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Chapter 1 — The Atelier

The black envelope felt heavier than it should have. I held it in my hands, my ordinary, unremarkable hands with their short, practical nails, and stared at the silver wax seal. It was an emblem I didn’t recognize: a pair of calipers crossed over a single, perfect circle. No address, just my name written in a fluid, impossibly crisp script: Nora Ellison. It had been slipped under my apartment door on a Tuesday, the same Tuesday I’d been passed over for the lead archivist position—again—in favor of someone with “more visible dynamism.” Someone, I was sure, who didn’t wear cardigans and keep to the shadows.

I didn’t open it for three days. I left it on my kitchen table like a strange, dark guest, my eyes skipping over it every time I went for more tea. It felt like a dare. On the fourth day, after another silent elevator ride with Daniel Cho where I’d stared at the floor and he’d politely asked about the weather, I broke the seal.

The card inside was thick, creamy stock. The message was simple.

For those who wish to be seen as they truly are.

One night. One change.

Made to Measure.

By appointment only.

Below that was a phone number, and an address in a part of the city I’d only ever read about.

My inheritance from my aunt was sitting in a savings account, a modest lump sum I’d told myself was for emergencies, or maybe a down payment on a someday that never seemed to get any closer. “Visible dynamism,” my boss had said. I thought of Daniel’s warm laugh echoing in the hall, a sound I only ever heard from behind my own closed door. I thought of a lifetime of being polite, quiet, and thoroughly overlooked.

I called the number.

A woman’s voice answered on the second ring. It was a low, smooth alto, the kind of voice that suggested it knew things without being told. “Made to Measure. You have the invitation?”

“I… I have the card,” I stammered.

“The same. Your name?”

“Nora Ellison.”

A soft click, like a pen being set down. “We have availability tomorrow evening at nine. The process requires approximately twelve hours. You will arrive as you are. You will leave as you wish to be. Do you understand?”

“I… what is the process?”

“That is for us to know, and for you to experience. The fee is non-negotiable and must be transferred upon confirmation. It is considerable. Are you prepared?”

I thought of the number in my savings account. I recited it in my head. “Yes.”

“Then we will see you tomorrow, Miss Ellison. Come alone. Bring nothing.”

The line went dead.



The building was a narrow, elegant townhouse tucked between two larger, more ostentatious galleries. It didn’t have a sign, just the same emblem from the wax seal discreetly etched into the glass of the black door. My heart was a frantic bird in my throat. I’d taken the subway, feeling like a ghost in my beige trench coat, my mousy hair pulled back in its usual ponytail. No one had looked at me. No one ever did.

I pressed the buzzer.

The door opened silently, and a woman stood there. Vivienne Marchetti. She was exactly as the brief had fixed her: fifties, a severe and beautiful face, silver-black hair swept into a flawless chignon. She wore a charcoal-gray pantsuit that looked both expensive and utterly functional. Her dark eyes swept over me, assessing but not unkind. It was the look a master tailor might give a bolt of cloth, seeing the potential garment within.

“Nora. Come in.”

I stepped over the threshold into a cool, minimalist foyer. The air smelled of sandalwood and clean linen. The walls were a pale gray, the floor polished dark wood. It felt more like a clinic than a salon, but a profoundly expensive one.

“You have transferred the fee?” she asked, leading me down a short hallway.

“This afternoon.”

“Good. Follow me.”

We entered a large, bright room that looked like a cross between a sculptor’s studio and a surgical suite. One wall was all windows, covered now with sheer white shades. In the center was a long, padded table, like a massage table but more substantial. Various cabinets and trolleys held equipment I couldn’t name—things with lights and lenses, trays of tools that glinted under the soft recessed lighting. There was no mirror.

“The process is proprietary,” Vivienne began, turning to face me. Her hands were clasped neatly in front of her. “It is a full somatic re-weaving. Non-invasive, but profound. You will be conscious, though in a state of deeply focused somnolence. You will feel… sensations. Pressure. Heat. A profound stretching. There is no pain, only intensity. Do you understand?”

I nodded, my mouth dry.

“The foundation is you. Your core genetic material, your essential neural map—that is the canvas. We do not touch the mind. We reshape the canvas. The result is permanent for the duration of the contract.”

“Duration?” I asked, my voice small.

“One night’s change is exactly that: a change that lasts for one full lunar cycle. Twenty-eight days. After that, the somatic pattern will gradually unravel, and your body will return to its original baseline over the course of a week. This is not a temporary illusion. It is a temporary reality.”

Twenty-eight days. A month of being seen. A month of not being Nora-the-ghost.

“And I can choose… anything?”

“Within the bounds of human morphology, yes. We do not add wings or tails, Miss Ellison.” A faint, almost imperceptible smile touched her lips. “We work with proportion, density, structure. We cannot change your fingerprints or your retinal patterns. The eyes… we do not alter the eyes. They are the anchor.”

I swallowed. “I have… I brought some pictures.” I fumbled in my coat pocket for the folded printouts—images I’d collected over weeks of secret longing. A woman with a dancer’s posture and lush curves. Another with a strong, elegant jawline and full lips. None were a single blueprint; they were pieces of a feeling.

Vivienne took them without glancing. “These are impressions. Useful. But we must be precise. You will tell me, in your own words, what you wish to feel when you look in the mirror. Not just what you wish to see. What you wish to feel.”

She guided me to sit on a low, comfortable chair. She did not touch me, but her attention was a physical force.

“I want to feel… substantial,” I started, the words feeling foolish. “I feel like I blend into walls. I want to take up space. Not in a loud way, just… to be present.”

“Height,” Vivienne stated, making a note on a thin tablet she produced from a pocket. “Current height is one hundred and sixty-two centimeters. Suggest augmentation to one hundred and seventy.”

Five-eight. I’d always wanted to be five-eight. “Yes.”

“Bone structure? The frame must support the new mass.”

“Stronger. Not broad, just… definite. Shoulders that don’t slump. A spine that feels straight.”

She nodded. “The silhouette. You have chosen images suggesting a classical hourglass. This is achievable. It requires redistribution of adipose tissue, muscular toning, and skeletal adjustment at the hips and ribcage. It will feel like wearing a beautiful, powerful suit of armor that is your own skin.”

My breath hitched. That was exactly it. Armor.

We continued like that for an hour. She asked about the curve of my calf, the arch of my foot, the fullness of my lips. She asked about the texture of my hair—I asked for the same color, but thicker, with a wave that looked intentional. She asked about skin, and I asked for the few faint scars from childhood to remain. “They are part of the canvas,” she agreed.

Finally, she set the tablet aside. “The specifications are clear. The process will begin now. Remove your clothing and lie on the table, face up. Everything, including jewelry.”

There was no prurience in her command. It was as clinical as a doctor’s. With trembling fingers, I undressed, folding my cheap, sensible clothes into a neat pile on the chair. I felt unbearably exposed, my slight, pale body with its unremarkable angles looking pathetic under the bright lights. I climbed onto the table. The padding was cool against my back.

Vivienne moved around the room, preparing machines. A low hum filled the air. She approached with a pair of sleek goggles. “These will guide the photonic mapping and induce the somnolent state. You will remain awake, but your conscious mind will be quieted. Your subconscious and your somatic intelligence will be engaged. You may speak if you need to. Try to relax.”

She placed the goggles over my eyes. The world went dark, then exploded into a field of gently pulsating, deep blue light. It was like sinking into a warm ocean. I felt a tingling spread over my skin, starting at my crown and moving down.

“Beginning,” Vivienne’s voice came, distorted and distant, as if through water.

The first sensation was a deep, internal warmth, as if I’d swallowed sunshine. It pooled in my core and radiated outward. Then came the pressure. Not pain, just as she’d promised, but an incredible, insistent presence. It felt like my bones were being gently, firmly stretched. I heard a soft, rhythmic clicking sound, and felt a lengthening pull along my spine, my legs, my arms. A sigh escaped me, part shock, part awe.

My skin began to buzz, a million tiny points of heat and vibration. I felt a shifting, a liquid reordering beneath the surface. My hips felt as if they were being cradled and widened, a steady, aching expansion. My ribcage flared subtly, a feeling of my lungs having more room. Soft, heavy warmth gathered at my chest and my rear, a sensation of plush fullness growing, solidifying. It didn’t feel like something was being added; it felt like what was always meant to be there was finally arriving.

I lost track of time. I floated in the blue sea, tethered only by these astonishing, relentless sensations. I felt muscles ribboning along my thighs and abdomen, a subtle definition weaving itself in. The line of my neck seemed to elongate. My jawline, always soft, felt like it was being gently sculpted, the bone emerging with a new definition.

At one point, a wave of heat crested over me, so intense I gasped. It focused on my face—my lips tingling and swelling, my cheekbones feeling like they were rising to meet a touch. My scalp prickled, and I felt the weight of my hair increase, spilling over the table.

Through it all, Vivienne’s voice occasionally cut through the haze. “Adjusting lumbar curve. Steady.” “Adipose redistribution at seventy percent. Hold.” Her words were anchors.

The process ebbed and flowed. There were moments of calm, just the hum and the blue light, and then new chapters of sensation would begin. The arches of my feet lifted. The span of my shoulders settled into a new, confident width. It was exhaustive. It was miraculous.

Eventually, the sensations began to soften, receding like a tide. The deep warmth faded to a gentle, glowing afterheat. The humming sound lowered in pitch, then stopped.

The blue light in the goggles dimmed, then went dark.

“Process complete,” Vivienne said. Her voice was closer now. “Do not move abruptly. The integration is fresh. I will remove the guides.”

The goggles were lifted. The light in the room seemed different—softer, or maybe my eyes were new. I blinked up at the ceiling. My body felt… enormous. Not fat, but present. A profound, heavy, delicious solidity. I felt the weight of new breasts against my ribcage, the curve of my hips pressing into the table, the length of my legs stretching further down than they ever had before. I took a deep breath, and the air felt cooler, fuller in my expanded lungs.

Vivienne helped me to a sitting position. The movement was strange. My center of gravity was different. I looked down.

And saw a stranger’s body.

My skin was flushed pink, alive. My breasts were full, high, with deep curves I’d only ever seen in lingerie ads. My waist nipped in dramatically above the sweeping, generous flare of my new hips. My thighs were strong and rounded. My hands, resting on the table, were the same, yet longer-fingered, more elegant.

“The integration is stable,” Vivienne said. She handed me a plush, white robe. “Put this on. Then, you may look.”

I swung my legs—my long legs—over the side of the table. My feet touched the floor from a greater height. The cool wood was a shock. I stood, wobbling for a second as my new balance asserted itself. The robe felt different over these new slopes and planes. I tied the belt around my new waist, the sensation of the fabric cinching there utterly novel.

Vivienne led me to a corner of the room where a tall, freestanding mirror had been uncovered. It was framed in gilded wood.

“Remember,” she said, standing beside me. “The eyes are the anchor.”

I lifted my gaze.

The woman in the mirror was breathtaking. She was tall and statuesque, with a body that belonged on a vintage pin-up or a Renaissance painting. Waves of rich, mousy-brown hair—my color, but luminous and thick—cascaded over her shoulders. Her face… it was my face, but as if the best version of it had been drawn over the faint, forgotten lines of the original. The cheekbones were higher, the jaw more defined, the lips fuller and softer. It was unmistakably me, but me as I had always, secretly pictured myself in my boldest daydreams.

And then the eyes. Hazel. Familiar. Slightly wide with shock. They were mine. In this new, magnificent face, they were the only piece of the old Nora that looked back at me, anchoring the dizzying reality.

I stared. I couldn’t blink. I saw the reflection of Vivienne, standing calmly beside me, a faint, satisfied expression on her face.

“How does it feel?” she asked.

I opened my mouth. My new, fuller lips. “It feels…” I reached a hand—my new, elegant hand—and touched the glass. The reflection mimicked me. “It feels like I’m home.”

A month. I had a month in this body. This temple of flesh and bone that finally matched the volume of my spirit.

“The change is yours,” Vivienne said. “Use it well. Your clothes will not fit. I have prepared a basic outfit for your departure.” She gestured to a simple, well-cut black dress and a pair of flats laid over a chair. “When you are ready, come to the foyer. Your invoice and aftercare instructions will be waiting.”

She left me then, alone with the mirror.

I let the robe fall open. I turned, seeing the elegant line of my back, the new curve of my rear. I stood sideways, marveling at the silhouette. I was powerful. I was soft. I was here. A wild, giddy laugh bubbled up in my throat. I covered my mouth with my new hand, and the laugh escaped anyway, clear and bright in the silent room.

This was the threshold. The old Nora, the ghost, was on the other side of a process that had taken twelve hours. This Nora, the one in the mirror, was about to step out into the night.

I dressed slowly, the soft fabric of the simple dress gliding over my new skin like a caress. It fit perfectly, hugging the waist, skimming the hips. The flats were a half-size larger. I walked to the mirror again, now clothed. The woman looking back was a sophisticated stranger, yet her eyes held a nervous, familiar spark.

I was ready. Or, I was as ready as I would ever be.

I walked out of the studio room, my new gait feeling both alien and instinctively right—a longer stride, a sway in my hips I didn’t have to force. The hallway seemed shorter. In the foyer, Vivienne stood by a small console. She handed me a black folder.

“Everything is within. Remember, twenty-eight days. The unraveling is gradual, but it begins precisely at the appointed hour. There is no extension. There is no repeat.”

I took the folder. “Thank you.”

She merely inclined her head and opened the front door. The night air hit me, cool and smelling of rain and city. I stepped out onto the sidewalk. The door shut silently behind me with a final, soft click.

I stood there for a full minute, just breathing. Cars passed. A couple walked by on the other side of the street, laughing. They didn’t look at me. Not yet.

I had to get home. I had to see my apartment, my things, through these new eyes. I had to walk into my building. I had to see if…

My thoughts spiraled to Daniel. To the possibility of him seeing me. Really seeing me.

I hailed a cab—a new experience in itself, as the first one actually stopped for me. The driver didn’t glance twice. I gave him my address and sank back into the seat, my body humming with a latent, incredible energy. The city lights streamed by the window, painting streaks of gold on the glass.

The transformation was complete. The night, and whatever it held, was just beginning.

The cab pulled up in front of my building, a familiar brick facade that now looked smaller, shabbier under the streetlights. I paid the driver—a surreal moment, handing over cash with these longer, tapered fingers—and stepped out onto the curb. The night air was still cool, but I felt insulated by my new warmth, my new mass.

I stood for a moment, looking up at my window. The same dark, quiet square I’d left behind. But the woman looking back at this place was not the same. A nervous thrill shot through me, chased by a pang of disorientation. Where did this new body belong? Not here, surely. Not in my cramped studio with its flat-pack furniture and stacks of archival boxes.

I walked to the front door, my steps measured on the unfamiliar pavement. My balance was still a new language. The key in my hand felt tiny. I let myself in, the familiar groan of the lobby door now a different sound against my new ears. The linoleum floor seemed closer. I took the stairs, my hand on the railing, feeling the pull of new muscles in my thighs and calves with each step. My breathing was steady, deep. I could feel my heart beating, a strong, confident drum against my ribs.

The third-floor hallway was quiet, lit by the dim sconces. My door was there, same as always. Daniel’s door, across the hall, was closed. A sliver of yellow light shone beneath it. He was home. My breath hitched. I could knock. Right now. I could see the look on his face.

But the thought was too huge, too terrifying. I wasn’t ready. I needed to be alone with this first.

I unlocked my door and slipped inside, closing it softly behind me. I didn’t turn on the main light, just the small lamp by the armchair. The room seemed to shrink around me. The ceiling felt lower. I went to the full-length mirror on the back of my closet door—a cheap, warped thing I used to check if my clothes were on straight.

The woman in it was a revelation, even in the poor light.

I shrugged off the black dress, letting it pool at my feet. I stood naked before my own reflection in my own apartment, and the dissonance was breathtaking. This lush, powerful body in this plain, timid space. I ran my hands over my new curves, my touch tentative at first, then firm. The skin was mine—the same mole on my right hip, the faint scar from a childhood fall on my knee—but the landscape was entirely new. My breasts were heavy in my palms, the nipples peaked and sensitive. My waist dipped sharply, my hands spanning it easily. My hips flared, my ass was round and full. I turned, watching the muscles in my back shift, the curve of my spine leading down to a backside that was frankly, obscenely perfect.

A laugh, part hysteria, part joy, escaped me. I covered my mouth, the sound echoing in the quiet room. I was giddy. I was powerful. I was also desperately, achingly aroused. The entire ride home, the hum of the city, the awareness of every inch of my new skin brushing against fabric—it had built into a tight, throbbing knot low in my belly. The center of me felt different too, fuller, the lips of my pussy seemingly softer, more pronounced. I was wet. I could feel it.

