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Introduction

“I wasn’t even supposed to wear the dress. I was just delivering it. Then my boss zipped me in—and called me Delilah.”
This is an illustrated romance novella, complete with beautiful images inside. Enjoy!

∞∞∞

It was supposed to be a favor. A last-minute replacement for a bridal campaign shoot in Tuscany. I was Drew—an unpaid script assistant with shaky hands and zero modeling experience. But the gown fit.

The wig worked. And the billionaire groom they hired to pose beside me? Yeah. He looked at me like I was real. Luca Feretti didn’t know I was lying. Not when he held my hand for the camera. Not when he kissed me under fairy lights. And definitely not when he told the world I was his girlfriend to help sell his family’s wedding estate.

I never meant to fall for him. I never meant for my secret to go viral. Now everyone knows. The photos, the press, the kiss—it was all supposed to be pretend.

Clutch your Pearl Necklace Tight and

Prepare for a Transgender Romance Ride!

Note: This story contains transgender romance, gradual feminization, friends to lovers, romantic comedy, crossdressing romance, and first time with a transgender woman tropes. Some real places and people were referenced but the story is a work of fiction. The cover image is from Brightlucky Press.

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

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

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

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

…from my authentic feminine self.

Picture this…

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

❖   My curvaceous physique enjoys silk dresses

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

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

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


Free Vip Mailing List

∞∞∞

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

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

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

My First Gift For You
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Apart from that, I’ll also send you Announcements of my New Releases and Promos.

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

CLICK TO READ FOR FREE

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

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

Love Always, Lilly


Chapter 1

∞∞∞

I HATED COBBLESTONES. Especially when I was late, sweaty, and holding a ten-thousand-euro wedding gown in a box bigger than my dignity.

Rome was loud that day. Tourists barked like seagulls, and my sneakers were soaked from a street puddle I didn’t see. I practically kicked down the door of the studio.

“Delivery for Francesca,” I wheezed, slapping the cardboard box onto a gold-trimmed side table like it hadn’t just gone on a bumpy Vespa ride through my personal hell.

From behind a changing screen came a long groan, followed by something crashing.

“Unless that’s a bag of coke or Elena Mills herself, I don’t want it!” a voice snapped.

“I’m Drew. Assistant from CineCast. I was told to drop this off and—”

The screen burst open.

Francesca.

She looked like a makeup tutorial filmed in a hurricane. Hair pinned up with three pens, lipstick smudged across one cheek like she’d kissed a clown and regretted it. She wore a silk robe over jeans and boots, as if the top half of her was going to Cannes and the bottom was fighting a war.

“Elena got arrested,” I blurted.

She froze. “What?”

“Trevi Fountain. Skinny dipping. Something about OnlyFans, a swan dive, and fifty tourists with smartphones.”

Francesca didn’t move. Her hand twitched toward her purse like it contained either a cigarette or a gun. She pulled out both. Thankfully, she lit the cigarette.

“I need espresso,” she hissed, lighter flicking uselessly as she tried to light it. “Where’s Renata? RENATA!”

“I can—here, let me,” I said, stepping in and shielding her cigarette from the wind. I clicked the lighter, holding it up.

She looked at me like I was a cockroach with decent timing. Then she took a long drag and blew smoke directly into my soul.

“Of course Elena’s gone. Of course she is. You know how many fake tears I cried to convince Feretti to do a bridal-themed campaign? And now my bride’s in Roman jail with ten thousand followers and no dignity.”

I nodded slowly, because I didn’t know what else to do.

She gestured at the box. “At least tell me the gown’s not ruined.”

I opened it gently, like I was unwrapping a bomb. Inside was a cream satin wedding dress so delicate it could probably sue someone for looking at it wrong.

“No rips,” I said. “No damage. Just... maybe a small coffee stain from when the delivery guy sneezed.”

Francesca didn’t scream. She just exhaled the world’s most bitter sigh.

Then she dropped onto a velvet chair, legs splayed, cigarette dangling from her lips.

“I have a billionaire’s son expecting a bridal photoshoot in twenty-four hours. And I don’t have a model. Or espresso. Or a will to live.”

I didn’t say anything. I just stared at the dress like it might bite me.

Then Francesca’s eyes flicked to me.

And I swear, in that second, something dangerous lit up behind her lashes.

“Take off your jacket.”
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I blinked. “Sorry?”

Francesca stood and pointed at me with the tip of her cigarette like it was a weapon. “The jacket. Off. Now.”

“I, uh—I really just came to deliver—”

“You’re skinny,” she muttered, circling me like a hawk eyeing roadkill. “No chest, narrow shoulders. Honestly, you look like a dehydrated mannequin in a Pixar hoodie.”

“Thank you?”

She waved the compliment away. “The dress isn’t structured. No boning, no padding. The idiot designer wanted it to ‘float’ on the model. Great for editorial. Horrible for girls with boobs.”

I tried to step back, but she caught the edge of my sleeve and tugged it down.

“Wait—no, seriously, I’m just an assistant.”

“You said you work for CineCast?”

“I mean, I’m more of a... script runner. I mostly deliver coffee and pray for death.”

“Perfect,” she snapped. “You want a career? This is how you get it. One bridal shoot, one billionaire client, and suddenly everyone knows your name.”

I laughed nervously. “My name’s Drew.”

“Not anymore,” she said. “For the next 48 hours, your name is Delilah.”

I looked at the dress again, then back at her. “You can’t be serious.”

Francesca sat back down, crossed her legs, and pulled her phone out. “Do you know how many favors I had to cash in for this shoot? Do you know how fast the Feretti family can blacklist an entire agency if something goes wrong?”

“I’m not a model.”

“I’m not a size two, and yet here we are, both pretending we belong.”

“But I’m—”

She held up a finger. “This isn’t Milan. This is Tuscany. We’re shooting from behind. Soft focus. You don’t even need to speak. All I need is a silhouette and someone who doesn’t faint in heels.”

My stomach flipped. “Heels?”

“Darling,” she said, lighting another cigarette, “have you ever seen a barefoot bride on the cover of Vogue?”

I felt the panic rising in my throat like carbonation. This was insane. This was career suicide. But so was walking away from Francesca. Word traveled fast in this industry, and she knew everyone.

“You’ll get paid,” she added, like it was an afterthought. “More than you’ve made all month fetching soy lattes.”

I opened my mouth to say no.

But I didn’t.

Because the gown was just sitting there, glowing like it had its own lighting crew, and Francesca was already barking into her phone for Renata to bring in the seamstress.

“This will really help your career,” she called over her shoulder.

I stood there frozen.

I don’t remember saying yes.

But five minutes later, I was standing in a small dressing room with a wedding gown draped across my arms and a voice in my head whispering: What the hell are you doing, Drew?

And somewhere else inside me, another voice quietly replied:

Just don’t mess this up.

The dressing room smelled like expensive perfume, old wood, and fear. Mostly mine.

A seamstress named Lotti appeared out of nowhere and started unzipping the gown with surgical precision. She had gray hair in a perfect French twist and wore glasses on a chain like she’d invented fashion itself. She didn’t smile. Just patted the ottoman in front of a gold mirror and said, “Undress, please.”

I hesitated. “You mean… like, now?”

She raised an eyebrow. “I haven’t got all day, ragazzo.”

Francesca shouted from the other side of the curtain, “If he hesitates again, throw him in the fountain!”

I peeled off my jacket, then my jeans. My t-shirt stuck to my back from nerves. Lotti didn’t even blink. She just handed me something that looked like a corset and death had a baby.

“Arms up.”

The boned fabric wrapped around me like a medieval trap. Lotti yanked the strings and I gasped, gripping the ottoman for balance.

“Oh my god.”

“Breathe in,” she said.

“I can’t.”

“Perfect.”

Next came a nude slip, smooth as air and tighter than sin. Then the dress itself. It wasn’t just satin—it was spun moonlight. The fabric whispered as it slid down my body, cool against my skin. Lotti zipped it up and stepped back like she’d just completed a masterpiece.

I turned to the mirror.

And froze.

There I was. Not Drew. Not some guy awkwardly stuffed into a dress.

Someone else. Pale, delicate, too-wide eyes. Bangs a little too long. My shoulders looked smaller. My waist looked... cinched. And the dress. The dress clung like it knew me better than I knew myself.

“Why does it fit like a glove?” I murmured.

Francesca stormed in with a makeup sponge and an espresso in the same hand. She nearly dropped both when she saw me.

