make her less pretty. She forgot how her own bra worked. She claimed her breasts were where she stored all the thoughts that would not fit inside her head.

People adored her.

Within two weeks, Ellie’s account became larger than Elliot’s real one had ever been. Thousands of strangers followed her. Photographs he had spent hours creating accumulated attention while he slept. Every morning brought new declarations of desire from people who would have passed Elliot in the street without looking twice.

He had never considered himself unattractive. Women had wanted him, and men occasionally had too. Their attention had been flattering without feeling transformative. Being desired as Elliot meant someone had assessed what already existed and found it acceptable.

Being desired as Ellie felt like creation.

Each compliment seemed to call another part of her into existence. Beautiful. Sexy. Perfect. Men told her she was the woman of their dreams, and Elliot felt the words enter him like sunlight through glass. Their desire did not merely confirm that the disguise worked. It suggested that something made from his body could inspire hunger.

The thought became addictive.

Ellie’s photographs grew more explicit. The tiny dresses lifted higher. The lingerie became thinner, then transparent. Elliot learned how to photograph the false breasts so they appeared to belong to him, concealing their edges beneath hair and lace. He became skilled at implying more than he revealed, offering followers the promise that the next image might finally give them everything.

The shame changed with repetition. It no longer arrived afterwards as punishment. It became part of the pleasure itself, threaded through every pose and caption. Elliot felt it while painting his mouth, while pulling stockings over shaved legs and while reading messages from strangers who believed Ellie would do anything for their approval.

Sometimes he touched himself for the camera.

At first, his hand remained outside the lingerie, arranged to suggest pleasure without truly experiencing it. Later, the distinction became less important. Elliot watched Ellie’s expression on the screen and surrendered to the same rhythm he was pretending to perform. Her eyes became unfocused. Her painted mouth opened. The reactions looked exaggerated in still images but felt unnervingly honest while they happened.

He told himself the honesty was physical rather than emotional.

Ellie was pornography. The more pornographic she became, the less seriously he had to take her. She was a collection of appetites decorated in pink, with no desire except to be desired. Elliot could enter her for an hour, experience the humiliating thrill of becoming something empty and then remove her with makeup wipes.

The account complicated that arrangement.

Followers began asking for private photographs. Some wanted particular outfits or poses. Others offered money for videos, voice messages and live calls. The first amount seemed absurdly generous for an image Elliot could create in minutes. He refused, then spent the rest of the evening thinking about it.

Payment would make the boundaries clearer. If Ellie earned money, she became work. Every dress, photograph and orgasm could be classified as part of a performance with a purpose beyond Elliot’s private need. He would not be a lonely man repeatedly transforming himself because the mirror had revealed something unbearable.

He would be producing content.

Elliot created a subscription page.

Within the first night, enough people joined to cover everything he had bought. By the end of the week, Ellie had earned more than Elliot expected from one of his smaller design contracts. The success frightened him, but it also gave him permission to expand.

New parcels began arriving.

Ellie acquired a second blonde wig, longer and thicker than the first. There were pink satin robes, pleated skirts, bodysuits, stockings and delicate sets of lingerie that seemed far too beautiful to belong to a joke. Elliot bought larger breast forms, then a silicone chest piece that covered his shoulders and transformed the entire upper half of his body beneath clothing.

He became more ambitious. He created themed sets, changed the bedroom lighting and bought a tripod rather than balancing his phone on books. Ellie appeared as a cheerleader, a secretary and a hopelessly underdressed housemaid. Each role reduced womanhood to a costume and a sexual promise.

Elliot knew that should trouble him.

Instead, he felt powerful. Ellie could become anything men wanted because none of it could touch the person beneath her. Every insult was directed at the performance. Every request confirmed how completely he controlled the fantasy.

Most followers treated Ellie exactly as they had been taught to treat her. Their messages began without greetings. They demanded photographs, described fantasies and became angry when she did not reply quickly enough. A few sent compliments so generic they could have been copied beneath any woman’s image.

Elliot encouraged them. Ellie responded with hearts, giggles and declarations that thinking was much too difficult for her. The emptier she made herself, the more eagerly they filled her with their desires.

One follower behaved differently.

Their username was RowanBell. Their profile contained little beyond photographs of sound equipment, an empty theatre and a black cat asleep across a mixing desk. They had followed Ellie from the first week and subscribed soon after she opened the paid page, but had never sent an explicit request. Their comments were often about details nobody else appeared to notice.

Beneath a photograph of Ellie kneeling in lingerie, Rowan asked whether the science-fiction novel reflected in the mirror was any good.

Elliot looked at the image again. The book lay face down beside the bed, almost invisible beneath the spill of blonde hair. He had forgotten it was there.

Ellie replied that books were dangerous because they put thoughts in her head.

Rowan answered almost immediately.

That sounds serious. You should probably let me take it away once you’ve finished it.

Elliot smiled.

The response was flirtatious, but not in the expected way. Rowan had accepted Ellie’s ridiculousness without treating her as ridiculous. They seemed to understand that someone behind the pink hearts was making a joke.

Their conversations continued in fragments beneath photographs. Rowan noticed the poster from an obscure horror film behind Ellie’s shoulder and recognised a mug from a local independent cinema. When one caption referred to a terrible romantic comedy, they asked Ellie what she would have changed about the ending.

Elliot wrote a real answer before remembering who was supposed to be speaking.

He deleted it.

Ellie replied that the heroine should have worn a shorter dress.

Rowan sent a laughing face.

Then they asked again.

What would you actually change?

Elliot stared at the question. It seemed to reach through Ellie’s vacant smile and touch something unprotected.

He answered.

The heroine should have remained single. The man spent the whole film ignoring what she wanted, then made a big speech and was rewarded because the music told everyone it was romantic.

Rowan liked the message.

Exactly. Thank you.

Warmth unfolded inside Elliot before he could prevent it. He imagined Rowan laughing somewhere beyond the screen, not at Ellie but with her. The feeling was small and ordinary, which made it more dangerous than any of the explicit messages.

Rowan began asking about Elliot’s day without knowing they were asking him. They remembered when Ellie mentioned a difficult client. They recommended films and returned later to ask what she thought. Their attention was patient, directed towards a person rather than a body.

Elliot became suspicious.

Kindness was probably another strategy. Rowan had understood that acting differently would make them memorable. Eventually, they would ask for free content or a private call. They would reveal that every thoughtful question had been part of a slower form of seduction.

Elliot waited for the demand.

It did not come.

That made the conversations worse.

Ellie was not meant to have favourite films, difficult clients or opinions about badly written romances. She was not meant to feel pleased when one particular name appeared among hundreds of notifications. Rowan spoke to her as though somebody lived behind the photographs, and their gentleness pressed against the same delicate place Elliot had been protecting since the camera caught her smiling.

He considered blocking them.

His finger hovered over the option late one night while he sat before the mirror in pink lingerie. Removing Rowan would restore the boundary. Ellie could return to being a fantasy consumed by strangers, safe in the certainty that nobody wanted anything real from her.

A new message appeared before Elliot could decide.

You seem quiet tonight. Are you okay?

Elliot looked at Ellie in the mirror. Her huge blonde hair framed the artificial curves of her body. Her mouth was glossy, her lashes enormous and her expression carefully empty.

Nobody should have been able to see through her.

He moved his finger away from the block button.

Just tired, Ellie wrote.

There was nothing vapid or flirtatious about the answer. No pink heart softened it. No joke pretended she did not understand the question.

Rowan replied a moment later.

Then get some rest. I’ll still be here tomorrow.

Elliot read the words twice.

The warmth returned, opening something inside him that felt perilously close to hope.

That was almost worse than desire.
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Amira noticed his eyebrows first.

She was sitting opposite Elliot in the corner of the café, tearing a croissant apart without eating any of it. They had been there for twenty minutes, though Elliot had absorbed little of what she said. His phone rested face down beside his coffee, vibrating every few minutes with notifications he had promised himself he would ignore.

“What have you done to your face?”

Elliot looked up.

“What?”

“Your eyebrows.”

He touched one before he could stop himself. The gesture made Amira narrow her eyes.

“Nothing.”

“They’re shaped.”

“They were getting out of control.”

“Your eyebrows have looked exactly the same since university.”

“That doesn’t mean they looked good.”

Amira leaned across the table as though examining evidence. Elliot resisted the urge to move away. He had filled the most obvious gaps with a brow pencil that morning, but the shape remained narrower and higher than it had been before Ellie. He had also begun moisturising properly, using the products recommended in makeup tutorials rather than the face wash Natalie bought him.

Amira sat back.

“You look pretty.”

The word struck too deeply to be harmless.

Elliot reached for his coffee. It had gone cold, but he drank anyway.

“You say that as if it’s an accusation.”

“It’s an observation.” Amira tilted her head. “You also keep checking your phone and smiling like someone’s sending you nudes.”

“They’re not.”

The answer came too quickly.

Amira grinned.

“So there is someone.”

“No.”

“Elliot.”

“It’s complicated.”

Everything had become complicated. Ellie’s account now demanded several hours each day. There were messages to answer, photographs to schedule and requests to negotiate. Elliot spent evenings choosing outfits and weekends creating enough content to last until the next shoot.

The work showed in places he had not anticipated. His legs remained smooth because shaving from scratch took too long. His nails were better cared for, though he kept them short when he was not wearing the pink extensions. Sometimes he found traces of mascara beneath his eyes in the morning or glitter clinging to the skin above his collar.

Amira noticed things. She always had.

“Is this about Natalie?”

“No.”

“Have you spoken to her?”

“Not since she ended it.”

“Maybe that’s for the best.”

Elliot stiffened.

“You never liked her.”

“I liked Natalie. I didn’t like the two of you together.”

“Why?”

Amira looked at him for several seconds, and Elliot wondered whether she had reached the same conclusion as Natalie. Perhaps everyone had seen the imaginary woman standing between them. Perhaps Elliot had been the only person unable to recognise her.

His phone vibrated again.

Amira reached for it before he could react.

“Maybe this mysterious complication can explain.”

Elliot snatched the phone from the table. His hand struck the coffee cup, sending brown liquid across the saucer. Several people looked towards them. Amira froze, her amusement disappearing.

“Jesus, Elliot.”

“Don’t touch my phone.”

“I was joking.”

“I know. Just don’t.”

The silence that followed felt larger than the café. Elliot wiped the spilled coffee with a napkin, avoiding her eyes. He had never guarded his phone around Amira. She knew the passcode and had used it often enough to change music or search for directions.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “There’s work stuff on it. Confidential things.”

“You smile at confidential things a lot?”

Before Elliot could answer, the screen illuminated again.

The phone lay between them.

A notification from Ellie’s account appeared over the lock screen. The profile photograph was small but unmistakable. Huge blonde hair, glossy pink lips and the upper curve of breasts pressed together above a lace bra. The message beneath it was from Rowan.

I watched the film. You were right about the ending.

Amira glanced at the screen.

“Who’s Ellie?”

Elliot turned the phone over, but the image remained suspended between them.

“Nobody.”

“She looks like somebody.”

“She’s a model.”

“A model you know?”

“Online.”

Amira watched him carefully. Elliot could feel lies multiplying inside his mouth, each requiring another to keep it alive.

“We’ve been talking,” he said.

“That’s the complicated thing?”

“Sort of.”

“Does she know you have her half-naked on your lock screen?”

“It was a notification.”

Amira accepted this with a slight movement of her shoulders. Elliot waited for more questions, but she returned to her ruined croissant instead. Relief began to loosen his chest.

Then she held out her hand.

“Can I see?”

“There’s nothing to see.”

“You’ve apparently started an internet romance with a porn star just a few weeks after being dumped. I’d like to see.”

“She isn’t a porn star.”

The distinction sounded increasingly fragile. Amira continued holding out her hand.

Elliot could refuse. He should refuse. Yet doing so would turn suspicion into certainty. He unlocked the phone, opened Ellie’s public profile and placed it on the table.

Amira scrolled.

Elliot watched her expression change as the photographs became more explicit. Ellie in a pink bodysuit. Ellie kneeling in stockings. Ellie sucking the enormous lollipop with her eyes fixed on the camera. The person in the images seemed impossible to connect with the man sitting across from her beneath the ordinary café lights.

Amira stopped at the first photograph Elliot had posted.

“She’s beautiful.”

Something in him opened towards the compliment.

“Yeah.”

“She’s very much your type.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Blonde, pink, and built like a video game character designed by a teenage boy.”

Elliot laughed despite himself. Amira enlarged the image and studied Ellie’s face. Her amusement faded into concentration.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“Amira.”

“She looks a bit like you.”

The café seemed to tilt.

“That’s ridiculous.”

“Not all of her.” Amira looked between the screen and Elliot. “The mouth, maybe. She has your crooked smile.”

“That’s makeup.”

“Makeup doesn’t change the way someone smiles.”

Elliot took the phone from her.

“You’re imagining it.”

“Probably.”

Amira allowed the subject to fall away, though her gaze returned to Elliot’s shaped eyebrows before they left. He hugged her goodbye outside the café and walked home with his phone held tightly in one hand. Rowan’s message remained unanswered.

Inside the flat, Elliot opened Ellie’s profile.

He saw the resemblance immediately.

It had always been there, but Amira’s observation made it impossible to dismiss. Beneath the lipstick and artificial vacancy, Ellie’s mouth pulled slightly higher on one side. The flaw appeared most clearly in photographs taken between poses, when Elliot forgot to arrange her expression.

Ellie smiled like him because she was made from him.

The thought felt dangerous.

Elliot closed the curtains.

That evening’s photographs would remove any ambiguity. Ellie would not smile softly or reveal some hidden person beneath the performance. She would be exaggerated, explicit and unmistakably artificial.

Elliot used the larger breasts and longest wig. He painted his lips beyond their natural edges and applied so much gloss that they shone beneath the lights. The dress was new, a piece of pink vinyl held together by silver rings. It exposed more skin than it covered and made sitting almost impossible.

Ellie looked spectacular.

Elliot began with the poses his subscribers requested. On her knees. Bent across the bed. Breasts gathered between both hands. Her eyes remained wide and empty while her mouth offered the same hungry invitation.

The images became increasingly pornographic. Elliot wanted to bury Amira’s observation beneath so much sexual exaggeration that nobody could mistake Ellie for a real person. She was a body assembled for consumption. A ridiculous blonde doll who existed only when strangers looked at her.

A message from Rowan appeared between sets.

Did you have a good day?

Elliot ignored it and pulled the dress lower. He arranged another photograph, more explicit than the last, then returned to the phone.

Fine, Ellie wrote.

The answer felt cold. Rowan did not deserve the punishment, though Elliot could not have explained what they were being punished for.

Only fine?

Elliot stared at himself in the mirror. The huge breasts, pink vinyl and painted mouth seemed to mock the possibility of honesty.

Saw a friend. She said something weird.

What did she say?

That someone I know looks like me.

Rowan’s reply took longer this time.

Is that bad?

Ellie should have made a joke. She should have said nobody could possibly be as pretty as her or that thinking about it made her head hurt. Elliot began typing one of her usual answers, then deleted it.

I don’t know.

It was the most honest thing Ellie had ever said.

Rowan did not demand an explanation. They told her that not knowing was allowed. Then they sent a photograph of the black cat asleep across their sound desk, one paw resting on a row of illuminated buttons. Elliot laughed, and Ellie’s smile appeared in the mirror before he remembered to fear it.

The next photographs changed.

They remained sexual, but Ellie’s vacant expression gave way to amusement. She rolled her eyes at the camera while struggling with the impossible dress. She laughed when the breast forms shifted and ruined a pose. Elliot posted one of the failed images with a caption about glamour being mostly tape, bad decisions and pretending not to have knees.

The photograph received the usual sexual attention, but several followers also responded to the joke. Ellie answered them without forcing every thought through the bimbo persona. Her replies remained playful and flirtatious, but they began to contain something recognisably hers.

The change was small enough to deny. Ellie remained obscene. Her hair was enormous, her breasts impossible and her dress designed for fantasies rather than movement. Yet something had entered the spaces between those things.

A person was beginning to speak.

When the shoot ended, Elliot switched off the lights and sat on the edge of the bed. After the more explicit shoots, the collapse still sometimes followed quickly. Wig, dress, breasts and makeup came away in a frantic reversal, restoring Elliot before shame could find him.

Tonight, he removed only the heels.

Relief spread through his feet as he placed them on the carpet. Elliot expected the restlessness that always followed sexual excitement, but his body had become strangely quiet. The dress remained tight and the silicone heavy against his chest, yet neither felt urgent.

He stood carefully and walked into the kitchen.

The blonde hair moved across his back. Without the heels, his steps lost their exaggerated sway, but the rest of Ellie came with him. Elliot filled the kettle and watched her reflection drift across the dark window above the sink.

He made tea.

The act felt absurdly intimate. Ellie had existed in bedrooms, photographs and strangers’ fantasies. She had knelt, posed and offered herself. She had never waited for water to boil or carried a mug into the living room with both hands.

Elliot sat on the sofa and switched on a film Rowan had recommended. The pink vinyl made it difficult to get comfortable, so he gathered a blanket around his legs. Blonde curls spread across the cushion beside him. The false breasts rose and fell with each breath.

Nothing happened.

Elliot was not aroused. He did not touch himself or photograph the scene. Nobody knew Ellie was sitting there. No audience existed to transform her into something desirable.

Still, he did not want to take her off.

As the film continued, Elliot felt a quietness he had not experienced since Natalie left. It was not excitement or shame. It did not demand anything from him. Ellie simply occupied the room, breathing beneath the ridiculous breasts and laughing at the jokes Rowan had promised she would like.

For the first time, becoming her felt peaceful.

The realisation frightened him more than anything else had.

Elliot imagined standing, tearing away the wig and scrubbing his face until only the familiar man remained. He could delete the accounts, refund the subscribers and throw every pink parcel into the bins. He could run before Ellie became too real to abandon.

Yet another possibility opened alongside the fear.

He could stay exactly where he was.

Elliot pulled the blanket closer and watched the woman reflected faintly in the darker parts of the television picture. He wanted to run.

He only did not know whether he wanted to run away from her, or towards her.



Three


Rowan became the first person Ellie spoke to in the morning. 

The habit developed without either of them naming it. Elliot woke, silenced his alarm and opened their conversation before checking anything else. Sometimes Rowan had sent a message during the night from a theatre loading dock or an empty auditorium, where work continued long after the audience had gone home. Other mornings, only the previous evening’s words waited there, and Elliot felt an unreasonable disappointment until the typing symbol appeared.

They talked throughout the day.

At first, Elliot replied only when dressed. He believed Ellie required the wig, breasts and lipstick to exist, even if Rowan could not see her. The costume changed his thoughts, releasing the flirtation and silliness that seemed impossible while he sat at his desk as himself. Once the makeup came off, Rowan’s messages remained unopened until Ellie returned.

That separation soon became impractical. Rowan asked questions at lunchtime and sent photographs while Elliot worked. A badly lettered sign outside a shop. A dog waiting solemnly beside a discarded glove. The black cat occupying increasingly inconvenient parts of the sound desk. Elliot began responding before he had time to consider which part of him was doing so.

Rowan worked as a sound technician, moving between theatres, music venues and occasional corporate events they described as punishment for unknown crimes. Their hours were unpredictable. Some nights they finished before ten. Others found them sitting behind a mixing desk at two in the morning while somebody with a headset argued about cables.

Ellie complained about her clients in return. She never explained precisely what Elliot did, only that her work involved making ugly things look expensive and pretending other people’s bad decisions were deliberate. Rowan guessed advertising and received a pink heart instead of confirmation.

Their conversations drifted towards films. Rowan loved horror, particularly the slow, unsettling kind in which nothing visibly happened until the final twenty minutes. Ellie preferred bright science fiction and romantic dramas she could criticise while crying. They recommended terrible films to each other and watched them separately, exchanging messages whenever a character behaved with sufficient stupidity.

One evening, they invented a life for an extra who appeared behind the heroine in a railway station. The woman crossed the screen carrying flowers and looking furious. Rowan decided she had been abandoned at the altar. Ellie insisted she had abandoned someone else and stolen the flowers on her way out.

Maybe she realised she didn’t want to marry him, Rowan wrote.

Maybe she realised she wanted to be him, Ellie replied.

Elliot stared at the words after sending them.

He almost deleted the message, though Rowan had already seen it. The typing symbol appeared, vanished and returned.

Maybe she wants his suit, Rowan wrote. It was a very good suit.

Relief made Elliot laugh. Rowan had offered him an exit without pretending not to notice the strangeness beneath the joke. They often did that. They allowed Ellie to reveal things sideways, then responded gently enough that she could decide whether to continue.

Elliot changed the subject.

They spoke about loneliness next. Not dramatically or all at once. It emerged through jokes about eating dinner above the sink and having nobody to stop them watching three terrible films in succession. Rowan admitted that working nights made relationships difficult. Their friends lived during daylight, while Rowan existed in loading bays, control rooms and deserted streets.

Ellie said she was surrounded by people who wanted her but rarely felt known.

The message sounded embarrassingly sincere once it appeared on the screen. Elliot expected Rowan to ask what she meant or point out that she had created an account designed to attract precisely that kind of attention. Instead, Rowan waited a moment before answering.

That sounds hard, and isolating.

Yes, Ellie wrote. I’m starting to realise that.

Rowan did not ask who she was when nobody was watching. They did not question why her descriptions of everyday life seemed so different from the woman in the photographs. Ellie could be shameless one moment and frightened the next without being required to explain the contradiction.

Their restraint made Elliot want to tell them more.

The impulse frightened him. Every honest detail narrowed the distance between Ellie and the life she supposedly did not share. He changed the names of clients and avoided mentioning Amira again. He spoke of Natalie only as someone who had left him, carefully removing the gendered shape of the relationship.

Even with those omissions, Rowan began knowing him.

They recognised when his answers became short because work was difficult. They knew he disliked tomatoes but tolerated them in sauce, that he slept badly after drinking and that he watched the same childhood film whenever he felt lost. Rowan learned these things about Ellie, yet Elliot carried the comfort of being remembered.