I didn’t go to my bed. I sank into the armchair, the one I’d always curled up in to read, my old body folding into itself. Now, I sprawled. My legs fell open, one arm draped over the side. The pose was inherently confident, sexual. I let my head fall back, and my gaze landed on the window, reflecting a shadowy version of the room—and of me.

My hand drifted down of its own volition, over the slope of my stomach, through the neat triangle of darker hair that was, thankfully, still mine. My fingers found my clit, and the touch was electric. It was the same nerve cluster, but the context was entirely new. The hood felt fuller, the nub itself more prominent, aching with a need that felt amplified by my entire somatic rewrite.

I touched myself there, circling slowly, watching my reflection in the dark window. I saw the arch of my new throat, the swell of my new breasts rising and falling with quickening breath. I saw the long line of my leg stretched out, the elegant foot, the tensing thigh.

This was my body. For twenty-eight days, this was mine.

I slipped a finger inside myself, and my back arched off the chair. It was so much. The sensation was deeper, richer, the inner walls clenching around my finger with a shocking, greedy strength. I added another finger, pumping slowly, my thumb working my clit. The sounds I made were new too—lower, throatier groans that filled my little apartment. I came hard and fast, a crashing wave of pleasure that rolled from my core out to the very tips of my fingers and toes, leaving me trembling and slick in the chair.

In the aftershock, I felt it again: that profound solidity. I was here. I was real.

But I couldn’t stay here, hiding in my apartment. Vivienne’s words echoed: Use it well.

I got up, my legs slightly shaky, and went to my closet. My clothes looked like doll’s garments. I pulled out a simple wrap dress I used to swim in. It wouldn’t close over my new chest. Jeans? Impossible. I had nothing. Just the black dress from Vivienne, which was beautiful but austere.

An idea, reckless and brilliant, took hold. I would go out. Not to a bar, not yet. Just… out. To be seen. To test the armor.

I put the black dress back on. I found a pair of old ballet flats that, by some miracle, my new feet could cram into, though they were tight. I didn’t bother with a purse. Just my keys, my phone, and a credit card tucked into the dress’s hidden pocket.

I checked the mirror one last time. The woman staring back was a vision of contained potential. Her hazel eyes were wide, a little scared, but alive with a fire I hadn’t seen in years.

I opened my door.

The hallway was still quiet. Daniel’s light was still on. I walked past his door, my heart hammering against my new ribs, and took the stairs down.

The neighborhood at night was different. The bodega on the corner was still open, the fluorescent light spilling onto the sidewalk. I walked past, and the old man behind the counter, who’d seen me a thousand times and never once looked up from his newspaper, glanced over. His eyes followed me for a full three seconds before he caught himself and looked back down.

The simple acknowledgement was a drug. I kept walking, my stride lengthening. I passed a couple walking a dog; the man’s gaze slid over me, lingered, then snapped back to his partner. A group of guys outside a bar turned as one, their conversation dying for a beat. One of them whistled softly. Another elbowed him.

I didn’t look at them. I kept my gaze ahead, a small, secret smile playing on my new lips. But I felt it. Every look was a physical touch, a confirmation. I was taking up space. I was being seen.

I ended up at a small, trendy wine bar a few blocks over—a place I’d always wanted to go but never felt I belonged. I pushed the door open. The air was warm, smelling of oak and coffee and perfume. It was busy, but not packed. I found a stool at the end of the bar.

The bartender, a woman with a shaved head and intricate tattoos, came over. “What can I get you?” Her eyes skimmed my face, my neck, the plunge of the dress. There was no judgment, just assessment.

“A glass of the Malbec, please,” I said. My voice. It was my voice, but somehow it resonated differently in my new chest, coming out smoother, more assured.

“Sure thing.”

She brought the glass. I sipped it, letting the dark, spicy liquid warm me from the inside. I watched the room in the mirror behind the bar. I saw myself, a tall, striking woman in black, sitting alone, composed. I saw others seeing me. A man in a suit two seats down kept glancing over. A woman at a table with friends leaned in and whispered something, her eyes flicking toward me.

It was intoxicating. It was also, after an hour, strangely hollow. The looks were gratifying, but they were just that—looks. They bounced off the surface of this beautiful new armor. They didn’t touch me. The old Nora, the ghost, was still inside, watching it all through these new, hazel windows.

I paid my tab and left. The night air was a relief. I walked slower now, the initial high fading into a more complicated buzz. I thought of Daniel again. Of his warm laugh. Of the way he’d once helped me carry a box of books into my apartment, his forearms flexing, his smile genuine. He’d looked at me then, Nora-the-ghost, and had been kind. Would he look at this new Nora with something more than kindness?

I was almost back to my building when I heard a voice.

“Hey. Excuse me?”

I turned. A man was approaching, late twenties, good-looking in a polished, generic way. He wore a expensive-looking sweater and had a friendly, confident smile.

“Hi,” he said, stopping a respectful distance away. “I saw you at the bar. I was going to come over, but you left before I got the chance.” His eyes did the now-familiar sweep. “I’m Alex.”

“Nora,” I said automatically.

“Nora. Pretty name for a stunning woman.” He took a half-step closer. “You live around here?”

“Just there,” I said, nodding toward my building.

“Perfect. I’m just a few blocks over. Look, I know it’s late, but… would you like to come over for a nightcap? I have a great view. Some very smooth scotch.” His smile was inviting, his intention clear. He wanted me. This body.

For a second, the power of it surged again. I could say yes. I could go with this handsome stranger and let him worship this body for a night. He would touch every new curve, kiss this new mouth, and I would feel desired in a way I’d never imagined.

But as I looked at him, at his practiced smile, I felt nothing. Less than nothing. A faint chill. He didn’t see me. He saw the sculpture Vivienne had helped me create.

“No, thank you,” I said, my voice polite but firm.

His smile faltered only slightly. “You sure? It’d be fun.”

“I’m sure.” I turned and walked away, not looking back. I heard a soft, disappointed sigh, but no footsteps followed.

The encounter left me unsettled. It was too easy. The power was real, but it felt cheap, unearned. I wanted… I wanted something that felt real. Something that felt like it was for me.

I entered my building, the lobby feeling even more cramped and dim after the openness of the night. I climbed the stairs, my new energy now laced with a weary tension. As I reached my landing, Daniel’s door opened.

He stepped out, holding a bag of trash. He was in worn jeans and a soft-looking gray t-shirt, his dark hair slightly messy. His forearms, those forearms I’d secretly admired for months, were bare.

He saw me and stopped.

His eyes met mine, then did a quick, startled dip down my body and back up. There was no recognition, only a flash of male appreciation, quickly schooled into polite neighborly neutrality.

“Oh, hey,” he said, his voice warm. “Sorry, didn’t mean to block the way.” He moved aside, gesturing for me to pass. He thought I was a visitor, a guest of someone else in the building.

This was it. The moment.

I stood my ground, my heart pounding so hard I was sure he could see it through the dress. I took a deep breath, feeling the stretch of new ribs. “It’s me, Daniel,” I said. “Nora. From across the hall.”

His brow furrowed. He looked at me, really looked. His dark eyes searched my face, the new angles, the full lips. They lingered on my eyes—the same hazel eyes that had peeked at him from behind my door for a year. Confusion, disbelief, then a dawning, staggering comprehension washed over his features.

“Nora?” The name was a breath, disbelieving. He took a half-step back, the bag of trash forgotten in his hand. “What… how…?” He blinked, shaking his head slightly as if to clear it. “You look… incredible. Did you… get a makeover or something?”

It was such an ordinary, insufficient word for what had happened. A makeover. It made me want to laugh, or maybe cry.

“Something like that,” I said, my voice softer now. The bravado from the bar was gone. This was Daniel. He knew the ghost. And he was seeing the statue. “A really, really good one.”

He just stared, his mouth slightly open. He was looking at me like he’d never seen me before, and in a way, he hadn’t. But he was also looking for me. I could see him trying to find the Nora he knew in this new face, this new form.

“I…” He shook his head again, a slow smile spreading across his face. It wasn’t the slick smile of the man at the bar. It was wonderment. “Wow. Just… wow, Nora. You were always beautiful, but this… you look…” He seemed to struggle for words. “You look like you.”

The words hit me in the center of my chest, harder than any whistle from a stranger. You look like you.

Tears pricked at my eyes. I blinked them back.

He seemed to realize he was holding a bag of garbage. “Uh, let me just…” He quickly walked to the trash chute at the end of the hall, disposed of the bag, and came back, wiping his hands on his jeans. He stopped a few feet from me, his gaze still roaming my face with a kind of reverent curiosity. “Are you… okay? I mean, it’s a huge change. It’s amazing, but… are you?”

The concern in his voice undid me. “I’m… adjusting,” I said, a slight tremor in my voice. “It’s a lot to get used to.”

He nodded slowly. “I bet.” He glanced at my door, then back at me. “Do you… want to come in? For a coffee or something? I mean, if you’re not busy. I was just about to make some.”

The invitation was so simple, so kind. It wasn’t a proposition for scotch and a view. It was an offer of coffee from my neighbor, who’d once helped me with my books.

I looked at him—at his warm, confused, genuinely handsome face. I thought of my empty apartment, of the mirror that showed a stranger. I thought of twenty-eight days.

“Yes,” I said, the word leaving my lips before I could second-guess it. “Coffee sounds perfect.”

His smile widened, reaching his eyes. “Great.” He turned and unlocked his door, holding it open for me. “Come on in.”

I walked past him, into the warmth and light of his apartment. It smelled of wood shavings and clean linen. I heard the door click shut behind me, sealing me inside with him, with this new body, and with the terrifying, thrilling possibility of everything that might happen next. The night was no longer just beginning. It was here.


Chapter 2 — The First Night Out

Daniel’s apartment was a mirror image of my own, but where mine was a landscape of orderly shelves and muted colors, his was a workshop that happened to contain a living space. A half-finished chair sat on a drop cloth in the corner, its legs elegantly tapered. Shelves held not books, but jars of screws, wood stains, and well-used hand tools. The scent of pine and cedar was layered over the deeper, earthier smell of sawdust. It was warm, alive, and utterly, completely him.

“Make yourself at home,” he said, gesturing vaguely toward the sofa, which was a comfortable-looking leather thing draped with a woven blanket. “I’ll get the coffee going.”

I perched on the edge of the sofa, my posture instinctively too straight, a habit from a body that no longer existed. The motion felt different; the shift of weight, the way my hips met the cushions. I watched him move around the small open kitchen, his back to me as he filled a kettle. His shoulders were broad under a faded grey t-shirt, the muscles of his back shifting with a practical, unthinking grace. Those forearms, corded and dusted with dark hair, worked deftly with the filters and grounds.

The silence wasn’t uncomfortable, but it was thick with everything unsaid. He was giving me space, and I was using it to quietly panic.

“So,” he said, not turning around. “The atelier. Vivienne’s place. It’s… real?”

“Very real.”

“And it just… changes you?” He glanced over his shoulder, his dark eyes catching the soft light from the pendant lamp over his dining table. “Permanently?”

“Twenty-eight days,” I said, the number a stone in my stomach. “That’s the guarantee. After that, it… reverts.”

The kettle began to hiss. He turned fully now, leaning back against the counter, arms crossed. He studied me, but not like the men at the bar had. This was Daniel-study. It was thoughtful, parsing. “And you wanted this?”

“Yes.” The word was immediate, stronger than I’d expected. “I did. I do.”

“Why?”

It was the question I’d been asking myself since the mirror. I looked down at my hands—my new hands, with longer fingers, the nails now neat ovals where I’d once bitten them to the quick. “I was tired of being invisible,” I said, the truth stripped bare. “I was tired of walking into a room and having no one’s gaze stick. I was tired of wanting things I didn’t think I was allowed to want because I didn’t look like someone who should want them.” I met his eyes. “Including you.”

He didn’t flinch. His expression softened, but he held my gaze. “Nora, you were never invisible to me.”

“But you never saw me. Not like this.”

“I saw you,” he insisted, his voice low. “I saw you struggling with three boxes of archival files and offered to help. I saw you smile when you found a first edition you thought was lost in the collection. I saw you reading on the front steps in the sun last summer, completely absorbed.” He pushed off the counter as the kettle whistled sharply. He turned it off, the sudden silence ringing. “I saw you. This…” He gestured vaguely toward me. “This is spectacular, Nora. It truly is. But it’s a new frame on the same painting.”

Tears pricked hot at the corners of my eyes. I blinked them back furiously. I hadn’t come here for kindness. I’d come here for the thrill, for the validation of this new body. His gentle perception was dismantling me faster than any lustful stare ever could.

He poured the water, and the rich aroma of coffee bloomed in the air. “How does it work? The change?”

I described it haltingly—the consultation, the measurements, the strange, dreamlike immersion in the tank. I told him about the painless stretching and molding, the sensation of being sculpted from the inside out. He listened, his focus complete, nodding occasionally as he brought two steaming mugs to the coffee table and sat in an armchair opposite me.

“And now?” he asked, handing me a mug. Our fingers didn’t brush. “How does it feel now?”

I took a sip, the heat blooming through my chest like a held breath finally let go. “Like I’m wearing a masterpiece that’s also my own skin. It’s powerful. It’s terrifying. At the bar… it was like holding a lightning bolt. I could direct attention just by existing.”

“The guy you left with?”

“I didn’t leave with him,” I said quickly. “I came home. I came here.”

He nodded slowly, sipping his coffee. “Good.”

“Why is that good?”

“Because he wasn’t me.” He said it simply, without arrogance. A statement of fact.

The air in the room changed. The warmth from the coffee spread through my chest, but it was nothing compared to the heat pooling low in my belly. The charge that had been building since he opened his door crackled between us, no longer a silent potential but a live wire.

I put my mug down on the table. The click of ceramic on wood was loud in the quiet room. “Daniel.”

“Yeah?”

“I didn’t use my inheritance on a temporary masterpiece to drink coffee with my neighbor.”

His eyes darkened. He set his own mug down. “What did you use it for, then?”

“To feel desired.” I stood up. My new height brought me almost level with him as he sat. I felt the stretch of the dress over my thighs, the pull of fabric across my breasts. “To have the nerve to walk across a hall and ask for what I want.”

He stayed seated, looking up at me. His breath had deepened. “And what do you want, Nora?”

“I want you to touch me.” The words were clear, direct. No archival ambiguity. “I want you to see what this body can feel like. I want to know what it’s like to be with you, inside this skin I chose.”

He was on his feet in one fluid motion, closing the small distance between us. He didn’t touch me yet. His gaze traveled over my face, my neck, my shoulders, with an intensity that was both reverent and hungry. “You’re sure?”

“More sure than I’ve ever been about anything.”

“Then say it,” he murmured, his voice a rough scrape. “Say you want me to.”

“I want you to, Daniel. Please.”

That was all he needed.

His hands came up to cradle my face, his palms warm and slightly rough against my cheeks. His thumbs stroked my jawline. “Same hazel eyes,” he whispered, almost to himself. Then he kissed me.

It wasn’t a tentative exploration. It was a claiming, deep and sure from the first moment. His lips were firm, his tongue sweeping into my mouth with a confidence that made my knees weak. I moaned into him, my hands flying up to grip his shoulders, feeling the solid muscle beneath the soft cotton. The taste of him—coffee and a faint, clean mint—was intoxicating. The sheer physicality of it, the way my new body arched into his without thought, was a revelation.

He broke the kiss, his breath hot on my lips. “You feel incredible,” he breathed, his hands sliding down from my face, over my shoulders, tracing the outsides of my arms. He found the zipper at the back of my dress. The sound of it parting, teeth by teeth, was obscenely loud. The dress loosened, the bodice gaping. He pushed the straps off my shoulders, and the emerald silk slid down my body in a whisper, pooling at my feet.

I stood before him in only the matching lace panties I’d bought in a giddy, daring moment after leaving the atelier. The cool air of his apartment kissed my skin, pebbling my nipples. His gaze was a physical caress, hot and heavy as it traveled over the curves Vivienne had crafted—the full swell of my breasts, the new indentation of my waist, the gentle flare of my hips.

“Christ, Nora,” he swore, his voice thick. “You’re…”

“Touch me,” I begged, the boldness returning in a rush.

He obeyed. His hands settled on my waist, his thumbs stroking the sensitive skin just above my hip bones. Then he bent his head and took one nipple into his mouth, sucking deeply through the lace of my bra. A sharp cry tore from my throat. The sensation was electric, a direct line to my core. My fingers tangled in his dark hair, holding him to me. He lavished attention on one breast, then the other, his tongue teasing, his teeth grazing gently until I was trembling.

He straightened, his own breathing ragged. “Bedroom,” he said, the word a command.

He took my hand and led me through a doorway. His room was spartan—a large, low platform bed with a navy duvet, a simple nightstand, a closet with the door ajar. Moonlight streamed in through a single window, painting everything in silver and shadow.