“Oh. Oh that’s ridiculous,” she breathed. “You look edible.”

I turned around. “This was supposed to be from behind.”

“We’ll see,” she said, pinning my bangs back. “If the camera likes your face half as much as I do, we’re going full frontal.”

“That sounds terrifying.”

She pulled my bangs forward again and squinted. “No. They work. They make you look soft. Vulnerable.”

“Great. I’ve always wanted to look like I’m about to cry in couture.”

Francesca smirked. “Say hello to Delilah.”

I swallowed. “Hi.”

She clapped her hands. “Now. We’ll need light makeup. Nothing drag. Just enough to hide the terror in your eyes. Nails. Heels. Earrings if you can tolerate them. Then we test you in lighting.”

“I never said yes to earrings.”

“You never said no either.”
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I looked back at the mirror. The person there blinked.

And didn’t hate it.

I don’t know what scared me more—how ridiculous I looked…

Or how much I wanted to see what I’d look like with the whole look finished.


Chapter 2

∞∞∞

THE GLAM squad arrived like a storm of hairdryers and contour brushes. Five of them. All dressed in black, dragging rolling cases and talking over each other in Italian, French, and sarcasm. I sat frozen in a velvet chair while they circled me like I was a last-minute science project.

“Blank canvas,” one of them said, pressing a cold wipe to my cheek. “We love those.”

Francesca clapped once. “You have three hours. I want a blushing bride, not a drag brunch.”

“Boring,” the stylist groaned. “I was hoping for a diva.”

“He’s terrified,” another said, lifting my chin. “That’s fun, too.”

I tried to speak. Lip balm cut me off.

“We’ll start with waxing,” the lead stylist, Mira, said.

“Waxing?” I croaked.

Francesca leaned against the windowsill and crossed her arms. “Legs, arms, brows. Back if necessary. Do you want this gig or not?”

I nodded like a hostage and Mira pushed me gently toward a low massage table. I lay flat while they chatted about contour trends and celebrity divorces. Then the wax hit my calf.

I screamed.

“Relax,” Mira said cheerfully. “The first twenty strips are the worst.”

Twenty?

I gripped the edge of the table and braced for the next one. It tore. I gasped. It kept going.

By the time they finished my arms, I was sweating through my undershirt. Mira looked pleased. “Smooth like buttered glass.”

“I think I lost three layers of skin.”

“Beauty is sacrifice,” she said, already reaching for a razor. “Face next.”

They shaved the fine hairs on my cheeks, jawline, and neck. The blade was small, exact, and terrifying. I didn’t dare breathe. Then came the foundation. Warm, thick, and matched to my skin in seconds.

“Your pores are blessed,” said the youngest artist, brushing powder across my nose.

Another one held my hands and examined my nails. “Short and sad. We’ll fix that.”

She glued small nude press-ons to my fingers while Mira penciled my brows into soft arches.

“Sit up straight,” someone scolded.

Another pressed two cotton balls into my bra cups. “We’re not going for cleavage because frankly, you don’t have it, we’ll just opt for a mere suggestion.”

I stared at my reflection, watching myself blur into someone else.

Then I heard the word I’d been dreading.

“Piercing.”

My head snapped around. “What?”

“You can’t wear bridal drop earrings with clip-ons. We’ll do it fast,” Francesca said. “It’ll help sell the look.”

“I’ve never—” I started.

But Mira already had the kit out.

Francesca walked over, lifted my hair gently, placed a wig on top of my head, and said in a voice that was almost tender, “You don’t have to keep them after this. But right now, they’ll help you disappear.”

I swallowed.

“Okay,” I whispered.

The piercing gun clicked. Once, then again. Sharp, hot pain, then ice. I sat still, stunned.

Two chandelier earrings dangled in the mirror—making the pain almost unbearable. But oddly, I loved the way they moved when I moved.

“Now the lashes,” someone said.

Mira brushed glue along the band and pressed them down. I blinked. The world looked different.

The last piece was a rose-pink lipstick. Subtle. Soft. They gave me gloss, then blotted it.

Francesca stepped forward, gave a little gasp, and snapped a photo without asking.

I didn’t even flinch.

“Drew’s dead,” she said. “Delilah’s alive.”

I stood slowly. My feet felt smaller in the kitten heels they made me wear. My body felt wrapped in someone else’s air.
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I turned to the mirror and stared.

I didn’t recognize the girl looking back.

But I couldn’t stop looking either.

The castle’s courtyard looked like something out of a magazine I couldn’t afford. Marble columns. Hanging wisteria. A fountain that gurgled like it knew it was fancy. I followed Francesca through it all, heels clicking too loud, ankles wobbling like I was walking on stilts.

“Head up,” she whispered without looking back. “Delilah has posture.”

“I’m trying,” I hissed.

“You’re slouching like a streetlamp in a windstorm.”

I stood straighter, tugged at the hem of the satin dress, and nearly tripped on a rogue cobblestone. Francesca caught my arm without breaking stride. “One more stumble and I’ll tape those shoes to your feet.”

We rounded the corner and there he was.

Luca Feretti.

God help me.

He leaned against a column in a navy suit, staring at his watch like it owed him money. He looked like the cover of a cologne ad—chiseled jaw, dark waves of hair, the kind of bone structure that made you want to apologize for existing.

“She’s late,” he muttered, not even glancing up.

Francesca cleared her throat. “This is Delilah.”

He looked at me.

Actually looked.

His eyes were sharp. Not flirty. Not curious. Just assessing. Cold, like he was scanning me for flaws.

I tried to smile, but my lip twitched.

“She’s our replacement bride,” Francesca said. “Elena had a… scheduling conflict.”

Luca blinked slowly. “Did she get arrested?”

Francesca didn’t flinch. “Allegedly.”

His gaze dropped to my dress. “This gown was designed for Elena’s proportions.”

“She’s smaller,” Francesca said quickly. “Delilah is more... ethereal.”

He looked me up and down again. Not in a gross way. Just like he was checking how well the dress moved on my frame. I resisted the urge to yank the neckline higher.

“You’ll do,” he said.

My stomach flipped.

Not from the words—but from the fact that they didn’t sound like an insult. They sounded like something worse.

Approval.

Francesca patted my shoulder. “We’ll begin in the gardens. Soft light, floral backdrops, some walking shots to show motion.”

Luca turned on his heel without another word and strode toward the gravel path. Francesca nudged me.

“Go,” she whispered. “And for god’s sake, don’t fall.”

I followed him, each step sounding louder than it should. The skirt brushed my legs like it had a mind of its own.

Luca glanced back once.

I didn’t know what I expected.

Surprise. Judgment. Maybe a smirk.

But he just kept walking, hands in his pockets, shoulders relaxed. Like he’d already forgotten who I was.

I exhaled quietly.

Good.

Let him think I’m forgettable.

Let him think I’m just another girl in a dress.

Because if he looked any closer, I wasn’t sure I could lie with my face.

The photographer barked out something in Italian, then motioned for us to start walking toward a rose-covered archway. I blinked against the light as Luca reached out his hand.

I stared at it.

He waited.

I placed mine in his.

His grip was warm, firm. Not crushing, just… steady. Like someone used to being in control. His thumb grazed the back of my knuckles as we began walking in sync, the gravel crunching softly under our feet.

“Smile,” the photographer called out. “Natural. Like you love each other.”

Luca didn’t smile.

I tried, barely pulling the corners of my lips up. I could feel my cheeks twitching under the makeup.

“You’re stiff,” Luca said under his breath.

“I’m not used to walking in heels,” I whispered.

His voice lowered. “Your hands are shaking.”

I looked down. He wasn’t wrong. My fingers trembled like a leaf caught in a breeze.

“Nervous?” he asked.

“Something like that.”

We reached the arch and paused. Camera shutters clicked rapidly.

I tried not to breathe too hard. Everything felt surreal. The dress, the makeup, the man beside me who looked like he belonged in a Greek statue gallery.

“Can I ask something?” I said quietly.

He nodded without looking at me.

“What’s this shoot actually for?”

He didn’t answer right away. His jaw flexed once. Then he turned his head slightly.
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“My family owns this estate,” he said. “The castle. The vineyards. All of it.”

“Wow,” I said, because what else do you say to a guy who casually drops the word castle?

“This is my first project,” he continued. “A luxury event venue. Weddings. Private functions. I’m renovating the east wing, building a new hall. This shoot is the first marketing push.”

“And the ‘bride and groom’ angle helps make it feel… romantic?”