The distinction became harder to maintain.

Ellie’s wardrobe changed too.

It began with a pale pink hoodie Elliot saw while buying lingerie. It was soft, oversized and entirely unsuited to the account. Nothing about it pushed up breasts, exposed legs or invited strangers to imagine removing it. Elliot placed it in the basket anyway, telling himself he might create a cosy morning set.

When it arrived, he wore it after taking photographs.

The hoodie swallowed the artificial curves of Ellie’s body, softening them into suggestion. Elliot pulled the sleeves over his hands and sat before the mirror with his knees drawn towards his chest. The huge wig looked absurd against something so ordinary, so he brushed it flatter and tied the blonde hair into a loose ponytail.

Ellie looked younger. Not childish, but unguarded. Like a woman who had returned home after being beautiful in public and no longer needed to hold herself at the correct angle.

Elliot did not photograph her.

More clothes followed. A cream nightdress with narrow straps and tiny embroidered flowers. Simple cotton underwear that fit comfortably beneath the breast forms. Pyjamas covered in pink clouds. Another hoodie, grey this time, because not everything Ellie owned needed to announce her.

Each purchase came with an excuse. Subscribers might enjoy seeing Ellie off duty. The contrast would make the explicit photographs more exciting. A morning set could reveal what the bimbo looked like before becoming glamorous.

Elliot never created one.

The clothes belonged to hours the camera did not witness. Ellie wore them while answering Rowan, watching films and folding laundry. Elliot began transforming earlier in the evening so she could eat dinner before the makeup was finished. Sometimes she existed with only a little foundation and mascara, her natural chest beneath the hoodie and the wig tied carelessly back.

Those evenings did not feel like content production. They felt like inhabiting a private life.

Elliot kept the explicit account active. Ellie still posed in lingerie, sold custom photographs and performed her bright, vacant hunger. The money continued arriving, accompanied by enough desire to confirm that nothing fundamental had changed.

Yet the sexual Ellie increasingly resembled a job.

The other Ellie waited after the lights were switched off.

Rowan knew only glimpses of her. Elliot sent photographs of a mug balanced on one pyjama-covered knee or the blonde ends of the wig resting across a grey sleeve. Never her face. The intimacy of those images felt greater than nudity. They showed Ellie existing without preparing herself to be consumed.

One night, Rowan asked to see the pyjamas properly.

Elliot’s first instinct was to turn the request into something sexual. He could lower the waistband, pull the top tight across the breasts and transform comfort into another invitation.

Instead, he stood before the bedroom mirror and took a photograph.

Ellie wore the pink cloud pyjamas and no breast forms. Her makeup was soft, her blonde hair falling untidily around her shoulders. Elliot cropped the image below her mouth before sending it.

Rowan responded with a heart.

They suit you.

The words produced the familiar warmth. Not hot or intoxicating. Something slower that settled beneath Elliot’s ribs and remained there.

He wore the pyjamas to bed.

The following afternoon, Ellie received a notification from the subscription page. Elliot assumed Rowan had commented on a photograph. Instead, the message informed him that Rowan had cancelled their membership.

The loss felt immediate.

Elliot opened their private conversation, then closed it without writing. Rowan had grown bored. Perhaps the ordinary messages and fragments of vulnerability had destroyed the fantasy. They had wanted Ellie when she was impossible and pornographic, not when she wore pyjamas and complained about deadlines.

He spent the evening waiting for Rowan to disappear.

Their usual message arrived shortly after eleven.

How was your day?

Elliot considered ignoring it. Pride held him silent for several minutes, followed by the fear that silence would give Rowan an excuse not to return.

Fine, Ellie wrote.

The answer was too familiar. Rowan recognised it immediately.

That bad?

Why did you cancel?

The message sat between them with all the softness stripped away. Elliot regretted sending it, though he could not bear waiting without an explanation.

Rowan took several minutes to respond.

Because I like talking to you.

That doesn’t make sense.

It does to me.

Elliot pulled the sleeves of Ellie’s hoodie over her hands. The gesture had once belonged to Natalie. He wondered whether he had stolen it from her or simply understood now why someone might want to retreat inside their clothes.

Rowan continued.

At first I was paying because I liked your pictures. I still like them. A lot. But this doesn’t feel like that anymore.

What does it feel like?

Personal.

The word frightened Elliot more than any declaration of attraction could have.

Rowan explained that they did not want Ellie wondering whether she had to reply because they were a subscriber. They did not want conversation confused with access or kindness treated as part of something they had purchased. If Ellie wanted to stop talking, she should be able to do so without believing she owed them anything.

Elliot read the messages repeatedly.

Nobody had ever offered Ellie less in order to make room for more. Her followers accumulated access, requesting greater exposure with every payment. Rowan had deliberately surrendered what they were entitled to receive.

You didn’t have to cancel, Ellie wrote.

I know.

I would have kept talking to you.

I hoped so.

The warmth returned, but it had become almost painful. Elliot looked towards the mirror. Ellie sat cross-legged on the bed in her grey hoodie and simple underwear, blonde hair loose around a face softened by minimal makeup. She looked nothing like the woman Rowan had first paid to see.

Perhaps Rowan had noticed her becoming real.

The possibility made Elliot want to hide.

A new message appeared.

Can I ask you something?

You usually do.

Would you like to video call sometime?

Elliot stopped breathing.

The request was reasonable. They had exchanged thousands of messages and enough photographs to fill a stranger’s fantasies. Rowan had seen every carefully constructed version of Ellie.

They had never seen her move.

A video call would expose everything photographs concealed. The depth of Elliot’s voice. The wrong angles. The edges of the breast forms and the moments when femininity required conscious effort. Rowan might finally understand that the woman they spoke to did not exist.

Elliot could refuse. Ellie could remain beautiful, mysterious and perfectly still.

Instead, he looked at her reflection.

She seemed frightened.

She also seemed to be waiting.

Maybe, Ellie wrote.
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Elliot postponed the video call three times.

The first excuse was work. The second was a headache. The third arrived less convincingly, involving a broken light and a neighbour who needed help with something he never specified. Rowan accepted each cancellation without complaint, which only made Elliot feel worse.

On Friday evening, they asked again.

No pressure. I’d still like to see you, though.

Elliot looked at the message while wearing Ellie’s grey hoodie and pink cloud pyjama bottoms. Her hair was tied back, and most of her makeup had worn away during the day. The woman reflected in the dark laptop screen looked soft and ordinary. She looked dangerously close to someone who might answer.

Tomorrow, Ellie wrote.

The following afternoon, Elliot prepared as though creating his most important set.

He shaved, moisturised and covered every trace of beard shadow. His foundation was flawless. Contour narrowed his jaw and lifted his cheekbones, while layers of pink shadow made his eyes appear enormous beneath the false lashes. He overlined his mouth, then added so much gloss that the lips looked wet beneath the lamp.

The largest breast forms came next. Elliot adjusted them until the curves sat high and perfectly symmetrical, then chose a pink satin dress with a neckline that barely contained them. He curled the longest blonde wig, teasing the hair until it surrounded Ellie’s face in an extravagant halo.

The transformation took nearly three hours.

Elliot arranged the camera carefully. It sat slightly above eye level, angled down to soften his shoulders and conceal the joins of the breast forms. A pink lamp warmed the room behind him, while the brighter light in front erased the shadows makeup could not. He checked the frame repeatedly, ensuring nothing revealed more than he intended.

Ellie looked spectacular.

She also looked nothing like the woman who had agreed to the call.

At eight, Rowan sent a link.

Elliot’s hand trembled as he opened it. For a moment, only his own image filled the screen. Ellie smiled from beneath enormous blonde hair, breasts pressed together by the angle of her arms. She looked delighted, vacant and completely unafraid.

The call connected.

Rowan appeared in a dim room with headphones resting around their neck. They had short dark hair, slightly untidy, and the broad shoulders Elliot had glimpsed in their profile photographs. A mixing desk glowed behind them, crowded with coloured lights and faders. They seemed more solid than he expected, less like a username and more like someone who occupied physical space.

Neither of them spoke.

Then Rowan smiled.

“Hi.”

Elliot had practised Ellie’s voice. It was higher than his own, breathy and bright, with a giggle waiting at the end of each sentence. He had used fragments of it in paid voice messages, though never for an actual conversation.

“Hiii.”

The sound embarrassed him the moment it escaped. He lifted one hand and wiggled his fingers beside his face, transforming the awkwardness into deliberate silliness.

Rowan laughed.

“Wow.”

Ellie pushed her breasts together.

“Good wow?”

“Very good wow.”

Relief moved through Elliot in a hot wave. Rowan had seen Ellie move and had not recoiled. They looked at her with open admiration, eyes travelling across the blonde hair and impossible cleavage before returning to her face.

“You look incredible.”

“I know.”

The answer came in Ellie’s most vapid voice. She tilted her head and widened her eyes as though the compliment had contained too many complicated words.

Rowan laughed again.

Elliot knew how to continue from there.

Ellie leaned towards the camera, allowing the neckline of the dress to fall open. She twirled a blonde curl around one finger and asked whether Rowan had been thinking about her. When they said yes, she demanded to know which parts.

The performance was familiar. Elliot understood how to move, where to look and when to part Ellie’s lips. He had spoken to paying subscribers this way, recorded messages offering breathless promises that only revealed precisely as much as the arrangement required.

Rowan played along.

They admitted liking Ellie’s mouth. Her legs. The way she looked in pink. When Ellie slowly dragged the neckline lower, Rowan watched with unmistakable hunger.

The response thrilled Elliot. It also steadied him. Desire was predictable. As long as Rowan wanted the fantasy, Ellie knew what she was supposed to provide.

“You’re very distracting,” Rowan said.

Ellie smiled.

“That’s because thinking is hard.”

“I’ve noticed.”

“You could tell me what to do instead.”

Rowan’s expression changed. The desire remained, but something more attentive entered it.

“Is that what you want?”

Ellie lowered her lashes.

“I want whatever you want.”

“That wasn’t the question.”

The bimbo smile remained fixed across Elliot’s face.

He pushed his breasts together again.

“Don’t you like me like this?”

“I like you very much like this.”

“Then what’s wrong?”

“Nothing’s wrong.”

Rowan leaned closer to their camera. Coloured light from the sound desk softened one side of their face.

“I’m just curious about what you like.”

Ellie giggled.

“Attention.”

“I know you like attention.”

“And pretty clothes.”

“I know that too.”

Rowan smiled, refusing to make the conversation an interrogation.

“What do you like someone doing with you?”

Heat moved across Elliot’s skin. He had written fantasies for Ellie. He had accepted custom requests and described impossible encounters in messages to subscribers. The answers should have been waiting.

Instead, he found only images.

Ellie bent across the bed. Ellie on her knees. Ellie held, displayed and used. He knew where every hand should be placed to make her look desirable. He knew what expressions belonged to pleasure and which angles made surrender beautiful.

He did not know what she wanted to feel.

“I don’t know,” Ellie said.

The practised voice slipped on the final word. It dropped lower, closer to Elliot’s own. He expected Rowan to notice, but they did not react.

“That’s allowed.”

Ellie touched the necklace at her throat. The little silver heart moved beneath her fingers.

“I should know.”

“Why?”

“Because I do this all the time.”

“You know what looks good on camera. That isn’t necessarily the same thing.”

The observation entered Elliot like a blade wrapped in silk. He sat perfectly still, suddenly aware of the construction surrounding him. The lights. The camera angle. The breasts positioned for maximum effect. Even Ellie’s breathing had been trained to move her chest attractively.

Rowan had seen the performance and asked about the person performing it.

Elliot redirected the conversation towards a film before they could look any deeper. Rowan allowed him. They discussed a recent horror release, the strange expression worn by one of the actors and whether the monster had been frightening or merely grotesque.

The call lasted almost two hours.

By the end, Ellie’s voice had dropped several times. Elliot stopped correcting it whenever he laughed. The huge hair became uncomfortable, and he pulled it over one shoulder without checking whether the movement looked feminine. Rowan continued speaking to him as though nothing had changed.

When the call ended, Elliot remained before the blank screen.

He had expected exposure to feel catastrophic. Instead, he felt as though someone had opened a door and stepped back, allowing him to decide whether to pass through it.

Their second call happened four days later.

Elliot still wore the large breasts and pink dress, but the makeup was softer. He tied the blonde hair back after half an hour and admitted that the curls kept sticking to his lipstick. Rowan told Ellie about a singer who had arrived at soundcheck three hours late, then complained that nobody else was prepared.

On the third call, Ellie wore the pink hoodie.

Elliot had spent an hour preparing her face, only to wash away half the makeup when it felt too heavy. He wore the smaller breast forms and the comfortable underwear. The hoodie fell softly over his chest, and the camera angle revealed more of his shoulders than he usually allowed.

Rowan’s expression brightened when the call connected.

“You look cosy.”

“I am.”

“No six-inch heels?”

“I’m trying to preserve the mystery.”

“That might be the least mysterious thing you’ve ever shown me.”

Ellie laughed. The sound emerged in Elliot’s natural voice, warm and surprisingly low. He covered his mouth, but Rowan only smiled.

Their calls became part of the week. Sometimes Ellie appeared fully dressed. Sometimes she wore pyjamas and only enough makeup to soften what frightened her. A new voice began forming slowly, somewhere between Elliot’s familiar register and the breathless performance of Ellie as a hypersexual bimbo. It was soft and feminine without sounding artificial, shaped less by effort each time she used it. More importantly, it felt real. Comfortable. She stopped staging the room and allowed laundry, mugs and half-finished work to enter the frame.

Rowan saw her bored, tired and distracted. They watched her forget words and heard her swear at a client’s email when she forgot to mute herself. None of these moments drove them away.

The flirtation changed too.

It became smaller and more dangerous. Rowan complimented the curve of Ellie’s mouth when she smiled rather than the size of her breasts. They noticed when she wore a new shade of lipstick and when she appeared without the necklace. Sometimes they looked at her for a second too long, and silence gathered between them with the unmistakable shape of desire.

Elliot felt those moments everywhere.

A crude message from a subscriber could still arouse him, but the feeling remained contained within the performance. Rowan asking Ellie to move closer to the camera made his breath shorten. A quiet compliment could leave him aching long after the call ended.

Nothing happened. That was the unbearable part.

They did not demand that she undress. They did not tell her what to touch or how to pose. Rowan simply looked at Ellie as though being allowed to see her was already intimate.

One night, Elliot forgot the camera entirely.

He was telling Rowan about a disastrous client meeting, acting out the creative director’s expression when someone suggested changing the entire campaign the day before delivery. He laughed halfway through the imitation and folded forward, blonde hair falling across his face.

When he looked up, Rowan was watching him.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“That isn’t a nothing face.”

Rowan’s smile softened.

“You’re beautiful when you relax.”

The words stripped something from him.

Elliot had been called beautiful as Ellie thousands of times. He had been called perfect, irresistible and made for pleasure. Those compliments touched the woman he constructed, rewarding every successful choice of light, makeup and pose.

Rowan had complimented the moment the construction failed.

Ellie stared at them, suddenly unable to remember which voice belonged in her mouth. Heat gathered beneath the hoodie, but the feeling was larger than arousal. It reached into her chest, tender and bright, and made every breath difficult.

“Don’t,” she whispered, almost frightened.

Rowan’s expression changed immediately.

“I’m sorry.”

“No.” Ellie looked away from the screen. “I didn’t mean it like that.”

“How did you mean it?”

She did not know.

The compliment had felt wonderful. It had also felt like standing naked while fully clothed. Ellie could reveal her body to thousands of strangers without allowing any of them close enough to hurt her. Rowan had watched her laugh and touched something hidden beneath every layer.

She wanted more.

That was what made it dangerous.
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The call began after midnight.

Rowan had finished late and returned home with rain shining across their hair. Their room was dim behind them, lit by a bedside lamp and the cold glow of the laptop. The black cat appeared briefly, inspected the screen and disappeared again with the indifference of someone who had already decided Ellie was not worth waking for.

Ellie sat in bed wearing the cream nightdress. She had chosen it without intending to be seductive. The soft fabric fell loosely over her body, revealing only the faint shape of the breasts beneath it. Her makeup was light, and the blonde hair lay in quiet waves around her shoulders.

They talked about nothing for almost an hour.

Rowan described an argument between a director and an actor who believed microphones worked better if he shouted directly into them. Ellie complained about a client who had changed three words in a document, then described the result as a complete rewrite. Their laughter came easily. Ellie’s voice rested in the soft register she had been discovering, feminine without the breathless brightness of the bimbo performance.

Neither wanted to end the call.

Silences stretched between them without becoming uncomfortable. Rowan lay against their pillows, one arm bent beneath their head. Ellie watched their eyes grow heavy, softened by exhaustion and the intimacy of being seen in bed.

“You should sleep,” she said.

“So should you.”

“I’m not the one who’s been working in a theatre since lunchtime.”

“No. You’ve just been waiting up for a sound technician with poor boundaries.”

Ellie smiled.

“Maybe I like sound technicians with poor boundaries.”

Something changed.

The words were not especially sexual, but the silence that followed them was. Rowan looked at her with an intensity that passed through the screen and settled against her skin. Ellie became aware of the nightdress resting against her thighs and the weight of her own body beneath the duvet.

“Do you?” Rowan asked.

Ellie’s breath caught.

She looked at Rowan properly.

They were attractive in a way photographs had failed to capture. Dark hair still damp from the rain. Broad shoulders softened by tiredness. A mouth that seemed composed until amusement pulled it crooked. Ellie wanted to know how that face might change if she stopped being funny and deliberately tried to make Rowan want her.

Curiosity tightened into hunger.

Could she seduce them? Not a follower already primed to praise whatever she offered, but Rowan, who had seen her in hoodies and listened to her complain about work. Was she feminine enough when she moved and spoke rather than remaining perfectly arranged inside a photograph? Pretty enough to hold their attention? Sexy enough to make them lose the patient composure that always made her feel so exposed?

Ellie wanted the validation with an intensity that embarrassed her. She wanted to watch Rowan’s breathing change and know she had caused it. She wanted them to shift closer to the screen, to become restless beneath her gaze, perhaps even to perform for her as she had performed for so many strangers. What would Rowan do if Ellie offered herself deliberately? What would desire make of them?

Beneath the need for proof, something warmer and more dangerous moved. Ellie was attracted to Rowan. She wanted to see them. Not only their face or the room behind them, but the body suggested by those broad shoulders and the hunger they kept contained beneath gentleness.

She had not dated anyone since Natalie. She had not flirted with another person without money, performance or anonymity standing between them. The neglected hunger coiled inside her now, sexual and tender, impossible to separate from the need to discover whether Ellie could be wanted as something more than an image.

“Maybe.”

The new voice felt too vulnerable for what came next. She reached for the familiar performance instead, lifting her chest and tilting her head. Her lips parted into the soft, vacant pout that had earned thousands of approving messages.

“You could find out.”

The breathless bimbo voice returned. Ellie pulled one strap of the nightdress towards the edge of her shoulder and watched Rowan’s gaze follow it. Arousal offered familiar instructions. Arch the back. Lower the lashes. Make every movement visible.

Rowan smiled, but the expression held hesitation.

“You don’t have to do that.”

Ellie’s hand stopped.

“Do what?”

“Perform.”

“I’m not.”

The denial came too quickly and too brightly. Ellie pushed the duvet down to her hips, drew one knee upwards, arranging the nightdress so it slipped higher along her thigh. She knew exactly how the position would appear on camera.

Rowan remained quiet.

Ellie looked away.

“This is what I do.”

“I know.”

“I’m good at it.”

“You are.”

“Then what’s the problem?”

“There isn’t one.” Rowan’s voice remained gentle. “I like the performance when you’re enjoying it. I just don’t want you to think I need it.”

The words left Ellie without somewhere to hide. Her body remained carefully arranged, every curve offered towards the camera. She felt suddenly exhausted by the effort of holding herself in place.

“What do you need?”

“Nothing.”

“That’s not helpful.”

Rowan smiled.

“I want you here. Anything else is something we decide together.”

Ellie lowered her knee. The nightdress fell back into place, covering the carefully exposed skin. She could feel her heart beating beneath the false curves of her chest.

“I don’t know how to do this without performing.”

“We don’t have to do anything.”

“I want to.”

The admission emerged in her real voice, soft and uncertain. Heat deepened beneath the nightdress as soon as she said it. Wanting no longer belonged to the exaggerated creature in the photographs. It had entered the room with Ellie and settled inside her body.

Rowan shifted closer to the screen.

“Can I tell you that I want you?”

Ellie nodded.

“Say it.”

“I want you, Ellie.”

Her name moved through her like touch.

Elliot had been aroused while dressed before. He had looked at Ellie’s body from outside, using the mirror or camera to maintain the fantasy. Pleasure required an image. He needed to see the blonde hair, breasts and lingerie so he could imagine possessing the woman they created.

Now Ellie closed her eyes.

She felt the nightdress against her skin. The necklace resting in the hollow of her throat. The weight of blonde hair across her shoulders and the warmth gathering between her thighs. None of it needed to be seen to remain real.

“Can I watch you touch yourself?” Rowan asked.

“Yes.”

Ellie placed one hand against her chest. Her palm rested over the soft breast form, feeling its curve through the thin fabric. Usually, she touched the breasts to display them, squeezing them together or exposing them for the camera. This time, she allowed her hand to move slowly, attending to the pressure transmitted through silicone and cloth.

The sensation was not physically the same as touching flesh. Even so, the shape mattered. It located her inside herself.

Her other hand moved over the nightdress, following the line of her waist and hip. Ellie kept her eyes closed. She resisted the urge to check the screen, trusting that Rowan was watching without requiring her to look beautiful.

“That feels good,” she whispered.

“What does?”

“My clothes. My hair. All of it.”

“Do you want to show me?”

Ellie considered the question.

“Not yet.”

“Okay.”

No disappointment entered Rowan’s voice. They continued looking at her as though the covered body was enough.