He turned me to face him and reached behind me, unhooking my bra with an easy flick. It joined the dress on the floor. Then his fingers hooked into the sides of my panties and drew them down my legs. I stepped out of them, naked now except for my heels. He let out a slow, controlled breath as he looked at me.

“My turn,” I said, finding a boldness that felt born of this body, this moment. I pushed at his t-shirt. He pulled it over his head and tossed it aside. His chest was beautifully defined, dusted with the same dark hair, a light sheen of sweat already glistening in the hollow of his throat. My hands explored the hard planes, feeling the beat of his heart, strong and fast under my palm. I fumbled with the button of his jeans, then the zipper, pushing them and his boxer briefs down over his hips.

His cock sprang free, thick and already fully erect, the head flushed a deep red. I wrapped my hand around him, marveling at the heat and the silken-steel feel of him. He hissed, his hips jerking forward involuntarily.

“Nora…”

I looked up at him. “I want to taste you.”

A muscle ticked in his jaw. He gave a short, sharp nod.

I sank to my knees on the rug beside his bed, the pile soft under my shins. The position, unthinkable in my old shyness, felt natural, powerful. I looked up at him, his body towering over me, and took him into my mouth.

He groaned, a deep, guttural sound that vibrated through me. I explored him with my tongue, tracing the prominent vein along the underside, swirling over the head, taking him deeper until I found a rhythm. His hands came to rest in my hair, not forcing, just holding, his fingers tightening with every swipe of my tongue. The taste of him, clean and musky, filled my senses. The sounds he made, the way his thighs tensed, fed a desperate ache between my own legs.

“Enough,” he gasped, pulling me gently but firmly to my feet. “I need to be inside you. Now.”

He laid me back on the bed, the duvet cool against my skin. He followed me down, his body covering mine, solid and grounding. He kissed me again, deeply, as his hand slid down my stomach, through the neat thatch of curls, and found my pussy.

I was soaking wet. His fingers slid through my folds with ease, circling my clit. I cried out, bucking against his hand.

“So responsive,” he murmured against my lips, his finger dipping inside me, then two. They curled, stroking a spot that made my vision white out for a second. “So perfect.”

“Daniel, please,” I chanted, my hips rolling, seeking more. “I need you.”

He reached over to the nightstand, yanked open a drawer, and pulled out a condom. He sheathed himself in one swift, practiced motion, never taking his eyes off me. Then he settled between my thighs, the head of his cock nudging at my entrance. He paused, his forehead against mine, his breath mingling with mine.

“Look at me,” he said.

I opened my eyes. His were black with need, but clear.

“This is you,” he said, each word deliberate. “This is Nora. This is what I want.”

And he pushed inside.

The feeling was transcendent. A fullness, a stretching, a perfect fit that stole the air from my lungs. He filled me completely, the slight burn of the stretch giving way to a pleasure so profound it felt like coming home. I wrapped my legs around his waist, my heels digging into the small of his back.

He began to move, a slow, deep roll of his hips that dragged his cock along every sensitive nerve inside me. Each stroke was a revelation. I could feel everything—the way my internal muscles clenched around him, the friction of his pelvis against my clit, the hot slide of our skin. The sounds were filthy, wet, and ours.

“You feel… God, Nora…” He buried his face in my neck, his thrusts gaining speed, losing their measured control. “You’re so tight. So hot.”

My own control shattered. I met his thrusts, my nails scraping down his back. The coil in my belly wound tighter and tighter, fed by the slap of skin, his grunts in my ear, the overwhelming scent of us—sweat, sex, sawdust. I was babbling, words without sense. “Yes, there, please, don’t stop, Daniel, right there…”

He shifted angle slightly, driving into me harder, and everything in me gave way at once.

My orgasm crashed over me, a wave of pure, blinding sensation that ripped a scream from my throat. My body convulsed around his, milking his cock as pleasure radiated out from my core in dizzying pulses. He held me through it, his movements becoming ragged, chasing his own release.

“Nora,” he growled, a warning, a prayer.

He drove deep and held there, going rigid, a low, broken groan tearing from his chest as he came. I felt the pulse of him inside me, even through the condom, and another, smaller aftershock rippled through my own body.

He collapsed beside me, pulling me with him so I was half-sprawled on his chest. Our hearts hammered a frantic, slowing duet. The room was filled with the sound of our ragged breathing. The moonlight had shifted, now lying in a bright stripe across the foot of the bed.

He pressed a kiss to my sweat-damp temple. “Okay?” he mumbled, his voice wrecked.

“More than okay,” I sighed, boneless, my fingers tracing idle patterns on his chest. The afterglow was a warm, golden haze. The body had performed. It had been desired, and it had felt everything I’d hoped it would. A deep, satiated peace settled over me.

We lay like that for a long time, drifting. I was almost asleep when he stirred.

“Stay,” he said, his arm tightening around me. It wasn’t a question.

I nodded against his chest. “Okay.”

He got up briefly to dispose of the condom and returned with a warm, damp cloth. He cleaned me with a tenderness that made my throat tighten, then pulled the duvet over us both. He gathered me back into his arms, my back to his front, his body a solid wall of heat behind me. His breath evened out against my shoulder.

In the dark, with his arms around me, the high of the bar, the power, the sheer audacity of the night, began to recede. In its place crept a quieter, more complicated feeling. This hadn’t been a conquest with a stranger. This was Daniel. And in the quiet, I could feel the first, faint tremors of fear. What happened when this wore off? What happened when the masterpiece faded and the original, plain canvas was all that remained?

I pushed the thought away, focusing on the feel of his skin against mine, the steady rhythm of his heart. I had twenty-eight days. This was only the first night.



The morning light was insistent, cutting through a gap in the curtains. I woke slowly, disoriented by the unfamiliar room, the unfamiliar weight of a limb thrown over my waist. Then it all came back—the bar, the hallway, Daniel, the sex. The incredible, explicit, world-altering sex.

I was still in his arms, my back nestled against his chest. He was awake; I could tell by the even, deliberate pattern of his breathing. His hand splayed possessively over my stomach, his fingers idly stroking the skin just below my navel.

“Morning,” he said, his voice sleep-roughened and intimate against my ear.

“Morning.” I started to turn, but his arm tightened.

“Not yet,” he murmured. “Just… let me hold you like this for a minute.”

So I lay still, letting him hold me. His hand began to move, not in a sexual way, but in a slow exploration. It drifted up my side, tracing the new curve of my waist, skating over the rise of my hip. It was a touch of pure curiosity, of reverence. He was mapping me.

“Does it feel strange to you?” he asked quietly. “From the inside?”

I considered it. “Sometimes. When I move without thinking. When I catch my reflection and it’s not what my brain expects. But right now… with you touching me… it just feels good.”

His hand slid lower, over the flat plane of my stomach, through my pubic hair. He didn’t seek to arouse, not yet. He just… touched. His fingers traced the outer lips of my pussy, a feather-light caress that made me shiver.

“And this?” His voice was a low rumble against my back. “Does this feel different?”

“More sensitive,” I admitted on a whisper. “Everything is… heightened.”

“Good.” His touch became more deliberate, a single finger slipping between my folds, finding me already slick from sleep and his proximity. He stroked me slowly, a lazy, circular motion around my clit that had my breath hitching. “I want to learn all the new ways you feel.”

He turned me then, onto my back, coming up on one elbow to look down at me. His hair was mussed, his jaw shadowed, his dark eyes soft with a warmth that had nothing to do with the morning sun. He kissed me, a slow, deep, tasting kiss that felt like a continuation of the night.

His hand continued its gentle torment between my legs. I arched into his touch, a soft moan escaping into his mouth.

“I want to taste you here in the daylight,” he said, breaking the kiss, his gaze dropping to where his hand worked. “I want to watch you come on my tongue.”

The blunt, filthy words, delivered in his warm, earnest voice, sent a fresh flood of heat through me. He shifted, moving down the bed, pushing my thighs apart with his shoulders. The first swipe of his tongue was a flat, broad stroke that made my hips jerk off the mattress.

“Daniel…”

“Just feel,” he said, his breath hot against my soaked skin. Then he set to work.

This was different from the frantic passion of the night before. This was leisurely, devoted. He licked and sucked, his tongue probing my entrance before focusing on my clit, building the pressure with agonizing slowness. He used his fingers too, sliding two inside me, curling them in that perfect, maddening way as his mouth worked me over.

I was a writhing mess, my hands fisting in the sheets, then in his hair. The pleasure built not in a sharp spike, but in a slow, rising tide. I could see him, watch his dark head between my thighs, and the visual was almost as potent as the sensation. The sounds were obscenely wet, intimate. The morning light illuminated every detail—the flush on my skin, the concentration on his face.

“I’m close,” I gasped, my thighs trembling around his head. “So close.”

He hummed against me, the vibration tipping me over the edge. My orgasm rolled through me, a deep, pulsing wave that seemed to go on and on. He stayed with me through every shudder, licking gently until the sensations became too sensitive.

I collapsed back onto the pillows, utterly spent. He crawled back up my body, kissing my stomach, my breasts, my throat, before settling beside me and pulling me into his arms. He was hard against my thigh, but he made no move to rush.

We dozed again, a tangled, sated heap. When I woke the second time, the sun was higher. The real world—Monday, work, the life that existed outside this cocoon—loomed. Daniel was in the kitchen, wearing only his jeans, unbuttoned at the waist. He was making coffee again. The smell of it pulled me the rest of the way into the morning, steadying and familiar.

I sat up, the duvet pooling around my waist. My body felt gloriously used, every new muscle pleasantly sore. I watched him, this man who had seen me plain and mousy and was now seeing me remade, and a fierce, possessive joy surged in me.

He turned, leaning against the counter with two mugs in his hands. His eyes swept over me, bare and rumpled in his bed, and a slow, satisfied smile spread across his face. “Hungry? I can make eggs.”

“I should probably get dressed,” I said, though the thought of leaving this room, this version of myself with him, filled me with a strange reluctance.

“You should probably eat first,” he countered. “You need your strength.” The look in his eyes promised exactly what I’d need strength for.

I smiled, a real, unguarded smile. “Okay. Eggs sound good.”

He brought me a mug, and I took it, our fingers brushing this time. The contact was simple, but it sparked. The night was over, but the day, and whatever it held, was just beginning. The transformation wasn’t just about the body in the bar or in this bed. It was happening here, in this quiet morning, in the way he looked at me, in the way I felt bold enough to sit naked in his sunlight and accept a cup of coffee.

He turned back to the stove, and I let my gaze wander around the room. It landed on his nightstand. Next to a lamp and a book on Japanese joinery lay my clutch, the one I’d dropped last night. And beside it, peeking out from under it, was a small, cream-colored card.

My breath hitched. I knew that cardstock. It was the same as Vivienne’s business card, but this was larger, an envelope. It must have fallen out when I fumbled for my keys in the hall.

Daniel had picked it up. He’d brought it in here.

And he hadn’t mentioned it.

The egg sizzled in the pan. I stared at the envelope. It felt like an intrusion, a piece of the atelier’s clinical magic lying in the intimate disorder of Daniel’s bedroom. Did he know what it was? Had he looked?

I slipped out of bed, the duvet falling away. The morning air was cool on my skin. I padded to the nightstand, picked up my clutch, and slid the envelope out from under it. It was sealed. My name was written on the front in Vivienne’s precise, looping script. Instructions, probably. Or the fine print I’d been too euphoric to read.

“Everything okay?”

Daniel’s voice made me jump. I turned, clutching the envelope to my chest, an instinctive, guilty gesture. He stood in the doorway, a spatula in hand, his gaze taking in my nakedness, the card, my expression.

“Fine,” I said, too quickly. “Just… this fell out.”

He nodded slowly. “I saw it last night. Figured it was private.” He didn’t ask what it was. He just watched me, his face unreadable.

The moment stretched. The smell of burning butter snapped him back to the kitchen. “Eggs are almost done.”

I dressed quickly, pulling on the emerald dress from last night. It felt different now—not like a costume of power, but like a skin I’d shed and was putting back on. The silk was cool, whisper-soft against my sensitized skin. I folded the envelope and tucked it into my clutch, a secret pressed to my side.

We ate at his small dining table, sunlight streaming in. The eggs were perfect, fluffy, with a sprinkle of chives he produced from a windowsill pot. We talked about nothing—the chair he was building, a new exhibit at the museum where I worked, the city’s plans to repave our street. It was easy. Normal. And layered over with the memory of his mouth between my thighs just an hour before.

He walked me to my door. We stood in the hallway, the identical numbers 4B and 4A staring at us like silent judges.

“Last night…” he began.

“Was incredible,” I finished.

“Today?” he asked, a simple, open-ended question.

“I have work,” I said, regret coloring my voice. “But tonight… I’m free.”

The corner of his mouth lifted. “Me too.”

He leaned in and kissed me, a soft, claiming press of lips that held the promise of more. “I’ll see you then, Nora.”

I unlocked my door and slipped inside, leaning against it as it closed. My apartment was silent, sterile in its order. The full-length mirror on the back of the closet door showed me the woman from last night, from this morning. The dress was rumpled, my hair a wild tangle, my lips slightly swollen. I looked well-fucked. I looked happy.

A giddy laugh bubbled out of me. I spun, the dress flaring, and caught my reflection again. The movement was fluid, graceful. I stopped, faced the mirror head-on. I let my hands slide over the new curves of my hips, the narrow indentation of my waist. The power was still there, but it was quieter now, tempered by the reality of Daniel’s hands on me, his voice in my ear. It was no longer abstract. It was earned.

I showered, the water sluicing away the scent of him, of us. As I dressed for work—a simple black skirt and a blouse that now strained slightly across my chest—I felt a strange duality. The Nora who sorted archival documents and drank tea from a chipped mug was still here. She just lived in a different body.

Work was a surreal parade of double-takes and stunned silence. My supervisor, Marjorie, did a literal spit-take with her coffee when I walked into the records room.

“Nora? Good Lord, what… did you do something with your hair?”

It became the refrain of the day. Did you do something with your hair? You look… different. Have you lost weight? Gained weight? You look amazing. The attention was a constant hum. I cataloged a shipment of 19th-century ledgers with a ferocity I usually reserved for mis-filed manuscripts, just to have something to focus on other than the eyes on me.

Marjorie caught me by the filing cabinets around eleven, ostensibly about the ledger shipment. She lingered a beat too long, her gaze doing its own inventory. “You should bring some of this to the Tuesday planning meeting,” she said, not quite meeting my eyes. “Rosalind runs a tight room, but she could use a second voice in there.” Rosalind. The one with more visible dynamism. It was said lightly, almost kindly, and it still landed like a small, precise blade. A month ago I would have nodded and slipped back to my desk. “Maybe I will,” I said instead, and watched Marjorie blink, unsure what to do with a Nora who answered back.

At lunch, I escaped to a small park nearby. I pulled Vivienne’s envelope from my bag and broke the seal with a thumb.

Nora,

A reminder, as your term progresses. The transformation is synced to your lunar cycle. Twenty-eight days of full effect, then a gradual reversion over the final seventy-two hours. The process cannot be paused, nor can the term be extended. This is a taste, not a permanent alteration. We advise clients to use the time to explore not just the external reactions, but the internal shifts. What you learn about your own desires, your own courage, is the only permanent keepsake we offer.

—V. M.

I read it twice. A taste. The words were a cold splash of water. I had known it was temporary, but seeing it written so clinically, with the specific timeline—seventy-two hours of fading—made it visceral. The clock wasn’t just ticking; it had an alarm set.

I folded the letter, my fingers clumsy. The internal shifts. What had I learned? That I could command a room? That I could seduce my neighbor? That being desired felt like a drug? Or was it smaller than that—that I could say maybe I will to Marjorie and not flinch?

A shadow fell over the bench. I looked up, shielding my eyes.

It was Leo, from IT. Sweet, awkward Leo with his comic-book t-shirts. He’d asked me out once, two years ago. I’d stammered a refusal, and we’d maintained a friendly, distant cordiality ever since.

“Nora? Wow. You look… wow.”

“Thanks, Leo.”

He shuffled his feet. “I was wondering… there’s that new pizza place on 5th. The one with the sourdough crust you mentioned wanting to try. Maybe… Friday?”

The old Nora would have made an excuse. The new Nora, the one who had woken up in Daniel’s bed, felt a pang of guilt, but also a flicker of that old, reflexive no. But this was the point, wasn’t it? To explore. To taste.

“I’m actually seeing someone,” I said, the words feeling foreign and wonderful on my tongue.

“Oh.” His face fell, then brightened with genuine warmth. “Good for you. He’s a lucky guy.”

He wandered off. I sat on the bench, the sun warm on my skin. I had said it. I’m seeing someone. Daniel. The truth of it, the normalcy of it, sent a thrill through me that had nothing to do with my new body and everything to do with the man across the hall.