He nodded. “People want to believe they’ll be happy here. That this place has history. Magic.”

“Do you believe that?” I asked.

He didn’t answer. Just looked ahead as the photographer adjusted the camera settings.

“I need this to work,” he said finally, voice lower. “If it doesn’t, the board will pull out. My name will be just another Feretti footnote.”

I glanced at him.

He looked calm.

But his grip on my hand had tightened slightly.

“You’re doing fine,” I said, and it surprised me how much I meant it.

He turned to me, finally meeting my eyes.

There was a pause.

Too long to be casual.

“Let’s walk again,” he said.

And this time, when he took my hand, he didn’t let go until the photographer told us to stop.


Chapter 3

∞∞∞

I HAD no business being anywhere near a grand piano. And yet, there I was—heels wobbling on glossy tile, skirt brushing the back of my knees, surrounded by people who probably had private chefs for their dogs.

The Ferettis didn’t do anything halfway. The “mock rehearsal dinner” was supposed to feel casual, but there were crystal chandeliers, a string quartet, and enough foie gras to feed a village. Waiters in black suits glided around with trays of champagne. I clutched mine like a life vest.

“Smile,” Francesca hissed as she floated past, rearranging napkins that didn’t need rearranging. “Delilah smiles.”

My lips stretched automatically. It felt like pulling a mask over my teeth.

Cameras clicked. Journalists were here—not many, just a few chic ones from Italian bridal blogs. They were snapping everything: the food, the couple, the castle.

The couple.

Meaning Luca and me.

He hadn’t spoken much since the garden shoot. Just a nod when I arrived, then back to wine and business talk with his cousin and some family friends. I tried to blend in with the roses and avoid making eye contact with the shrimp tower.
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“Ladies and gentlemen,” someone called. “The bride and groom, please!”

My gut turned over. Francesca gestured toward me from across the room like I was a poodle who had forgotten a trick. I took a deep breath and stepped forward.

Big mistake.

My heel caught on the hem of the rug. My ankle twisted. The champagne fluted out of my hand like it had somewhere better to be.

I braced for impact.

Then a hand caught me.

Not just a hand. His hand.

Luca’s arm slipped around my waist in one fluid motion, steadying me. I crashed into him, hard enough to smell his cologne—earthy and expensive, like pine trees and secrets.

“You okay?” he murmured, low enough only I could hear.

“Just murdered a flute,” I whispered back.

His mouth twitched like he was fighting a smile.

The cameras went wild. Shutters flicked. Someone let out an “awww.”

And all I could hear was my own heart thudding like I’d just sprinted across the piazza.

He held me for a second longer than necessary.

Then he let go.

I straightened my dress, nodded like an idiot, and walked with him toward the center of the room. I kept my head high, even though my insides felt like a blender on low speed.

Someone clapped. Someone else called us “adorable.”

Francesca looked smug as hell.

Luca leaned toward me and muttered, “Try not to die before dessert.”

“I make no promises,” I replied.

He gave a small laugh, quiet and real.

And just like that, I forgot how uncomfortable the heels were.

I kicked off the heels the second we got back to the room they provided me. My toes cracked like gunfire but before I could relax, Francesca entered and sprawled on the velvet chaise, one leg draped over the side, smoking something that definitely wasn’t a cigarette. She looked like a villain in a 1960s film noir, except in leopard-print pajama pants and a "Fendi or Fight Me" t-shirt.

“Bravo,” she said, exhaling toward the chandelier. “You gave the people romance and near-injury. The photos are going to be everywhere by morning.”

“I almost broke my ankle,” I muttered, peeling off the sticky tape holding the dress to my chest.

“You also almost broke the internet. That fall? That catch? Scripted gold.” She took another drag and looked at me through the haze. “And he definitely touched your waist like he meant it.”

I froze halfway through pulling off the lashes. “Don’t.”

“Oh, come on. He likes you.”

“No, he likes her. The fake me. Delilah. The one in the dress. The one who doesn’t exist.”

Francesca raised a brow. “You’re standing in front of me with pearl studs and contour sharp enough to slice bread. Delilah exists.”

I flopped down on the bed, arms splayed. “He doesn’t know who I am.”

“Who does?” she said, tossing the joint into a wine glass. “You think any of these girls prancing around with collagen lips and sad eyes are being honest? Sweetheart, fashion is 90% lies and 10% pretending the lies are art.”

“I’m not into guys.”

“Sure,” she said, not buying it for a second.

“I’m not,” I insisted. “And even if I was, Luca’s… intimidating. Cold. Probably allergic to feelings.”

She laughed. “And yet you’re blushing like a debutante.”

I covered my face with a pillow. “This is a disaster.”

“You want to hear a real disaster?” Francesca stood, wobbling only slightly as she walked toward the mini fridge. She pulled out a soda and cracked it open. “I used to be a pageant girl.”

I peeked out from under the pillow. “You?”

“Miss Piemonte. 2003. Big hair. Bigger secrets.”

“What happened?”

“Fashion hates beauty queens. They think we’re too polished, too rehearsed. I burned every photo, deleted every contact. Reinvented myself in Milan with one suitcase and a lot of glitter.”

I sat up. “Why are you telling me this?”

She leaned against the wall and took a sip. “Because you’re scared. And because hiding only works if you know what you’re hiding from. I didn’t. I still don’t. But I figured out who I wanted to become.”

I looked down at my hands. The press-on nails were chipped. The polish was still pretty.

“I didn’t sign up for this,” I whispered.

“No one does,” she said. “But sometimes life drags you into the dress before you’re ready.”

I didn’t respond. Just lay back on the bed, staring at the ceiling, wondering what kind of person I was turning into… and if Luca could ever like her.

The next day, I woke up tangled in silk sheets, groggy and confused, the kind of wake-up where you forget who—or what—you’re supposed to be.

The sun was already streaming through the tall windows. Tuscany was showing off again, golden and stupidly beautiful. I sat up, scratched my head, and caught my reflection in the gold-trimmed mirror.

No lashes. No earrings. No makeup. Just me. Drew.

Messy hair. Soft jaw. Faint shadows under my eyes.

And then it hit me.

I couldn’t be seen like this. Not in this house. Not when people thought I was a girl named Delilah.

Panic clutched my throat. I scrambled off the bed, yanked a throw over my bare chest, and snatched my phone from the nightstand.

Me: emergency
Me: urgent
Me: I look like a boy
Me: where are you

Francesca: Room 207. What now.
Me: Can I swim in the pool
Francesca: Are you out of your mind
Me: It’s hot and it looks nice
Francesca: You’ll cause a scandal with that thing swinging in a wet bikini
Me: pleaseee
Francesca: …

I waited.

Then came the typing dots.

Francesca: fine. swim dress. meet me in ten.

The swim dress was mint green with a little bow at the bust. Ruffled skirt. Padded top. High neck. It looked like something a modest pin-up girl might wear if she’d been raised by nuns.

“You want me to wear this?” I asked, holding it up.

“It hides the situation,” she said, tapping her cigarette against the edge of the sink. “Tuck. Pad. Pray.”

“You’re evil.”

“I’m practical.”

She did my makeup fast but soft—just enough waterproof liner to survive humidity, plus a lip tint she said would look “accidentally flirty.” Then she put a wig on my head and gave me oversized sunglasses and a silk headscarf. “Old Hollywood. Poolside chic. Keep your legs crossed.”

I slipped into the dress, tightened the waist tie, and looked in the mirror.

Delilah was back. Slightly more retro, slightly more terrified behind the awkward smile.
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The pool was behind the castle, hidden behind stone arches and sculpted hedges. It shimmered like glass in the sun. White loungers. Towels rolled with military precision. No one else was there yet.

Or so I thought.

I dipped a toe in, sighed at the perfect temperature, and sat on the edge. Legs in. Skirt floating. I closed my eyes.

“Didn’t think you’d be up this early.”

My eyes flew open.

Luca.

Shirtless.

Of course he was shirtless.

His hair was damp, like he’d just gotten out. He held a white towel in one hand, and a book in the other, which instantly made him ten percent hotter for no reason.

“Oh,” I said. “Hi.”

He walked over and dropped the towel on the chair next to mine. “Didn’t expect to see you again until the next shoot.”

“I woke up early.”

He nodded, then looked at the pool. “Going in?”

“Maybe.”

He sat beside me, water lapping at our feet. “You don’t swim?”

“I do. Just not… now.”

“Why not now?”