Ellie’s hand moved beneath the duvet. She touched herself through the simple underwear, finding arousal already gathered there. The sensation pulled a practised sound from her, high and theatrical. Shame tightened around it.

“Sorry.”

“For what?”

“That didn’t sound real.”

“You don’t have to sound like anything.”

Ellie breathed. The next sound emerged lower, trembling at the edge of Elliot’s voice before finding the softer place she had begun making her own. Rowan did not react to the slip. They only said her name again.

Ellie.

Not Elliot pretending to be Ellie. Not EllieDoll smiling vacantly for strangers. Only Ellie, wanted in a room nobody else could see.

She moved her hand beneath the fabric. At first, she imagined the view from Rowan’s screen. The blonde woman beneath the duvet. The rise and fall of the false breasts. The expression pleasure placed across her painted face.

Then the image dissolved.

Sensation replaced it. Warmth. Pressure. The movement of her hips beneath the covers and the quiet drag of the nightdress against her stomach. Rowan’s voice reached her through the laptop, asking whether this was still good.

“Yes.”

“Do you want me to keep watching?”

“Yes.”

“Do you want me to talk?”

Ellie opened her eyes.

Rowan’s face held desire, but no demand. They looked affected by her, breath slightly uneven, gaze fixed upon the place where her hand moved beneath the duvet. The sight made Ellie ache.

“Tell me I’m beautiful.”

“You’re beautiful.”

“Tell me you want me.”

“I want you.”

“Me?”

“You, Ellie.”

Pleasure tightened inside her.

The questions became smaller as speech grew difficult. Rowan asked whether she wanted more, whether she wanted them to stay and whether they could say her name again. Ellie answered each time. Her voice slipped between registers, sometimes soft and feminine, sometimes lower and roughened by need. None of them seemed to frighten Rowan.

Ellie stopped correcting herself.

Her hips moved without concern for the camera. The blonde hair clung to her cheek, and one strap of the nightdress fell accidentally from her shoulder. She did not arrange it. She was no longer producing an image of pleasure.

She was experiencing it.

The realisation opened something inside her. Every fragment she had kept separate rushed together. Shame and longing. The woman in the generated pictures. The bimbo kneeling before strangers. The quiet figure drinking tea in a hoodie. Rowan’s voice saying her name as though all of them belonged to the same person.

The orgasm rose before Ellie could prepare for it.

She closed her eyes and surrendered. Pleasure moved through her with a force that pulled her beyond language, leaving only breath, movement and the helpless sound of her own voice. Rowan remained with her, speaking softly while the intensity broke across her body.

For one impossible moment, Ellie occupied herself completely.

She was not looking at the woman. She was not imagining what someone might do to her or how beautiful she appeared while receiving it. She existed inside every breath and trembling muscle.

The pleasure belonged to her.

Afterwards, Ellie lay still beneath the duvet.

The room returned gradually. The lamp. The laptop. Rowan’s face waiting on the screen. Shame hovered somewhere beyond the edges of the bed, but it did not enter.

“Are you okay?” Rowan asked.

Ellie nodded.

“I think so.”

“You think so?”

“I don’t know what that was.”

Rowan smiled gently.

“I have a few guesses.”

Ellie laughed. Her voice was rough and entirely her own.

Neither of them ended the call.

Rowan fetched water and returned with the cat held against their chest. Ellie adjusted the duvet around herself but did not remove the nightdress, jewellery or wig. Her makeup was smudged beneath one eye, and the blonde hair had tangled against the pillow.

They spoke about breakfast. Rowan believed sweet food was unacceptable before noon, while Ellie argued that time had no authority over pastries. They discussed whether the cat understood its name and why people in films never charged their phones before emergencies.

The conversation became beautifully ordinary.

Ellie waited for the familiar collapse. She expected he disgust that had once driven Elliot towards the bathroom, desperate to remove every trace of what had happened. It never arrived.

She felt tired, warm and strangely whole.

Eventually, Rowan’s eyes began closing between sentences. Ellie told them to sleep. They promised to message when they woke, then hesitated with one hand near the keyboard.

“Goodnight, Ellie.”

“Goodnight.”

The call ended.

The screen went black.

Ellie saw herself reflected in it. Smudged makeup. Tangled hair. The silver heart resting against the nightdress. She looked nothing like the perfect woman Elliot had once tried to create.

She looked real.

Ellie touched the reflection with one fingertip. The dark glass returned the gesture, joining their hands across the screen.

For once, she could not find the boundary between the woman looking back and the person looking at her.


Four

Elliot woke late the following morning with blonde hair across his mouth.

For several soft seconds, he did not remember why. The wig had shifted during the night and tangled around one shoulder. His makeup stained the pillowcase in faint shadows of pink and black, while the silver heart lay warm against his chest. He felt heavy, peaceful and pleasantly sore.

Then memory returned.

Rowan’s voice. The movement of his hand beneath the duvet. The moment pleasure had gathered every fractured part of him and made something whole. Elliot remembered closing his eyes and discovering that Ellie remained even when he could not see her.

Panic rose so quickly that he nearly choked.

He threw back the duvet and stumbled towards the bathroom. The woman in the mirror looked wrecked. Her lipstick had faded to a bruised stain, one false lash was missing and the blonde hair had become wild with sleep. She should have looked ridiculous.

Instead, she looked intimate.

She looked like someone after being loved.

Elliot tore off the wig. His own dark hair lay flattened beneath the cap, damp against his forehead. He removed the necklace, nightdress and breasts, piling them beside the sink. Makeup remover erased Ellie in streaks until his face returned, pale and frightened beneath the bathroom light.

The transformation did not bring relief.

Elliot stared at himself. He expected the boundaries to settle back into place, restoring the simple distinction between the man who existed and the woman he performed. Instead, Ellie seemed to remain somewhere behind his eyes. He could still feel Rowan saying her name.

The pleasure had been real.

That was the problem.

Elliot spent the day avoiding Rowan’s messages. He opened the conversation several times, read their good morning and closed it again. Every possible reply felt too revealing. Ellie could not flirt after what had happened without acknowledging that it mattered, while Elliot could not answer without explaining who had been inside her.

By evening, Rowan had sent another message.

Are you okay?

Elliot placed his phone face down.

The account offered somewhere easier to go. Hundreds of notifications waited beneath Ellie’s newest content. Followers wanted more photographs, longer videos and increasingly specific performances. Their demands reduced everything to understandable terms.

Ellie was a product. Elliot made her. Strangers paid to consume her.

Nothing inside that arrangement required him to ask who had experienced pleasure with Rowan.

He opened the box containing Ellie’s first wig.

The platinum curls had become rough with repeated styling, shining unnaturally beneath the light. Elliot brushed them until they expanded into the enormous shape she had worn at the beginning. He chose the largest breasts, the shortest pink dress and the six-inch heels that forced his body into a painful arch.

Her makeup became a mask.

Foundation erased every variation in his skin. Black liner stretched beyond the corners of his eyes, while false lashes cast small shadows across his cheeks. He drew the lipstick far beyond the natural boundaries of his mouth and covered it with thick pink gloss.

The woman in the mirror looked beautiful, stupid and utterly artificial.

Relief moved through Elliot.

There was no tenderness in her. No quiet voice or tangled hair against a pillow. This Ellie could not be confused with the person Rowan had touched through the screen. She existed to be looked at and would disappear as soon as nobody wanted her.

Elliot switched on the lights.

He began with the familiar poses. Kneeling. Bent forward. Breasts gathered between both hands. Ellie widened her eyes and let her mouth hang open, offering the camera the same vacant hunger that had first made strangers adore her.

The performance resisted him.

Her expression repeatedly softened between photographs. Awareness returned to her eyes. Even the exaggerated body seemed inhabited now, refusing to become an empty collection of curves.

Elliot took harsher photographs.

He pulled the dress above Ellie’s waist and arranged her on the bed like something discarded. He spread her limbs, turned her face away from the camera and made her body the only part of the image that mattered. When her posture became uncomfortable, he refused to adjust it. The pain felt deserved, though he could not have said which of them deserved it.

Ellie had done this.

She had crossed a boundary Elliot believed would keep them safe. She had accepted Rowan’s desire and allowed it to become something tender. She had closed her eyes and existed without requiring a reflection. In doing so, she had made herself impossible to dismiss.

Elliot hated her for that.

He hated the ache Rowan’s voice had left inside him. He hated that he had woken feeling peaceful and that removing Ellie had failed to restore the person he understood. Most of all, he hated the helpless hope that had entered him when Rowan said her name.

He needed to hurt that hope before it could hurt him.

Elliot took out the pink lipstick and wrote across Ellie’s skin. Empty. Stupid. Toy. Each word appeared bright and childish against the breast forms and bare stomach. The handwriting shook, forcing him to retrace several letters until they became thick enough to read on camera.

He photographed every word.

The images still did not feel sufficient. Elliot could call Ellie an object, but he had created her. His judgement could not prove anything. He needed witnesses. If enough strangers agreed that she was empty, perhaps Rowan’s tenderness would become a misunderstanding rather than a revelation.

Elliot posted a photograph.

Ellie knelt with her knees spread, huge blonde hair surrounding a face emptied of expression. One hand lifted her breasts while the other rested between her thighs. The pink words covered her body like instructions.

The caption asked a single question.

Tell me what I am.

Responses appeared almost immediately.

A toy.

A doll.

A brainless little slut.

Something made to be used.

Elliot read each answer aloud.

At first, he used Ellie’s breathless voice. She giggled between the words and thanked strangers for understanding her. The performance turned cruelty into flirtation, making every insult part of the bimbo game.

Then the comments became harsher.

They said Ellie was not a real woman. That she was a collection of holes beneath a cheap wig. That nobody would want her once the makeup came away. One follower said the only interesting thing about her was how completely she had erased the person underneath.

The words entered Elliot differently now.

Before Rowan, degradation had struck the artificial surface and scattered into arousal. Tonight, each insult found the person trapped beneath it. Elliot felt them against the tenderness of the previous night, corrupting every moment that had seemed beautiful.

He continued reading.

His voice began to shake. The bright register slipped lower, but he forced it upwards again. Bimbo Ellie would enjoy this. She would become wetter and emptier with every reminder that nobody cared who she was. She would thank them for reducing her to the only thing she was good for.

Elliot turned on the camera.

A subscriber had requested a custom video in which Ellie begged to be treated like an object. Elliot had accepted the payment days earlier, but now the request offered something more important than money. It provided a script in which Ellie could surrender every claim to personhood.

She knelt beneath the lights.

“I’m just a pretty little toy.”

The words sounded rehearsed. Elliot smiled wider and repeated them.

“I don’t need to think. I just need someone to tell me what I’m for.”

Pain tightened across Ellie’s face before the smile returned. Elliot saw it happening on the screen and kept recording.

He made her read the comments aloud.

A toy.

A doll.

Not a real woman.

Each sentence became something Elliot did to Ellie and something he allowed strangers to do through him. He wanted their desire to overwhelm her interior life. He wanted them to look so relentlessly that she disappeared beneath their gaze.

It hurt.

The dress cut into her waist. The heels cramped her feet, and the wig pulled painfully at the pins holding it in place. Tears gathered beneath the false lashes, threatening to loosen the glue. Elliot used the physical discomfort to sharpen the performance.

Ellie was supposed to suffer beneath the beauty.

She was supposed to learn that becoming desirable did not make her deserving of tenderness. That was the lesson Elliot had avoided while Rowan watched her in pyjamas, listened to her opinions and called her beautiful when she relaxed.

Rowan had treated Ellie like a person.

Elliot needed to prove they were wrong.

He pushed the scene further. Ellie described herself as a fantasy with nothing behind it. She promised to become whatever anyone wanted. She said the woman on the screen existed only because lonely men had paid to look at her.

The statements approached truth closely enough to wound.

When Ellie called herself empty again, her voice broke.

Elliot stopped.

For several seconds, neither of them moved.

The camera continued recording. Ellie remained on her knees beneath the lights, breasts exposed and insults written across her body. Her painted smile had disappeared. Tears clung to the lashes, while the glossy mouth trembled with the effort of remaining silent.

She looked hurt.

Not Elliot. Not a man embarrassed by his own fetish. Ellie.

The distinction arrived with the force of violence.

Elliot had wanted to destroy the part of himself that hoped Rowan might love her. Instead, he had taken that frightened, newly living thing and offered it to strangers for punishment. He had invited them to call Ellie unreal, then forced her to repeat the words until they sounded like confession.

Nobody had made him do this.

He had built a woman from everything he desired, discovered someone living inside her and punished her for being real.

Elliot reached towards the camera but hesitated before switching it off. Part of him still wanted to continue. Stopping would acknowledge that Ellie could be harmed. Finishing the scene would restore the simpler world in which she was only content.

The tears crossed her face.

Elliot ended the recording.

Silence filled the bedroom. Ellie remained in position, as though she had not yet been given permission to move. The lights burned against her skin. Notifications continued gathering beneath the photograph, each one offering another answer to the question Elliot had asked.

Tell me what I am.

He lowered himself from the bed and removed the heels. Pain rushed through Ellie’s feet as they flattened against the carpet. Elliot unpinned the wig, but he could not bring himself to pull it away. Instead, he loosened it carefully and allowed the blonde hair to remain around her shoulders.

The custom set was unfinished.

Elliot looked at the payment notification. Professionalism offered one final excuse. He could complete the video, upload it and call the whole thing work. The subscriber would be satisfied, and Ellie’s pain could be transformed into something with a price.

He almost returned to the bed.

Instead, he refunded the money.

The action brought no relief. The public photograph remained online, gathering attention faster than anything Ellie had posted before. Followers shared it with captions more degrading than the words written across her skin.

They loved her like this.

They loved her wounded, emptied and offered up for consumption. Elliot had taught them that this was what Ellie wanted, then asked them to help punish her for wanting something else.

He read the comments again.

Every insult aimed at Ellie struck Elliot too. That was why he had sought them out. He had wanted the pain to confirm that no meaningful boundary existed between them, even while insisting they were separate.

The shame and arousal still moved together inside him, but their intoxication had become poisonous. He could no longer pretend nobody was being hurt.

There was someone inside Ellie now.

Perhaps there always had been.

Elliot read each comment as though it had been directed at someone he cared about. He wanted to tell them Ellie was clever. She understood films and lighting and why romantic comedies so often rewarded men for refusing to listen. She worked too hard, slept badly and liked pastries at inappropriate times.

None of them knew those things because he had taught them not to ask.

Rowan’s name appeared among the notifications.

Not beneath the photographs. In their private conversation.

You don’t have to talk about last night if you don’t want to.

Elliot touched the message.

I’m sorry, Ellie wrote.

You haven’t done anything wrong.

I shouldn’t have done it.

The typing symbol appeared, disappeared and returned.

Do you regret it?

Elliot looked towards the mirror.

Ellie knelt before it in the obscene pink dress. The words across her skin appeared backwards, transformed into a language only the reflection understood. Beneath the makeup and impossible body, her expression was tired.

No, she wrote.

The honesty hurt.

Then what are you afraid of?

Ellie began several answers. That Rowan would discover the truth. That the woman they desired did not exist. That pleasure had made something real which Elliot had only ever intended to visit.

She deleted each one.

Nothing’s wrong, she wrote. Just tired.

Rowan did not believe her.

Okay. I’m here when you want me.

There was no demand. No attempt to force an explanation. Rowan offered presence and stepped back, leaving Ellie alone with the gentleness.

Elliot removed the costume slowly.

He cleaned the lipstick from Ellie’s skin first, wiping away the degrading words until only faint pink shadows remained. The breasts came next, then the dress and wig. He removed the makeup carefully rather than scrubbing, though he refused to consider why.

Once Elliot stood before the mirror again, he opened Ellie’s account.

The newest photograph had already become one of her most popular. Followers shared it with captions more degrading than anything Elliot had written himself. The performance was succeeding.

He felt sick.

A notification appeared from his personal messages.

For one impossible moment, Elliot expected Rowan’s name. Instead, Natalie’s photograph illuminated the screen. She had not contacted him since the breakup.

He opened the message.

Hi. Sorry to bother you. I found another bag of your things at the back of my wardrobe. There are some clothes in it too. Dresses and lingerie, mostly. I think they’re things you bought me. Let me know when you want to collect them.

Elliot read the message again.

Dresses and lingerie.

He pictured the black dress Natalie had worn on New Year’s Eve. The red lace she had thanked him for and never chosen herself. The pale pink slip that had remained folded in her wardrobe because she said it did not feel like her.

Behind him, Ellie’s discarded clothes covered the bed.

For the first time, Elliot noticed how similar they were.
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Natalie asked him to come on Sunday afternoon.

Elliot arrived six minutes early and waited in his car until the time on the dashboard changed. The delay felt ridiculous. He had once entered Natalie’s flat without knocking, carrying groceries or calling her name from the hallway. Now even the pavement outside seemed to belong to a life from which he had been carefully removed.

He tried not to imagine the dresses and lingerie waiting among his belongings. Natalie had already told him what she had found. Knowing did nothing to explain why returning felt like approaching an examination.

Natalie opened the door before he knocked. Her hair was shorter, ending just above her shoulders in a blunt line. Elliot felt the old instinctive disappointment before catching it. He waited for the thought to become something else.

The style suited her.

Not because it made her softer, sexier or closer to the woman he wanted. It suited the shape of Natalie’s face and the directness with which she moved through the world. She looked more completely herself.

“Hi,” she said.

“Hi.”

They stood awkwardly in the doorway until Natalie stepped aside. Elliot removed his shoes and placed them beside hers. The box containing his remaining belongings waited beneath the same brass hooks as before, though this one was smaller and had no name written across it.

“I made coffee,” Natalie said. “If you want one.”

“Thanks.”

The flat had changed in small ways. The severe print Elliot chose for the living room had been replaced by a colourful landscape. The cushions were mismatched, and the trailing plant had moved from the windowsill to a shelf where the leaves no longer reached the floor.

None of the changes was dramatic. Together, they made the room feel warmer. Elliot wondered how much of herself Natalie had suppressed simply because arguing about every detail had seemed exhausting.

She brought two mugs into the living room. Elliot sat on the sofa, this time choosing the cushion at one end rather than leaving space beside him. Natalie returned to the armchair and tucked one leg beneath herself.

For a moment, they spoke only about practical things. The charger in the box was probably Elliot’s. The paperback might belong to Natalie, though neither of them cared enough to determine who bought it. Elliot had apparently left a pair of socks inside one of her shoes.

The ordinary conversation eased something between them.

“How have you been?” Elliot asked.

“Good.”

He waited for hesitation, but none came.

“Work is busy. I’ve been seeing people more. Amira came over last week.”

Elliot looked up.

“She didn’t mention that.”

“I asked her not to make it strange.”

“It is strange.”

“A little.”

Natalie smiled. It was not the smile she had worn in photographs or during dinners when Elliot praised her. It belonged entirely to her, amused and cautious without asking whether he approved.

“I’m glad you’re doing well,” he said.

“I am.”

The answer hurt, though Elliot knew it was not intended to. Some part of him had expected Natalie to be diminished by his absence. Not devastated, exactly, but incomplete enough to prove he had mattered. Instead, she looked rested.

She studied him over the rim of her mug.

“You don’t.”

“What?”

“You don’t look well.”

“I’m fine.”

“You’ve lost weight.”

“Work has been busy.”

“And you look like you haven’t slept in a month.”

Elliot touched the skin beneath one eye. The makeup tutorials had taught him how to conceal exhaustion as Ellie, but he had done nothing to hide it today.

“There’s been a lot going on.”

“Anything you want to talk about?”

“No.”

The answer came too quickly. Natalie lowered her mug but did not challenge it.

Elliot looked towards the window. The daylight reflected nothing back at him. He felt exposed without Ellie’s hair, clothes and makeup, yet telling Natalie seemed impossible. She had been the first person to see the outline of the woman inside him, but that did not give Elliot the courage to make Ellie visible.

“You leaving gave me a lot to think about,” he said.

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. You were right.”

Natalie became very still.

“About what?”

“Some of it.”

“That sounds cautiously promising.”

Despite himself, Elliot laughed. The sound surprised them both.

“How is the soul-searching going?” she asked.

“Badly.”

“Honest answer.”

“It’s difficult.” Elliot turned the mug between his hands. “But maybe good. I don’t know yet.”

Natalie watched him with the same gentleness she had shown during the breakup. It no longer contained the hope that he might say the right thing and save them. That absence made honesty easier.

“I hope you find your way,” she said.

The words nearly undid him.

“Thanks.”

Natalie rose and retrieved the box from the hallway. Beneath Elliot’s charger, socks and abandoned paperback lay a folded black dress. Red lace showed beneath it, followed by the pale pink slip Elliot remembered buying during a sale.

“There are a few things in there that aren’t yours,” Natalie said. “They’re dresses and lingerie you bought me. I never wore most of them, so you might be able to return them or sell them.”

Her voice was not unkind, but the certainty stopped him arguing.

“They were gifts.”

“They were things you wanted me to wear.”

Elliot lifted the black dress from the box. Its cut resembled one he had bought Ellie, though hers was pink and considerably shorter. The red lingerie echoed a set subscribers adored. Even the pale slip looked like a quieter version of Ellie’s nightdress.

Every item belonged in Ellie’s wardrobe.

The recognition moved through him slowly. He had chosen these clothes long before Ellie existed, then given them to Natalie as though wanting to see them made them hers. She had rarely worn them because they were not her style. They had never expressed anything about Natalie.

They expressed him.

Natalie placed the box on the floor between them. Elliot laid the dress back on top.

Elliot looked down.

Natalie touched the black dress.

“I did wear this one. Once.”

“New Year’s Eve.”

“I remember.”

“You looked beautiful.”

The compliment left him automatically. Natalie’s hand withdrew from the fabric.

Elliot saw the moment through two sets of eyes. Natalie descending the stairs, tense and uncertain in a dress that exposed more of her body than she liked. Elliot waiting below, overwhelmed because she had finally appeared as the woman he imagined. He had mistaken the intensity of his response for love.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

“You don’t have to apologise for thinking I was beautiful.”