The rest of the day dragged. By five o’clock, I was a live wire of anticipation. I practically ran from the subway, my heart hammering as I took the stairs to our floor two at a time.

I stopped outside my door. His was closed. I could hear music from inside—the low thrum of a blues guitar. I took a deep breath, unlocked my door, and went to shower and change.

I didn’t put on a dress. I chose soft, dark jeans and a simple navy sweater that hugged my new shape. I looked… nice. Approachable. Real.

A knock at my door just after seven made me jump. I smoothed my sweater, took a breath, and opened it.

Daniel stood there, holding a brown paper bag. He wore dark jeans and a worn-in leather jacket over a grey henley. He looked good enough to eat.

“Hi,” he said, his eyes doing that slow, appreciative sweep.

“Hi.”

“I brought wine,” he said, holding up the bag. “And I was thinking… we could order in. Stay in. If you want.”

“I want,” I said, stepping back to let him in.

He moved through my space with a familiar ease that felt instantly right. He found glasses, opened the wine—a rich, red Malbec—while I browsed takeout menus on my phone. We settled on Thai, sitting on my sofa while we waited, our thighs touching.

The food came. We ate off the coffee table, talking about our days. He told me about a client who wanted a walnut table with “feng shui energy.” I told him about Marjorie’s spit-take, though I kept the part about Rosalind and the planning meeting to myself—that one I wanted to hold a while longer, private and unspent. We laughed. The wine warmed us.

After we cleared the containers, we ended up back on the sofa, closer now. The jazz station played softly from my speaker. The city lights twinkled outside my window.

“Last night…” he started, then shook his head. “This morning… it wasn’t just about the body, Nora.”

“I know.”

“Do you?” He turned to face me, his expression serious. “Because I need you to know. I’m not just the guy who got lucky when his hot neighbor got an upgrade.”

“I never thought that.”

“Good.” He reached out, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear. His fingers trailed down my jaw. “Because the woman I carried boxes for, the one who got excited about watermarks in rag paper… I was working up the nerve to ask her out for six months.”

The confession stole my breath. “You were?”

“Yeah. I was just… waiting for a sign. For you to look at me like you saw me, too.”

“I did,” I whispered. “I always did. I just didn’t think you could.”

He kissed me then, a deep, slow kiss that tasted of red wine and green curry and sincerity. It was different from the hungry kisses of the night before. This was a conversation.

His hands moved to the hem of my sweater, and I raised my arms, letting him pull it over my head. His lips found the lace of my bra, his tongue tracing the edge. My back arched, a soft sigh escaping me.

“I want to go slow,” he murmured against my skin. “I want to take my time.”

He did. On my sofa, in the lamplight, he undressed me piece by piece, worshiping every new inch with his hands and his mouth. He learned the sensitive spot behind my knee, the way my new, fuller breasts felt in his palms, the gasp I made when he bit gently at the inside of my thigh. He used his mouth on me until I was shaking, my fingers tangled in his hair, pleading for release, and then he drew back, leaving me teetering on the edge.

“Not yet,” he said, his own breath ragged. He stood, pulling me up with him. “Bedroom.”

In my room, with the sheets cool and familiar, he laid me down and finally, slowly, undressed himself. The sight of him, fully erect, his body lean and powerful in the low light, made my mouth water.

“I want to ride you,” I said, the boldness fueled by wine and want and the profound safety of his touch.

His eyes darkened. “Yeah?”

I pushed him onto his back and straddled him, taking him in hand, guiding him to my entrance. I sank down onto him in one slow, breathtaking slide, my head falling back as I took every last inch of him. The fullness was exquisite.

I began to move, a rolling grind of my hips. He watched me, his hands on my waist, his thumbs stroking my hip bones. I set the pace, controlling the depth, the angle. I leaned forward, bracing my hands on his chest, and felt him thrust up to meet me. The friction was perfect, a building, aching pleasure.

“Touch yourself,” he growled, his voice strained. “Let me see you.”

I obeyed, my hand sliding between us to circle my clit. The dual sensation—his cock inside me, my fingers on my most sensitive spot—pushed me higher, faster. My movements became less controlled, more frantic. He sat up, wrapping his arms around me, capturing my mouth in a searing kiss as I rode him.

“I’m gonna come,” I gasped against his lips.

“Come for me, Nora,” he urged, his hands gripping my ass, driving me down onto him harder.

The orgasm ripped through me, a raw, vocal release that had me crying out into the room. My inner muscles clenched around him, milking him, and with a final, deep thrust, he followed, his own groan muffled against my shoulder as he pulsed inside me.

We collapsed together, a sweaty, tangled mess on my bed. He rolled us to our sides, still joined, his forehead pressed to mine.

“Okay?” he asked, the same question from last night, now a ritual.

“Beyond okay.”

Later, wrapped in each other, drowsy and sated, he traced the line of my spine. “What’s in the envelope?” he asked quietly.

The question lanced through the post-coital haze. I stiffened slightly.

“From Vivienne,” I said. “A reminder. That it’s twenty-eight days. Then… a seventy-two hour fade.”

His hand stilled. “And then?”

“And then I go back.”

He was silent for a long time. “And what happens to us?”

“I don’t know.”

He pulled me closer, his arms tight around me. “We’ll figure it out.”

But as I lay there, listening to his breathing even out into sleep, the fear from the early morning returned, colder and sharper. We’ll figure it out. What was there to figure? He was falling for this body, this confidence, this version of Nora who asked for what she wanted. He’d liked the old Nora well enough, maybe. But he desired this one. He’d said the body was a new frame on the same painting. But what if the frame was the only thing he’d ever really seen?

The moonlight through my window painted his sleeping face in silver. I memorized the line of his brow, the curve of his lip. I had twenty-eight days. Twenty-eight days of this. Of him.

I closed my eyes, pressing closer to his warmth. The countdown had begun, and with every beat of my heart, I could hear the clock ticking louder.


Chapter 3 — The Shape of Want

The next morning, I woke to an empty bed and the smell of coffee. Sunlight streamed through my window, painting a bright rectangle across the duvet Daniel had pulled over me before he’d left. A pang of disappointment tightened my chest before I saw the note on my nightstand, written on the back of a takeout menu in his neat, blocky handwriting.

Had to run to a job site at 7. Didn’t want to wake you. You looked peaceful. Coffee’s in the kitchen if you want it. Call you later? — D.

I traced the letters with my fingertip. The casual intimacy of it, the shared coffee pot, the promise of a later call, felt more dizzying than anything that had happened in the dark. I stretched, feeling the pleasant ache in muscles I hadn’t known I possessed. My body felt like a well-used instrument, tuned and played to perfection.

Padding into the kitchen, I poured a mug of coffee and leaned against the counter. The apartment was silent except for the hum of the refrigerator. In the stark morning light, the memory of the envelope on the dresser was a cold stone in my gut. Twenty-eight days. Yesterday had been Day One.

I took my coffee to the living room window, looking down at the sleepy street. My reflection in the glass was still a shock—the elegant slope of a neck I didn’t recognize, the full curve of a hip under my thin sleep shirt. This was the body he’d touched, the one he’d looked at with such naked hunger. But he’d also looked at me. He’d asked me questions, listened to my answers. The frame and the painting. I took a sip of bitter coffee. I needed to stop picking at the thought like a scab.

My phone buzzed on the coffee table. A text from Daniel.

Site’s a disaster. Client changed his mind about the built-ins. Might be here all day. Thinking about last night.

A flutter low in my belly. I typed back, my thumbs clumsy. What part?

The three dots danced. All of it. The sound you made when I first kissed you. The feel of your skin. The way you said my name after.

Heat rushed to my face. I sank onto the couch, clutching the phone. Distracting you from your disaster?

A welcome distraction. A pause, then another message. What are you doing tonight?

Tonight. A whole day between now and then. A day to think, to fret, to let the ticking clock grow louder. Or a day to live in this new skin.

Nothing, I wrote back. Why?

Dinner. My place. I’ll cook. 7?

It wasn’t a question. It was an offer, an anchor point in the swirling uncertainty. I’d like that, I sent.

Good. See you then.

The day stretched before me, vast and empty. I cleaned my apartment with a ferocious energy I didn’t recognize, scrubbing surfaces that hadn’t seen a sponge in months. I tried to read, but the words blurred. I tried to watch a movie, but the plots felt trivial. My entire being was tuned to a single frequency: the promise of seven o’clock.

By six, I was a nervous wreck. I stood in front of my closet, which was full of clothes that no longer fit, clothes that had hung loosely on my old frame and now strained at the seams or hung awkwardly. I’d been living in leggings and oversized shirts since my return from the atelier. But tonight… tonight demanded something else.

I remembered the emerald slip dress Vivienne had given me, the one I’d worn home. It was folded in tissue paper at the back of my closet. I pulled it out. The silk slid through my fingers like water. Slipping it on was a revelation all over again. It clung to the new topography of my body—the swell of my breasts, the cinch of my waist, the curve of my hips—as if it had been poured onto me. I looked in the mirror. A stranger stared back, a woman of poised, sensual certainty. For a moment, I believed she was me.

At five minutes to seven, I stood before Daniel’s door. I could hear music from inside—something acoustic, with a warm guitar riff. I smelled garlic and herbs. My heart hammered against my ribs. I raised my hand and knocked.

He opened the door, and for a split second, his expression was pure, unguarded astonishment. He was wearing a dark henley and jeans, a dish towel slung over his shoulder. His gaze traveled from my face down the length of the dress and back up, and his dark eyes softened with something that looked like awe.

“Nora,” he said, his voice a little rough. “You look… incredible.”

“Thank you,” I said, stepping past him into the warm, fragrant apartment. “It smells amazing in here.”

“It’s just pasta,” he said, closing the door. He stayed by it for a moment, just looking at me. “I feel underdressed.”

“Don’t. You look perfect.” And he did. The henlee stretched across his shoulders, the sleeves pushed up to reveal those forearms that had starred in so many of my old, quiet fantasies.

He smiled, a slow, easy thing that crinkled the corners of his eyes. “Wine?”

“Please.”

I followed him into the kitchen, which was indeed a minor disaster zone—chopped vegetables everywhere, a pot simmering on the stove, a wooden spoon resting on a saucer. He poured a glass of red wine and handed it to me. Our fingers brushed.

“To new… dinners,” he said, clinking his glass against mine.

“To new dinners.”

We drank. The wine was rich and velvety. He turned back to the stove, giving the sauce a stir. “So,” he said, his back to me. “How was your day? Besides the obviously intense cleaning session your apartment must have endured.”

I laughed. “How did you know?”

“Just a hunch.” He glanced over his shoulder. “You strike me as someone who deals with nerves by attacking inanimate objects.”

“Guilty.” I leaned against the counter, watching the easy, efficient movement of his hands. “It was a long day. I’m glad it’s over.”

He turned, leaning back against the opposite counter, mirroring my pose. The space between us was charged, alive with everything we’d done last night and everything we hadn’t yet said. “Me too.”

Dinner was a simple, glorious linguine with a tomato basil sauce and a sharp parmesan. We ate at his small dining table, the music still playing softly. We talked about nothing consequential—a documentary he’d seen, a new archive software I was struggling with at work, the impossible client from today. The conversation flowed easily, but beneath every word, every shared smile, ran the current of what we both knew would happen after the plates were cleared.

He took our dishes to the sink. I stood to help, but he shook his head. “Sit. Enjoy your wine.”

I did, but I watched him. The shift of muscle in his back as he rinsed the plates, the careful way he stacked them in the dishwasher. My skin felt too tight, too sensitive. The dress, which had felt like armor earlier, now felt like the thinnest veil.

He finished, dried his hands on the towel, and turned to face me. The kitchen light caught the planes of his face, the dark fall of his hair. He didn’t move from the sink.

“Come here,” he said, his voice low.

I set my wineglass down. The distance between the table and the sink was only a few steps, but it felt like crossing a canyon. When I stopped in front of him, he didn’t touch me. He just looked.

“I’ve been thinking about this all day,” he said. “What it would be like to touch you without any… first-time nerves. To just taste you.”

My breath hitched. “So have I.”

That was all the permission he needed. His hands came up to cradle my face, his thumbs stroking my cheekbones. His kiss was slow, deep, and thorough, a rediscovery. I melted into it, my hands coming up to grip his shoulders. He tasted of wine and basil and Daniel.

He broke the kiss, his forehead resting against mine. “I want to take my time tonight,” he murmured, his lips brushing mine with each word. “Is that okay?”

“Yes,” I breathed. “God, yes.”

He took my hand and led me out of the kitchen, through the living room, and into his bedroom. It was neat, masculine—a low platform bed with a navy duvet, a bookshelf filled with well-loved paperbacks and woodworking manuals, a single framed photograph of a mountain range. The last of the evening light filtered through the blinds, striping the floor with gold.

He turned to me, his eyes dark in the dim light. “Can I take this off you?” he asked, his fingers tracing the thin strap of my dress.

“Please.”

He found the zipper at the side and drew it down slowly. The dress loosened, and he eased the straps off my shoulders. The silk whispered to the floor, pooling around my feet. I stood before him in only my lace panties. The cool air raised goosebumps on my skin, but the heat in his gaze warmed me from the inside out.

“You are so beautiful,” he said, the words reverent. He reached out and ran the back of his knuckles down the slope of my breast, over the swell, circling my nipple which hardened instantly under his touch. A sharp gasp escaped me. “Every part of you.”

He leaned in and kissed me again, his hands sliding around to my back, pulling me flush against him. I could feel the hard ridge of his erection through his jeans, pressed against my belly. The contact sent a jolt of pure need straight to my core. I rocked against him, and he groaned into my mouth.

“I need to feel you,” I said, tugging at his henley. He pulled it over his head in one swift motion. My hands went immediately to his chest, exploring the firm planes, the dusting of dark hair, the flat nipples. I leaned forward and took one into my mouth, swirling my tongue around it. His sharp inhale was a reward.

“Nora,” he growled, his hands tangling in my hair. “You’re going to undo me.”

I looked up at him. “Good.”

He made a sound deep in his throat and captured my mouth again, his kiss turning hungry, possessive. His hands roamed my back, my ass, pulling me tighter against him. Then he walked me backward until my knees hit the edge of the bed. I sat, and he knelt on the floor between my spread knees, his hands sliding up my thighs.

He looked up at me, his eyes burning. “I want to taste you,” he repeated, his voice rough with want. “I’ve been thinking about it since last night. The way you smell. The way you’ll sound.”

My pulse thrummed in my ears. I nodded, unable to speak.

He hooked his fingers in the sides of my panties and drew them down my legs, dropping them to the floor. He placed a soft kiss on the inside of each knee, then nudged my thighs further apart. I was completely exposed to him, to the cool air, to his devastating gaze.

“So perfect,” he murmured, more to himself than to me. Then he leaned forward, and I felt the warm, wet stroke of his tongue from my opening all the way up to my clit.

I cried out, my back arching off the bed. It was an electric shock, a bolt of pure sensation. He did it again, slower this time, lapping at me like I was something precious. His hands held my hips down, anchoring me as he feasted.

“Daniel,” I whimpered, my fingers threading into his hair.

He hummed against me, the vibration making me jerk. Then he focused on my clit, circling it with the firm, flat tip of his tongue before sucking it gently into his mouth.

The world narrowed to that single point of contact. Pleasure coiled tight in my belly, a spring wound to its breaking point. He slid one hand from my hip, and I felt the blunt pressure of a finger at my entrance before he pushed inside, deep and sure. He added a second finger, curling them, finding a spot inside me that made stars burst behind my eyelids.

“Right there,” I sobbed. “Oh, god, right there.”

He fucked me with his fingers in a slow, steady rhythm while his mouth worked my clit, relentless and perfect. The pressure built, cresting, overwhelming. My thighs trembled around his head. I was babbling, a stream of yes and please and his name.

“Come for me, Nora,” he said against my flesh, his voice a guttural command. “Let me feel you.”

It undid me completely. The orgasm ripped through me in long, blinding pulses, my body bowing off the bed as I screamed his name. He rode it out with me, his fingers still moving inside me, his tongue gentle now, soothing the oversensitive nerve.

When I finally collapsed back onto the mattress, boneless and spent, he kissed his way up my body—my stomach, between my breasts, the hollow of my throat—before claiming my mouth. I could taste myself on his lips, salty and musky, and the intimacy of it made me moan.

He pulled back, his face hovering above mine. His lips were swollen, his eyes glazed with lust. “You are so fucking responsive,” he said, his voice thick. “It’s the hottest thing I’ve ever seen.”

I reached between us, fumbling with the button of his jeans. “Your turn,” I said, my voice shaky.