I scrambled for a lie. “Hair. Makeup. I don’t want it to get messed up.”

He tilted his head. “Didn’t take you for vain.”

“I’m not. I just don’t want to scare the photographers.”

He chuckled, eyes still on the water. “You’re different.”

My stomach did something stupid.

“In a bad way?” I asked, barely above a whisper.

“No. Just… not like most people I meet at these things.”

I kept my hands tightly on my lap, heart drumming.

He leaned back on his elbows. “I got engaged once.”

I blinked. “What?”

“Two years ago. Sophia. We met at an architecture exhibit in Berlin. She was brilliant. Kind. Had a laugh like a cough and never apologized for it.”

“What happened?”

He exhaled slowly. “She didn’t want this life. The attention. The Feretti name. My family, my responsibilities. She said I wasn’t built for real love.”

“That’s harsh.”

“She wasn’t wrong.”

We sat in silence. I could hear birds somewhere. The ripple of water. My own breath, tight in my chest.

“Do you believe her?” I asked.

He turned his head toward me. “Sometimes.”

And then he reached for my hand.

It was gentle. Not flirty. Not pushy. Just his fingers over mine, warm and strong.

I didn’t pull away.

“I think you’d be good at it,” I said.

“At what?”

“Real love.”

He smiled. Not the business smile. The real one.

“You don’t know me,” he said.

I looked at him, eyes stinging. “Neither do you.”

It slipped out. Almost like a confession.

He stared at me for a second too long. Something passed over his face—curiosity? Suspicion?

I stood quickly. “I should go.”

“You just got here.”

“Yeah. I know. I just… I forgot something.”

He stood too. “Delilah—”

“I’ll see you later.”

I walked fast, head down, dress clinging to my legs from the water. My heart pounded against my ribs, louder than the quiet splash of the pool behind me.

I didn’t stop walking until I was back in the room, alone, peeling off the swim dress like it had burned me.

Because the worst part wasn’t that he almost saw through me. It was that I didn’t know which version of me I was scared he’d find.


Chapter 4

∞∞∞

THAT AFTERNOON, they handed me a glass of Prosecco and told me to “just be natural.” Natural. In a borrowed dress. Some random Ukrainian woman’s hair. Freshly pierced ears. Fake nails. A body padded enough to be a mattress. Painted lips. Sitting beside a man I barely knew, pretending to be someone I wasn’t.

The bridal magazine rep was young, stylish, and scarily enthusiastic. She had a tiny recorder and a notebook filled with pink scribbles. “So! Let’s start with the obvious, future Mrs. Feretti,” she beamed. “How did you two meet?”

My throat locked up.

I turned to Luca, whispering out of the side of my mouth, “I thought this was just for some shoot.”

He didn’t flinch. “It is,” he whispered back, still smiling at the woman. “But it’s also my hard launch.”

“Your what?”

“My official girlfriend reveal. Romantic brand synergy. If the public buys into the fantasy, so will potential renters.”

“That would’ve been great to know before I put on lip gloss.”

The interviewer blinked. “Sorry, did you say something?”

“No,” I said quickly. “Just clearing my throat.”

She chuckled. “So tell me, Delilah—how did Luca sweep you off your feet?”

There was a silence.
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A long, horrifying silence.

And then I blurted, “He found me at a bookstore.”

Luca glanced at me, amused.

“A bookstore?” the interviewer repeated, pen ready.

I nodded too fast. “Yes. I worked there. Well, I was shelving travel guides. And he walked in looking for… a map.”

“A map?”

“Of Detroit.”

Luca raised one eyebrow. “That’s where I told you I wanted to take you.”

“Yes!” I said, grabbing the lifeline. “And I laughed and said no one uses paper maps anymore. And he said—”

“‘Some things are better unfolded by hand,’” Luca said smoothly, eyes never leaving mine.

The interviewer looked confused. “Detroit? Like where they make cars in America? That’s… beautiful.”

“I know, isn’t it romantic?” I said, doubting and almost choking on the bubbles in my Prosecco.

She scribbled furiously. “And what was your first date like?”

Luca tilted his head, clearly entertained. “She made me pasta.”

“Yes,” I said. “It was... spicy.”

“It was watery,” he added.

“I was nervous.”

“I ate all of it.”

We stared at each other. The kind of stare where you know you’re in too deep, even if no one’s said anything real yet.

The interviewer sighed. “You two are magic.”

“Thank you,” I said.

She gathered her things, thrilled. “I think we have everything. Our readers are going to fall in love with you.”

When she left, I slumped back in the velvet chair, heart still jackhammering.

“You’re a good liar,” Luca said.

“I’m a desperate one.”

He leaned closer. “Still. I wish that bookstore story were true.”

I looked at him. “You do?”

He nodded once. “It would’ve been nice. Just walking in. Seeing you. No lights. No cameras.”

“Just travel guides and bad pasta.”

“And you,” he said softly.

My face flushed so fast I thought the makeup might melt.

I stood up too fast. “I need air.”

“Delilah—”

“I’ll be fine.”

I walked out before I could say anything truer than the lie I just sold.

Just before high tea, the dress hated me. I don’t know what I did to it, but somewhere between the makeup chair and the courtyard archway, the zipper decided to commit treason.

“It’s stuck,” I whispered, frozen in place behind the floral hedge where no one could see me.

Lotti, the seamstress, tugged gently at the back of the gown. “It’s off track. Probably from all the ravioli.”

“Hey… that’s...”

“Stop slouching!”

“Sorry…”

“Don’t make this hard.”

I could hear the photographer shouting for final touches, models rustling around, the hum of a drone camera above. This was supposed to be the hero shot. The wide, sweeping frame of the ‘bride’ walking alone in the golden afternoon light, as if floating on a dream. And here I was—half-zipped and sweating.

“I need to walk out there in sixty seconds,” I whispered, heart hammering.

“If I force the zipper, it’ll break,” Lotti warned.

“What do I do?”

“Stand there, don’t breathe, and pray to the new pope, he’ll probably understand you, he’s also American,” she said, already pulling a needle and thread from her hip pouch like a gunslinger.

Then a voice behind us said, “What’s wrong?”

I didn’t even have to look.

Luca.

I wanted to melt into the hedge.

“Zipper issue,” Lotti said without looking up. “Five more minutes.”

“We don’t have five minutes,” he said, stepping closer.

“I’ll figure it out,” I said quickly.

Luca ignored me and gently touched my shoulder. “Turn around.”

“I’m fine—”

“Turn around.”

I did.

He moved my hair aside carefully, like he was handling silk, and crouched behind me. His fingers brushed the small of my back. My breath caught.

“Relax,” he murmured.

“Easy for you to say. You’re not in a corset and five layers of tulle.”

“I’ve worn a tuxedo in July.”

“Not the same.”

“Closer than you think.”

He jiggled the zipper gently, then tugged upward. It stopped halfway.

“You’re tense,” he said. “Breathe.”

“I’m trying not to cry.”

“Don’t,” he said. “You’ll smudge your face.”

I laughed. Just a little. But it helped.

He placed his hand flat against my back to steady me and gave one more pull.

The zipper slid up.

Perfectly.

“There,” he said. “You’re good.”

I turned to face him, suddenly aware of how close we were. “Thanks.”

“You’re more than just the dress, you know.”

My throat tightened.

“Even if it fits you too well,” he added, softer now.

I blinked fast. I didn’t want to cry, but it was hovering.

“You’re not supposed to say things like that,” I said.

“Why not?”

“Because this is a photoshoot.”

He smiled. “So?”

I stepped back. “So that means it’s not real.”

He didn’t reply. Just gave a half shrug and nodded at the hedge. “Go float down the aisle. You’ve got a fantasy to sell.”

I walked out in front of the cameras with my back straight and my eyes burning.

And somehow, the gown didn’t feel like a costume anymore.

[image: Mage media]

The sun had disappeared by the time the shoot ended, but the castle didn’t dim with it. Lanterns flickered along the garden walls, warm and golden. The air smelled like neroli and old money.

I made it back to my room with every intention of collapsing—but then my phone buzzed.

Luca: come up to the west balcony
Luca: bring that attitude of yours

I stared at the message, heart already racing. I should’ve said no. I should’ve blamed exhaustion, or the peeling glue behind my ears. But instead, I changed into a soft blue slip dress Francesca had hung near the armoire and dabbed on a little gloss before walking out.

The west balcony was quiet, tucked behind ivy-covered stone. There was a table set for two. Nothing fancy—just a bottle of red wine and two glasses already half full. Luca stood at the edge, staring out at the stars like they owed him answers.