“That’s not what I’m apologising for.”

Every item had moved from Natalie’s wardrobe into Ellie’s.

Not literally. Elliot had chosen them months apart from different shops. Yet they belonged to the same woman. The same imagined body. The same promise of softness, availability and perfect femininity.

He had repeatedly tried to dress Natalie as Ellie before Ellie had a name.

“You were right,” Elliot said.

Natalie waited.

“There was someone else. Not a real person. I didn’t understand that, but you were always being compared with her.”

“I know.”

“I thought I was loving you. I thought wanting you to look a certain way was part of being attracted to you.”

“Sometimes it was.”

“Not always.”

“No.”

Elliot folded the dress across his lap. The fabric felt heavier than it should.

“I made you feel as though you weren’t enough.”

“You made me feel as though I was almost someone you could love.”

The words hurt more because Natalie spoke them without anger.

“I did love you.”

“I know you did, in the way you understood love then.”

“That isn’t much of an absolution.”

“I’m not trying to absolve you.”

Elliot nodded. He had not earned forgiveness simply by discovering the shape of what he had done. Natalie’s hurt did not exist to complete his transformation.

“I’m sorry,” he said again. “You deserved to be wanted as yourself.”

“So did you.”

The answer made him look up.

Natalie held his gaze for a moment, then glanced towards the clothes between them.

“I hope you work out who she is.”

“Who?”

“The woman you kept trying to find through me.”

Elliot’s throat tightened.

“And if I do?”

“Be kind to her.”

Natalie’s words followed him home.

Elliot carried the box upstairs. He unpacked his charger, socks and abandoned book, then laid the dresses and lingerie across the bed beside Ellie’s clothes. The resemblance was undeniable.

He did not photograph them.

Instead, he opened Ellie’s account.

The degrading image still occupied the top of her profile. It had accumulated more attention overnight, praised and shared by people who wanted the empty woman Elliot had promised them. He looked at the words written across Ellie’s body and felt Natalie’s voice return.

You made me feel as though I was almost someone you could love.

Elliot deleted the photograph.

He removed the unfinished video, then the earlier sets that now felt cruel. He refunded several explicit requests and rejected the new ones waiting in his inbox. Each decision cost money. Subscriber numbers began falling almost immediately.

Messages followed.

People complained that Ellie had become boring. They demanded the stupid blonde back and accused her of pretending to be better than the audience that made her successful. One told her nobody paid to hear her opinions.

Elliot blocked them.

He opened Ellie’s profile and erased the declaration that she existed only to look pretty and make people happy. The empty space waited.

Elliot began typing.

Blonde. Soft. Sometimes filthy. Sometimes frightened. Still working out the rest.

He read the words aloud in Ellie’s emerging voice.

They were imperfect. She was imperfect.

He saved them anyway.

Subscribers continued leaving. Rowan’s message remained.

Their conversation contained several unread messages, each offering patience without pretending not to worry. Elliot opened the latest one.

I’m here when you’re ready.

He thought of Natalie, the clothes and the woman who had moved through all of them without being recognised. He thought of Rowan watching Ellie sleepily from the other side of a screen and wanting nothing she had not freely offered.

Elliot began to type.

We need to talk.

His finger hovered for only a moment.

Then Ellie pressed send.
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Rowan replied within a minute.

Do you want to call?

Ellie stared at the question. The laptop remained open beside her, displaying the altered account and the new biography she had written. Blonde. Soft. Sometimes filthy. Sometimes frightened. Still working out the rest.

A call would be easier. Ellie could prepare the lights, choose her angle and keep the conversation contained within the dimensions of a screen. If the truth became unbearable, she could end the call and disappear.

Or we could talk in person?

Ellie froze.

The typing symbol appeared immediately, then vanished for almost a minute.

I’m working Saturday afternoon. We could get coffee afterwards if you’d like. There’s a place beside the theatre.

Ellie’s first impulse was to refuse.

Rowan had seen her live, but only through carefully positioned cameras. Even their most relaxed conversations contained an invisible frame. Ellie knew where to sit, how to turn her face and which movements revealed the illusion’s edges. If something slipped, she could move out of view and repair it.

The world offered no such protection.

People would see Ellie from angles Elliot had never studied. They would hear her voice without a microphone softening it. Her hands, shoulders and height would become part of the woman rather than details hidden outside a photograph. Rowan might recognise every place where Ellie had been constructed and understand that desire had filled the gaps.

The meeting was supposed to provide an opportunity for honesty. Instead, Ellie began imagining ways to become convincing enough that honesty might no longer be necessary.

Saturday could work, she wrote.

The days before the meeting passed too quickly.

Elliot rehearsed explanations while working, showering and lying awake. None survived beyond the first sentence. He could say that Ellie was an online persona, but that made every intimate conversation sound like deliberate deception. He could describe her as a fetish that had become complicated, though the word now felt too small and cruel.

The truth had no stable shape. Elliot did not know whether he was a man who sometimes became Ellie, or whether Ellie was a woman using Elliot to survive the hours between transformations. He did not know what he wanted from transition, his body or the future.

He only knew Rowan deserved something more than silence.

On Saturday afternoon, Elliot laid Ellie’s clothes across the bed.

The bimbo costume waited in boxes. Pink vinyl, lace, enormous breasts and heels designed for kneeling rather than walking. That version of Ellie could inspire hunger from behind a screen, but she could not drink coffee beneath ordinary daylight.

The pyjamas and hoodies felt equally impossible. They belonged to Ellie’s private world, where femininity remained a cosy fantasy without consequences. Wearing them alone allowed Elliot to imagine being her without asking whether she could survive being witnessed.

He chose a dress he had never photographed.

It was pale blue, soft at the waist and modest across the chest. The skirt reached just above his knees, moving gently when he turned. He added dark tights, low ankle boots and a cream cardigan that made the outfit feel less deliberate.

The smaller breast forms created a natural shape beneath the dress. Elliot adjusted them repeatedly, trying to decide whether they looked too large, too small or too obviously artificial. Every choice felt like a claim about the kind of woman Ellie was allowed to be.

Makeup took nearly two hours.

Elliot resisted the techniques designed for the camera. The foundation was light enough to show the texture of skin, while the eyeliner followed the shape of his eyes rather than inventing new ones. He chose a muted rose lipstick and lashes small enough that they might be mistaken for his own.

The wig remained the most frightening part. Ellie’s softer blonde hair was good quality, but sunlight revealed things bedroom lamps forgave. Elliot secured it carefully, then brushed the waves until they fell just below her shoulders.

When he finished, he looked into the mirror.

Ellie did not appear glamorous. She was not the impossible woman from the generated pictures or the pornographic doll adored by strangers. She looked like someone who had dressed carefully for a first date and hoped nobody noticed how frightened she was.

Elliot waited for arousal.

None came.

The absence made the transformation feel more serious. He was not dressing to masturbate, make money or experience femininity inside a locked flat. Ellie was about to open the front door and enter the world.

She took a coat from the hallway.

Elliot had prepared the body, the clothes and the face. Ellie was the person who turned the lock.

The corridor outside the flat looked exactly as it always had. Beige walls. Patterned carpet. A dead bulb above the stairs. Yet every step carried the possibility of discovery.

Ellie expected a neighbour’s door to open. She imagined laughter, recognition and the sudden collapse of every illusion. Nobody appeared.

Outside, the afternoon was grey and cold. Ellie pulled her coat closed and walked towards the main road. The boots struck the pavement with an unfamiliar rhythm, each step announcing her before becoming lost beneath traffic.

People looked at her.

Some glanced and moved on. A man waiting outside a shop watched for long enough that Ellie could not decide whether he was attracted or suspicious. Two women passed without acknowledging her at all.

Every reaction became evidence. Ellie wanted to know what they saw, but asking would destroy the fragile anonymity of the street. She kept walking, allowing herself to exist in the uncertainty.

At a crossing, an older woman smiled as they waited for the light to change.

Ellie smiled back.

The exchange was meaningless. It also felt enormous.

By the time she reached the theatre, her body vibrated with fear and exhilaration. She had not been exposed or confronted. Nothing remarkable had happened. Ellie had simply moved through the city as though she belonged there.

Rowan waited beside the stage door with two paper cups.

They wore a black jumper, dark jeans and the same heavy boots visible in several profile photographs. Their hair was still damp from the rain, though the sky had begun clearing. Ellie paused at the end of the street.

This was her last chance to leave.

Rowan looked up.

Recognition transformed their face before Ellie could prepare herself. Their tired expression opened into a smile so warm that the distance between them suddenly felt unbearable.

“Ellie.”

They crossed towards her.

“You came.”

“You asked.”

The voice emerged softly. It was not perfect, but it belonged to the comfortable place Ellie had found between Elliot and the performance. Rowan’s smile did not falter.

“I didn’t know what you drank, so I panicked and got tea and coffee.”

Ellie laughed. The tension loosened enough for her to approach. Rowan hesitated, then opened one arm in a question.

“Can I hug you?”

Ellie nodded.

The contact lasted only seconds. Rowan’s body was warm and solid beneath the jumper. One hand rested lightly between Ellie’s shoulders, careful and undemanding. She became aware of the wig, breast forms and every constructed detail pressed between them.

Rowan stepped back without revealing that they had noticed anything.

The café beside the theatre was closed for a private event, so they carried the drinks inside. Rowan led Ellie through the stage door and along narrow corridors painted institutional grey. The building smelled of dust, coffee and the warm electrical scent of equipment.

They settled in the empty bar. Rowan chose a small table in the corner rather than one visible from the glass doors. Ellie wondered whether they were protecting her or simply preferred privacy.

For several minutes, neither mentioned the conversation they had come to have.

Rowan complained about the afternoon performance. Ellie described the difficulty of choosing an outfit without admitting why the decision had felt so important. Their familiar rhythm returned, altered by physical presence.

Rowan looked at her openly.

Not in the hungry, anonymous way of subscribers. Their attention moved across the details Ellie had chosen, noticing the cardigan, boots and soft makeup. Each glance made her feel visible without reducing her to what was seen.

“You look different,” Rowan said.

Panic tightened her hands around the cup.

“Bad different?”

“No. Real different.”

Ellie lowered her gaze.

“I’m always real.”

“I know. I meant more like yourself.”

The words came too close to the conversation she had rehearsed. Ellie should have told them then. She could have placed the whole ugly truth between the paper cups and allowed Rowan to decide what remained.

Instead, she asked about the theatre.

Rowan understood the evasion and did not challenge it. They offered a tour when Ellie finished her tea. She accepted with more enthusiasm than necessary.

They showed her the auditorium first. Rows of empty red seats descended towards the stage, each waiting in silence. Work lights illuminated the exposed set, revealing unfinished walls and marks taped across the floor.

Ellie followed Rowan down the aisle.

“This is strange without people,” she whispered.

“It’s better without people.”

“You work in theatre.”

“Exactly. Audiences ruin everything.”

At the front row, Rowan offered their hand to help her onto the stage. Ellie could have managed alone. She accepted anyway.

Their fingers closed around hers.

The touch remained after she stood, neither of them immediately letting go. Rowan’s thumb moved once across the back of Ellie’s hand. Desire stirred beneath her fear, slow and undeniable.

Until today, she had been touched as Ellie only by herself. The warmth of another person made the body feel different, less like a collection of substitutions and more like something capable of receiving tenderness.

Rowan released her and showed her the set.

Ellie walked through a false living room with doors that opened onto darkness. From the stage, the empty seats disappeared beyond the work lights. She imagined performing here, every gesture examined by hundreds of people.

The thought should have resembled her account. Instead, it revealed the difference.

Online, Ellie displayed herself while remaining unreachable. Here, Rowan stood close enough to touch. There was no camera to control the image and no photograph to preserve only the successful angle.

Ellie was not being displayed.

She was being witnessed.

Rowan moved behind her to point out the lighting booth. Their hand settled briefly at the centre of Ellie’s back. The contact guided rather than possessed her, but heat followed it through the dress.

“You okay?” they asked.

“Yes.”

“Still want to talk?”

The question broke the spell.

Ellie turned. Rowan stood close enough that she could see the tiny scar near their eyebrow and the tired shadows beneath their eyes. The conversation waited between them.

“I do.”

“Okay.”

“I just don’t know how.”

“We have time.”

“You might not feel that way afterwards.”

Concern entered Rowan’s expression.

“Is this about your account?”

“Partly.”

“Are you in danger?”

“No.”

“Is someone forcing you to make content?”

“No. Nothing like that.”

Rowan nodded, though the concern remained.

“You don’t have to tell me before you’re ready.”

“I do.”

“Why?”

“Because you think I’m someone I’m not.”

The words were almost the truth.

Rowan looked at her for a long moment.

“I think you’re Ellie and that’s enough for me. You don’t need to rush to explain yourself.”

Her name moved through the theatre, small and impossible.

Ellie’s rehearsed confession vanished.

Rowan raised one hand and touched her face.

Their fingertips rested against Ellie’s cheek, warm and slightly rough. The gesture was so gentle that it felt more exposing than being naked before the camera. Ellie leaned into it instinctively, turning her face towards their palm.

Something changed in Rowan’s expression.

Their gaze dropped to her mouth. Ellie saw the desire there and felt an answering hunger open inside her, bright enough to consume every word she had rehearsed. She wanted Rowan to kiss her. She wanted it with a certainty that made everything else briefly irrelevant.

The distance between them disappeared.

The kiss happened between one breath and the next. Rowan’s mouth met hers softly at first, testing a possibility neither of them wanted to spoil by naming. Ellie remained still for a fraction of a second, stunned by the reality of it.

Then delight broke through her.

She kissed Rowan back.

Weeks of hunger rushed into the contact. Late-night messages, silent looks through the camera and every moment Ellie had wondered whether she was beautiful enough to disturb Rowan’s composure. Her hands found the front of their jumper and pulled them closer.

Rowan answered with sudden heat.

One hand slid into the blonde hair at the back of Ellie’s neck. Their mouth opened against hers, and the careful first touch deepened into something hungry. A small sound escaped Rowan when Ellie pressed closer.

The sound thrilled her.

She had done that. Ellie had reached inside this patient, self-contained person and made desire audible. She was not only receiving Rowan’s hunger. She was creating it.

Ellie had never been kissed before.

Elliot had. He had kissed Natalie and other women, learning how to lead, respond and make his body useful to someone else. Those memories belonged to another shape of desire. Ellie had never felt someone’s mouth find her and understood herself as the woman being wanted.

The difference was incandescent.

Rowan kissed her as though Ellie’s softness were real. As though the lips beneath the rose lipstick belonged to her. As though the blonde hair between their fingers had always grown from her head. Every place they touched became more completely Ellie’s.

She forgot the theatre.

The empty seats, exposed set and work lights dissolved around them. There was only Rowan’s body against hers, the rough fabric of their jumper beneath her hands and the intoxicating pressure of their mouth. Ellie stopped wondering how she looked.

She simply kissed them.

Her body understood more than her thoughts did. She tilted her head, opened her mouth and followed the rhythm Rowan offered. The breast forms pressed between them, but for once their artifice did not break the experience. Their weight gave shape to the contact, locating Ellie within the body Rowan held.

Desire gathered low and urgent.

Ellie wanted Rowan’s hands everywhere. She wanted to feel what their patience became when hunger finally overwhelmed it. She wanted to pull them down onto the false sofa behind the set, disappear beneath their body and discover how far this new self could extend into pleasure.

The wanting frightened her only because it felt so good.

Rowan drew back barely far enough to breathe. Their foreheads touched. Ellie opened her eyes and found them looking at her with naked astonishment.

The sight made her laugh.

Not because anything was funny. Joy had become too large to remain silent. Ellie felt dazzling, almost invincible. She had entered the world for the first time and found someone waiting to kiss her inside it.

Rowan smiled against her mouth.

Then they kissed again.

This time, Ellie met them without hesitation. She curled one hand behind their neck and pulled them close, delighted by her own boldness. The shy woman in the blue dress became hungry beneath Rowan’s touch, not a bimbo performing desire but someone alive with it.

Rowan wanted her.

The knowledge poured through Ellie with every breath. She felt it in the urgency of their mouth, the hand tightening gently in her hair and the body leaning into hers. Rowan’s desire was not a compliment written beneath a photograph. It was warm, physical and impossible to edit.

Ellie wanted them too.

The two desires met inside the kiss and became something larger than either. Hunger reflected hunger. Rowan drew more from Ellie, and Ellie answered by demanding more from them. She lost herself in the exchange without disappearing.

For a few brilliant moments, nothing had ever been wrong.

There was no secret, no account and no frightened man behind the woman. There was only Ellie, flushed and breathless beneath the theatre lights, being kissed as though Rowan had wanted to do it for weeks.

Perhaps they had.

The thought made her press closer.

Rowan’s hand moved from her hair, trailing along the back of her neck. Their fingers passed over the cardigan and followed the line of her side before settling at her waist.

The touch should have delighted her.

Instead, possibility opened beneath it.

A hand at the waist could move lower or slip beneath the cardigan. The dress could be unfastened. The smaller breast forms that had felt so natural beneath Rowan’s body could be uncovered and lifted away. Desire could lead towards a body Rowan had never been given the truth about.

The brightness shattered.

Ellie froze.

Rowan noticed immediately and released her.

“Sorry.”

“No. You didn’t do anything.”

“Are you okay?”

Ellie was still, silent, eyes wide. Her heart was racing.

“I need to go.”

The words emerged in Elliot’s voice.

Rowan’s expression changed, not with disgust but confusion.

“You don’t have to leave.”

“I forgot something,” Ellie said.

“At home?”

“Yes.”

The excuse was transparent. Ellie stepped backwards, almost losing her balance in the boots. Rowan reached towards her, then stopped before making contact.

“I can walk you out.”

“You don’t need to.”

“Ellie.”

“I’m sorry.”

She left before they could say anything else.

The theatre corridors seemed longer on the return journey. Ellie moved through them too quickly, passing dressing rooms, storage cupboards and strangers who barely glanced at her. Rowan did not follow.

Cold air struck her outside.

She walked without knowing where she was going. The city that had welcomed her earlier now seemed full of eyes. Every reflection showed the woman Rowan had kissed and the secret beneath her clothes.

By the time Ellie reached home, her feet hurt and her lipstick had faded. She locked the door, then leaned against it without removing her coat.

The phone vibrated.

Rowan’s message waited.

Did I do something wrong?

Ellie sank to the floor.

She wanted to answer no. Rowan had done everything right. They had asked before touching, noticed her fear and stepped back immediately. The harm came from Ellie allowing tenderness to proceed beneath a false understanding.

She could not ask Rowan to love her while deciding which parts of her they were permitted to know. She could not keep accepting desire intended for a woman whose body and history existed only by omission.

Ellie began typing.

You didn’t do anything wrong.

The response came quickly.

Then what happened?

Her fingers trembled above the screen.

There’s something I wanted to tell you, but it was too hard in person.

What?

Ellie looked down at the pale blue dress. Rowan’s hand had rested at her waist only an hour earlier. She could still feel the warmth of it.

She typed the next message slowly.

I need to tell you about me.


Five

Ellie remained on the floor for almost an hour.

Rowan’s question waited on the screen.

What do you need to tell me?

She began answering several times. Each version sounded either evasive or absurd. The truth could not be reduced to one revelation because Ellie did not understand which part of it mattered most.

I’m not who you think I am.

The response came immediately.

Who do I think you are?

Ellie looked down at the blue dress. She still wore the wig, breast forms and makeup from the theatre. A woman’s body existed beneath the coat, assembled from fabric, silicone and desire. Rowan had held that body close and kissed her as though nothing about it required explanation.

A woman, she wrote.

Several seconds passed.

Are you saying you aren’t a woman?

I don’t know.

Okay.

The gentleness of the answer made continuing harder.

My name isn’t legally Ellie. I don’t live like this normally. Nobody knows about her.

Her?

Ellie.

There was a longer silence.

I think we need to talk properly. Can I call?

Ellie wanted to refuse. Text allowed her to shape each sentence before Rowan received it. A call would expose every hesitation and contradiction, but perhaps exposure was the point.

She accepted.

Rowan appeared in the same black jumper they had worn at the theatre. They were sitting in their bedroom, though none of the usual warmth existed in the familiar frame. Their face looked guarded rather than angry.

Ellie’s own image occupied the corner of the screen. The street had disturbed everything she usually controlled. Her wig sat unevenly, and most of the rose lipstick had been kissed away. The lighting came from the hallway because she had not prepared the bedroom lamp.

For once, Rowan saw whatever the camera happened to reveal.

“Hi,” they said.

Ellie tried to answer, but her voice caught.

Rowan waited.

“My name is Elliot.”

Saying it while dressed as Ellie felt like opening a trapdoor beneath herself.

Rowan’s expression changed slightly. Surprise, then concentration.

“Okay.”

“I’m twenty-five. I do motion graphics. I’m not a model. Well, I suppose Ellie is, but that isn’t my real job.”

“The advertising work.”

“Yes.”

“So that part was true.”

“Most of what I told you was true.”

Rowan looked away.

“Most.”

The word hurt without being cruel.

Ellie touched the little silver heart at her throat. She had worn it to the theatre because Rowan had seen it during their first call. Now it seemed like another part of the deception.

“I don’t know where to start.”

“Start wherever makes sense to you.”

“It won’t make sense.”

“Let me decide that.”

There was an edge beneath the patience. Ellie nodded.

She told Rowan about Natalie.

The story came haltingly. Natalie had ended their relationship because Elliot never seemed to see her as herself. He had been searching for an impossible woman, gathering fragments from actresses, models, porn performers and fictional characters. After the breakup, he had used an image generator to create her.

“I thought I wanted to meet her,” Ellie said. “Or find someone like her.”

“But you made her look like you.”

“Not deliberately.”

“Ellie.”

“I swear. I didn’t understand what I was doing.”

Rowan studied her face.