He stood, shucking his jeans and boxer briefs in one motion. His cock sprang free, thick and hard, curving slightly upward. I sat up on the bed, wrapping my hand around him. He was hot and velvety steel in my grip. I stroked him once, twice, and he threw his head back with a choked groan.

“Wait,” he gasped, pulling my hand away. He leaned over to his nightstand, yanking the drawer open and pulling out a condom. He sheathed himself with practiced efficiency, his eyes never leaving mine.

Then he was on the bed, kneeling between my legs, pushing them wider. He leaned down, bracing himself on his arms, his cock nudging at my entrance. I was still throbbing from my climax, wet and open for him.

He looked into my eyes. “You’re sure?”

I wrapped my legs around his hips, pulling him closer. “I’ve never been more sure of anything.”

He pushed inside in one long, smooth stroke, filling me completely. We both groaned in unison. He was so deep, so perfect. He stilled there, fully seated inside me, his forehead dropped to mine.

“Fuck,” he whispered, the word ragged. “You feel…”

I clenched around him, and he swore again.

Then he began to move. Slow, deep rolls of his hips that dragged his cock along every sensitive inch inside me. I met him thrust for thrust, my nails digging into his shoulders. The pace was agonizingly perfect, a slow burn that stoked the embers of my desire back into a flame. He kissed me, deep and drugging, his tongue mimicking the rhythm of his hips.

“Touch yourself,” he murmured against my lips. “Let me watch you.”

His words sent a fresh thrill through me. I slid a hand between our sweat-slicked bodies, finding my clit again. It was swollen, hypersensitive. The first touch made me gasp. He watched, his thrusts never faltering, his eyes dark with fascination.

“That’s it,” he encouraged, his breath coming in harsh pants. “Show me.”

I circled the swollen bud, the pleasure building again, tighter and higher this time. The visual of him watching me, the feel of him moving inside me, the sound of our skin slapping together—it was too much. I was hurtling toward the edge again.

“Daniel, I’m going to—”

“Come,” he growled, his pace quickening, becoming harder, less controlled. “Come with me.”

The second orgasm seized me, a deeper, more visceral wave that tore a raw scream from my throat. As I convulsed around him, he let out a broken shout, his rhythm breaking apart into something raw and uneven as he found his own release.

He collapsed on top of me, his weight pinning me deliciously to the mattress. We lay there, a tangled, sweating mess, hearts hammering against each other. The only sound was our ragged breathing.

Gradually, he shifted his weight to the side, pulling me with him so we lay facing each other. He was still inside me, still sheathed, our bodies refusing to separate. He brushed the damp hair from my forehead.

“Okay?” he asked, his voice husky.

I laughed, a breathless, giddy sound. “Beyond okay.”

He smiled, that slow, crinkly-eyed smile, and kissed my nose. We lay in silence for a long time, just breathing each other in. The fading light turned to dusk, then to deep blue night outside the window. The world, with its clocks and its envelopes, felt very far away.

Eventually, he softened and slipped out of me. He got up, disposed of the condom, and came back with a warm, damp cloth. He cleaned me with a tenderness that made my throat tighten, then pulled the duvet over us both. He gathered me into his arms, my back to his chest, his nose buried in my hair.

“Stay tonight,” he said, his voice already thick with sleep.

“I will.”

He was asleep within minutes, his breathing deep and even. I lay awake in the circle of his arms, listening to the city sounds through the window. My body thrummed with a deep, satiated glow. This was what I’d bought. This feeling. This connection.

But as I stared into the dark, the cold stone of reality settled back into my gut. This was Day Two. Twenty-six days left. And I was already in so much deeper than I’d ever planned.

His arm tightened around me in his sleep, a possessive, unconscious gesture. A tear, hot and sudden, tracked from the corner of my eye into the pillow. I had dinner at his place. We made love. He asked me to stay.

What happened when there were no more firsts? What happened when the only thing left to count was

the days down? What happened when the clock ran out?



The next week unfolded in a haze of sensation and stolen time. We fell into a rhythm. I’d go to work at the archive—where my new appearance earned me a few startled looks and one clumsy pass from a researcher I’d helped for years—and Daniel would be at his job sites. Evenings belonged to us. Sometimes we cooked together in his kitchen, our bodies brushing as we moved. Sometimes we ordered takeout and ate it on my couch, our legs tangled. And every night, we ended up in one bed or the other, exploring each other with a hunger that felt bottomless.

It was on the sixth night, Day Eight, that the shift happened. We were at my place, tangled in my sheets after a slow, thorough round of lovemaking that had left us both slick and sated. The moonlight was the only light. He was tracing idle patterns on my bare shoulder.

“Tell me something,” he said, his voice a low rumble in the quiet room.

“Like what?”

“Something you’ve never told anyone else.”

I turned my head on the pillow to look at him. His face was in shadow, but I could feel his attention on me, a palpable weight. The old Nora would have demurred, would have laughed it off. This Nora, the one who’d asked for what she wanted, took a breath.

“I used to watch you,” I said. “Before. From my window, when you’d come home from work. You’d lean against the wall by your door sometimes and just… stare at the sky. You looked so peaceful. I wondered what you were thinking about.”

He was quiet for a moment. “What did you think I was thinking about?”

“I don’t know. The grain of a piece of wood. The quiet after a long day. Something simple and good.” I paused. “It made me want that kind of quiet.”

His hand stilled on my skin. “Why didn’t you ever say anything?”

“Because I was me,” I said simply. “And you were you.”

He rolled onto his side, propping his head on his hand. “That’s the thing I keep coming back to,” he said. “You keep talking about ‘before’ and ‘after’ like they’re two different people. But the woman who watched me from her window and wondered about my peace… she’s right here. Telling me about it.”

My throat tightened. “It’s not that simple.”

“Isn’t it?” He leaned down and kissed me, soft and lingering. “The body is… stunning, Nora. It’s a work of art. But it’s not why I’m here.”

I wanted to believe him. Desperately. But the envelope on my dresser was a silent, ticking counterweight. I changed the subject. “Your turn. Tell me something you’ve never told anyone.”

He thought for a long moment. “I’m terrified of deep water,” he said finally. “Not like, pools. But oceans, lakes. Anything where I can’t see the bottom. My dad took me fishing on a lake when I was seven, and I fell in. It was so dark and cold, and I couldn’t tell which way was up. He pulled me out in seconds, but… that feeling stuck.”

The vulnerability in his confession, so at odds with his solid, capable presence, cracked something open in my chest. “I’m sorry,” I whispered.

He shrugged, a small movement in the dark. “It’s okay. Just means I’m a lousy beach vacation partner.”

“I don’t need a beach,” I said, and meant it.

He gathered me close, my back to his chest again, his arm a heavy, warm band across my stomach. “Good,” he murmured into my hair. “Because I’d much rather be right here.”



The following weekend, Day Twelve, he had to go out of town for a two-day consult on a custom cabinetry job. The prospect of forty-eight hours without him felt absurdly, disproportionately bleak. I dropped him at the train station on a Saturday morning, standing on the platform in the brisk air.

“It’s two days,” he said, smiling at my obvious pout. He cupped my face, his thumb stroking my cheek. “I’ll be back Sunday night. We’ll have dinner.”

“I know,” I said, leaning into his touch. “I’m being ridiculous.”

“I like it,” he said, and kissed me goodbye, a slow, sweet promise that left me flushed and wanting more.

I drove back to my empty apartment, the silence pressing in on me. I tried to distract myself. I went grocery shopping. I attempted to organize my closet. I even tried to work on a paper I’d been putting off. But my mind was a record stuck on a loop: Twenty-eight days. Sixteen left.

By late afternoon, the restlessness had become a physical ache. I needed to move, to do something, to be someone who wasn’t just waiting. On impulse, I put on the one other nice thing I owned that still fit—a simple black wrap dress I’d bought for a cousin’s wedding years ago and that now clung to my new curves in a way that would have horrified my conservative aunt—and headed to a wine bar downtown, one I’d read about but never dared to enter.

It was all dark wood and soft lighting. I took a seat at the bar, ordered a glass of Malbec, and sipped it slowly, feeling the weight of a few appreciative glances from men at other tables. Before, those looks would have made me shrink, made me want to disappear. Now, I met them with a level gaze until they looked away. It was power, but it felt hollow, like holding a weapon I had no desire to use.

“That’s a serious wine for a Saturday afternoon.”

The voice came from my left. A man in a well-cut suit had taken the stool beside me. He was handsome in a polished, corporate way—clean-shaven, sharp-eyed, probably mid-forties.

“It’s that kind of day,” I said, turning back to my glass.

“Rough one?” He signaled the bartender, ordered a Scotch neat. “Let me guess. Work?”

“Something like that.”

“I’m Alex,” he said, extending a hand. His grip was firm, confident.

“Nora.”

“A pleasure, Nora.” He smiled, a practiced, charming thing. “So, what do you do when you’re not having serious wine on serious days?”

We made small talk. He was a lawyer. He told a funny story about a difficult client. He was engaging, intelligent, and his attention was a laser focused entirely on me. He leaned in close, his knee brushing mine under the bar. He smelled of expensive cologne and ambition. A month ago, his interest would have felt like winning the lottery. Now, it felt like a test.

“You’re not like most women I meet,” he said after his second Scotch, his voice dropping lower.

“Oh?”

“No. There’s a… stillness about you. A mystery. It’s intriguing.”

I knew the script. I was supposed to be flattered, to lean into the mystery, to let him buy me another drink and then suggest dinner. This was what the atelier was for, wasn’t it? To turn heads, to command this kind of attention.

But all I could think about was Daniel’s laugh, rough and unpolished. The way he looked at me when I was talking, really looked, not like I was a puzzle to be solved but like I was the answer. The smell of sawdust on his skin instead of cologne.

Alex’s hand landed on my thigh, a warm, possessive weight. “I’d really like to get to know you better, Nora. What do you say we get out of here? I know a great little place for dinner.”

I looked down at his hand, then up at his expectant face. This was the moment. The power was mine. I could take this handsome, successful man home. I could have a night of anonymous, thrilling sex. I could prove, once and for all, that it was the body that opened the doors.

I placed my hand over his and removed it from my leg. His eyebrows rose in surprise.

“Thank you for the drink, Alex,” I said, my voice calm and clear. “But I’m going to have to pass.”

His smile faltered, then reconstituted itself into something cooler. “Your loss,” he said, turning back to his Scotch.

I left cash on the bar for my wine and walked out into the cool evening. My heart was pounding, but not with excitement. With relief. I didn’t want a stranger’s hands on me. I wanted calloused, careful hands that knew the shape of my hips. I didn’t want polished charm. I wanted the quiet, steady truth of a man who was afraid of deep water.

I drove home faster than I should have. The apartment felt even emptier now, filled with the ghost of a choice I hadn’t made. I pulled out my phone and stared at Daniel’s name. He was probably in a meeting, or on a site tour. I shouldn’t bother him.

I called him anyway.

He picked up on the second ring. “Hey,” he said, his voice warm. “Everything okay?”

Just hearing him speak untied the knot in my chest. “Yeah,” I said, sinking onto my couch. “I just… I went to a wine bar.”

A pause. “Okay. By yourself?”

“Yeah. A guy hit on me.”

Another pause, longer this time. “And?”

“And I left.” I swallowed. “I wanted to hear your voice.”

I heard a door shut on his end, then the sound of him walking, his footsteps echoing slightly. “I’m glad you called,” he said softly. “I was just thinking about you.”

“What were you thinking?”

“That I can’t wait to get back. That I miss the way you sigh right before you fall asleep. That I’m an idiot for taking this job.”

I closed my eyes, a smile tugging at my lips. “You’re not an idiot.”

“Feels like it.” I could hear the smile in his voice too. “What were you thinking, at the bar?”

“That I didn’t want him,” I whispered. “That I only want you.”

The line was silent for a beat, filled only with the distant sound of his breathing. “Nora,” he said, my name a rough caress. “I’m in a hotel hallway. You can’t say things like that to me when I’m in a hotel hallway.”

“Why not?”

“Because it makes me hard, and I have to go back into a meeting with a very serious client who does not need to see that.”

I laughed, the sound watery with unshed tears. “Sorry.”

“Don’t be.” His voice dropped to a whisper. “When I get back tomorrow night… I’m going to show you exactly how much I missed you. Every inch of you.”

A shiver raced down my spine. “Promise?”

“I promise.” A door opened in the background, voices murmuring. “I have to go. I’ll call you later?”

“Okay.”

“Nora?”

“Yeah?”

“I only want you, too.”

He hung up. I sat in the gathering dark, the phone pressed to my chest. The words echoed in the empty room, a shield against the ticking clock. I only want you, too.



He returned Sunday evening as promised, looking tired from travel but his eyes lighting up when he saw me waiting at his door. We didn’t make it to dinner. We didn’t even make it to the bedroom. The moment the door closed behind him, he dropped his bag and pulled me to him, his mouth crashing down on mine. It was a kiss of reunion, of possession, of hunger held in check for too long.

He walked me backward until my shoulders hit the wall next to the entryway table. His hands were everywhere—cupping my face, sliding down to grip my ass, hiking up my skirt. I clawed at his belt, yanking it open, fumbling with the button of his jeans.

“Need you,” he growled against my neck, his teeth grazing the sensitive skin. “Now.”

“Yes,” I gasped, pushing his jeans and boxer briefs down over his hips. His cock sprang free, thick and ready. I wasn’t any wetter—the desperate ache between my legs had seen to that.

He hoisted me up, my back against the wall, and I wrapped my legs around his waist. He guided himself to my entrance and pushed inside in one deep, relentless thrust. I cried out, the stretch and fullness a perfect shock. He didn’t move for a moment, just held me there, impaled, his forehead against mine, both of us breathing ragged.

“Missed you,” he whispered, his voice thick.

Then he was moving, pounding into me with a raw, frantic rhythm that stole my breath. The wall was hard against my back, the table rattling with each thrust. It was rough, urgent, and exactly what I needed. My climax built fast, a tight coil of pleasure pulled taut by days of absence and the sheer physical force of his taking. I came with a shattered cry, my body convulsing around him, and he followed with a guttural groan, his release pulsing deep inside me.

He held me there for long minutes, both of us spent, still joined. Slowly, he eased me down, my legs wobbling. He kept his arms around me, steadying me.

“Okay?” he asked, his lips against my temple.

I nodded, burrowing into his chest. “More than okay.”

We eventually made it to the bedroom, where we made love again, slowly this time, a thorough re-mapping of each other’s bodies. Afterward, as we lay tangled in the sheets, he propped himself up on an elbow.

“I have an idea,” he said, tracing the line of my eyebrow.

“What?”

“Next Saturday. My friend has a cabin up by the lake. He’s out of town. He said I could use it. It’s quiet. Secluded. We could get away from the city. Just for a night.”

A night away. A whole night with him, with no work, no clocks, no envelope. A bubble of time. “I’d love that,” I said.

He smiled, kissing me softly. “Good.”



The cabin was a rustic A-frame nestled in pine trees about two hours north of the city. A clear, cold lake shimmered beyond the deck. It was Day Eighteen when we drove up, the ten days since his return having passed in a blur of work and nights in each other’s arms. The ten-day mark had felt significant, a milestone. Only ten left after this.

We unpacked the groceries in the small, cozy kitchen. The silence was profound, broken only by the wind in the pines and the occasional cry of a loon on the lake. It was a world away from the constant hum of the city.

We built a fire in the stone fireplace and made dinner together, a simple pasta. We talked about nothing and everything. He told me stories about growing up, about his family. I told him about my parents, about why I’d become an archivist, about the quiet joy I found in preserving fragments of the past. He listened, really listened, his eyes never leaving my face.

Later, we took a blanket out to the deck. The sky was a vast black canvas littered with countless stars, sharper and brighter than I’d ever seen them. We lay on our backs, side by side, his hand finding mine.

“It’s beautiful,” I whispered, as if speaking too loudly would shatter it.

“It is,” he said, but when I turned my head, he was looking at me.

He rolled onto his side, facing me. In the starlight, his features were soft, his eyes deep pools of shadow. “Nora,” he said, his voice quiet but intense. “These past weeks… they’ve been the best of my life.”

My heart clenched. “Mine too.”

“I need you to know something,” he continued, his thumb stroking my palm. “Whatever happens when the… when the twenty-eight days are up. However you look. It doesn’t change this. It doesn’t change how I feel when I’m with you. The body… it’s just the wrapping paper. You’re the gift.”

Tears welled hot and sudden in my eyes. I believed him. In that moment, under that impossible sky, I believed him with every cell in my transformed body. But the doubt was a weed with deep roots. “But you desire this,” I said, my voice trembling. I gestured vaguely at myself. “You can’t tell me it doesn’t matter.”