“You’re late,” he said without turning.

“I had to make an entrance.”

He looked over, and I caught it—that flicker. The look he gave me like I was the moon itself.

I sat across from him, nerves like bees in my chest. “This a business dinner?”

“No photographers. No press. Just wine.”

I lifted my glass. “Well, then I’m underdressed.”

“You’re perfect.”

My breath caught. I took a quick sip just to avoid reacting.

“So,” I said, setting it down, “do you wine and dine all your fake brides?”

He smirked. “Only the ones who lie well.”

“I panicked.”

“You charmed her.”

“I babbled about paper maps.”

He leaned in slightly. “I liked that part.”

We sat there, sipping, the silence warm instead of awkward. The sky turned navy. Cicadas hummed somewhere far away.

Then a soft melody floated out of the small speaker on the windowsill. A familiar intro.

I blinked. “Is that—?”

“Someday We’ll Know,” he said, swirling his glass. “You know it?”

I stared. “Yeah. Of course I do. That’s like... early 2000s peak heartbreak.”

He smiled. “I like American music. Especially the sad ones.”

“You don’t seem like a sad song guy.”

“I’m not. Not publicly.”

We sat in it—the song, the wine, the mood. Then he stood, slowly, and held out his hand.

“You’re kidding.”

“Dance with me.”

“There’s no dance floor.”

“There’s stone and moonlight. That’s better.”

I hesitated, then placed my hand in his. He pulled me up gently, close enough I could smell the vineyard on his breath.

He rested one hand at the small of my back, the other curling around my fingers.

“You’re trembling,” he murmured.

“I don’t do this often.”

“What? Dance?”

“No. Pretend something feels this real.”

He looked down at me. His eyes weren’t cold now. They were soft. Curious. Focused.

The music wrapped around us. We moved in small circles, barely swaying, the world fading into candlelight and rhythm.

“You keep surprising me,” he said.

“I don’t mean to.”

“I know,” he said. “That’s why it works.”

He brushed a strand of wig from my cheek. His fingers lingered. My heart thudded so loud I was sure he could hear it.

And then he leaned in.

The kiss wasn’t dramatic. No fireworks. No dipped-back movie pose. Just the lightest press of his lips on mine.

Like he wasn’t sure if I’d pull away.

Like he wanted to give me the chance to stop it.

I didn’t.

I leaned in too.

Soft. Careful. A kiss like a question.

When he pulled back, I opened my eyes slowly.

He didn’t say anything.

Neither did I.

Because whatever had started as a lie... didn’t feel like one anymore.

Later, when I was back in my room alone, I touched my lips.

And for the first time since arriving here, I didn’t feel like Drew pretending to be Delilah.

I just felt... kissed.


Chapter 5

∞∞∞

I WAS halfway through a coffee I didn’t want when I heard stilettos clicking across the marble. Fast. Sharp. Angry. I knew that sound. Everyone in fashion did.

“Elena Mills is here,” one of the assistants whispered like a storm warning.

I choked slightly. “She what?”

She breezed through the foyer like a hurricane dipped in fake tan. High ponytail, mirrored sunglasses, and a two-piece suit that screamed ‘femme fatale.’ She didn’t wait for an invitation—just stormed into the lounge and spotted me like a bloodhound.

“Well,” she said, voice cool and tight. “If it isn’t the little mannequin who took my gig.”

“Elena,” I said, standing slowly. “I didn’t take anything. You—”

“Skinny-dipping isn’t a crime in France,” she snapped.

“We’re in Italy.”

She rolled her eyes. “You know what I mean.”

Behind her, one of the PR girls was already panicking into her phone.

“Elena,” I tried again, “I was asked to step in last minute. I didn’t even know who you were until—”

“Oh, spare me,” she said, stepping in close. Her eyes narrowed.
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“You’re not a real model.”

I didn’t answer.

She tilted her head. “And you don’t sound like one either.”

I swallowed. “Excuse me?”

“That voice. I know what a modulated voice sounds like. What are you hiding?”

Before I could reply, Francesca entered.

She looked like she’d just bitten into something rotten.

“Elena.”

Elena turned, flicking her hair. “Francesca. Long time.”

“Not long enough.”

Elena gave a fake laugh. “So this is the thanks I get for being the face of your last two campaigns?”

“You were the ass of my last two apologies,” Francesca snapped. “The Trevi fountain stunt was humiliating.”

“It got views.”

“It got you blacklisted.”

Francesca turned to me. “Delilah, take five.”

I hesitated, but she waved me off. I slipped out of the room, heart slamming in my chest, but not before hearing Francesca hiss behind me—

“You’re done, Elena. You embarrassed the brand, you embarrassed me, and you sure as hell won’t embarrass this shoot. I don’t care who you slept with to get here, but you’re not staying.”

Silence.

Then a muttered curse. More clicking heels. The front door slammed.

I exhaled, finally letting my shoulders drop.

But the tremble in my stomach didn’t go away.

She noticed.

She heard something.

Even if Francesca shut her down, Elena had cracked something open—and now, it wouldn’t stop rattling.

I pressed my palms to my chest, checked the wig in a wall mirror, smoothed the skirt.

“Keep it together,” I whispered to myself.

But my voice sounded thinner than it should’ve.

And I didn’t know which version of me I was telling that to.

That afternoon, the solo interview was supposed to be quick. Just a few close-ups, a few cutesy lines for the campaign’s behind-the-scenes reel. Luca had a meeting. Francesca was busy arguing about linen napkins. That left me alone, in a soft blush gown, with a camera crew and a lighting rig.

I sat on the white chaise in the parlor, legs crossed delicately, hands in my lap like Francesca had drilled into me.

The cameraman—Mauro, I think—adjusted the frame. Then he frowned.

“What’s wrong?” I asked, voice tight.

“Your… wig,” he said, motioning vaguely near his own scalp. “It’s shifted.”

My heart dropped.

“I—I can fix it,” I said quickly, patting the top of my head with two fingers. My hand brushed the lace front. Too high.

Idiot.

I adjusted it with shaky hands, hoping it wasn’t too obvious. Hoping he didn’t see the edge. Hoping my blush covered the cold sweat forming behind my ears.

Mauro stared a beat too long, then glanced at the monitor and muttered, “Okay. Better.”

I tried to breathe.

The interviewer walked in, cheerful and clipboard-armed. “Delilah! You look radiant.”

“Thanks,” I croaked.

“Let’s start simple. What’s the most romantic thing Luca’s done for you?”

I blinked.

“Oh, um... he—he took me to a vineyard.”

“Which one?”

I panicked. “The one here. On the property.”

“That’s sweet. And when did you know he was the one?”

“The… first time he made me pasta.”

Then the lies started intertwining like spaghetti wire. What was supposed to be our first date story turned from the bookstore to a drugstore.

I smiled too hard.

The interviewer tilted her head. “I’ve watched something different. Didn’t you say you met at a bookstore?”

“I did! Yes. But it’s America… drugstores have travel sections too. Obviously,” I lied.

She scribbled something on her notes, eyes darting to Mauro, who didn’t say anything but kept adjusting the lens with strange focus.

“What’s one thing people would be surprised to learn about Luca?”

“That he likes sad music,” I said automatically.

“Interesting. What kind of sad music?”

“American. Early two-thousands stuff. Acoustic… vibes.”

“Like John Mayer?”

I nodded. “Yes. No. Maybe. He didn’t say exactly.”

She chuckled lightly but glanced at Mauro again.

His mouth twitched, but he didn’t speak.

I shifted in my seat. My corset suddenly felt tighter than usual. My tongue dry. My palms sticky.

Every answer felt thinner. Every lie felt louder.

And Luca wasn’t there.

He always filled the space when I panicked. He always pulled me back with a glance or a joke.

But now it was just me, sitting under hot lights, held together by glue and nerve.

The interviewer flipped her page. “Last one—where do you see yourselves a year from now?”

I smiled weakly.

“Together,” I said.

My voice cracked on the word.

Mauro looked up.

I looked down.

And prayed the wig didn’t move again.
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That night, I needed air. Not spa air, not candle-scented suite air—real air. Cold and dark and filled with bugs. I grabbed a shawl and slipped through the back door, following the cobblestone path through the garden and down into the vineyard.

The vines swayed in the night breeze, leaves whispering secrets I couldn’t hear. I walked between the rows until the castle lights faded behind me. Then I just stood there, hugging myself, staring up at a sky so full of stars it didn’t feel real.