“When did you start dressing?”

“After that.”

“For the account?”

“No. The account came later.”

Ellie described the parcel, the enormous blonde wig and the tiny pink dress. She explained the first photograph and the moment a woman seemed to appear between poses. A ridiculous experiment had become arousing, so Elliot called it a fetish and repeated it.

“The bimbo thing made it safer,” she said.

“How?”

“She wasn’t real. She was stupid and sexual and empty. I could become her because she didn’t mean anything.”

Rowan’s eyes lowered.

“You called yourself stupid a lot.”

“That was the character.”

“I know.”

Ellie could hear the hurt beneath the answer.

She explained the account, money and escalating content. Ellie became more convincing while Elliot became more dependent upon her. Then Rowan began talking to her like a person, and the division stopped holding.

“I didn’t plan any of this,” she said. “I wasn’t trying to trick you.”

“But you knew I didn’t understand.”

“Yes.”

“When?”

“From the beginning.”

Rowan leaned back. Their hands disappeared from view, and Ellie imagined them folded tightly in their lap.

“What did you think I believed?”

“That Ellie was a woman who made sexual content online.”

“You are a woman who makes sexual content online.”

“I don’t know if I am.”

“Then what did you think I was wrong about?”

Ellie looked at her own image.

“The body you imagined isn’t real.”

Rowan became very still.

Ellie forced herself to continue.

“You’ve never seen me without breast forms. I use padding sometimes. The hair is a wig. The photographs are posed and edited. I don’t look like this when I wake up.”

“Most people don’t look like their photographs when they wake up.”

“You know what I mean.”

“I’m trying to.”

Ellie drew a breath.

“I have a male body.”

The sentence landed between them.

Rowan’s gaze remained steady. No disgust crossed their face. The absence of it made Ellie realise how completely she had expected rejection.

“Okay,” they said.

“That’s all?”

“No. It’s not all. I’m still thinking.”

“You’re not angry?”

“I don’t know yet.”

Ellie flinched.

“Not about your body,” Rowan added. “I need you to hear that. I’m not upset because you have a body I didn’t imagine.”

“Then what are you upset about?”

“I kissed you today believing you trusted me.”

“I do trust you.”

“You ran away rather than tell me.”

“Because I was scared.”

“I understand that.”

Rowan rubbed one hand across their face. Tiredness deepened the shadows beneath their eyes.

“I understand why you were scared. I understand why telling me was difficult. That doesn’t mean it doesn’t hurt.”

Ellie began crying before she realised it was happening. Tears moved through the makeup, tracing dark lines beneath her eyes.

“I’m sorry.”

“I know.”

“I never wanted to hurt you.”

“I know that too.”

Rowan’s voice remained kind, but kindness did not erase what she had done. Their empathy left the hurt intact rather than rescuing Ellie from it.

“Did you feel anything?” she asked.

“At the theatre?”

“When I told you about my body.”

“Surprised.”

“Disappointed?”

“No.”

“Less attracted to me?”

“No.”

The answer came without hesitation.

Relief moved through Ellie, followed immediately by shame at having asked. Rowan noticed.

“You’re still beautiful,” they said. “Your body doesn’t cancel what I saw today.”

“But it was made.”

“All appearances are made.”

“Not like this.”

“No. Not like this.”

Rowan leaned closer to the screen.

“I’m curious. I have questions, but I don’t know which ones are fair yet. I don’t want to make you explain your body to earn my kindness.”

The words opened a painful warmth inside Ellie.

“You can ask.”

“Maybe later.”

“You might not want a later.”

“I care about you.”

Ellie closed her eyes.

“Which one?”

“What?”

“Do you care about Elliot or Ellie?”

Rowan looked at her for a long moment.

“I don’t know Elliot.”

“You do. Everything I told you came from him.”

“I thought it came from you.”

“That’s what I mean.”

“No, it isn’t.”

Frustration entered Rowan’s voice for the first time.

“You keep talking about Ellie as though she’s a costume that started speaking without your permission. You say she isn’t real, but you let me become attached to her. You let me tell her things. You let me desire her.”

“I didn’t make you do that.”

“I know.”

“I never promised you anything.”

“You kissed me.”

“You kissed me.”

“And you kissed me back.”

The words became silence.

Ellie remembered the stage, Rowan’s mouth and the dazzling certainty that she was desired. Nothing about her response had been false.

“I wanted to,” she whispered.

“I know you did.”

“That was Ellie.”

“Then she exists.”

“No. She’s makeup and clothes and silicone. Look.”

Ellie gripped the edge of the wig. For one wild moment, she considered tearing it away and forcing Rowan to see Elliot. She wanted the shock to destroy whatever tenderness remained before it could become more painful.

Rowan saw the movement.

“Don’t.”

“Why?”

“Because you’re treating yourself like evidence.”

Ellie released the wig.

“I don’t know what I am.”

“You don’t have to.”

“I’m not Ellie all the time.”

“That doesn’t mean she isn’t real.”

“She was supposed to be a fetish.”

“Was tonight a fetish?”

“No.”

“Were our conversations?”

“No.”

“Was the night we played together?”

Ellie shook her head.

Rowan’s expression softened, though the hurt remained.

“Then who have I been talking to? Who kissed me?”

Ellie had no answer.

The woman reflected in the corner of the screen looked broken and frightened. Her makeup was smudged, her wig imperfect and her blue dress wrinkled from sitting on the floor. She looked more real than the flawless woman who had first attracted Rowan.

“I’m sorry,” Ellie said again.

“I believe you.”

“Are you going to leave?”

“I need time.”

The words were gentle. They still felt like a door closing.

“How much?”

“I don’t know. A few days.”

Ellie wanted to bargain. She wanted to promise complete honesty, remove the wig or show Rowan everything immediately. Each impulse sought to control the outcome rather than respect what Rowan needed.

She pressed her hands together.

“Okay.”

“I’m not trying to punish you.”

“I know.”

“I care about you. That’s why I need to understand what happened.”

“Okay.”

Rowan remained on the screen for several seconds. Neither of them knew how to end the conversation.

“Please look after yourself tonight,” they said.

Ellie almost laughed. The request sounded impossible.

“You too.”

Rowan ended the call.

The screen darkened.

Ellie’s reflection appeared in the glass, tear-streaked and alone. She touched the silver heart at her throat and heard Rowan’s question again.

Who kissed me?

Ellie looked at the woman in the screen.

She still did not know what to call her.

She only knew that losing her hurt.
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Rowan did not message the following morning.

Elliot checked before getting out of bed, though he had already promised himself he would not. Their conversation remained exactly as they had left it. No good morning. No photograph of the cat. No small piece of Rowan’s night offered to prove they had returned.

They had asked for a few days.

By lunchtime, Elliot had decided that meant forever.

The conclusion was irrational, but it provided certainty where waiting offered none. Rowan had been kind because kindness was part of who they were. They had ended the call gently, asked Elliot to look after himself and avoided saying anything they could not mean. None of that promised they would come back.

Elliot closed Ellie’s account that evening.

The page asked whether he wanted to deactivate temporarily or delete everything permanently. His finger hovered over delete. Hundreds of photographs, messages and fragments of Ellie’s emerging voice waited behind the choice.

He selected deactivate.

The account vanished from public view. Elliot told himself he had only chosen the temporary option because subscribers had paid for content and permanent deletion might create complications. It had nothing to do with the possibility that he might want her back.

He packed Ellie’s clothes next.

The bimbo outfits went first. Pink vinyl, transparent lingerie and tiny dresses disappeared into boxes without resistance. They belonged to a version of Ellie he had already begun leaving behind. Folding the grey hoodie was harder.

Elliot held it against his chest before placing it inside.

The pyjamas followed. Then the cream nightdress, simple underwear and pale blue dress he had worn to the theatre. He removed the silver heart from the bedside table and lowered it into the box last.

The wigs would not fit. Elliot placed them in their original bags, compressing the blonde hair until it no longer resembled anything living. The breast forms settled beside them in their moulded trays.

By midnight, the bedroom had returned to normal. Ellie was sealed away in boxes.

Elliot expected relief. Ellie had caused the problem, and removing her should have restored the life that existed before. There would be no more secrets, frightened confessions or impossible questions about which version of him was real.

Instead, the flat felt abandoned.

The loss was not sexual. Elliot did not miss the explicit photographs or the messages from strangers. He missed the weight of blonde hair across his shoulders and the softness of fabric chosen for pleasure rather than utility. He missed Ellie’s voice, her humour and the quiet way she occupied a room when nobody was watching.

Most painfully, he missed being her.

For the next week, Elliot went through the motions of his old life. He worked, showered and wore the same dark clothes several days in succession. The hair on his body began growing back. His eyebrows lost their careful shape, though not quickly enough to stop him noticing them in every mirror.

Rowan remained silent.

Elliot did not contact them. Respecting their request became a punishment he performed with increasing devotion. If he could endure the silence without asking for reassurance, perhaps that would prove he had finally done one thing right.

Amira noticed his absence on the fifth day.

She messaged twice, called once and arrived at his flat on Saturday morning carrying pastries and irritation. Elliot considered pretending he was not home. She knocked again before he made a decision.

“I can hear you moving.”

He opened the door.

Amira’s irritation disappeared when she saw him.

“You look awful.”

“So everyone keeps telling me.”

“Who’s everyone?”

“Natalie.”

“You saw Natalie?”

“She had some of my things.”

Amira entered without waiting for an invitation. She placed the paper bag in the kitchen and began opening curtains. Cold daylight revealed mugs, takeaway cartons and the blankets Elliot had abandoned on the sofa.

“When did you last leave the flat?”

“I don’t know. Thursday.”

“It’s Saturday.”

“I work from home.”

“That wasn’t the question.”

Elliot sat on the sofa. Amira remained standing for a moment, looking around as though the room might explain what he would not. Her gaze settled on the boxes beside the bedroom door.

“Are you moving?”

“No.”

“Then what’s in those?”

“Nothing.”

“Elliot.”

He closed his eyes.

Amira sat beside him, leaving enough space that the gesture did not feel like an attempt to corner him. She waited. Elliot hated her patience because it resembled Rowan’s.

“I lied to you,” he said.

“About what?”

“The woman on my phone.”

“Ellie?”

Hearing the name made the empty flat hurt.

“Yes.”

“What about her?”

Elliot looked towards the boxes.

“She isn’t someone I’ve been talking to.”

Amira frowned.

“Did you steal her photographs?”

“No.”

“Are they generated?”

“No. Not those ones.”

“Then what are you saying?”

Elliot forced himself to meet her eyes.

“Ellie is me.”

Amira stared at him.

Her gaze moved to his shaped eyebrows, then towards the boxes. Recognition arrived slowly, rearranging memories Elliot could almost see passing across her face.

“The model.”

“Yes.”

“The blonde with the enormous breasts.”

“Yes.”

“You.”

“Yes.”

Amira sat back.

“Fuck.”

Elliot laughed once, painfully.

“That was roughly Rowan’s response too.”

“Who’s Rowan?”

The story came out less coherently than it had during the call. Elliot described the breakup, the generated woman and the first photograph. He explained the account, the money and how Rowan had begun treating Ellie like a person.

He did not describe every sexual detail. He said enough.

Amira listened without interrupting, except to clarify which parts had happened online and which had happened at the theatre. When Elliot admitted kissing Rowan without telling them the truth, she winced.

“That wasn’t great,” she said.

“I know.”

“I understand why you were scared.”

“That doesn’t make it better.”

“No.”

Elliot appreciated that she did not rush to absolve him.

“Are you trans?” Amira asked.

“I don’t know.”

“Do you want to be a woman?”

“I don’t know.”

“Do you want to dress again?”

Elliot looked towards the boxes.

The answer rose before fear could suppress it.

“Yes.”

Amira followed his gaze.

“Then why did you pack everything away?”

“Because Ellie isn’t real.”

“You look like someone died.”

The observation silenced him.

Amira reached for one of the cold mugs, examined the contents and put it down again.

“Can I meet her?”

Elliot stared at her.

“What?”

“Ellie.”

“You’ve already seen the photographs.”

“I’ve seen the model. I haven’t met the person you miss.”

“She’s not another person.”

“I know.”

“You just said you wanted to meet her.”

“I don’t know how to phrase this, Elliot. I’m doing my best.”

A smile tugged unexpectedly at his mouth.

Amira noticed.

“There. That’s the first sign of life I’ve seen since I arrived.”

“I can’t do it with you here.”

“Why?”

“It’s private.”

“You posted explicit pictures of yourself for thousands of strangers.”

“That was different.”

“I know. That’s why I’m asking.”

Elliot understood what she meant. Strangers had seen Ellie without seeing him. Rowan had known Ellie without knowing Elliot. Amira would be the first person who had known Elliot before meeting Ellie.

The thought terrified him.

“What if you laugh?”

“I might laugh if the breasts are as big as they looked in the photographs.”

“They are.”

“Then I’m making no promises.”

Elliot laughed again.

He carried one box into the bedroom and closed the door. Amira did not ask to watch the transformation. Her presence remained audible beyond the wall as she filled the kettle and moved mugs into the sink.

Elliot chose the softer wig and smaller breasts. His hands trembled while applying makeup, making the eyeliner uneven. He considered wiping everything away and telling Amira he had changed his mind.

Instead, he dressed in a soft skirt and a cropped t-shirt. The outfit was overtly feminine, pretty, and real. It was not a costume for a mindless doll. It was the kind of outfit a woman wore when having tea with a friend.

The person in the mirror appeared gradually. Not the model or the woman from the theatre. Ellie looked tired and frightened, her face still carrying evidence of the week Elliot had spent trying to erase her.

He opened the bedroom door.

Amira stood in the kitchen with her back turned, searching through a cupboard.

“We’re out of decent tea,” Elliot said.

Amira turned.

Her expression became carefully blank. Elliot could see the effort she made not to stare, followed by the impossibility of succeeding. Her eyes moved across the blonde hair, soft makeup and curves beneath the t-shirt.

“Wow.”

Elliot folded his arms.

“What?”

“You’re very… blonde.”

“That’s your response?”

“I had several responses. That was the safest one.” She was smiling.

The tension broke slightly.

Amira looked again, more gently this time.

“You do look like your photographs.”

“Not really.”

“You look more like you than they do.”

Elliot did not know how to receive that.

Amira returned to the cupboard.

“Tea?”

“Yes.”

She made it exactly as she always had. Elliot leaned against the kitchen counter while the kettle boiled, feeling absurdly conspicuous. Every ordinary movement seemed newly complicated. Where should Ellie place her hands? How should she stand when there was no camera teaching her what looked feminine?

Amira filled the silence by complaining about a script she was supposed to revise. The second act did not work, the protagonist had no discernible motivation and the director believed adding a monologue would solve both problems. Elliot listened, offered suggestions and forgot for several seconds that he was waiting to be judged.

They carried their mugs into the living room.

Amira sat cross-legged on one end of the sofa. Elliot took the other. No music played, and no camera waited to make the moment useful.

They talked.

At first, Elliot remained conscious of everything. The wig against his neck. The breast forms shifting when he moved. The faint lipstick mark left on the mug. Gradually, those sensations became part of the room rather than an emergency within it.

Amira told him about seeing Natalie. Elliot admitted apologising and described the clothes she had returned. He expected Amira to make a joke about them fitting Ellie better.

Instead, she looked sad.

“That must have hurt.”

“It should have hurt Natalie more.”

“Both things can be true.”

Elliot stared into his tea.

“I don’t know what I’m doing.”

“Neither do I.”

“You’re supposed to say something reassuring.”

“I can reassure you without pretending I understand everything.”

Amira shifted closer and pulled the blanket across both their legs.

“You’re still you.”

“That’s the problem.”

“I don’t think it is.”

Elliot looked at the blonde hair resting against his shoulders. The sight no longer produced the overwhelming recognition of the first photograph. It felt quieter now, less like discovering a stranger and more like returning somewhere familiar.

Amira began discussing dinner. She wanted noodles. Elliot wanted pizza. They argued about it with the seriousness of people who had nothing more frightening to discuss.

Then Amira said her name.

“What do you want, Ellie?”

The room changed.

She had not made the name dramatic. There was no question about identity hidden inside it. Amira had simply addressed the woman sitting beside her and asked what she wanted for dinner.

Ellie looked up.

Amira smiled, uncertain but present.

“Pizza,” Ellie said.

Her voice settled into the soft register she had created with Rowan. It did not feel like performance. It felt like answering.

They ordered pizza.

For the rest of the evening, nothing extraordinary happened. Amira chose a film they had both seen several times. Ellie removed the wig halfway through because it became uncomfortable, then panicked at what the change might reveal.

Amira glanced at her bare head.

“Better?”

“Yes.”

“Good.”

That was all.

Ellie sat beneath the blanket in her skirt, legs bare. Amira continued talking to her as though nothing essential had disappeared. The simplicity became revelation.

Ellie did not want to exist only for Rowan. She did not want her femininity to depend upon sexual hunger, romantic validation or the controlled gaze of strangers. She wanted friends to know her. She wanted to complain about work, make tea and argue about dinner.

She wanted ordinary mornings.

She wanted a future, even if she could not yet imagine its shape.

Elliot might still exist inside that future. Perhaps the two names would continue sharing a life. Perhaps one would eventually become too small to contain the other. Ellie did not need to decide tonight.

She only knew packing away the clothes had not destroyed her.

It had hurt her.

Abandoning Ellie would not restore Elliot to wholeness. It would mean cutting away the part of them that had finally learned how peace felt.

Amira rested her head against Ellie’s shoulder as the film continued. The contact contained no desire, demand or fascination. It was simply the familiar weight of a friend.

For the first time, Ellie existed beside someone who wanted nothing from her.

She remained, and she continued to remain.
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Rowan returned four days later.

Their message arrived shortly before midnight, while Elliot sat on the sofa with a blanket around his shoulders. He had reopened Ellie’s account without making it public. The photographs remained hidden, but he no longer needed their attention to confirm that she had existed.

Can we talk?

Elliot read the message several times. The days apart had taught him not to answer every feeling immediately. Hope still rose through him with such force that his hands began trembling.

Yes.

In person?

Elliot looked towards the bedroom. Ellie’s boxes remained open beside the wardrobe. The pink cloud pyjamas lay across the bed, and the softer wig rested on its stand rather than compressed inside a bag.

I can come as Elliot, he wrote.

The typing symbol appeared.

If that’s what you want.

You deserve to see him.

I want to meet him. Bring Ellie’s things too.

Elliot did not sleep.

He packed the pale blue dress, simple underwear, smaller breast forms and cream cardigan into a holdall. Makeup followed, then brushes, wig glue and the silver heart necklace. He added the blonde wig last, arranging it carefully across everything else.

The bag looked impossibly small.

It contained the boundary between the person Rowan believed they knew and the person who had created her. Elliot imagined opening it and watching their desire disappear piece by piece.

Rowan lived in a small flat above a row of shops. The building was older than Elliot expected, with narrow stairs and a front door painted dark green. He stood outside for several minutes before pressing the buzzer.

Rowan opened the door almost immediately.

For the first time, they saw Elliot.

He had made no attempt to soften himself. He wore jeans, a dark grey jumper and the same old trainers he used for errands. His face was clean, and his hair had grown long enough to fall untidily across his forehead. The only visible trace of Ellie remained in his shaped eyebrows and the absence of hair along his jaw.

Rowan looked at him.

Elliot felt each second like touch.

“Hi,” he said.

His natural voice sounded too low in the narrow stairwell.

“Hi.”

Rowan stepped aside.

The flat smelled of coffee and something faintly woody. Books occupied most available surfaces, mixed with coils of cable and equipment Elliot could not identify. The black cat watched him from the back of the sofa with open suspicion.

Rowan closed the door.

Neither of them moved to hug.

“You found it okay?”

“Yes.”

“Do you want tea?”

“Please.”

The exchange was painfully ordinary. Elliot followed Rowan into the kitchen, carrying the holdall in front of him like a shield. They filled the kettle and opened a cupboard containing six different kinds of tea.

“You’re taller than I thought,” Rowan said.

Elliot stiffened.

“Sorry.”

“No. It isn’t bad.” Rowan glanced at him. “I’m trying not to pretend this isn’t strange.”

“It is.”

“You look like her.”

The observation entered Elliot unexpectedly.

“I thought I wouldn’t.”

“Your face is the same.”

“It doesn’t feel the same.”

“No?”

Rowan passed him a mug.

They sat in the living room. Elliot chose the chair while Rowan took one end of the sofa, allowing distance to remain between them. The cat moved closer, sniffed the holdall and then sat on it.

“I think that means she approves,” Rowan said.

“Those clothes are expensive.”

“She respects nothing.”

Elliot laughed. The sound emerged as himself, but Rowan smiled in the same way they had when Ellie laughed.

The recognition made him look away.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

“You’ve said that.”

“I don’t know what else to say.”

“You could tell me why you wanted me to meet Elliot.”

“So you understand.”

“Understand what?”

“That Ellie is made.”

Rowan rested both hands around their mug.

“I already knew that.”

“No. You knew she wore makeup and a wig. You didn’t know what was underneath.”

“I knew there was a person underneath.”

“A man?”

“A person.”

The word did not change their expression.

Elliot searched Rowan’s face for concealed disappointment. He had become skilled at interpreting desire online, but this quiet attention offered nothing simple to read.

“Does seeing me change anything?” he asked.

“It changes some things.”

His chest tightened.

“You’re more real now,” Rowan continued. “Not less attractive. Just less imaginary.”

“I thought you wanted Ellie.”

“I do.”

“She doesn’t look like this.”

“She looks more like this than either of us understood.”

Elliot stared into his tea.

“You’re being kind.”

“I’m trying to be honest.”

“They’re not the same thing.”

“I know.”

The answer reminded him of Natalie. Honesty could contain kindness without allowing it to erase harm.

Rowan nodded towards the holdall.

“Did you bring everything?”

“Enough.”

“Will you show me?”

Elliot’s body became rigid.