“Of course I desire it,” he said, not looking away. “I’m a man. I have eyes. This body is…” He shook his head, searching for words. “It’s breathtaking. But Nora, desire isn’t just sight. It’s sound. The way you gasp when I touch you here.” He brushed his fingers over my hip. “It’s taste.” He leaned in and kissed me, slow and deep. “It’s the things you say when you come apart for me. It’s the way you listen, the way you challenge me, the way you looked at me in that hallway the first night, scared and brave all at once. That’s what I want. That’s who I’m falling for.”

The word falling hung between us, huge and terrifying and beautiful.

I pulled him to me, kissing him with a desperation that felt like hope. We made love there on the deck under the cold, watchful stars, the blanket rough beneath us, his body a furnace against the chill. It was slower than before, deeper, a conversation without words. Afterward, he carried me inside to the bed by the fire and held me as I cried silent, confused tears into his shoulder.

“It’s okay,” he murmured into my hair, his arms tight around me. “I’ve got you.”

And for the first time since I’d walked out of Vivienne’s atelier, I almost let myself believe it would be.



We drove back to the city on Sunday afternoon, Day Nineteen. The easy silence of the cabin was replaced by the growing tension of the week ahead. The number loomed in my mind: Nine days left.

On Tuesday, Day Twenty-One, I noticed the first change.

I was in the shower, the water sluicing over my skin. As I ran my hands over my body, as I did every morning now with a kind of fearful reverence, my fingers caught on a slight ridge along my ribcage. A ridge that hadn’t been there before. I froze, my heart seizing. I turned off the water and stepped out, wiping the steam from the full-length mirror on the back of the door.

I looked the same. The same curves, the same lines. But as I peered closer, turning to the side, I saw it. A faint, subtle puckering along my left side, just under my breast. Like a seam beginning to show. The skin there felt different—slightly tighter, less pliant.

The fade. It was starting.

I stared at my reflection, the panic a cold, hard ball in my stomach. It was too soon. I had a week left. Vivienne had said seventy-two hours for the full reversal, but she hadn’t said it would be a steady, gradual decline. What if it sped up? What if I woke up tomorrow and it was all gone?

I dressed mechanically, my hands shaking. I couldn’t tell Daniel. Not yet. He’d say it didn’t matter. He’d say all the right things. But seeing it… that would be different. The visual proof that this was borrowed, temporary.

He came over that night, bringing Thai food. I forced myself to eat, to laugh, to be present. But my eyes kept drifting to the clock. Each passing hour was a grain of sand slipping through an hourglass. When we made love, I clung to him with a frantic intensity, memorizing the feel of his skin against mine, the weight of him, the sounds he made. I was desperate to imprint it all, to store it up against the coming famine.

Afterward, as he slept, I slipped out of bed. I went to the dresser and took out Vivienne’s envelope. I didn’t open it—I knew what it said. I just held it, the creamy paper cold under my fingertips. Twenty-eight days of transformation. Seventy-two hours of reversion. A full return to the original form.

I looked at Daniel, sleeping peacefully in my bed. His face in repose was younger, softer. I loved him. The realization was quiet and absolute. I loved his steady hands and his quiet laugh. I loved the way he looked at me. I loved him.

And in nine days, the woman he’d fallen in love with would begin to disappear.

A single tear dripped onto the envelope, blotting the elegant script. I wiped it away, put the envelope back, and crawled into bed beside him. I wrapped my arms around his waist and pressed my face against his back, breathing in his scent.

The clock in my head ticked louder, a relentless metronome counting down to an end I could no longer pretend wasn’t coming. The shape of want had changed. It was no longer about having him. It was about keeping him.

And I had no idea how.


Chapter 4 — Deeper

The next morning was a study in ordinary bliss. Daniel made coffee, the rich, dark scent of it filling my kitchen, and he kissed me as he handed me a mug, his lips soft and tasting of toothpaste. We sat at my tiny table, our knees touching, and he told me about a client who wanted a custom dining table with a river of resin running through it. I listened, watching his hands move as he spoke, those carpenter’s hands that knew me now in ways that made my stomach flutter. The sunlight cut across the floor, and for a few suspended hours, the ticking clock in my head went silent.

But it was a temporary ceasefire. The anxiety was a low-grade hum under my skin, a constant companion. I found myself cataloguing my body in secret moments. In the shower, I’d run my hands over the new swell of my hips, the full weight of my breasts. This is borrowed, I’d think. This is a rental. The thought was a cold finger tracing my spine.

That afternoon, Daniel had to go to his workshop for a few hours. “Come with me,” he said, lacing his fingers with mine by the front door. “I’ll show you my kingdom of sawdust.”

A part of me wanted to. The other part, the scared, pre-transformation Nora, wanted to hide in my apartment and wait for him to return, to prove he would. But this new body had forged a new courage, or at least the semblance of it. “Okay,” I said.

His workshop was in a converted garage a few blocks away. It was a cathedral of wood and industry. Sunlight streamed through high windows, illuminating motes of dust dancing in the air. The smell was intoxicating—raw cedar, tung oil, the sweet, sharp scent of cut pine. Tools hung in neat rows on a pegboard. Half-finished projects—a chair frame, a carved box—sat on sturdy workbenches.

“This is amazing,” I breathed, running a hand over the smooth surface of a massive slab of walnut.

He watched me, a soft smile on his face. “It’s my sanctuary.” He picked up a piece of sandpaper, running his thumb over its grit. “I always thought… if you were ever curious, I’d bring you here. Before.”

“Before?”

“Before you walked out of your apartment looking like a goddess and short-circuited my brain.”

I laughed, but it felt tight in my throat. “You noticed me before?”

He put the sandpaper down and came to stand in front of me. He cupped my face, his touch so gentle it made my eyes prickle. “Nora. I noticed you carrying boxes of books. I noticed you always wore that blue cardigan when it was chilly. I noticed you had a habit of biting your lower lip when you were concentrating on unlocking your door. I noticed you. I just didn’t have the guts to do anything about it.”

The confession undid me. It was the exact truth I hadn’t known I needed. He’d seen me. The old me. I leaned into his hand, turning my face to kiss his palm. “Show me what you’re working on.”

He showed me the dining table, the epoxy resin a swirl of blues and greens suspended in the wood like a frozen stream. He explained mortise and tenon joints. He let me feel the difference between oak and maple. I listened, fascinated, but my attention kept fracturing. I was hyper-aware of my own presence in this space. Did I look like I belonged here, next to this man of substance and craft? Or was I just a pretty visitor, a temporary ornament?

Later, back at my apartment, the hum of anxiety crescendoed into a sharp, panicked need. I needed to feel desired, irrevocably and physically, as if the intensity of his want could somehow glue this new body to my soul. I needed to push past the tenderness into something raw, to test if this connection was skin-deep or something that could reach my bones.

He was standing by my bookshelf, examining a first edition I’d restored. The late afternoon light gilded his profile. I walked up behind him and pressed my body against his back, sliding my hands around his waist, under his t-shirt. His skin was warm.

“Nora?” he said, his voice a low rumble I felt through my chest.

“I don’t want to talk about wood grain,” I whispered against his spine. I let my hands roam upward, tracing the hard planes of his stomach, his chest. I found his nipples, pinching them lightly through the cotton. He drew in a sharp breath.

He turned in my arms. His dark eyes searched mine, seeing past the bold move to the desperation underneath. He didn’t call me on it. Instead, he met my heat with his own. “What do you want to talk about?”

“I don’t want to talk.”

I kissed him, not softly, but with a hungry, claiming pressure. I poured all my fear, my countdown clock, my aching hope into it. My tongue swept into his mouth, and he groaned, his hands coming up to tangle in my hair. He kissed me back with equal fervor, walking me backward until my shoulders met the bookshelf.

The kiss broke, and we were both breathing heavily. “Tell me what you want,” he said, his voice rough.

“I want you to fuck me,” I said, the words leaving me in a blunt, hot rush. “Right here. I want to feel this bookshelf shaking. I want to forget my own name.”

A dark, approving look flashed in his eyes. “Yes, ma’am.”

He kissed me again, his hands dropping to my hips. He spun me around gently, so I was facing the shelves. His body pressed against me from behind, hard and unyielding. I braced my hands on a shelf, my fingers curling around the spine of a thick dictionary.

His lips found the side of my neck, sucking, biting lightly. One hand slid around my waist, dipping under the waistband of my leggings, under my panties. His fingers parted my folds, and I gasped. I was already wet, aching for him.

“You’re so ready,” he murmured into my ear, his breath hot. He stroked my clit with a firm, knowing circle, and my knees buckled. He held me up with his body, his other arm banding around my waist. “Always so ready for me.”

“Please,” I begged, pushing back against him. The coarse denim of his jeans rubbed against my ass.

He worked his fingers inside me, curling them, and a sharp cry tore from my throat. He fucked me with his hand, his pace relentless, his palm grinding against my clit with every thrust. The pleasure was a white-hot wire, tightening from my core outward. I was babbling, nonsense words and pleas, my forehead pressed against a book titled The History of Silence.

Just as I was teetering on the edge, he withdrew his hand. I whimpered in protest.

“Shhh,” he soothed, kissing my shoulder. I heard the rasp of his zipper, the rustle of clothes. Then his hands were on my hips again, tugging my leggings and panties down just enough. The broad, hot head of his cock pressed against me, not entering, just nudging, teasing.

“Daniel,” I growled, the sound feral.

He chuckled, a dark, delicious sound. “You said you wanted to forget your name. I’m helping.”

He pushed inside. Not slowly, not gently, but with one smooth, deep stroke that filled me completely, that knocked the air from my lungs. I cried out, a raw, unfiltered sound of sheer relief. He held himself there, buried to the hilt, letting me feel every inch of him, the stretch, the perfect, aching fullness.

“God, Nora,” he gritted out, his forehead dropping between my shoulder blades.

Then he began to move. His thrusts were hard, purposeful, each one driving me into the bookshelf. The volumes rattled. His grip on my hips was firm, almost bruising, and I wanted the marks. I wanted proof I’d been here, like this, with him. His pace was punishing, a direct answer to my frantic demand. This wasn’t the sweet, exploratory lovemaking of the night before. This was a claiming. A confirmation.

The sound of our bodies meeting, skin slapping against skin, was obscene and perfect. His grunts, my stifled moans against the books, the creak of the floorboards beneath us—it was a symphony of need. I reached back, grabbing his thigh, pulling him deeper into me with every thrust.

“Touch yourself,” he commanded, his voice strained. “I want to feel you come around me.”

I didn’t hesitate. My hand snaked down, my fingers finding my slick, swollen clit. The dual sensation—the deep, rhythmic invasion of his cock and the sharp, focused circles on my clit—was too much. Pleasure coiled, tight and urgent, in my lower belly.

“I’m… I’m gonna…” I choked out.

“Come,” he said, his thrusts becoming faster, more erratic. “Come for me, Nora. Let go.”

His words were the final key. Release tore through me in one violent snap, a wave of pure, blinding ecstasy crashing through me and wrenching a scream from my throat that was only partly muffled by the books. My body clamped down on his, a series of violent, fluttering contractions that pulled a ragged shout from him. He held himself deep and shuddered, spilling into me as his own climax took him, his chest heaving against my back.

We stayed like that for long moments, panting, the smell of sex and old paper filling the air. The bookshelf had stopped shaking. The world had stopped spinning. For a few blessed seconds, the clock was not just silent; it was gone.

Slowly, carefully, he pulled out and helped me straighten my clothes. He turned me around and gathered me into his arms, holding me tightly against his chest. I could feel his heart hammering against my ear.

“Okay?” he asked softly, his lips in my hair.

I nodded, unable to speak. The panic had receded, replaced by a warm, boneless satiation. But it was a temporary balm. As my breathing evened out, the fear began to seep back in, cold and familiar.

That night, we ordered takeout and ate it in bed, a tangle of limbs and sheets. We talked about everything and nothing. He told me stories about his chaotic family Thanksgivings. I confessed my secret love for terrible reality TV. It was easy. It was perfect.

And that was the problem. The easier it got, the more terrifying it became. I was falling in love with the us we were building. And I was nine days away from demolishing the foundation.

As we got ready for bed, I caught my reflection in the dark window. The tall, curvaceous silhouette was a ghost behind the glass. That’s not you, a voice whispered. He’s falling for her. Who will he see when she’s gone?

We slid under the covers. Daniel pulled me into his side, my head on his chest. His fingers traced idle patterns on my bare arm.

“Daniel?” My voice was small in the dark.

“Hmm?”

“What are you doing next weekend?” The question was a coward’s probe.

He was quiet for a moment. “I’ve got to deliver that table on Saturday morning. Why?”

A week from now. The beginning of the end. “Just wondering,” I murmured.

He shifted, leaning up on an elbow to look down at me. In the dim light from the streetlamp outside, his face was all shadows and concern. “Hey. What’s going on?”

I couldn’t tell him. Saying it out loud would make it real. It would force a conversation I couldn’t bear to have, not yet, not while I was still inside this beautiful, borrowed skin. I wanted one more week of pretending this was forever.

So I lied. I reached up and pulled his face down to mine, kissing him with a slow, deep sweetness. “Nothing,” I whispered against his lips. “I just want you to myself.”

He searched my eyes, and I knew he didn’t entirely believe me. But he accepted the deflection. He kissed me back, his mouth soft and promising. “You have me,” he said simply.

He settled back, holding me close. I listened to his breathing even out into sleep. The panic, held at bay by sex and comfort, now rose in a slow, cold tide. I couldn’t just wait for it to happen. I couldn’t just watch him walk away when the woman in his arms shrank and faded.

An idea, desperate and half-formed, began to take shape in the dark. Vivienne’s envelope was in my dresser. The contract. The terms. What if there was a way to renegotiate? What if the transformation didn’t have to be temporary?

The thought was a lifeline and a abyss all at once. It felt like a betrayal of something—of myself, maybe. But the alternative was losing him. That was unthinkable.

I waited until I was sure Daniel was deeply asleep. Then, with infinite care, I extricated myself from his arms. He murmured but didn’t wake. I padded barefoot to the dresser, the floor cool under my feet. I slid the drawer open as silently as I could.

The creamy envelope was where I’d left it. I took it out, my hands trembling. I didn’t turn on a light. I just stood there in the near-dark, holding it. The single tear stain from the other night was a faint, warped shadow on the paper.

I could call her. Vivienne. I could ask. I could beg.

The clock in my head wasn’t just ticking now. It was a drumbeat, urgent and demanding. I had to know. I had to try.

I slipped the envelope under my pillow and crawled back into bed, curling my body around Daniel’s. I pressed my lips to the warm skin of his shoulder.

“I’ll fix this,” I whispered, a promise to him, to the ghost in the window, to myself.

I just didn’t know what “fixing it” would cost.

I pressed my face into the pillow, inhaling the scent of him that lingered there, and made my decision.

The next morning, I waited until Daniel left for his workshop. The moment the door clicked shut behind him, a frantic energy seized me. I dug the envelope out from under the pillow. My hands were steady now, cold with purpose. I slid a fingernail under the flap and tore it open.

A single, heavy sheet of parchment slid out. The letterhead was elegant, embossed: Made to Measure. The terms were laid out in precise, calligraphic script, just as Vivienne had verbally outlined. Twenty-eight days of transformation. Seventy-two hours of reversion. No extensions, no alterations, no exceptions. At the bottom, in smaller print: The client acknowledges that the transformation is a temporal experience, a glimpse, not a graft. The self cannot be remade from the outside in.

It felt like a verdict. I read it three times, as if the words might rearrange themselves. They didn’t.

My phone felt like a brick in my hand. I pulled up the discreet, plain-number contact Vivienne had given me. I stared at it for a full five minutes, my thumb hovering over the call button. What was I going to say? Please, let me keep this? I’ll pay anything? The inheritance was gone, spent on this. I had nothing to bargain with.

But I had to try.

The phone rang twice before she answered. “Nora.” Her voice was exactly as I remembered: calm, melodic, utterly composed. “I wondered if I might hear from you.”

“Vivienne.” My throat was tight. “I… I need to ask you something. About the terms.”

There was a soft sigh on the other end, not unkind, but weary. “The terms are the terms, my dear. They are not negotiable.”

“But why?” The question burst out of me, plaintive and childish. “Why can’t it be permanent? If the process works, if it’s safe…”

“It is safe. And it works perfectly. For twenty-eight days.” Her tone softened a fraction. “Nora, listen to me. The experience we offer is precisely calibrated. It is a glimpse, a taste. The power of it lies in its impermanence. It forces a… reckoning. A permanent alteration would be a crutch, not a revelation. It would allow you to avoid the very work the experience is meant to catalyze.”

“I don’t understand,” I whispered, tears of frustration pricking my eyes. “What work?”

“The work of being Nora. With or without the new silhouette.” She paused. “How is your glimpse proceeding?”

The question was a needle to my heart. “It’s… it’s wonderful. And it’s terrible. I met someone. I’m… I’m in love with him.”