Maybe none of it was.

The lie was crumbling. Elena’s words kept replaying. The cameraman’s stare. The bookstore story. The pasta lie. The crooked wig. Every thread was pulling loose.

I could feel the mask slipping, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to catch it.

“You’ve been avoiding me. You didn’t return my texts.”

I turned.

Luca stood at the edge of the row, hands in his pockets, jacket unbuttoned, hair a little windswept like he’d been looking for me in every wrong direction before landing here.

“Oh, sorry, my phone’s not with me,” I said.

He walked closer, slow. “I’ve been looking for you.”

I bit my lip. “Why?”

He stopped just a foot away. His eyes found mine in the dark.

“I don’t want to play anymore,” he said. “Not with you.”

The words hit harder than they should’ve.

“I don’t understand,” I said, even though I did.

He ran a hand through his hair, then looked up at the stars like they might translate for him. “This started as a campaign. A photoshoot. A way to sell love, sell fantasy. But somewhere in the middle of all that, I stopped pretending.”

He looked back at me.

“I think you did too.”

I didn’t answer. My throat burned.

“This was supposed to be all PR,” he continued. “A fake girlfriend. Harmless. You know what they told me? That it was better if she was boring. Predictable. Pretty, but not too much. Silent, if possible.”

He stepped closer.

“But then you showed up. With bookstore stories and shaky hands and pasta lies.”

I winced.

“And somehow,” he said, “I started wishing they were true.”

The wind rustled the leaves. I didn’t move.

“Say something,” he said.

I opened my mouth. Nothing came out.

Because the truth sat right there, at the tip of my tongue. If I told him who I really was—what I really was—it would all come undone.

He stepped back, a flicker of something like hurt in his eyes. “That’s what I thought.”

“No,” I said quickly. “It’s not—”

He didn’t wait.

He turned and walked back up the path, shoulders stiff, hands clenched.

And I just stood there in the vines, too afraid to chase him, too afraid to speak.

Because the next thing I said might cost me everything.


Chapter 6

∞∞∞

IT STARTED with a ping. Then another. Then Francesca’s voice screeching down the hallway, “WHO GAVE ELENA WIFI?” I was still in my robe, halfway through a slice of toast, when the storm hit. My phone buzzed nonstop. Group chats. Mentions. Instagram tags.

And then I saw it.

A TikTok.

Thirty seconds.

Elena’s voice.

“So here’s what happens when your fake little fairytale bride turns out to be something else,” she said, flipping open a leather wallet.

My wallet.

My ID.

My face—Drew’s face—smiling awkwardly in DMV lighting, blown up on-screen with a slow zoom and sarcastic violin music.

Caption: When the bride has a bulge.

Soon after, Mauro, the cameraman who happened to be her latest boytoy appeared in the video.

“Yes, she is fake!” he said.

“Amore, can you move out of the frame?” Elena asked sweetly before continuing to expose me. The comments exploded, and nobody was on my side.

I dropped the phone. My hands shook so hard it clattered off the counter.

Then came the rumble.

Not thunder.

Engines.

Paparazzi vans pulled up outside the castle gate. Cameras. Lenses. Shouting. One of them was already climbing the fountain like it owed him a quote.

Francesca stormed in wearing sunglasses indoors and pure rage. “Where is she?”

“She’s gone,” Sienna whispered from the doorway, her voice breaking. “She packed up last night. Elena’s on a plane to Paris.”
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Francesca grabbed a glass and threw it at the wall. It didn’t shatter miraculously—it bounced and rolled under the cabinet like the drama wasn’t even worth the impact.

Sienna turned to me. Her eyes were wet. “Did you really lie?”

I couldn’t speak. My throat had dried out completely. All I could do was nod.

Francesca took off her sunglasses slowly. “I could kill her. I could actually kill her.”

“She posted my ID,” I whispered.

“No,” Francesca snapped. “She posted my campaign. My story. My entire shoot—the one I bled for—ripped apart with one post and a hashtag.”

“She stole my bag. I didn’t—”

Francesca pointed a perfectly manicured finger at me. “I don’t care if she found it in the dirt. You were supposed to be invisible. Elegant. Ethereal. You’re not supposed to have identification.”

“I didn’t ask for any of this,” I said, voice cracking.

“Well, sweetheart, you’re in it now,” she said. “And Luca—”

She stopped herself.

I turned.

He was there.

Standing in the archway, eyes unreadable, jaw tight.

Sienna sobbed into her sleeve.

Francesca stepped back.

And Luca just stared at me like I wasn’t even human.

Like I was a headline that had just ruined his life.

He didn’t speak.

He didn’t move.

And then he turned and walked away.

Not in anger.

Not in shock.

Just quiet rejection.

Like a door clicking shut forever.

Lunch was silent until it wasn’t. The long dining table, once filled with soft conversation and silver clinks, now held nothing but tension and untouched plates. I sat three seats away from Luca, barely breathing. Sienna wasn’t there. Francesca pretended to scroll through her phone, but her knuckles were white on the screen.

Luca hadn’t looked at me once.

Then, without warning, he stood up.

“You lied to me,” he said, voice low and cold.

Everyone stopped moving.

His eyes found mine. They burned.

“I trusted you.”

“Luca—”

“Don’t call my name.”

I stood too quickly. “Please, can we talk about this in private—”

“No,” he said sharply. “Let’s talk about it here. Since apparently I’m the only one who didn’t know I’ve been paraded around with a man in a dress.”

Someone at the table gasped.

Francesca muttered, “Oh, for god’s sake—”

“I kissed you,” he went on. “I held your hand. I told you things I’ve never said to anyone, and all of it—what, was that some performance? Were you laughing at me with her?” He jabbed a finger toward Francesca.

“No,” I said, voice shaking. “I wasn’t laughing.”

He grabbed his wine glass and slammed it on the table. It didn’t break, but red spilled across the tablecloth like blood. He looked at it, like he wished it had shattered.

“I kissed a man?” he asked, voice cracking for the first time. “Is that what this is?”

“You kissed me,” I whispered.

The room fell silent again.

He stared at me, chest rising and falling like he’d just run through the vineyard.

“You let me believe it,” he said. “Every day. You looked me in the eyes and let me fall for a lie.”

I felt the tears pushing up hard now, breaking through my mascara.

“I didn’t mean for any of this to happen,” I said.
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“Don’t say that. Don’t give me the ‘it just happened’ speech. That’s for people who lose their keys. Not people who lie about who they are.”

“I didn’t think I’d feel anything for you,” I said.

That made him laugh—a short, bitter sound that didn’t reach his eyes.

“Well,” he said. “You nailed that.”

He turned and walked away again, faster this time.

Francesca stood, tossing her napkin on her plate. “Everyone out. Now. Show’s over.”

I stood frozen, the red wine slowly reaching the edge of the table.

My legs felt hollow.

My mouth tasted like salt.

I didn’t try to follow him.

Not this time.

Because I finally understood something awful.

He wasn’t angry because I lied.

He was angry because he cared about the version of me that never really existed.

After the storm, I shut the door behind me and slid to the floor. The silence in my room was unbearable. It pressed against my ears, louder than the shouting, louder than Luca’s voice breaking in front of everyone. I couldn’t cry anymore. It felt like I’d used it all up.

My fingers went to the back of my head.

The wig peeled away like wet paper. I set it on the vanity, watched it slump over like something hollow. The room smelled like setting spray and rose shampoo, the fake kind.

I stared at myself in the mirror.

The girl was gone.

Sort of.

My face was still half-made. Lashes clinging. Lip gloss faded but hanging on. Blush smeared near one cheekbone where the tears had dried. My real hair was flat, pressed down from days of being hidden under lace and bobby pins.

I didn’t know if I looked more like Drew now.

Or just a broken version of Delilah.

My hands trembled as I reached for a makeup wipe. I paused. Then put it back down.

I got up slowly, walked to the mirror. Stood there in my slip and stared.

“You ruined everything,” I whispered to the reflection.

But the reflection didn’t flinch.

I stared harder.

And for the first time in days, I asked myself something real.

“Do you want to go back?”

Back to coffee runs. Back to being invisible. Back to waking up in a body that didn’t fit and a voice I never recognized.

I let the silence answer.

No.

I didn’t want to go back.

Even if the dress was fake.

Even if the kiss was real.

Even if the world now knew who I was and hated me for it.