“You don’t have to,” Rowan added. “I asked because I want to understand, not because you owe me a demonstration.”

“I said I would.”

“No, you said I deserved to see Elliot. I don’t want this to become another punishment you force upon yourself.”

Elliot thought of Ellie kneeling beneath the lights with words written across her skin. Rowan had never seen that video, but they understood the impulse more clearly than he wanted.

“I want you to see,” he said.

Rowan moved the cat and carried the holdall into the bedroom. Their room was smaller than it had appeared on camera. The familiar lamp stood beside an unmade bed, while the mixing desk and computer occupied most of the opposite wall.

Elliot placed Ellie’s things on the duvet.

The sight felt more intimate than presenting his naked body. Each object revealed an act of construction. Silicone breasts. Blonde hair. Makeup designed to conceal, reshape and persuade.

Rowan touched nothing.

“How does it work?” they asked.

“I don’t know where to start.”

“Where do you usually start?”

“Shaving.”

“You’ve already done that?”

“Yes.”

Elliot removed his jumper.

He hesitated before pulling the shirt beneath it over his head. Rowan looked away until he told them it was all right. Even then, their gaze remained on his face rather than travelling across his body.

The restraint made the undressing feel more vulnerable.

Elliot removed his jeans and stood in plain underwear. He had been nearly naked before thousands of strangers as Ellie. Standing before one person as himself made every inch of skin feel exposed.

“This is me,” he said.

Rowan looked at him.

“No lighting. No padding. Nothing edited.”

“I can see you.”

“Are you disappointed?”

“No.”

“Curious?”

“Yes.”

The honesty startled him.

“About what?”

“What this feels like for you. What changes and what doesn’t.”

Elliot picked up the simple underwear. He turned towards the bathroom, then stopped. Hiding the first stage would preserve the very division he had promised to reveal.

He changed while Rowan remained beside the bed, turned away to offer some small privacy.

There was no performance in the movement. Elliot rearranged his body beneath the fabric, adjusted the fit and pulled on the bra. His hands became clumsy under observation.

The empty cups collapsed against his chest.

Rowan watched him lift the breast forms from their tray. Elliot expected embarrassment when he placed them inside the bra, but the familiar weight settled something inside him. His shoulders lowered.

“That changed you,” Rowan said.

“What?”

“Your posture.”

Elliot looked towards the mirror.

The breasts did not make a woman. They remained obvious additions above a body Rowan now understood. Yet the shape allowed Elliot to inhabit himself differently. His hands rested against his waist without being told where to go.

He pulled on the blue dress.

The fabric fell around the new curves, softening the body beneath it. Rowan helped with the zip when Elliot struggled to reach. Their fingers brushed the bare skin between his shoulders.

Desire moved through him, immediate and frightening.

Neither mentioned it. He pulled on the cream cardigan.

Elliot sat before the mirror with his makeup spread across the desk. owan sat on the edge of the bed, close enough to watch without hovering.

The colour corrector came first. Orange covered the faint shadow along his jaw, making the face appear briefly stranger rather than more feminine. Foundation softened it. Concealer erased the tiredness beneath his eyes.

Elliot explained the process as he worked. He described light and shadow, the shape of the brows and how eyeliner altered the perceived size of his eyes. Rowan asked occasional questions without treating the transformation as a trick.

“Does this feel like hiding?” they asked.

“Sometimes.”

“What does it feel like now?”

Elliot considered the face forming in the mirror.

“Arriving.”

The answer silenced both of them.

He applied the rose lipstick. His hands had stopped trembling. Each stage made his movements calmer, as though the body recognised where they were going before his mind did.

The voice changed too.

Elliot did not deliberately lift it. The harder edges softened while he explained how the wig cap worked. His words settled gradually into the comfortable register that had formed during their calls.

Rowan noticed.

They smiled.

“What?”

“I missed your voice.”

“This is still my voice.”

“I know.”

Elliot secured the wig and lowered it into place.

Blonde hair surrounded his face. He adjusted the hairline and brushed the waves over his shoulders. The final change was dramatic, but it did not create Ellie all at once.

She had been forming throughout the process.

In the lowering of Elliot’s shoulders. The softness entering their gestures. The ease with which their body began occupying the dress. By the time the blonde hair arrived, Rowan was already looking at her.

Ellie fastened the silver heart around her neck.

“There,” she said.

Rowan stood.

The space between them felt charged, though they remained several feet apart. Ellie expected Rowan to compare the finished woman with the man who had entered the flat.

Instead, they looked relieved.

“Hi,” Rowan said.

Ellie smiled.

“Hi.”

The simplicity almost made her cry.

Rowan sat beside her on the edge of the bed. They were close enough that Ellie could feel warmth through the cardigan, but neither reached for the other.

“I understand more now,” Rowan said.

“That she isn’t real?”

“That you think making something means it can’t be real.”

Ellie looked towards the mirror.

“The breasts aren’t mine. The hair isn’t mine. Half the face is makeup.”

“The dress isn’t part of your body either. That doesn’t mean you aren’t wearing it.”

“That’s not the same.”

“No. But I don’t think genuine and artifice are as separate as you want them to be.”

Ellie touched the breast beneath her cardigan.

“When you held me at the theatre, you thought this was me.”

“It was attached to you.”

“You know what I mean.”

“I know you’re frightened that I wanted a body you don’t have.”

“Did you?”

Rowan took time before answering.

“I imagined things. Everyone does when they’re attracted to someone they haven’t seen naked. Some of what I imagined was wrong.”

Ellie lowered her gaze.

“That doesn’t mean I stopped wanting you when I learned more.”

“You haven’t seen everything.”

“I don’t need to see everything tonight.”

“What if you don’t like it?”

“That’s possible.”

The answer hurt, but Rowan continued before fear could consume it.

“Bodies are specific. Attraction doesn’t guarantee that every touch or every kind of sex will work. We would have to discover each other even if your body was exactly what I imagined.”

Ellie absorbed the words slowly.

“You’re still attracted to me?”

“Yes.”

“Like this?”

“Yes.”

“And before?”

“Yes.”

The answer made her chest ache.

“Then why did you need time?”

“Because you lied.”

“I didn’t tell you.”

“You let me build a relationship around things you knew I misunderstood.”

Ellie flinched.

“I know why you did it,” Rowan said. “I know fear was part of it. I’m not trying to make you ashamed.”

“But it hurt.”

“Yes.”

“What do you need?”

“Honesty. Not certainty. You don’t have to know exactly who you are, but I need you to tell me when you don’t know.”

Ellie nodded.

“I don’t know if I’m a woman.”

“Okay.”

“I don’t know if I want hormones or transition or any of that.”

“Okay.”

“I don’t know whether Ellie is me or someone I need to become before I can reach myself.”

“Okay.”

Frustration rose through her.

“Why do you keep saying that?”

“Because I’m listening and accepting.”

“You must have an opinion.”

“I think you seem happier as Ellie.”

“That doesn’t mean I’m a woman.”

“No.”

“I might always need all this.”

Ellie gestured towards the makeup, breasts and wig.

“Then you always need it.”

“What if I stop?”

“Then you stop.”

“What if I change my mind?”

“Then you change your mind.”

“You make it sound easy.”

“It won’t be easy.” Rowan’s voice softened. “It just doesn’t have to be decided tonight.”

Ellie looked at them.

“What do you want me to be?”

“Present.”

“That isn’t an identity.”

“No. It’s what I need from you.”

Rowan shifted towards her.

“I don’t need you to be finished. I don’t need the correct label, a transition plan or a promise that you’ll always look the same. I need you to stop disappearing whenever something becomes real.”

The words found the place Ellie had protected with every costume and omission.

“I was scared.”

“I know.”

“I’m still scared.”

“I know that too.”

Rowan lifted one hand.

They did not ask permission with words. They moved slowly enough that Ellie could turn away. She remained.

Their fingertips touched her cheek.

The contact echoed the theatre, but nothing hid beneath it now. Rowan had seen Elliot’s face, body and uncertain hands. They had watched Ellie emerge through artifice rather than mistaking the artifice for effortless truth.

Desire returned.

It moved through Rowan’s gaze and settled warmly beneath Ellie’s skin. She remembered their mouth, the hand in her hair and the hunger that had made the whole theatre disappear.

Rowan remembered too. She could see it.

Neither closed the distance.

The restraint was not rejection. It was a promise that desire no longer needed to outrun honesty. Rowan’s thumb moved gently across Ellie’s cheek, careful not to disturb the makeup they had watched her apply.

Ellie leaned into their hand.

The next time Rowan kissed her, they would know the body beneath the dress, the man who had arrived carrying a holdall and the woman who had emerged before them. They would know there was no seamless transformation, only a frightened person crossing the space between names.

The next time they touched her, they would know exactly who they were touching.

Ellie wanted there to be a next time.


Six

Rowan asked Ellie on a date the following Tuesday.

They had seen each other twice since the reconciliation. The first time, Rowan came to the flat and watched Elliot become Ellie without asking the transformation to prove anything. The second time, they met Amira for coffee and spent two hours pretending not to notice how closely she watched them both.

Neither meeting had been a date.

The distinction mattered more than Ellie expected.

Rowan called on Tuesday evening while she sat on the sofa in her grey hoodie, blonde hair tied into a loose ponytail. Their conversation wandered through work, films and the black cat’s latest attempt to destroy an expensive cable. Then Rowan became unusually quiet.

“What?” Ellie asked.

“Nothing.”

“That isn’t your nothing face.”

“You’re getting very good at recognising that face.”

“They’re good lines.”

Rowan smiled, but the nervousness remained. Ellie had rarely seen it on them. Even during their difficult conversations, Rowan possessed a quiet steadiness that made every pause feel deliberate.

“I want to ask you something properly,” they said.

Ellie lowered her mug.

“Okay.”

“Would you let me take you out on Friday?”

The question seemed too ordinary to explain the sudden movement inside her chest.

“We’ve been out.”

“I know.”

“We had coffee.”

“We did.”

“And I came to your theatre.”

“You ran away from my theatre.”

“That was still technically going out.”

Rowan laughed.

“I mean a date, Ellie.”

Her name changed the question.

Rowan was not asking whether Elliot could dress up and meet them. They were not inviting the online fantasy into the physical world or asking EllieDoll to perform over dinner. They were asking Ellie, the woman in the hoodie who had shown them every uncertain stage of becoming.

Ellie wanted to say yes immediately. Fear delayed the word.

“You’re sure?”

“I’m sure.”

“Even after everything?”

“Because of everything.”

“That’s dangerously romantic.”

“I work in theatre. It’s an occupational hazard.”

Ellie smiled until her cheeks hurt.

“Yes.”

“Yes, that was dangerously romantic?”

“Yes, you can take me out.”

Rowan’s relief appeared so openly that Ellie felt briefly powerful.

“Friday at seven?”

“Where?”

“I’m not telling you.”

“How am I supposed to know what to wear?”

“Something you feel good in.”

The answer was worse than a dress code.

After the call, Ellie stood before her wardrobe. It had expanded beyond the first obscene pieces but remained divided between distinct versions of her. The account occupied one side in pink vinyl, lace and dresses designed to reveal rather than clothe. Hoodies, pyjamas and soft underwear filled the other.

There was almost nothing between them.

The pale blue dress from the theatre remained in the centre. Ellie touched the sleeve. It was pretty and safe, chosen to help her enter the world without attracting attention. Wearing it again would transform the first date into a repetition of the day she ran away.

She wanted something new.

Amira agreed to help before Ellie finished explaining.

They met in the city on Thursday afternoon. Ellie nearly went as Elliot, believing shopping would be easier without the strain of being watched. Amira refused.

“You’re buying Ellie a date outfit.”

“I know.”

“So Ellie needs to try it on.”

“She could try it on at home.”

“She could also buy six dresses that only look good when she’s standing completely still beneath professional lighting.”

“That sounds like a very specific criticism.”

“I’ve seen your account.”

Ellie wore jeans, ankle boots and the grey hoodie beneath her coat. It was the first time she had entered the city in anything except a dress carefully selected to communicate femininity. The outfit made her feel less protected. Dresses announced what strangers were supposed to see, while jeans allowed her body to become ambiguous again.

Nobody appeared interested.

Amira linked one arm through hers as they walked.

“You’re doing the thing,” she said.

“What thing?”

“Checking every reflective surface.”

“I’m looking at the shops.”

“You nearly walked into a bin while looking at yourself in a bus shelter.”

“I was checking my hair.”

“Your hair is still attached.”

The first shop overwhelmed Ellie. Music pulsed beneath bright lights, and every wall offered another interpretation of womanhood. Mannequins wore outfits assembled with an effortless confidence Ellie did not possess. She wanted all of them and none of them.

She began collecting dresses.

A pink satin mini dress came first. It had a plunging neckline and barely reached the tops of her thighs. A black mesh dress followed, then something red with cut-outs across the waist. Each resembled clothes Ellie had already bought for photographs.

Amira inspected the pile.

“Are you going on a date or filming five customs in a hotel room?”

“I want to look sexy.”

“You know how to look sexy.”

“That’s the point.”

“No. You know how to look like your subscribers’ idea of sexy.”

Ellie tightened her grip around the hangers.

“Rowan likes those pictures.”

“Rowan also likes you in pyjamas.”

“I’m not wearing pyjamas on a first date.”

“Coward.”

Ellie placed the red dress against her body and studied the mirror. It would expose enough cleavage to make the breast forms obvious and enough leg to demand heels. She could already imagine Rowan looking at her.

The image produced arousal, but little joy.

“What do I wear, then?”

“I don’t know. What do you like?”

“Pink.”

“That narrows it down to half your wardrobe.”

“Soft things. Short skirts. Clothes that make my waist look good.”

“Excellent. Now we’re shopping for you.”

They returned most of the dresses and moved through the shop again. Amira began handing Ellie things she would never have selected from the hanger. A pleated skirt. A soft jumper. A cropped jacket with pearl buttons.

In the changing room, Ellie tried everything.

Some clothes made her body feel enormous. Others erased the shape she had worked so carefully to create. One pink dress looked beautiful from the front but pulled strangely across her shoulders. Ellie stared until every flaw seemed to become an accusation.

Amira appeared in the mirror behind her.

“You’re doing it again.”

“Doing what?”

“Looking for reasons you’re not allowed to wear it.”

“It doesn’t fit.”

“Then we find something that does. The dress failed. You didn’t.”

The next outfit came from a smaller shop.

The dress was deep rose rather than pink, made from soft fabric that followed Ellie’s body without clinging to every line. It had long sleeves, a square neckline and a skirt that moved around the middle of her thighs. The shape accommodated her shoulders and created a waist without requiring her to hold her breath.

Ellie stepped from the changing room.

Amira looked up from her phone.

“Oh.”

“Good oh?”

“Annoyingly good.”

Ellie turned towards the mirror.

The woman reflected there looked feminine without appearing fragile. The colour warmed her skin and made the blonde hair glow. The neckline revealed the soft curve of her breasts but did not transform them into the purpose of the outfit.

She turned.

The skirt lifted slightly, then settled around her legs.

Ellie smiled.

“That,” Amira said. “That’s the face.”

“What face?”

“The one you make when you like yourself.”

Ellie touched the fabric at her waist.

“Is it sexy enough?”

“You look very sexy.”

“For Rowan?”

“For you.”

The correction reached deeper than reassurance.

Ellie imagined wearing the dress across a table from Rowan. She imagined walking beside them without worrying that the skirt might rise or the breast forms shift. She could eat, laugh and move. If Rowan looked at her with hunger, it would be because Ellie inhabited the dress rather than because the dress displayed her.

“I want it,” she said.

They found sheer black stockings and heeled ankle boots high enough to change the line of her legs without making walking an ordeal. A small black bag completed the outfit. Ellie rejected the pearl necklace Amira suggested and chose a delicate gold chain with a tiny pink stone.

At the till, Amira added a black leather jacket.

“You need something to stop it becoming too sweet.”

“I like sweet.”

“You contain multitudes.”

The lingerie shop was supposed to be optional.

Ellie stopped outside anyway.

The window displayed pale bodies wrapped in lace and satin. None looked like hers. The mannequins possessed smooth torsos, small waists and breasts that belonged to them without adhesive.

“We don’t have to,” Amira said.

“Nobody’s going to see it.”

“Then we definitely don’t have to.”

Ellie continued looking through the glass.

“I want some.”

Inside, she touched everything. Fine lace, silk straps and embroidered flowers passed between her fingers. The lingerie she bought for content had always been chosen according to how much it revealed and how easily it could be removed. This time, she wanted something that would belong to the hidden experience of wearing it.

A sales assistant approached and asked whether they needed help. Ellie’s voice almost failed.

“We’re fine,” Amira answered.

The assistant smiled and moved away.

Ellie selected a matching set in black lace embroidered with tiny roses. The bralette had soft cups that could hold the smaller forms without pushing them into impossible cleavage. The high-waisted briefs were delicate but comfortable, with straps that framed her hips and would hold her stockings in place.

In the changing room, Ellie put them on.

She fitted the breasts inside the bralette and adjusted the lace across them. The result was not as dramatic as the lingerie used for her account. It did not transform her into the perfect bimbo or conceal every detail of her body.

It made her feel beautiful.

The sensation lived beneath appearance. Lace touched her skin in places nobody would see. The black fabric outlined the body she had rather than pretending it was another one. Ellie ran her hands over her waist and felt sensuality rise without the familiar need to photograph it.

She opened the curtain.

Amira looked up, then immediately returned her attention to Ellie’s face.

“How do you feel?”

“Like I’m wearing lingerie.”

“That is generally the intended effect.”

“No.” Ellie looked at herself again. “I mean really wearing it. Not modelling it.”

Amira smiled.

“Then buy it.”
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On Friday evening, Ellie laid everything across the bed.

The black lingerie came first, lace embroidered with tiny roses. Beside it waited the deep rose dress, sheer stockings, ankle boots and the leather jacket Amira had insisted upon. The gold necklace rested inside its open box, its tiny pink stone catching the bedroom light.

Together, the pieces seemed to describe a woman.

Not the perfect woman Elliot had assembled from actresses, models and fantasies. That woman had never needed to dress because she had arrived complete. Every detail of her existed without effort, untouched by uncertainty or the limitations of a human body.

Ellie had chosen each part of this herself.

She showered and shaved carefully, not because the camera demanded smooth skin but because she enjoyed the ritual. Warm water softened her body beneath her hands. Moisturiser followed, worked slowly across her legs, arms and chest until her skin felt cherished rather than corrected.

In the bedroom, Ellie stood naked before the mirror.

The sight still troubled her. Without makeup, hair or clothes, Elliot appeared first. His shoulders, face and the flat line of his chest seemed to erase everything she had discovered. Panic tightened around her before she could interrupt it.

She breathed.

Ellie had existed in this body with Rowan. She had laughed in its voice, desired through its nerves and felt pleasure move through it. Elliot’s reflection did not disprove her. It was only the place from which she began.

The lingerie changed the conversation.

Ellie stepped into the briefs and drew them over her hips. Black lace settled against her skin, the narrow straps framing rather than concealing her body. She turned slightly, expecting to see all the ways the garment failed to make her feminine.

Instead, she saw the shape it created.

Her waist narrowed above the high line of the lace. Her legs appeared longer. The embroidered roses curved delicately around her hips as though someone had drawn them there. Nothing about the body beneath had changed, yet the way Ellie inhabited it had.

She fastened the bralette and slipped the smaller breast forms inside. They settled naturally against her chest, held close by soft cups rather than forced upwards for display. Ellie adjusted the lace, then let her hands rest beneath the unfamiliar weight.

The woman in the mirror emerged.

She did not arrive all at once. She blossomed through small recognitions. The curve of black lace around a breast. The contrast between delicate fabric and the long strength of her legs. The way her hips shifted when she turned to inspect herself.

Heat moved through Ellie, but it did not contain the shame that once made arousal intoxicating. She was not excited because the lingerie transformed Elliot into something forbidden. She was excited because she felt beautiful inside it.

Sexy.

Powerful.

Feminine.

The words no longer seemed to describe what other people might see. They belonged to the sensation of standing there. Ellie could feel femininity in the lace against her skin and the softness of her hands moving across her waist. It occupied her posture, her breath and the smile slowly forming on her mouth.

Nobody needed to witness this.

The lingerie might remain hidden all evening. Rowan might never know about the tiny roses or the way the straps curved over Ellie’s hips. That secrecy made it feel more completely hers.

She applied her makeup at the dressing table. A light foundation softened the shadows that frightened her without erasing the texture of her skin. She shaped her eyes with brown liner and warm gold, added mascara and chose lashes delicate enough to move naturally when she blinked.

The rose lipstick transformed her mouth. Ellie pressed her lips together and watched colour settle into the small crooked smile Amira had recognised months earlier. The same smile belonged to Elliot and Ellie. Tonight, she did not try to correct it.

Her hair came next.

Ellie secured the wig and brushed blonde waves around her shoulders. She parted them slightly off centre, then tucked one side behind her ear. The style looked less glamorous than EllieDoll’s enormous curls and more like something a woman might choose because she knew it suited her.

The dress slipped over her body.

Deep rose fabric followed the line of her waist, covering the lingerie while preserving the secret beneath it. The square neckline framed the gold chain and revealed enough of her breasts to feel sensual without turning them into the entire purpose of the outfit. The skirt moved when she turned, brushing the middle of her thighs before settling again.

Ellie added the stockings and stepped into her boots.

The heels lifted her without making her unstable. They changed the angle of her hips and the rhythm of her walk, but she did not need to cling to furniture or arrange herself into a pornographic curve.

When she stood before the mirror again, the transformation was complete.

Except it did not feel like transformation.

Ellie had once watched herself disappear beneath each layer. Elliot vanished under foundation, breasts, hair and the exaggerated symbols of womanhood. Becoming Ellie meant successfully replacing him.

Tonight, every layer revealed more.

The dress expressed her softness. The jacket added the slight hardness she liked in herself. Blonde hair caught the light around a face that remained recognisably hers. Beneath everything, the lingerie held her body with intimate certainty.