“Ah.” The sound was full of understanding. “And you believe he is in love with the glimpse.”

“I don’t know what he’s in love with!” I realized I was pacing, my free hand gripping my elbow. “How could I possibly know? He says he noticed me before, but he never acted before. Now he has. Now he looks at me like I’m… like I’m everything. What happens when I’m not everything anymore? What happens when I’m just me again?”

“That,” Vivienne said gently, “is the question, isn’t it? The only one that matters.”

I slumped onto the edge of the bed, defeated. “So there’s nothing you can do?”

“I cannot change the nature of the service. But I can offer you this piece of advice, Nora: trust your glimpse. Not just the power it gave you, but the clarity. You saw what you wanted and you reached for it. That courage is yours now, not the body’s. Use it. Have the difficult conversation. If this man’s feeling is true, it will not be dependent on a measurement.”

It was no comfort. It was the opposite of what I wanted to hear. I wanted a solution, a transaction, a way to pay for more time. She was offering me philosophy.

“Thank you,” I said hollowly.

“Be well, Nora. And remember—the clock is not your enemy. It is your teacher.”

The line went dead. I sat there for a long time, the phone in my lap, the contract beside me. The cold, hard truth settled into my bones. There was no loophole. No extension. In nine days, the reversion would begin. In twelve, I would be exactly as I was.

The panic was a live wire now, sparking under my skin. I couldn’t sit still. I showered, the water scalding hot, as if I could wash away the dread. I dressed in one of the new, confidence-boosting outfits—a soft, cashmere sweater that clung to my curves, jeans that made my legs look a mile long. I looked in the mirror. The woman staring back was beautiful, desirable. She was also a walking expiration date.

I needed to get out. I needed to not be alone with my thoughts. I texted Daniel. Need some air. Going for a walk. See you tonight?

His reply was almost immediate. Everything okay? Want company?

Just need to clear my head. I’ll be back for dinner. I added a heart emoji, a pathetic attempt at normalcy.

Okay. Be safe. I’ll be here. Another heart.

His steadiness was both an anchor and a weight. He was so good. So present. How could I possibly tell him the woman he was falling for was a temporary illusion?

I walked for hours, aimlessly, through neighborhoods I didn’t know. I watched other couples, ordinary in their togetherness, and ached with a venomous envy. They didn’t have a clock ticking in their heads. They could plan for next month, next year. I was living in an hourglass, watching the sand drain away.

When I finally turned back toward my apartment, the afternoon sun was low and golden. My feet were sore, but the frantic energy had burned down to a numb resignation. As I approached my building, I saw Daniel’s truck parked out front. He was leaning against the driver’s side door, arms crossed, watching for me. He pushed off as I drew near.

“Hey,” he said, his dark eyes scanning my face. “Long walk.”

“Yeah.”

He didn’t ask if I was okay. He just opened his arms. I walked into them, burying my face in his chest, breathing in the scent of sawdust and soap. He held me tightly, one hand cradling the back of my head.

“Whatever it is,” he murmured into my hair, “we can handle it.”

The words were a blade twisting in my gut. I pulled back, forcing a smile. “I’m just… in my head. It’s nothing. Hungry?”

He studied me for a moment longer, then nodded. “Starving. I brought stuff to make pasta.”

We cooked together in my small kitchen, a dance of elbows and laughter that felt both precious and fragile. He chopped garlic, his hands confident and sure. I stirred the simmering sauce. We bumped hips, stole kisses, and for a while, the performance of normalcy almost felt real.

But as we sat down to eat, the silence between us grew heavy, charged with everything I wasn’t saying. He reached across the table and took my hand, his thumb stroking my knuckles.

“Nora. Talk to me.”

I looked down at our joined hands. His were rough, capable, dotted with tiny nicks and scars. Mine, for now, were smooth and elegant. A perfect mismatch.

“I’m scared,” I said finally, the truth a small, broken thing.

“Of what?”

Of losing you. Of you seeing me shrink away. Of this being a beautiful dream I have to wake up from. I couldn’t say any of it. So I said the thing closest to the truth. “That this is too good to be true. That I’m going to… mess it up.”

He squeezed my hand. “You can’t mess up something that’s just true. This is true, Nora. You and me. Right here.”

The conviction in his voice was a lifeline I was too terrified to grab. I just nodded, my throat too tight for words.

After dinner, we cleaned up, the domesticity of it a sweet agony. When the last dish was dried, he turned to me, leaning back against the counter. “I have to tell you something.”

My heart stuttered. “Okay.”

“I have a job,” he said. “A big one. Out of state. A restoration project on an old lodge. They need me for three weeks.”

The floor dropped out from under me. Three weeks. The reversion would be long over by then. He’d be gone, and when he came back… I’d be me.

“When?” My voice was a thread.

“They want me to start in ten days.”

Nine days until the fade began. He’d be gone before he even saw it start. A hysterical, desperate thought bubbled up: Maybe it’s better this way. Maybe he can leave loving this version of me, and I can… I can let him go. It was the coward’s path, and it tasted like ash.

“That’s… that’s amazing,” I managed. “You should go.”

He pushed off the counter and came to stand in front of me. “It is amazing. But the timing sucks. I don’t want to leave you.” He cupped my face. “Come with me.”

The offer was so unexpected, so utterly perfect and impossible, that I actually took a step back. “What?”

“Come with me. The lodge is in the mountains. It’s beautiful. You could bring your work, set up a little office. We could be together. No hallway between us.”

Tears flooded my eyes, hot and immediate. He was offering me a future. A continuation. And I couldn’t take it. Because in three weeks, I wouldn’t be the woman he was inviting. I’d be a stranger sharing his bed.

“I… I can’t,” I choked out, the words tearing something vital inside me. “My job… the archive project… I’m in the middle of it.” The lie was flimsy and transparent.

The light in his eyes dimmed, just a fraction. He masked it quickly, but I saw it. The flicker of doubt. The first crack. “Oh. Okay. I just thought…”

“It’s a wonderful thought,” I said, stepping forward, wrapping my arms around his neck, clinging to him. “It’s the most wonderful thought. And I want to. So much. But I can’t.”

He held me, his hands warm and solid on my back. “It’s okay,” he said, but his voice had a new distance in it. “It was a crazy idea.”

It wasn’t crazy. It was a dream. And I’d just shut the door on it.

The rest of the evening passed in a haze of quiet desperation. We moved to the couch. He put on a movie, but neither of us watched it. I sat with my legs draped over his lap, his hand resting on my calf, his thumb absently stroking my skin. Every point of contact felt like a memory I was already mourning.

The need to connect with him, to feel him, to prove this was real now, became a physical ache. I turned toward him, cutting off the view of the television. I took his face in my hands and kissed him, a deep, searching kiss that held all my fear and longing.

He responded immediately, his hands coming up to my waist, pulling me onto his lap so I straddled him. The kiss deepened, turning hungry, desperate. We were both saying things with our mouths, our hands, that we couldn’t say with words.

I pulled back, breathing heavily. “I want you,” I said, the words raw. “I need to feel you.”

He stood up with me in his arms, carrying me to the bedroom without breaking our kiss. He laid me down on the bed and followed me down, his body covering mine. This time, there was no frantic edge, no bookshelf-rattling urgency. This was slower, deeper, a communion.

He undressed me with a reverence that made my heart crack. He kissed every new curve, every inch of this borrowed skin, as if he were memorizing it. His mouth on my breasts, his tongue circling my nipples, sent shivers of pleasure and grief through me. He moved down my body, his hands spreading my thighs, and put his mouth on me.

The first slow, deliberate stroke of his tongue against my clit made me cry out, my fingers twisting in the sheets. This wasn’t just foreplay. This was a worship. He licked and sucked with a focused intensity that built the pleasure in a slow, inexorable wave. He slid two fingers inside me, curling them, finding a rhythm with his tongue that had me arching off the bed, my heels digging into his back.

“Daniel… please…” I begged, but I didn’t know what I was begging for. For release? For time to stop? For this to mean what I needed it to mean?

He gave me the release. My orgasm rolled through me, a deep, shuddering convulsion that wrung a sob from my throat. He stayed with me through it, his tongue gentle now, soothing, until the last tremor passed.

Then he moved up my body, kissing my stomach, my breasts, my throat, before finally finding my mouth. I could taste myself on his lips, salty and intimate. He was hard, his cock pressing insistently against my thigh.

“Eyes on me,” he whispered.

I opened my eyes. His face was above mine, shadowed in the dim room, his expression utterly serious. “I see you, Nora.”

The words were a balm and a poison. He thought he did.

I reached between us, wrapping my hand around his cock, guiding him to my entrance. “I need you inside me,” I breathed. “Now.”

He pushed in slowly, so slowly, filling me inch by devastating inch. Once he was fully seated, he stopped, his forehead resting against mine. We stayed like that, joined, breathing the same air. The connection was profound, terrifying. I wrapped my legs around his hips, locking him to me.

He began to move, a slow, deep roll of his hips that stroked something deep inside me with every thrust. It was not the frantic pace of before. This was a claiming of a different kind. This was a man making love to a woman he cared for, and every movement was a promise I knew he couldn’t keep.

I met him thrust for thrust, my hands roaming over the muscles of his back, the sweat-slicked skin of his shoulders. I kissed his neck, his jaw, his mouth. Our breathing synced, became ragged. The world narrowed to this bed, this man, this feeling of being utterly filled, utterly known.

The second orgasm built without my seeking it, a pressure growing from my core, spreading out in warm, liquid waves. “I’m close,” I gasped against his lips.

“Come with me,” he groaned, his pace increasing slightly, his control fraying.

It was the trigger. Pleasure broke over me all at once, and my body convulsed around his, a series of deep, pulsing contractions that pulled a guttural cry from him. I felt his own release, the hot surge of him, and I held him as he shuddered, my own climax milking him through every pulse.

He collapsed on top of me, warm and solid, both of us wrung out. We lay tangled together, sweat-slick and spent, for a long time. The room was quiet except for the sound of our breathing slowing.

Eventually, he rolled to the side, taking me with him so I was curled against his chest. He stroked my hair.

“Nora,” he said, his voice thick with sleep and emotion. “Whatever it is… you can tell me. I’m not going anywhere.”

The lie was a stone in my throat. He was going somewhere. In ten days. And I was going somewhere else, back into a skin he might not recognize.

I just pressed closer, listening to the steady beat of his heart. The clock ticked on, relentless. I had one week left of this borrowed body, of his borrowed love. One week to find a way to make it real, or to find the courage to let it go.

As his breathing deepened into sleep, I stared into the darkness. The desperation had hardened into a cold, clear resolve. I couldn’t tell him the truth. Not yet. The risk was too great. But I couldn’t just let him leave, either.

I had one week to make him fall so in love with me—with Nora, the person inside this temporary shell—that when the shell changed, the love would remain.

It was a terrible plan. It was my only plan.

I closed my eyes, the rhythm of his heart a lullaby and a countdown. The sand was running out, and I was clutching at every grain.


Chapter 5 — The Fade

The first change was so subtle I thought I’d imagined it.

I was standing in Daniel’s kitchen a week later, leaning against the counter and watching him chop vegetables for dinner. He was telling a story about a client who wanted a dining table carved from a single slab of walnut, his hands moving with confident, practiced grace. The late afternoon sun caught the dust motes dancing in the air between us, and I felt a pang of such perfect, piercing happiness it stole my breath. This. This was what I’d wanted.

I shifted my weight, and my heel wobbled slightly in my shoe. I’d worn a pair of strappy sandals I’d bought with my new, longer legs in mind. I’d practiced walking in them for an hour in my own apartment, feeling both ridiculous and powerful. Now, I looked down. The arch of my foot, the line of my ankle—it all looked the same. But the shoe felt… looser. Like the strap around my heel had too much give.

I pushed the thought away. New shoes. They stretched.

But that night, in Daniel’s bed, I felt it again. He was on his side, tracing the swell of my hip, his touch languid and worshipful. I lay on my stomach, my face turned toward him, savoring the simple pleasure of his fingers on my skin.

“You have the most incredible curve here,” he murmured, his finger dipping into the indent of my waist before smoothing over the rise of my hip. “Like a piece of sculpture.”

His words were meant to be a compliment, but they sent a cold shock through me. Sculpture. Something shaped, not born. Something that could be unmade.

I shifted under his touch, turning onto my back to see his face. “You like it?” I asked, the question lighter than I felt.

“I love it,” he said, leaning down to kiss me. It was deep and slow, a conversation without words. His hand slid from my hip to my breast, his thumb brushing over my nipple. A shiver ran through me, desire instantly pushing the cold fear aside. This was real. He was real.

He moved over me, his weight settling between my thighs, and I opened for him without thought. The first push of his cock was a homecoming, a perfect, stretching fullness that made me gasp. He moved slowly at first, his eyes locked on mine, his forearms braced on either side of my head. The room was dark, the only light a streetlamp glow filtering through his blinds, painting stripes across his back.

“Look at you,” he breathed, his rhythm deepening. “God, Nora. You’re so beautiful.”

I arched beneath him, my hands gripping his shoulders. I focused on the feeling, the hot slide of him inside me, the friction of his body against my clit with every thrust. I chased the feeling, trying to outrun the ticking clock in my head. This is mine. This is now.

I came with a choked cry, my body clenching around him, the pleasure sharp and almost painful in its intensity. He followed a moment later, his own release shuddering through him, his groan muffled against my neck.

After, as we lay tangled in the sweaty sheets, I traced the line of his spine. My fingers felt clumsy. Or maybe my hand felt… smaller. I clenched it into a fist.

“Daniel?” I said softly.

“Hmm?”

“If I… changed. Not my personality, but… physically. If I looked different than I do right now. What would you do?”

He rolled onto his side, propping his head on his hand. His dark eyes were serious. “Are you planning on getting a face tattoo?”

I managed a weak smile. “No.”

“Good. I’m terrible with a tattoo gun.” He reached out and tucked a strand of hair behind my ear. “Nora, I like you. This,” he gestured between us, “isn’t about what you look like. It’s about who you are when you’re with me. The way you listen. The way you bite your lip when you’re thinking. The way you laugh like you’re surprised by it.” He kissed my forehead. “You could look like a garden gnome tomorrow and I’d still want to make you come on my couch.”

It was the right answer. It was the perfect answer. And it made the stone of dread in my stomach grow heavier. Because he thought it was a hypothetical. He had no idea that the garden gnome version of me was not just a possibility, but an impending reality.

Two days later, the changes were undeniable.

I was getting dressed for a dinner date with Daniel—a real one, at a restaurant, not takeout on his floor. I stood in front of my full-length mirror, trying to zip up a little black dress I’d bought during my first heady week of transformation. It had fit like a second skin then, hugging every new curve. Now, the fabric bagged slightly at my waist. The neckline gaped a little. I stared at my reflection, my heart hammering against my ribs.

My face was still mostly the same—the atelier’s work had been subtler there, refining rather than reconstructing. But my cheekbones seemed less sharp. My jawline softer. My eyes, my same hazel eyes, looked too large for my face, like they were reclaiming territory.

I unzipped the dress and let it fall to the floor. I stood naked before the glass, performing a ruthless inventory.

My height was the same, but my proportions were shifting. The lush fullness of my breasts had diminished, not drastically, but noticeably. The dramatic swell of my hips had softened, the curve gentler, less pronounced. My waist was thicker. It was me—the old me—slowly reasserting herself from the inside out, like a photograph developing in reverse.

A sob caught in my throat. I covered my mouth with a hand that looked familiar, the knuckles a little more prominent, the fingers a little shorter than they’d been for the past month. The sand was not just running out; the hourglass was cracking.

I couldn’t go to dinner like this. He would see. He would know.

I texted him, my fingers trembling. Caught a migraine coming on. Raincheck? So sorry.

His reply was immediate. Of course. Do you need anything? Soup? Drugs? A quiet carpenter to rub your temples?

Just quiet, I typed back. Talk tomorrow.

Feel better, beautiful.

The word “beautiful” felt like a taunt.

I didn’t leave my apartment for the next forty-eight hours. I called in sick to work. I ignored Daniel’s gentle check-in texts. I just watched it happen.

It wasn’t a violent, painful metamorphosis. It was a quiet retreat. My body was a tide going out, leaving behind the familiar, unremarkable shoreline of Nora Ellison, archivist, wallflower, woman who had never been looked at twice. The woman Daniel had looked at, and looked past, for years.

On the third morning, I knew I couldn’t hide any longer. The reversion was about eighty percent complete. I was essentially myself again, just… tired. Weary in my bones. The only remnants of the transformation were a faint, lingering sense of otherness in my posture, and my eyes, which still held a strange, defiant light in a face that had settled back into its old patterns.