I reached for the wig. I didn’t do it delicately. I grabbed it, pressed it back on, and smoothed it down. I adjusted the part. I took out a comb and fixed the front. Grabbed my concealer. A little liner. Not perfect, not flawless, just enough.

Just enough to feel like her again.

Just enough to feel like me.

I sat at the vanity and stared into the mirror, heart still raw, hands still shaking.

Then I picked up my phone.

No messages.

I opened his contact.

Luca.

I pressed call.

It rang once.

Twice.

Three times.

Then voicemail.

I stared at the screen.

I didn’t leave a message.

What would I even say?

“Sorry I’m not who you thought I was” didn’t feel strong enough.

“Sorry I made you feel something real for someone fake” didn’t either.

I set the phone down.

The mirror looked back at me, quiet and calm.

And I realized the truth I’d been running from since the first time I zipped up that dress.

I wasn’t pretending anymore.

Delilah was never the lie.

She was the one telling the truth.


Chapter 7

∞∞∞

SIX MONTHS later, my bra straps stopped sliding off my shoulders. I stood in the bathroom of Francesca’s office, adjusting the collar of my blouse, staring at the curve of my own cheek in the mirror. My hair had grown past my collarbones now, thick and glossy from the expensive serum Francesca insisted I use. My chest had softened into something that made blouses fit differently. My skin held a new kind of glow, like my insides finally decided to cooperate.

Three months on hormones. Four months seeing a gender specialist in Rome. Every Monday afternoon, I sat on a velvet chair in a quiet office where I wasn’t judged, wasn’t poked, wasn’t asked to explain myself. I just talked. I talked until it stopped feeling like pretending.

CineCast fired me the second the TikTok went viral, they sent a very polite email saying my “personal publicity compromised the brand’s professional alignment.” Which was rich, coming from a company that once made me chase a director through traffic to hand him his oat milk smoothie.

Francesca hired me that same night. It wasn’t a rescue. It was guilt.

“You’re here because I ruined your life,” she’d said flatly. “Now I get to overwork you.”

And she meant it.

“Delilah!” she barked from the other room.

I snapped back to reality and hustled out of the bathroom.

She was in her office with two phones, three open laptops, and a lipstick she was applying with surgical precision while simultaneously firing instructions at three people over speakerphone.

“Get me a triple espresso, fix the spelling on the Donatella folder, print ten copies of the Milano wedding timeline, and remind me to text my therapist I won’t be coming today unless she’s bringing a priest.”

I dropped my bag and started typing.

“Close your blazer. You’re not a yacht girl!”
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“Sorry,” I muttered, buttoning up.

“Sorry is for interns. You’re a production coordinator now.”

She handed me a flash drive, waved toward the espresso machine, then flopped onto her velvet sofa with a loud sigh.

“And bring me a cookie. Not one of those dry ones. I want the ones with attitude.”

I ran the espresso. Printed the files. Retrieved a very sassy chocolate chip cookie from the kitchen tin. By the time I returned, she was doing her eyeliner with one hand and texting with the other.

I placed everything in front of her.

She sipped the coffee, eyed the cookie, and nodded approvingly.

“You’re better than a husband,” she said.

“I’m better dressed, too.”

She grinned. “That’s my girl.”

I didn’t say anything.

But inside, something settled.

Because she wasn’t saying it for effect anymore.

She meant it.

She saw me.

Even on the days I couldn’t see myself.

Francesca tapped her nails on the desk. “Now sit. I have something for you.”

I blinked. “Am I being promoted or sacrificed?”

She pulled out a cream envelope with gold edges and flicked it toward me.

“Neither,” she said. “You’re being invited.”

I turned the envelope in my hands. It was thick, elegant, the kind of paper that smelled expensive before you even opened it. The calligraphy on the front read: Miss Delilah Reign.

Not Drew. Not "plus one." Just… me.

Inside was a cream card with embossed lettering and golden floral borders. I read it twice before speaking.

“Genaro Feretti is getting married?” I asked, glancing up.

Francesca nodded, her face unreadable as she sipped her coffee. “Villa Luciana. Two weeks. Dress code: painfully formal. Champagne tower tall enough to drown in.”

I blinked. “And I’m invited?”

“We’re invited,” she corrected. “You’re coming with me.”

I looked back at the card, thumb tracing the gold border.

“Is Luca going to be there?”

Francesca stood up and pulled the curtains open dramatically, flooding the office with Rome’s afternoon glare. “He’s the brother and best man, darling. He’ll be there whether we show up or not.”

I kept staring at the card. My stomach tightened.

She lit a cigarette and walked over to the window, her silhouette framed by the city skyline. I got up and stood next to her, watching her exhale a perfectly rude cloud of smoke.

Without thinking, I took the cigarette out of her fingers.

She blinked. “Excuse me?”

I tried to inhale and immediately doubled over coughing.

Francesca laughed, loud and sharp. “Don’t worry, it’s like that at first.”

“I thought people smoked to get rid of stress,” I rasped, still recovering.

“No, people smoke because they’re dramatic and need something to do with their hands.”

I looked back at the invitation.

“I think he’s still mad at me.”

She rolled her eyes. “This isn’t about Luca.”

“Then why am I invited?”

She shrugged. “Genaro enjoyed the scandal. Said you looked like someone who could keep secrets. And Fabiana, the wife, thinks you’re ‘mysterious.’”

I coughed again. “That’s not comforting.”

She took the cigarette back and flicked ash into the city air. “Besides, what’s the worst that could happen?”

I stared at her. “You want a list?”

“No,” she said. “I want a yes.”

I hesitated.

“I don’t know, Francesca. I just started feeling okay again. If I see him and he… if he looks at me like that again…”

She didn’t say anything for a moment. Then she turned and looked me dead in the eye.

“As your friend, I say do what feels right,” she said. “But as your boss—”

“Oh no.”

“—I demand you go.”

I groaned. “That’s emotional manipulation.”

“That’s HR-approved enthusiasm.”

I turned back to the skyline. Rome shimmered in the distance, ancient and loud and alive. Like something that had seen centuries of people like me come and go.

“I’ll go,” I said quietly.

Francesca grinned, victorious. “Fabulous.”

“But I’m not catching the bouquet.”

She smirked. “Oh, honey. We’ll see.”

The day of the wedding came fast, and the zipper wouldn’t close. I’d tried twice already and was sweating through my bra, crouched in front of the mirror with one heel on and one off, looking like a girl who lost a bet. The gown—soft pink, off-shoulder, with a thigh slit that made me nervous to sit down—was the most beautiful thing I’d ever worn.

And it was out to get me.

“Francesca!” I shouted from the bedroom. “It’s eating me!”

She burst in, fully dressed in black taffeta and diamonds, holding a clutch in her mouth and a mini steamer in her hand. “Turn around, you delicate fool.”

I turned. She yanked the zipper up in one aggressive motion, then smacked my behind lightly. “There. Now fix your posture. You’re not a shrimp.”

“I feel like a shrimp.”

“You look like a garnish on a wedding cake. Let’s go.”
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We took the car through the Tuscan hills. Even if I lived for days in the Feretti castle, looking at it still felt unreal—layers of candlelight, fountains wrapped in orchids, guests in gowns and tuxes sipping champagne as a string quartet played something that sounded like it belonged in a royal montage.

I stepped out of the car, legs trembling. Francesca linked her arm through mine. “Don’t be nervous,” she said. “This time you’re not the fake bride.”

I forced a laugh.

Inside, Genaro waved from the altar. I spotted Sienna near the floral arch, crying already. The whole thing smelled like money and orange blossoms.

And then I saw him.

Luca.

Standing at the front, next to his brother.

His suit was tailored to perfection, no surprise. His hair was a little longer. He looked the same and also... not.

He didn’t flinch when our eyes met. Just gave me a small smile. Polite. Neutral. The kind that could mean anything—or nothing at all.

The ceremony began.

I tried not to look at him.

Tried to focus on Fabiana’s walk, then came the vows. Mid-speech, Genaro’s voice cracked when he said, “for the rest of my life.” I tried to be present. But my chest ached like it was holding in a scream.

After the kiss, the applause, the rice throw—Francesca dragged me to the garden terrace for photos. I tried to stay near the back, sipping rosé and avoiding cameras.

The wedding was grand, but it was just like any other wedding. Good food, corny music, but something was different with this one, and that was how I discovered how good my peripheral vision was through stealing glances at Luca. Then came the bouquet.

Fabiana, grinning and drunk on love, wobbled up to the stone ledge.