Ellie looked beautiful.

She allowed herself to know it.

The phone vibrated.

I’m outside.

Ellie pulled on the leather jacket, collected her bag and left before fear could persuade her to change.

Rowan waited beneath a streetlamp at the end of the road. They wore a dark green shirt beneath a black coat, with the first two buttons open at their throat. Their hair had been styled with more care than usual, though the wind had already disturbed it.

They turned as Ellie approached.

The expression on their face stopped her several feet away.

Rowan looked delighted. Desire followed a heartbeat later, moving openly across their gaze before returning to Ellie’s face. The response warmed every place the lingerie touched.

“Wow,” they said.

Ellie smiled.

“Good wow?”

“Extremely good wow.”

“You’ve used that line before.”

“You keep earning it.”

Rowan stepped closer. Their hand settled lightly at Ellie’s waist while they kissed her cheek. The touch lasted only a moment, but her body remembered their last kiss with startling clarity.

“You look beautiful,” they said.

“I feel beautiful.”

The answer surprised them both.

Rowan’s smile softened.

“That might be my favourite thing you’ve ever said.”

They took her to a small Italian restaurant hidden above a bookshop. Candles burned inside coloured glasses, covering the tables in amber and red light. Music played quietly enough for conversation, while rain softened the city beyond the windows.

The person serving them called Ellie madam without hesitation.

The word sent a small thrill through her, followed by the fear that delight might reveal too much. Rowan did not appear to notice. They held Ellie’s chair, ordered wine and treated her unmistakably as their date.

Other diners glanced towards them. Each look carried the possibility of recognition, attraction or judgement. Ellie tried to decipher all of them until Rowan nudged her boot beneath the table.

“Come back.”

“What?”

“You disappeared.”

“I’m here.”

“Your body is. The rest of you is conducting a threat assessment.”

Ellie looked around.

“People are staring.”

“A man near the window looked at you.”

“Exactly.”

“He looked at you because you’re beautiful.”

“You don’t know that.”

“No. Neither do you.”

Rowan extended one hand across the table. Ellie placed hers inside it.

“You don’t have to work out what everyone sees,” they said.

The words settled her more effectively than reassurance would have. Rowan did not insist that she passed perfectly or that nobody had noticed anything. They invited Ellie to stop treating every stranger as a mirror.

She turned her attention back towards the table.

Dinner became easy.

They argued about films, discussed the worst dates they had experienced and invented a tragic personal history for the waiter after he sighed while opening their wine. Ellie spoke without simplifying herself. She did not make her opinions smaller or disguise intelligence beneath giggles.

She flirted anyway.

The discovery delighted her. Ellie could be clever and sexually provocative in the same breath. She teased Rowan about their taste in horror films, then traced one finger around the edge of her glass while watching their mouth. She challenged a claim about practical effects and crossed her legs beneath the table, allowing the skirt to rise slightly.

Each gesture belonged to her.

Bimbo Ellie had offered herself in exchange for validation. Tonight, Ellie played with Rowan’s attention because the attention was already freely given. She could provoke hunger without emptying herself to contain it.

Rowan noticed.

Their gaze dropped briefly when Ellie removed her jacket, following the square neckline of the dress. Heat gathered beneath the black lace.

“You’re staring,” Ellie said.

“I’m trying to be respectful.”

“You can do both.”

Rowan laughed and looked deliberately at her breasts.

“Better?”

“Much.”

The restaurant dissolved around the small current running between them. Rowan’s thumb moved across Ellie’s knuckles. Their knees touched beneath the table and remained together. Every contact reminded her of the lingerie hidden beneath her clothes, as though Rowan’s attention could feel the lace without seeing it.

After dinner, they walked through the illuminated city.

Rain had polished the pavement, doubling shop signs and streetlights in the black ground. Rowan offered Ellie their arm. She accepted, pressing close beneath the excuse of avoiding puddles.

They bought drinks at a tiny bar, then carried them to a table beside the window. Rowan kissed Ellie when she returned from the toilets. The contact was brief, almost casual, but Ellie felt it throughout her body.

“You’re very pleased with yourself,” Rowan said.

“I look incredible.”

“You do.”

“And I’m on a date with someone attractive.”

“Who?”

Ellie glanced around theatrically.

“They were here a moment ago.”

Rowan caught her hand and pulled her closer. Ellie laughed, landing against their chest. Their faces stopped inches apart.

The laughter changed.

Desire entered the silence between them. Rowan’s gaze moved to Ellie’s mouth, and she felt her body answer before they touched. The kiss was slow, restrained by the public room and made hotter by everything it could not become.

Ellie wanted more.

She wanted Rowan’s hands beneath the rose dress, discovering the lingerie she had chosen. She wanted to see their expression when black lace emerged from beneath the sweetness. More than that, she wanted to be undressed without disappearing.

The thought frightened her.

It also made the decision.

They left the bar shortly before midnight. The rain had stopped, leaving the air cool and bright. Rowan walked Ellie towards the taxi rank without assuming where the night would end.

At the corner, they stopped.

“I had a wonderful time,” Rowan said.

“So did I.”

“I’d like to do it again.”

Ellie looked at them. Rowan’s mouth was faintly marked with her lipstick. Their composure had returned, careful and warm, offering her every opportunity to leave.

She did not want to leave.

The hunger had lived inside her all evening, growing with every touch and glance. Beneath it was the fear of being seen without the dress, breasts and blonde hair. Ellie could allow that fear to choose for her again.

Or she could take Rowan home.

She stepped closer and adjusted the open collar of their shirt. Her fingertips remained against the warm skin at their throat.

“Do you want to come home with me?”

Rowan’s breath changed.

“Yes.”

The answer contained no hesitation.

Ellie smiled, bright with nerves and desire.

“Good.”

She took their hand and led the way.
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The taxi ride lasted twelve minutes.

Ellie felt every one of them.

She sat beside Rowan with their joined hands resting between them, trying to appear calmer than the hunger moving beneath her skin. The city passed in ribbons of gold beyond the windows. Each familiar street carried them closer to her flat and whatever waited inside it.

Rowan’s thumb moved across her palm, slow, deliberate, tracing the soft centre as if already imagining the rest of her. The touch was small and almost unbearably intimate. Ellie could still change her mind. She could ask the driver to stop somewhere else, kiss Rowan goodnight beneath the streetlights and return home alone with the evening preserved in perfect safety.

She did not want safety.

She wanted Rowan.

The desire had followed her from the restaurant into the bar, gathering weight with every glance and accidental touch. It had become something alive inside her, coiled tight beneath black lace and the deep rose dress. Ellie wanted to discover how it felt when she stopped containing it, when she allowed hunger to become something shared rather than performed.

Rowan looked towards her.

“Still okay?”

Ellie turned her hand and laced their fingers together, pressing their joined palms hard against her thigh so Rowan could feel the heat of her through the dress.

“Very.”

The taxi stopped outside her building.

Ellie paid before Rowan could argue. She stepped onto the pavement and immediately became aware of the windows above them. Somewhere behind those curtains, neighbours watched television, washed dishes and prepared for bed. None knew that Ellie lived among them.

Tonight, that secrecy felt temporary rather than protective.

She opened the communal door and led Rowan upstairs.

The landing light flickered as they reached her floor. Ellie fumbled with the keys, missing the lock twice. Rowan stood close behind her without touching, their warmth gathering against her back, the faint scent of their cologne mixing with the residual heat of the bar. Ellie could feel the shape of them, solid and patient, their restraint almost more provocative than touch.

“You’re making me nervous,” she said.

“I’m standing completely still.”

“Menacingly.”

“I can wait downstairs.”

Ellie laughed, low and shaky.

“You absolutely cannot.”

The key turned.

She entered first, switched on the hallway lamp and stepped aside. Rowan crossed the threshold more slowly than Amira had, looking towards her as though the invitation remained something they could mishandle.

The flat looked different with them inside it.

Rowan had seen the bedroom through a screen and sat on the sofa during their reconciliation, but tonight every object seemed charged with possibility. The grey hoodie lay folded over a chair. Ellie’s lipstick stood beside the mirror. The door to the bedroom remained open, revealing a corner of tangled duvet that already looked like an invitation.

Ellie closed the front door. She slipped off the leather jacket and hung it up.

The lock clicked.

Neither of them moved.

Restraint had carried them through dinner, drinks and the taxi. It remained between them now, stretched so tightly that Ellie could almost feel it humming against her skin.

Rowan looked at her mouth.

Ellie crossed the hallway and kissed them.

There was nothing tentative in it. Her hands found their coat and pushed it from their shoulders before Rowan’s back reached the wall. Rowan caught her waist and dragged her closer, answering with all the hunger they had hidden in public. The kiss became heat, open mouths and the slide of tongue, its soft sounds filling the quiet hallway. Ellie felt Rowan’s restraint break. Their hands moved across her back, gathering the dress at her waist before sliding upwards again, palms hot through the thin fabric.

She pressed her body against them, thrilled by the solid warmth beneath their clothes and the unmistakable urgency of their response. Rowan wanted her. The knowledge no longer frightened her away. It poured through Ellie, making her bolder. She curled one hand behind their neck and kissed them harder, feeling the faint scrape of teeth against her lower lip and the way their breath hitched when she rolled her hips against them.

A sound escaped Rowan, low, almost broken.

Ellie smiled into their mouth.

“There you are.”

“Where?”

“The person who’s been pretending to be patient all evening.”

“I was being patient.”

“You were staring at my breasts over dinner.”

“Respectfully.”

“You were very respectful.”

Rowan kissed the corner of her mouth, then the line of her jaw, then lower, open-mouthed and wet.

“It was excruciating.”

Delight opened inside Ellie, sharp and sweet.

She tilted her head, allowing Rowan’s mouth to find her neck. The gold chain shifted beneath their lips. Every kiss sent heat beneath the neckline of the dress, down across the hidden lingerie and into the body waiting there. Her hands moved across Rowan’s chest. She felt muscle beneath the dark green shirt, the rise and fall of their breath and the frantic beat of their heart. They were not composed at all.

Ellie had done this to them.

She had chosen the dress, walked into the world and brought Rowan home. Her femininity was not something they had kindly agreed to recognise. It had affected them. It had become desire in their body.

Rowan’s hands returned to her waist. The touch that once shattered the moment now made Ellie lean closer, answering their hunger with her own.

Fear remained.

She could feel it beneath the hunger, waiting for clothes to come away. The dress, breasts and blonde hair still held a version of her body Rowan understood. Removing them would test every reassurance they had offered.

Ellie refused to let fear become the only thing she felt.

She drew Rowan towards the bedroom.

They stopped beside the bed. The softer light revealed more than the hallway had. Ellie became conscious of foundation settling around her mouth, the slight movement of the wig against her scalp and the artificial breasts pressed between them.

Rowan looked at her as though none of those details diminished what they saw.

“You are extraordinary,” they said.

The sincerity made Ellie want to hide inside a joke.

She chose play instead.

Ellie turned her back and lifted her hair from the zip of the dress.

“A pretty girl shouldn’t have to undress herself.”

The breathless bimbo voice emerged easily. It remained exaggerated, but it no longer concealed her. Ellie glanced over her shoulder and found Rowan smiling, eyes dark.

“No?”

“Thinking about zips is hard.”

“Tragic.”

“I might need someone clever to help me.”

Rowan stepped behind her.

Their fingers touched the fastening at the top of the dress, then paused, the heat of their body gathering close behind her.

“This clever person?”

Ellie pushed her hips back against them, deliberate and slow, delighting in their broken breath.

“They’ll do.”

Rowan laughed softly, a rough, hungry sound, and lowered the zip.

The sound travelled slowly down Ellie’s spine. Cool air touched the skin revealed beneath the opening. Rowan followed it with their mouth, kissing the back of her neck and the place between her shoulders, then lower, open-mouthed, tongue tasting the line of her spine as the dress loosened.

Ellie held it against her breasts for a moment before allowing the fabric to fall.

Deep rose gathered around her heels.

Black lace emerged.

Rowan became perfectly still.

The reaction was everything Ellie had wanted.

Their gaze moved over the embroidered bralette, high-waisted briefs and the thin black straps of the stockings framing her hips and the tops of her thighs. Hunger transformed their expression with such force that Ellie felt it like touch. She had chosen the lingerie for herself. She had stood before the mirror and known she was beautiful before Rowan ever saw it. Even so, their desire entered every place where doubt remained.

“Fuck,” Rowan whispered.

Ellie smiled.

“You like it?”

“You knew I would.”

“I hoped.”

“You wore that through dinner?”

“And drinks.”

“You’re cruel.”

Ellie stepped out of the fallen dress. The heeled boots remained, lengthening her legs beneath the sheer black stockings. She placed one hand on her hip and let Rowan look, really look, at the way the high-waisted briefs clung to her and the stocking tops framed her thighs.

The pose resembled EllieDoll, but the meaning had changed. Ellie was not arranging herself into whatever shape might earn approval. She was enjoying the power of being watched by someone whose desire mattered.

She turned slowly.

“Am I pretty?”

The question carried playfulness and something more vulnerable beneath it.

Rowan approached.

“You’re beautiful.”

“Sexy?”

“Painfully.”

“Feminine?”

Rowan’s hands settled at her waist, thumbs stroking the soft skin just above the briefs.

“Ellie.”

She looked into their eyes.

“You are the most feminine person I know. Even when you’re pretending the question doesn’t terrify you.”

The performance softened.

Ellie kissed them before emotion could overwhelm the heat. Rowan lifted her against their body, and she clung to them with startled laughter, legs wrapping around their hips. They lowered her onto the bed and followed, their mouth finding hers as she pulled at the buttons of their shirt.

Clothes became obstacles.

Ellie pushed the shirt over Rowan’s shoulders and ran her hands across the body revealed beneath. Warm skin, strong arms and the softness gathered around their waist became real beneath her fingers. Rowan shivered when Ellie dragged her nails lightly down their back, then harder, leaving faint red lines. She wanted to see everything. Not because she needed Rowan’s body to match some assembled ideal. The hunger came from knowing this was them, the person who had listened, waited and returned. Every ordinary detail intensified her desire because it belonged to someone she already wanted.

Rowan kissed down Ellie’s throat.

Their mouth reached the lace covering one breast. Ellie felt the pressure through silicone, muted but still meaningful. She arched instinctively, then wondered whether the response was fraudulent.

Rowan looked up, lips already wet.

“Good?”

“I can feel the pressure.”

“Is that good?”

“Yes. More.”

They continued, kissing the curve held inside the lace, sucking gently, then harder, until Ellie could feel the heat of their mouth even through the form. The touch did not reach Ellie’s nerves in the way it would have reached flesh, yet she felt it everywhere. Rowan’s desire made the breasts part of her body because they were responding to the shape Ellie had chosen.

For a while, that was enough.

Ellie threaded her fingers through Rowan’s hair and allowed herself to enjoy the fantasy without calling it false. She could inhabit the breasts while wearing them. Their artifice did not invalidate the pleasure of seeing Rowan worship their curves, of watching them mouth at the lace until it was wet and translucent.

Bimbo Ellie returned in fragments.

She giggled when Rowan’s mouth moved across the lace and asked, voice high and breathy, whether they liked her pretty tits. The words felt filthy and delightful. She exaggerated the curve of her back, pushing the forms into Rowan’s face, then broke character when Rowan bit gently through the fabric and made her swear, a real, low, desperate sound.

Rowan laughed against her breast.

“That didn’t sound very vapid.”

“Pretty girls know swear words.”

“Only the important ones?”

“Fuck. More. Please. Harder.”

“A sophisticated vocabulary.”

Ellie pulled Rowan back to her mouth, kissing them deep and wet, tongue sliding against theirs.

The bimbo was not a prison anymore. She was play, brightness and shameless appetite. Ellie could become ridiculous without becoming empty. She could perform femininity while remaining the person who chose the performance, the woman trembling beneath Rowan’s mouth because she wanted more.

Rowan understood.

They answered Ellie’s exaggerated pout with theatrical devotion, calling her gorgeous and asking how anyone so pretty had learned to be so demanding. Ellie basked in it. Praise travelled through her without erasing thought. She was clever. She was filthy. She was wanted. She was whole.

And she wanted.

Ellie shifted and pushed Rowan onto their back. She straddled their thighs and kissed down their chest, discovering the body she had imagined during so many late-night calls. Her mouth found a nipple. Rowan shivered beneath her, and the response sent a fierce satisfaction through Ellie.

She wanted to give them pleasure, but not because giving might prove she was feminine enough. She wanted their taste, their warmth and the loss of control she had glimpsed in the hallway. She wanted to watch the person she desired open beneath her.

Her hand moved lower.

Rowan caught it gently.

“Still okay?” Ellie asked.

“More than okay.”

The answer made her smile.

She unfastened their trousers and freed them, then paused long enough to look. Rowan lifted their hips so she could draw the trousers and underwear down, then kicked them aside. Rowan’s arousal answered the question that had haunted Ellie since their first messages. She was beautiful enough to inspire this. Charming enough. Feminine enough. Yet the person looking down at Rowan no longer needed those answers in order to continue.

She continued because she wanted them.

Ellie wrapped one hand around Rowan and moved slowly, learning what changed their breathing. Their hips lifted towards her. The control she had admired began loosening, and every small fracture in it delighted her.

Then she lowered her mouth.

The first taste made Rowan say her name.

Ellie closed her eyes and savoured the sound. She explored without trying to reproduce anything she had seen in pornography, attending instead to the body beneath her and her own appetite. Rowan’s fingers moved into the blonde hair but did not guide her. They simply held on.

Ellie liked the weight of them against her tongue. She liked discovering the rhythm that made their thighs tense and the soft sounds they could no longer contain. Desire moved in both directions. Rowan’s pleasure fed hers, not as validation earned through performance but as something intimate they were creating together.

When she finally lifted her head, her lipstick was no longer perfect. Rowan looked almost dazed.

Ellie loved what she had done to them.

She climbed back along their body and kissed them. Rowan tasted themselves on her mouth and answered with renewed hunger, rolling Ellie beneath them. Their weight settled over her, warm and welcome.

“I want you inside me,” she whispered.

Rowan became still.

“Are you sure?”

“Yes.” Ellie touched their face. “I’ve been thinking about it all evening.”

“We go slowly,” they said.

“We go together.”

Rowan kissed her.

Their hands returned to the lace. Ellie felt the moment change as the bralette came between them. The breasts had carried her through the evening. They had completed the shape beneath the dress and received Rowan’s worship. Removing them felt like testing whether desire could survive reality.

Ellie reached behind herself and found the clasp.

Her fingers stopped.

“I’m scared,” she said.

Rowan kissed her shoulder.

“I know.”

“Don’t stop wanting me.”

The request emerged too nakedly to disguise.

Rowan raised their face.

“I can’t promise what every moment will feel like before it happens.” Their gaze remained steady. “But I want you now, Ellie. Not the breasts. Not the dress. You.”

It was not the perfect reassurance. That made it trustworthy.

Ellie opened the clasp.

The lace loosened. She drew the straps down her arms and lifted the forms away from her chest. Cool air touched the skin beneath them, faintly damp from the heat of the evening.

The absence seemed enormous.

Ellie resisted the urge to cover herself. Rowan’s gaze moved across her chest, taking in the flatness and the slight marks left by the forms. Desire did not vanish. It shifted for one attentive second as Rowan met something new, then their mouth descended to the centre of Ellie’s chest.

The kiss reached her directly.

Ellie gasped.

Rowan followed the line of her body, finding sensitive skin the silicone had concealed. Their mouth touched one nipple. Pleasure moved through Ellie with startling brightness.

“Again,” she said.

They obeyed.

The sensation was not a substitute for what she had imagined. It belonged to the body she possessed, and Rowan’s hunger made that body feel newly available to her. Ellie pulled them upwards and kissed them with renewed urgency.

The briefs panties came away. She kept the stockings on. She tensed when her body was fully revealed, waiting for anatomy to contradict everything Rowan had called her.

Rowan looked at her.

Not clinically. Not with the guarded kindness of someone determined to prove acceptance. Their gaze moved over Ellie with unmistakable desire.

“You’re beautiful,” they said.

Emotion tightened in her throat.

She drew Rowan down against her before it could become tears.

Their bodies met without costume mediating every point of contact. Skin against skin. Weight, warmth and shape. Ellie felt Rowan’s thigh between hers and their mouth at her neck. Her body responded openly.

There was no shame left to make the arousal permissible.

Only desire.

Rowan touched her slowly. Ellie told them what felt good and what she wanted more of. They listened with their hands. Pleasure gathered without demanding that she sound or move like any particular kind of woman.

When Rowan reached for the lubricant, they looked at her again.

Ellie nodded.

Preparation became part of the intimacy rather than an interruption. Rowan took their time, checking the smallest changes in her breath. Ellie allowed herself to ask for slower, then more, discovering the strange power of having her body heard.

“Still with me?” Rowan asked.

“Yes.”

“Still want this?”

Ellie drew them closer.

“I want you.”

When they finally entered her, they did it slowly enough that Ellie could remain inside every sensation. Pressure opened into fullness. Her breath caught, and Rowan stopped.

“Good?”

Ellie waited until she knew the answer belonged to her body rather than to expectation.

“Yes.”

Rowan moved again.

The first rhythm was careful. Ellie wrapped her legs around them and felt the stockings against Rowan’s skin, the remnant of her chosen femininity remaining amid everything revealed. She touched herself as they moved, following pleasure rather than trying to make the scene beautiful.

It became beautiful anyway.

Rowan said her name. Ellie answered with theirs. The room filled with breath, movement and the small adjustments of two people learning one another. Nothing happened with the flawless rhythm of pornography. Knees collided. One heel caught in the duvet. Ellie’s wig became trapped beneath Rowan’s arm and pulled painfully at her scalp.

She cried out for entirely the wrong reason.

Rowan froze.

“Your hair?”

Ellie began laughing.

“Apparently glamour has structural limitations.”