“Ladies!” she shouted. “You know what time it is!”

Screams. Cheers. Someone blasted Beyoncé. Girls scrambled into a circle. Francesca elbowed her way to the front with zero shame.

“Get in there,” she ordered.

“I’m not—”

But before I could finish, Fabiana caught my hand and pulled me into the middle.

“You look like you need a little hope,” she whispered.

I barely had time to argue.

She turned. Lifted the bouquet.

Tossed.

It sailed beautifully... and smacked me squarely in the forehead.

Dead silence.

Then laughter. Cheers. Francesca clapped like a seal. I stood frozen, hands at my sides, the bouquet lying at my feet like a prank.

I bent to pick it up—and someone beat me to it.

Luca.

He stepped into the circle like he owned it, picked up the bouquet, and held it out to me.

People gasped.

I stared at him.

Then he said, soft but clear, “This belongs to you.”

I took it.

Then he kissed me.

Not soft.

Not hesitant.

Real.

His hand on my waist, his lips firm against mine, like he’d been waiting for this moment longer than either of us realized.

The crowd whooped.

Someone shouted, “Congratulazioni”

When we pulled apart, I was crying.

Not ugly crying. Just soft, silent tears that slipped down without permission.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered.

He brushed a tear away. “Don’t be.”

“I lied to you. I wasn’t trying to—but I didn’t know how to stop.”

He leaned in close, his forehead touching mine.
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“You didn’t lie about the kiss,” he said.

“No.”

“You didn’t lie about the way you looked at me.”

“No.”

He smiled, just a little. “And I didn’t lie when I fell for you.”

“I’m not her in the way you thought.”

“You’re better,” he said.

My heart cracked open.

He cupped my cheek.

“I don’t care what your name was before,” he whispered. “I care about who you are now.”

“I’m Delilah.”

“I know.”

And then he kissed me again.

This time, the whole world cheered.


Epilogue

∞∞∞

NETIZENS still called me The Fake Bride. Sometimes jokingly, sometimes sweetly, sometimes with a smirk—but never like it was fake.

Because I wasn’t fake anymore.

A year had passed since the campaign. Since the chaos. Since the day my face was everywhere and nowhere at once. A year since I stood in a gown pretending to be someone brave enough to be kissed by a man like Luca Feretti.

Now I didn’t have to pretend.

The new Feretti Events showroom sat high above the Tuscan hills, with wide glass doors, white roses along the terrace, and chandeliers that looked like they belonged to royalty. I worked in the design wing, right next to Francesca’s war zone of an office. Some days we fought. Most days we created magic.

That morning, she handed me a folder labeled VIP Walkthrough. The client name was missing.

“Who am I showing around?” I asked.

“Shut up and wear waterproof mascara, it’s awfully humid today,” she said.

That should’ve been my warning.

Luca walked beside me through the vineyard paths as I pointed out all the new flower installations. He wore his usual crisp white shirt, two buttons undone, sleeves rolled up just enough to make me nervous. We passed the arbor where we shot the “hero bride” campaign. It had been redone in pale blush roses, fairy lights tangled through the vines.

Then I saw it.

A small white easel stood in the center of the archway. It read:

She was never pretending.

I stopped walking.

Luca turned to me, then reached into his jacket.

“Do you remember the first thing I said to you?” he asked.

“That I was late?”

He smiled. “Before that. When I looked at you in that gown.”

I swallowed. “You said, ‘You’ll do.’”

He laughed softly and pulled out a small velvet box.

“And you did. You really, really did.”

He opened it.
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A gold band adorned with small diamonds. Simple. Elegant. And a rock no bigger than a raindrop—but shining like a promise.

“You’ve already been my fake bride,” he said, looking right into me. “Delilah, will you be my real one?”

For half a second, I forgot to breathe.

Then I said, “Yes.”

His hands shook slightly as he slid the ring onto my finger. When he kissed me, I felt the same dizzy, terrified rush I did the first time—only now I wasn’t scared of losing anything.

Because this time, it was mine.

Afterward, I spotted Francesca behind a hedge, holding her phone like it was a red carpet event.

That night, she posted the video ala Elena.

From Insta-lie to Instabride.
She said yes.

~THE END~

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

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

Read The Love Hormone

Can’t get enough? Let’s multiply that urge three times more with this bundle that contains some of my chart-topping illustrated feminization and transgender transformation steamy romances.
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“Eleven fine femboys, feminized by chance, self-discovery, and love.”
This is an illustrated novella collection, it includes beautiful images inside. Enjoy! No cross-additions guaranteed. You won’t find these best-selling stories in any of my other collections.


Story 1 – Secret Girlfriend
I didn’t expect that the price to pay to be walking the hallways with them would entail me, serving the jocks food and drinks every weekend… in his sister’s clothes.


Story 2 – Becoming My Mother
Little did I know, it was the beginning of a new role that I’d never imagined I’d assume to heal my stepfather’s wounded heart.


Story 3 – Female ID
It was only the beginning of something more challenging. Something that would compromise the life I’d gotten so used to living.


Story 4 – In The Navy
I didn’t expect that I’d be asked to slip into something more appropriate for the bedroom and not the ocean. Something that was so out of character and out of my job description. But then again, he was the Captain, it was his ship, and I had to follow his orders...


Story 5 – Cheerleader By Chance
When I met the cheer captain… everything changed. Even my wardrobe!


Story 6 – The Secretary
Being his secretary not only opened me to a world of lingerie, dresses, and scintillating shoes. He also bossed me around to unleash the yearning and absolutely gorgeous woman within me.


Story 7 – Old Maid
When I stumbled upon the chance of discovering my glamorous alter ego and the chance at love, I started questioning if I was still okay with being the male version of an old maid.


Story 8 – Angel Baby
She was beautiful, kind, and had all the answers to my questions. But then, she started telling me to try the shoes of another person, and that pair… had six-inch heels.


Story 9 – My Crazy Girl
One night, I met that drunk girl in the subway station, my crazy girl who showed me how femininely beautiful this world could be and left me questioning if I was ready for it.


Story 10 – Miss Meow
During one of my overtimes, I decided to wear one of my creations—the ones that he deemed were trash. Soon after, night after night, I would prowl the dark streets and discover facets of myself in my tight and glossy leotard—letting everyone know how extraordinarily fun it was to be Miss Meow.


Story 11 – After Midnight
My hands started having a life of their own and clicked the Women’s Shoes category and then the cosmetics section. I thought the mystery ended with girly things. Little did I know, my nights would turn sleepless—prowling and yearning to satiate my novel hunger for… men. 

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

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

Read Femboy Diaries


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

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

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

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

CLICK HERE TO LISTEN

(Not working? Simply search on Fansly(lillylustwood)


Book Bundles

∞∞∞

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

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

∞∞∞

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

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

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

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

Get Your Own Story


Audiobooks

∞∞∞

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

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


Find Femboys

[image: A person taking a selfie  Description automatically generated]

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

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

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

Visit Find Femboys


Latest & Other Titles

Here’s the latest book from Lilly Lustwood…
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“You don’t have to act like a woman. You already are one.”

It was supposed to be a soul-searching vacation brought upon by an existential crisis post-divorce. One broken marriage. One movie night with Eat Pray Love. One impulsive flight to Bali.

I wasn’t looking for answers—just space.

Then I met Dewa. A healer with calm hands, a voice like honey, and eyes that didn’t just look at me… they saw me.

He called me Hana before I ever dared to. He asked nothing—just listened, as I slipped into dresses, softness, her. Suddenly, I wasn’t Henry anymore—I was her. Feminized. Loved. Free.

I cried in sacred water. Laughed in lipstick. Tasted devotion under the stars. But now, the flight home is calling. But so is the life I found in his arms.

Read Eat, Pray, Be a Girl

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

Thank you very much for purchasing and reading Insta Bride.

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

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

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

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

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

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

Home Page (www.lillylustwood.wordpress.com)

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

Facebook | Twitter |(@LillyLustwood)

TikTok @LillyLustwoodTok

Goodreads (www.goodreads.com/lillylustwood)

Fansly(www.fansly.com/lillylustwood)
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To her surprise, Curtis wasn’t the man

she pictured him to be behind the curtains.
Just how far would she go to prove her love |
for him in this tale of |
The Superstar’s Sissy Secret?

" Book written by Bestselling Author
Lilly Lustwood

Audiobook narrated by World Top Erotic Hypnotist
Devlin Wylde (Wylde in Bed)
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