They untangled the blonde strands, but the edge of the wig had lifted near her temple. Ellie reached instinctively to hold it in place.

The gesture pulled her out of the moment.

Rowan saw.

“Do you want it off?”

Ellie did not.

She loved the blonde hair. It carried years of longing, the first photograph and every moment she had recognised herself. Removing it felt like surrendering the most visible part of the woman she wanted to be.

Yet holding it prevented her from feeling anything else.

“I don’t know.”

“We can fix it.”

Ellie looked into Rowan’s face. Then she reached for the pins herself.

Blonde hair lifted from her scalp, releasing the pressure beneath it. She placed the wig beside the pillow and ran one hand across the flattened dark hair underneath.

She kicked off the ankle boots before drawing Rowan close again.

Vulnerability entered the room again.

Rowan touched her cheek.

“Ellie.”

The name remained.

They kissed her.

Hunger remained too.

Rowan’s fingers moved into her short dark hair and drew her closer with the same urgency they had shown while holding the blonde waves. Ellie felt the last division begin to collapse.

The wig expressed her. The breasts expressed her. Lingerie, dresses and lipstick helped her shape the woman she wanted the world to see.

None of them created the person experiencing this.

Ellie had been inside every layer.

She returned to Rowan’s body without reservation. Their rhythm rebuilt, no longer cautious but still attentive. Ellie told them when she wanted more, and Rowan answered. She stopped wondering whether receiving made her feminine. She stopped listening for Elliot in the sounds she made.

Every breath belonged to the person taking it.

Pleasure built between them. Ellie stopped seeing the scene from above. She did not imagine how the dark hair, flat chest or body beneath Rowan might appear to anyone else. There was only pressure, warmth and the exquisite fact of being wanted by someone she wanted in return.

Rowan’s control began to break again. Ellie felt it in the faltering rhythm and the way their face opened against her neck. She wanted to witness them. She wanted to be witnessed too.

“Look at me,” she whispered.

Rowan lifted their head.

Their eyes met.

The perfect woman appeared briefly in Ellie’s mind. Blonde, flawless and assembled from fragments of everyone Elliot had ever desired. She waited beyond the sensation as she always had, promising that pleasure would become complete if Ellie could only resemble her closely enough.

Ellie let her go.

She did not need to become the woman.

She was the person inside this body. The hunger and the tenderness. The lover and the beloved.

Pleasure rose through Ellie without dividing itself into real and imagined.

She surrendered.

The orgasm moved across her body in long, overwhelming waves. Her voice broke around Rowan’s name. She held them close as their own release followed, unable to determine where her trembling ended and theirs began.

Nothing disappeared.

Not Elliot. Not EllieDoll. Not the frightened woman in the blue dress or the soft creature drinking tea in pyjamas. Every version gathered inside the body experiencing pleasure.

For the first time, becoming did not require leaving anyone behind.

Ellie opened her eyes.

Rowan was watching her with wonder.

She laughed, breathless and astonished. Rowan laughed too, then kissed her until neither of them could manage anything more than warmth and exhausted movement.

They lay tangled together.

Ellie expected shame to arrive once desire receded. She waited for the urge to cover herself, remove the makeup and restore some safer version of reality.

It did not come.

Her body remained visible beneath the rumpled sheets. The wig lay beside the pillow, blonde hair spilling towards the floor. One breast form rested inside the discarded bralette while the other had somehow landed beneath Rowan’s shirt. The black stockings were twisted around one ankle, and one boot had been kicked somewhere near the edge of the bed.

Rowan found the breast form and held it up.

“I wondered what was stabbing me.”

“Rude.”

“It’s surprisingly aggressive.”

“They’re sensitive.”

Rowan placed the breast form carefully beside its partner.

“My apologies.”

Ellie began laughing again.

The laughter grew until her stomach hurt. She pulled the duvet over her face, but Rowan tugged it down and looked at her with a smile.

“Stay there.”

“Why?”

Rowan reached for Ellie’s phone beside the bed.

Ellie’s body tightened.

“No photographs.”

Rowan lowered it immediately.

“Okay.”

The certainty of their response allowed Ellie to breathe.

Then she looked around.

The scene was a beautiful disaster. Her dress lay in a rose-coloured pool beside the bed. Black lace hung from the lamp. Her lipstick had faded from her mouth and spread faintly across Rowan’s face. Without the wig, her dark hair stood at improbable angles. The discarded forms and one abandoned stocking told the story of the night without reducing it to evidence.

Nothing about the image could prove she was the perfect woman.

Perhaps that was why she wanted it.

“One,” Ellie said.

Rowan waited.

“Not explicit. And show me so I can decide if I want you to delete it.”

“Of course.”

Ellie pulled the duvet across her chest, then stopped arranging herself. She allowed her head to fall against the pillow. Smudged makeup, dark hair and the remnants of laughter remained exactly where the night had left them.

Rowan lifted the phone.

“Ready?”

“No,” Ellie said, giggling.

The camera clicked as Ellie started laughing.

“That was cheating.”

“You said you weren’t ready.”

“I was about to be.”

“That sounds suspiciously like posing.”

Ellie reached for the phone. Rowan handed it over without looking at the image first.

The photograph appeared.

Ellie lay beneath tangled sheets with her mouth open in laughter. Rose lipstick remained only at the edges of her lips. Mascara shadowed one eye, while flattened dark hair revealed the shape of her face without disguise. The blonde wig waited near her shoulder, unmistakably separate from her. One black stocking still clung to her calf.

She looked imperfect.

She looked happy.

She looked like a woman who had been desired, pleasured and known.

Ellie enlarged the photograph. For the first time, she did not search for the angle that made her feminine or the flaws that might expose something false. She saw Rowan’s shoulder at the edge of the frame, the discarded lingerie and her own hand reaching towards the person behind the camera.

The image did not ask anyone to want her.

It already knew she was loved.

“Delete it if you don’t like it,” Rowan said.

Ellie looked at the photograph again.

“No.”

She moved it into the hidden folder.

The first picture waited there. Ellie in an enormous blonde wig and tiny pink dress, startled into life between poses. Beside it now appeared another woman, smudged makeup surrounding a delighted face, her construction revealed around her and joy shining from every imperfection.

The first photograph had been evidence that Ellie might exist.

The new one needed to prove nothing.

She turned the screen towards Rowan.

“I love it.”

Rowan kissed her shoulder.

“So do I.”

Ellie placed the phone beside the bed and curled into their body. Rowan gathered her close, their hand resting against the waist that had once sent her running.

This time, Ellie remained.


Epilogue

Eight months later, Ellie stopped measuring her life according to how often she became herself.

There was no longer an hour in the evening when Elliot disappeared and Ellie arrived. No careful border marked by makeup wipes, locked doors or the weight of blonde hair settling across her shoulders. She woke as Ellie, worked as Ellie and answered the door when parcels arrived without wondering whether the name printed on them belonged to someone real.

The legal paperwork remained incomplete. Her bank still insisted upon addressing letters to Mr Elliot Mercer, while the receptionist at her dentist had required three attempts to understand what she was asking them to change. Transition had proved less like crossing a threshold and more like entering a building in which every door needed opening separately.

Some days, that exhausted her.

Most days, it felt like movement.

Ellie had begun hormones five months earlier. The changes remained subtle enough that strangers might not have noticed them, but she felt each one as a private conversation between herself and her body. Her skin had softened. Emotion arrived more readily, no longer waiting for permission before gathering behind her eyes. The first tenderness beneath her nipples had frightened and delighted her so completely that she called Rowan from the bathroom to announce it.

Rowan listened with appropriate solemnity.

“My tits hurt,” Ellie had said.

“A historic occasion.”

“You could be more supportive.”

“I am supporting them emotionally.”

They celebrated with cake.

The breasts themselves remained more promise than presence, but Ellie had stopped treating her body as something waiting to begin. She still wore forms when she wanted the shape, particularly beneath certain dresses, but she no longer experienced removing them as the disappearance of a woman. They were hers in the same way lipstick, jewellery and blonde hair were hers. Chosen pieces of a language she enjoyed speaking.

Her natural hair had grown past her ears. It was still dark, despite several expensive and unsuccessful attempts to reach anything resembling the platinum blonde she wanted. Her hairdresser described the current colour as warm brown. Ellie described it as cowardly brown.

She wore the wigs less often.

Not because they had become false. The enormous platinum curls still emerged for photographs, parties and nights when Ellie wanted to become gloriously excessive. EllieDoll had survived the account’s transformation, though she belonged to Ellie now rather than the audience.

The subscription page reopened three months after the first date.

Ellie deleted more of the old content before returning. Some images still felt playful and hot. Others contained a frightened person offering herself to strangers and pretending degradation could not reach anyone inside. Those disappeared without ceremony.

The new account remained sexual. Ellie liked being watched too much to pretend otherwise. She liked lingerie, filthy captions and the delicious absurdity of becoming a blonde fantasy beneath pink lights. Sometimes she still made herself vacant and desperate, begging for attention in a voice that made Rowan laugh from behind the camera.

The emptiness had become theatre.

Outside the performance, Ellie posted about films, transition, disastrous makeup attempts and the problems involved in owning six nearly identical pink dresses. Some subscribers left when the fantasy developed opinions. Others stayed precisely because someone now inhabited it.

Rowan never subscribed again.

They took photographs when Ellie asked and followed instructions with the concentration of someone wiring an expensive sound system. They never assumed that dating Ellie granted access to the account or to any version of her body. Sometimes Ellie showed them a finished set. Sometimes she kept the images for herself.

They had been together for seven months.

The word girlfriend still produced a small burst of delight whenever Rowan used it. Ellie tried to conceal this until Rowan noticed and began introducing her unnecessarily.

“This is my girlfriend Ellie,” they told delivery drivers, distant colleagues and one thoroughly indifferent cat.

“You’re abusing the word,” Ellie said.

“I’m practising.”

“For what?”

“Being insufferable.”

They were excellent at it.

Amira was worse.

She took personal credit for the entire relationship because she had chosen the rose dress. She also claimed responsibility for Ellie’s transition, confidence and improved taste in coats, despite having actively discouraged most of the coats Ellie wanted.

The three of them met for coffee most Sundays. Ellie occasionally arrived without makeup. Nobody commented on it.

Ordinariness became the most miraculous part.

She had once imagined womanhood as a series of perfect images. A woman descended stairs in a black dress. She leaned towards a camera with shining lips or woke beneath white sheets without ever looking swollen, tired or uncertain. Femininity existed in frozen moments from which every inconvenience had been removed.

Ellie’s life refused to remain still.

She had bad hair days and spots beneath her foundation. Her voice slipped when she was tired. Hormones made her cry because the supermarket had stopped selling the yoghurt she liked, then cry harder when Rowan found it somewhere else. She argued, became jealous, forgot appointments and occasionally spent an entire day in jogging bottoms she would once have considered too ugly for any woman to own.

None of it made her less real.

On a cold Saturday afternoon in March, Ellie went into the city alone.

Rowan was working a matinee, while Amira had disappeared into rehearsals for a production she already hated. Ellie needed new foundation and had decided the journey counted as an act of independence rather than shopping.

She wore a black skirt, tights and the leather jacket from her first date. Her dark hair curled softly around her jaw beneath a rose-coloured beret. The wind kept lifting it, forcing Ellie to hold the hat against her head while carrying a paper bag and attempting to answer one of Rowan’s messages.

She walked directly into someone outside the bookshop.

The impact knocked the paper bag from her hand. A box of foundation slid across the pavement and stopped beside a pair of brown boots.

“I’m so sorry.”

Ellie crouched at the same moment as the other woman. Their hands reached the box together.

Ellie recognised the red nails first.

Natalie looked up.

For a moment, there was nothing in her expression beyond polite concern. She saw a tall woman in a rose-coloured beret who had collided with her outside a shop. Ellie felt a strange freedom in the absence of recognition.

“Are you okay?” Natalie asked.

“Yes. Sorry. I wasn’t looking.”

“Neither was I.”

Natalie handed her the foundation.

Then Ellie smiled.

Confusion moved across Natalie’s face. Her gaze remained on Ellie’s mouth, following the slight crookedness Amira had recognised long before anyone knew what it meant. The confusion deepened, then opened into disbelief.

“Elliot?”

The old name landed gently. Natalie had not used it to deny Ellie. She had reached for the only bridge she knew existed between them.

“Ellie,” she said.

Natalie stared.

“Oh.”

People moved around them, carrying bags and umbrellas through the cold afternoon. Ellie stepped closer to the shop window so they no longer blocked the pavement. Natalie followed without looking away.

Her hair was shorter than Ellie remembered, cut close at the back and falling across one side of her face. She wore a mustard-yellow coat Elliot would never have chosen. The colour made her look bright and entirely herself.

“You look…” Natalie began.

Ellie waited.

“Different.”

“That’s reassuring.”

Natalie laughed, though surprise still held her expression.

“You look good.”

“Thank you.”

“Really good.”

Warmth entered the words. Ellie accepted it without searching for a hidden qualification.

“So do you,” she said. “I like your coat.”

Natalie glanced down at it.

“You would have hated this coat.”

“I know.”

The shared recognition might once have become painful. Instead, both of them smiled.

“How long?” Natalie asked.

“About eight months since I started letting people know me as Ellie. Five months on hormones.”

“Ellie.”

Natalie said the name carefully, trying it against everything she remembered.

“It suits you.”

“I chose it because it was the least imaginative option possible.”

“Some things don’t change.”

The teasing surprised a laugh from Ellie. For a moment, they stood together with something resembling their old ease. It did not invite either of them backwards. It simply acknowledged that affection had survived the relationship’s ending.

Natalie looked at Ellie again.

Not at the makeup or clothes. Her gaze moved across the whole person as though rearranging the history between them around this new truth.

“The woman,” she said.

Ellie’s breath caught.

“What?”

“The imaginary woman. The one you kept trying to find through me.”

Natalie’s expression changed. Understanding arrived with sadness and something close to relief.

“It was you.”

Ellie looked through the bookshop window. Her reflection floated over a display of brightly coloured covers. The woman in the glass wore a crooked smile and a hat the wind had pushed slightly sideways.

“Yes.”

The answer no longer frightened her.

“I didn’t know,” she continued. “I thought I wanted her. I did want her. I just misunderstood what the wanting meant.”

Natalie nodded slowly.

“Gender envy.”

“I prefer to call it an exceptionally prolonged failure of pattern recognition.”

Natalie laughed.

Ellie felt the past loosen between them.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “For the way I treated you. I know I apologised before, but I understand it differently now. I kept trying to put my femininity onto your body and then resented you when it didn’t fit. That wasn’t fair.”

“No. It wasn’t.”

Natalie’s honesty remained unchanged. She did not soften the answer to protect Ellie from something she already knew.

“I’m glad you told me,” she said. “I spent a long time wondering why I could never be enough for you.”

“You were never supposed to be her.”

“I know that now.”

“I wish I had known then.”

“So do I.”

Neither of them tried to repair what could only be understood. Ellie appreciated that. Transition had not transformed the harm into something necessary or good. Natalie had still been hurt by a person who could not recognise their own longing.

Understanding explained the wound without erasing it.

Natalie looked towards the bookshop door, then back at Ellie.

“Are you happy?”

Ellie considered the question.

Happiness was not constant. Transition had introduced fears she never previously knew how to name. She worried about strangers, money, her family and the future of a body changing more slowly than desire. Some mornings, she could see only Elliot in the mirror and felt Ellie retreat beyond reach.

Then Rowan would call from the kitchen. Amira would send an unforgivable photograph. Ellie would put on lipstick, or not, and continue living.

“Yes,” she said. “I think I am.”

Natalie smiled.

“I’m glad.”

Her eyes became bright. She blinked and looked away before either of them could decide whether tears required acknowledgement.

“I’m glad you found her,” she said.

“Who?”

“Your perfect woman.”

Ellie looked at her reflection again.

The hat was crooked. Wind had disturbed the careful curls around her face, and the foundation she had applied that morning had begun gathering beside her nose. Nothing about the woman in the glass resembled the flawless composite Elliot once assembled from other people.

“She isn’t perfect,” Ellie said.

Natalie followed her gaze.

“No.” A smile moved across her face. “She looks real, though.”

The words settled warmly inside Ellie.

“She is.”

Natalie reached towards her, then hesitated.

“Can I hug you?”

Ellie nodded.

They embraced outside the bookshop.

Natalie’s body felt familiar without belonging to Ellie. She no longer experienced its softness as something she wanted to possess or borrow. It was simply Natalie. Warm, human and briefly close.

When they separated, nothing remained unresolved enough to hold them there.

“I should go,” Natalie said. “I’m meeting someone.”

“A date?”

Natalie smiled.

“Maybe.”

“I hope they like the coat.”

“They’d better.”

Ellie’s phone vibrated. Rowan’s name appeared across the screen above a photograph of the cat sitting inside a box far too small for it.

Natalie noticed the smile.

“Someone important?”

“My partner.”

“They make you happy?”

“They help. I’m learning to do some of it myself.”

“That sounds healthy and irritating.”

“You always wanted me to grow.”

“I wanted you to listen.”

“I’m trying that too.”

Natalie stepped backwards into the flow of pedestrians.

“Take care, Ellie.”

“You too.”

Natalie walked away.

Ellie watched until the mustard-yellow coat disappeared beyond the crossing. The encounter left an ache, but it was clean rather than hollow. She could mourn what they had failed to be without wishing for another attempt.

Her phone vibrated again.

Are you alive?

Ellie typed a reply.

I just ran into Natalie.

Rowan’s response appeared almost immediately.

Are you okay?

Ellie looked at her reflection in the bookshop window.

For years, Elliot had searched faces, bodies and invented women for the fragments missing from his own reflection. He had found those fragments everywhere because they had always belonged to him.

Ellie no longer needed to assemble herself from other people.

She adjusted her hat and smiled.

Yes, she wrote. I’ll tell you later.

She collected the paper bag and continued towards the theatre. Rowan would be finishing soon. Perhaps they could have dinner, go home or wander through the city without deciding what the evening needed to become.

Ellie stepped away from the window.

Her reflection seemed to remain for a moment, caught between the books and the passing sky, before moving with her. A woman in the act of becoming.

THE END
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Your continued support is why I am able to keep writing these exciting stories, and I really can’t thank all you naughty, beautiful people enough.  If you’d like to stay up to date with news on any new books or deals then you can sign up to my news letter at https://tinyurl.com/KearyWrites. I can also be found on Twitter or Instagram (@Keary_Writes), where you’ll get news as well as my occasional ramblings and grumblings, plus the odd sneak peak at what new ideas I might be working on.

Stay safe, and keep being amazing!

Keary xx


Also By Keary Hayes…


A Softer Summer

Travis has spent his life trying to be the kind of man everyone expects. Set makes him wonder what it would feel like to be beautiful instead.

At Hearthwood, Travis is supposed to rest before returning to university. Instead, he finds himself drawn to the camp’s woodworking instructor. Set has rough hands, a gentle voice, and a way of looking at Travis that makes him feel seen beneath every carefully chosen layer.

Then Set offers him something Travis has never allowed himself: the chance to try on the softness he secretly longs for. Lace against his skin. Smooth legs beneath sheer tights. Set’s breath catching when Travis finally lets him look.

For the first time, Travis feels beautiful in his own body. Falling for Set feels just as startling, and just as right. But summer is ending, and outside Hearthwood waits a life built for someone Travis no longer wants to pretend to be.


The Femboy Within

Ben has always been good at being the person everyone expects.

He studies engineering, wears the right clothes, and keeps the softer parts of himself carefully hidden. Even Jamie, his best friend and flatmate, has never seen all of him.

Then a chance encounter at a queer festival opens a door Ben never knew existed.

Makeup, pretty clothes, and the word femboy offer him something more than transformation. They offer recognition. For the first time, Ben looks in the mirror and feels joy. At home, with Jamie beside him, he slowly finds the courage to stop hiding.

Jamie notices every change.

The painted nails. The growing confidence. The smile Ben can no longer suppress.

When friendship becomes attraction, Ben is forced to confront the question beneath his happiness. Does Jamie want the person Ben truly is, or only the beautiful new version emerging in front of him?

A tender friends-to-lovers trans romance about femboy awakening, unexpected desire, and the courage to let yourself be wholly seen.


Her True Form

Alex has waited years to enter Eidolon Realms, the first truly living virtual world. He already knows exactly who he will become. A powerful warrior. An unstoppable hero. The kind of man he has always wished he could be.

The game has other ideas.

TrueForm does not let players create their characters. It looks beneath every expectation, defence and carefully constructed identity, then reveals the person they were always meant to be.

Alex is given Lyrienne, a beautiful female moon fae whose strength lies in music, enchantment and irresistible charm.

Convinced the game has made a mistake, Alex plans to report the character as a bug. Then she meets Freya, a fearless barbarian played by a warm, captivating trans woman named Erin.

Fighting beside her feels effortless. Falling for her feels inevitable. And every hour Alex spends as Lyrienne makes returning to the man outside the game more difficult.

Erin believes she has fallen in love with the woman behind Lyrienne.

Alex is beginning to wonder if he has too.

To claim the life opening before her, Alex must step beyond the safety of Aetheria and allow herself to be seen without magic, moonlight or disguise.


A Changing Moon

Elliot was supposed to board the cruise with the woman he planned to marry. Instead, he arrives alone, carrying a useless engagement ring and the ruins of the only life he has ever known.

Surrounded by happy couples and trapped in a body that has never felt entirely his, Elliot expects to spend the voyage hiding in his cabin. Then, beneath the moonlight, he discovers a group of lost souls gathering at the edge of the ship. They say the sea can reveal what the heart truly wants, if you are brave enough to offer it the truth.

Among them is Eliza, a beautiful, uncertain woman sailing towards a marriage she cannot bring herself to want. As Elliot and Eliza are drawn together, their growing connection awakens desires neither has dared to name.

Under the light of the full moon, the sea offers them the chance to become something new. But accepting its gift will mean letting go of the lives they were given and finding the courage to claim their bodies, their desires, and each other.
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