I put on my old uniform—dark jeans, a simple grey sweater, flat shoes. I looked in the mirror. Plain. Slight. Mousy-brown hair pulled into a messy bun. The woman from the atelier’s mirror was a ghost.

I had to tell him. Before he saw for himself. Before he looked at me with pity or, worse, disappointment.

I walked across the hall and knocked on his door. My knuckles barely made a sound. I knocked again, harder.

The door swung open. Daniel stood there in a faded t-shirt and work pants, a pencil behind his ear. He looked concerned. “Nora. Hey. I’ve been worried. Are you okay?”

He hadn’t recoiled. He hadn’t frowned in confusion. He just saw me and was worried.

“Can I come in?” My voice was small.

“Of course.” He stepped back, ushering me inside. The familiar scent of wood and citrus wrapped around me. He led me to the couch. “Sit. You want tea? You look pale.”

“Daniel, I need to tell you something.” The words tumbled out in a rush. “And it’s going to sound insane.”

He sat down next to me, turning his body to face me, his full attention on my face. “Okay.”

I took a deep, shuddering breath. “A month ago, I went to a place. An atelier called ‘Made to Measure.’ It’s… it’s a service. They… they remake you. Physically. For a limited time.” I couldn’t look at him. I stared at my hands, clenched in my lap. “I used some inheritance money. I was just so tired of being invisible. Of being passed over. Of… of wanting things I was too afraid to reach for.” My eyes flicked up to his. “Like you.”

His expression was unreadable. He hadn’t moved.

“The woman you’ve been with for the past few weeks,” I whispered, the tears starting then, hot and shameful. “That was the remake. The temporary version. This,” I gestured weakly at myself, “is the original. The one that’s always been here. Across the hall. The one you never noticed.”

The silence in the room was absolute. I could hear the hum of his refrigerator.

He finally moved. He reached out and took one of my hands. His touch was warm, firm. “Nora.”

“I’m so sorry,” I choked out. “I should have told you. I was going to tell you. But then I fell for you, and I was so scared that if you knew it was borrowed, you’d stop…”

“Hey,” he said softly, his thumb stroking my knuckles. “Look at me.”

I forced my eyes to his. They were dark, warm, and utterly focused.

“The first time I really saw you,” he said slowly, “was the night you came back from that bar. You were standing in the hallway, looking like a force of nature. But that’s not when I noticed you.” He squeezed my hand. “I noticed you the day you moved in. Three years ago. You were struggling with a box of books, and I offered to help. You smiled at me, this shy, fleeting thing, and you said, ‘I’ve got it, but thank you.’ Your voice was quiet, but it had this… this steadiness to it. I noticed you every time I saw you after that. I just never had the goddamn nerve to do anything about it. I told myself you were out of my league. Too smart, too quiet, too beautiful in a way that didn’t need to shout about it.”

I stared at him, my tears drying on my cheeks.

“The body was… Christ, Nora, it was incredible,” he said, his voice rough with honesty. “You were a fantasy come to life. But it was always you. The way you challenged me when I was being an idiot about a client. The way your nose scrunches when you’re trying not to laugh. The way you feel in my arms when you let your guard down.” He brought my hand to his lips and kissed my palm. “That was never the remake. That was always you.”

The relief that washed through me was so profound it felt like a physical collapse. I slumped forward, my forehead coming to rest against his shoulder. He wrapped his arms around me, holding me tightly.

“So,” he murmured into my hair. “The clock’s run out, huh?”

I nodded against his shoulder. “It’s almost gone.”

He pulled back, his hands cupping my face. His thumbs wiped away the last of my tears. “Good.”

I blinked. “Good?”

“Yeah. Because I’ve been wanting to do this since the day you moved in.” He leaned in and kissed me.

It wasn’t like our other kisses. Those had been hungry, passionate, fueled by novelty and a kind of desperate heat. This kiss was slow. Deep. Certain. It was a claiming of something that had always been there, waiting. My old body responded with a ferocity that shocked me. My hands came up to tangle in his hair, pulling him closer. A low groan vibrated in his chest.

He broke the kiss, his breathing ragged. His eyes searched mine, and what he saw there must have answered his question. He stood, pulling me up with him. Without a word, he led me to his bedroom.

The afternoon light streamed in, harsh and real. There was no hiding in this light. He stopped beside the bed and turned to face me. His gaze traveled over me—my grey sweater, my jeans, my ordinary face—with a heat that left me breathless.

“I want to see you,” he said, his voice a low rumble. “The real you. All of you.”

My fingers trembled as I pulled the sweater over my head. I unbuttoned my jeans and pushed them down, stepping out of them. I stood before him in just my simple cotton underwear and bra, utterly exposed, utterly myself.

He didn’t speak. He just looked. And the look in his eyes wasn’t one of nostalgic comparison or resigned acceptance. It was pure, unadulterated want.

“You’re breathtaking,” he whispered.

Then his hands were on me, and his mouth was on mine, and we were falling onto the bed in a tangle of limbs. He kissed me like he was mapping a new territory, one he’d been dreaming of for years. His hands slid under my back, fumbling with the clasp of my bra. He got it open, and the fabric fell away. His breath hitched.

“Nora,” he murmured, his mouth leaving mine to trail down my neck, over my collarbone. He took one of my small, unremarkable breasts into his hand, his thumb brushing over the nipple. A sharp, electric pleasure shot through me. He lowered his head and took the peak into his mouth, sucking gently.

I cried out, my back arching off the bed. The sensation was more intense than I remembered, more focused. My hands fisted in the sheets. He lavished attention on one breast, then the other, until I was writhing beneath him, a raw nerve of need.

His hand slid down my stomach, over the plain cotton of my panties. He palmed me through the fabric, and I bucked against his hand. “Please,” I gasped, the word torn from somewhere deep inside.

He hooked his fingers in the waistband and dragged my underwear down my legs. Then he settled between my thighs, pushing them apart. He looked at me, at my naked, ordinary pussy, and the reverence in his gaze was more transformative than anything Vivienne’s atelier had done.

“So perfect,” he breathed, and then he lowered his mouth to me.

The first touch of his tongue on my clit was a lightning strike. I jerked, a sharp cry escaping my lips. He held my hips down, his grip firm, and licked into me with a single-minded focus that shattered my thoughts. He explored me with his tongue, learning the shape of me, the texture, the taste. He circled my clit, then sucked it gently between his lips.

“Daniel… I can’t…” I was babbling, my hips moving against his mouth of their own accord. The climax built quickly, a tight, coiling pressure in my core that had nothing to do with fantasy and everything to do with the man between my legs who wanted me.

He slid a finger inside me, then two, curling them upward. The combined sensation of his mouth and his fingers was too much. I came with a broken scream, my body convulsing, my vision whiting out. He rode the waves of my orgasm, his tongue gentle now, lapping at me until the last tremors subsided.

Before I could fully catch my breath, he was moving up my body, shedding his clothes. His cock sprang free, hard and thick and leaking. He knelt between my thighs, his eyes locked on mine.

“You’re sure?” he asked, the head of his cock pressing against my entrance.

I reached for him, pulling him down to me. “I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life.”

He pushed inside.

The feeling was different. Not better or worse. Just… profound. This was my body, the one I’d lived in for thirty-one years, accepting him. Stretching for him. The fit was perfect. He filled me completely, a deep, anchoring presence.

He began to move, a slow, rocking rhythm that was less about frenzy and more about connection. Our eyes stayed open, locked together. I could see every flicker of emotion on his face—the awe, the tenderness, the fierce, protective joy.

“This is you,” he whispered, his voice strained with the effort of holding back. “This is real.”

“This is me,” I echoed, my voice cracking.

He lowered his head to kiss me, and the pace changed. His thrusts became deeper, more urgent. I wrapped my legs around his waist, meeting him stroke for stroke. The friction was exquisite, a building fire in my belly. I could feel my second climax approaching, a slower, deeper wave than the first.

“Come with me,” I pleaded, my nails digging into his shoulders.

He nodded, his rhythm becoming erratic. I reached between us, finding my clit, and circled it with slick fingers. The touch sent me over the edge. My orgasm rolled through me in a warm, golden tide, pulling a long, low moan from my throat. He followed instantly, his own release pulsing into me with a shuddering groan, his body collapsing onto mine.

We lay like that for a long time, a tangle of sweat-slick limbs, our hearts hammering against each other. The sun had moved across the room, painting the wall in shades of gold.

Eventually, he rolled to his side, taking me with him. He tucked my head under his chin, his arms tight around me.

“So,” he said into my hair, his voice still a little rough. “What happens now?”

I nestled closer. The fear was gone. In its place was a steady, quiet certainty. “Now,” I said, “I think we order some truly terrible Thai food. And you tell me about that walnut table client again.”

He laughed, the sound rumbling in his chest. “I can do that.”

I tilted my head back to look at him. “And after that… we figure out the rest. Together.”

He kissed me, soft and sweet. “Together.”

The word hung in the air, a promise. The atelier’s magic was gone, faded back into the city’s forgotten corners. But something else had taken its place, something real and solid and built not for a night, but for a lifetime. I was back in my own skin. And for the first time, it felt like home.


Chapter 6 — Hers

The evening dissolved into a haze of takeout containers and laughter. Daniel did tell me about the walnut table client, embellishing the story until I was crying with laughter on his couch. We ate straight from the cartons, our feet tangled together, and it felt more intimate than any of our previous, more fevered encounters. This was the bedrock, the quiet space beneath the fireworks.

Later, as we lay in bed, the streetlamp glow painting familiar stripes on the ceiling, I traced the lines of his face with my finger.

“You really noticed me?” I asked, the question lingering from earlier. “That first day?”

He turned his head, catching my finger and pressing a kiss to the tip. “I told you I did.”

“But you never said anything.”

“I was an idiot.” He sighed, pulling me closer so my head rested on his shoulder. “I convinced myself you’d say no. That I’d make things awkward. Hell, I even dated a few people, trying to get you out of my head. It never worked.”

A possessive thrill shot through me. “Who?”

He chuckled. “No one you knew. No one who mattered.” His hand stroked my arm. “What about you? Was there ever anyone…?”

I shook my head against his skin. “No. Not really. A few bad dates. One guy from the museum who talked about his ex-wife’s porcelain doll collection for two hours.” I paused. “It was always you. A quiet, hopeless crush from across the hall.”

He squeezed me. “Not so hopeless now.”

I traced a finger along his collarbone, emboldened by the dark and the closeness of it. “Were you ever scared? These last few weeks. Watching me turn into someone you weren’t sure you’d get to keep.”

He was quiet long enough that I thought he might not answer. “Every day,” he said finally. “You remember I told you about the lake. Falling in. Not knowing which way was up.” His hand found mine in the dark, laced our fingers together. “That’s what the last month felt like. Every night I fell for you a little further and had no idea if I’d hit bottom or just keep sinking. I kept waiting for the day you’d tell me it was over—that you’d found someone who fit the new life better than a guy who smells like sawdust.”

“There was never anyone else,” I said, my throat tight.

“I know that now.” He pressed a kiss to my temple. “Didn’t stop me being scared, though. I just decided I’d rather drown in this than never have jumped in at all.”

I turned in his arms until I could see his face in the dim light, this ordinary, extraordinary man who had been quietly terrified right alongside me the whole time, and had shown up anyway, every single night. “We’re both idiots,” I said. “We should have just told each other.”

“Yeah,” he said, low and rough, and I felt the laugh move through his chest under my palm. “We should have.”

We slept deeply that night, a sleep without dreams or clocks. In the morning, I woke before him. The light was soft and grey. I lay still, cataloging my body. The slight ache between my thighs from last night was a pleasant reminder. The feel of the sheets against my skin was familiar. The gentle curve of my own hip under my hand was mine. The last vestiges of the transformation were gone, faded like a dream upon waking. I was just me.

Daniel stirred, his arm tightening around my waist. “Morning,” he mumbled into my hair.

“Morning.”

He opened one eye. “You’re thinking too loudly.”

“I’m not thinking anything.”

“Liar.” He rolled onto his back, rubbing a hand over his face. “It’s Saturday. I have no clients. You have no archive. What’s the plan, Boss?”

The old me would have demurred, suggested he pick, worried about being an inconvenience. The new me—the real me, fortified by his words, by his hands, by his cock inside me—smiled. “I want pancakes. Thick, stupid pancakes. And then I want to see your workshop.”

He grinned. “You drive a hard bargain. Pancakes and power tools. My two great loves.”

“In that order?” I teased, propping myself up on an elbow.

He grabbed me and pulled me on top of him. “The order is flexible,” he said, and kissed me.

We made the pancakes together in his kitchen, a sticky, flour-dusted collaboration that felt like a sacrament. He showed me how he liked his batter just a little lumpy. I showed him the trick of adding a dash of vanilla. We ate them at his small table, drenched in syrup, and the world felt simple and bright.

After breakfast, we crossed the hall to my apartment so I could change. I hesitated at my own door, the key in my hand. My sanctuary, my hiding place. It felt different now. Daniel stood behind me, his hands resting on my shoulders.

“It’s just a door,” he murmured.

I unlocked it and pushed it open.

The air inside was still, slightly stale from being closed up for days. The space seemed smaller than I remembered, shabbier. My books were neatly ordered on their shelves, my furniture clean and spare. It was the apartment of someone who didn’t expect visitors.

Daniel walked in behind me, not commenting, just taking it in. He went to the bookshelf, scanning the spines. “You read all these?”

“Most of them.”

He nodded, pulling out a volume on Art Deco architecture. “Can I borrow this?”

The simple request broke the last of my tension. “Of course.”

I changed into old jeans and one of his t-shirts I’d stolen the night before. It swam on me, but I liked the way it smelled like him. When I came out of the bedroom, he was standing by the window, looking out.

“Ready?” he asked.

His workshop was in a converted garage a twenty-minute walk away. It was a space of organized chaos—sawdust-covered floors, tools hanging on pegboards, the rich, resinous smell of wood everywhere. Half-finished projects stood on sawhorses: a chair with elegant, tapered legs, a cabinet with dovetail joints exposed like secrets.

“This is incredible,” I said, running a hand over the smooth surface of the chair.

“It’s a mess,” he said, but his voice was proud.

He showed me his tools, explaining their purposes. The bandsaw, the planer, the collection of chisels he kept honed to a razor’s edge. He put a piece of scrap oak in a vice and showed me how to use a hand plane, guiding my hands over the wood, his chest pressed against my back. The shavings curled away in a perfect, delicate ribbon.

“See?” he said, his voice in my ear. “You’ve got the touch.”

It wasn’t about the wood. It was about his faith. I leaned back against him, turning my head to kiss his jaw. The tool was forgotten. He spun me around, my back against the workbench, and kissed me deeply, the taste of coffee and maple syrup still on his tongue.

His hands slid under the oversized t-shirt, finding my bare skin. He cupped my breasts, his thumbs circling my nipples through the thin cotton of my bra. A soft sound escaped me, lost in his mouth.

“Here?” I breathed when we broke apart. The workshop door was open to the alley, the sounds of the city filtering in.

“Right here,” he growled, his hands moving to the button of my jeans.

He pushed them down, along with my underwear, in one rough, efficient motion. The cool air of the workshop hit my skin, raising goosebumps. He turned me around, bending me gently over the smooth, finished top of the workbench. The wood was cool and solid beneath my forearms.

“You’re so beautiful,” he said, his voice thick. His hands ran down my back, over the curve of my ass. He spread me open, and I felt utterly exposed, vulnerable, and more turned on than I’d ever been.

I heard the rustle of his clothes, the sound of his zipper. Then the blunt, hot head of his cock was pressing against my entrance. He didn’t ask. He knew. He pushed inside with one slow, deep stroke that filled me completely.

A gasp was punched from my lungs. This position was different, deeper. I gripped the edge of the bench, the wood biting into my palms.

He set a relentless pace from the start, his hands gripping my hips, holding me in place. Each thrust drove me forward against the bench, a sweet, rough friction. The sounds were obscene and glorious—the slap of his skin against mine, my ragged moans, his low grunts.

“Touch yourself,” he commanded, his voice strained.

I obeyed, one hand snaking between my legs. My fingers found my clit, slick and swollen. The dual sensation of him inside me and my own touch was overwhelming. The climax built quickly, a tight, hot coil in my belly.

“Daniel, I’m going to—”

“Come,” he ordered, his thrusts becoming harder, faster. “Come on my cock, Nora. Let me feel you.”

His words were the trigger. My orgasm ripped through me, a silent scream tearing from my throat as my body clenched around him in violent pulses. He fucked me through it, prolonging the waves of pleasure until they bordered on pain. Then his rhythm fractured. With a final, deep thrust, he groaned, his body shuddering as he emptied himself inside me.

We stayed like that for a long moment, both of us panting, connected. He leaned over me, bracing his hands on the bench on either side of mine, his forehead resting between my shoulder blades.

“Christ,” he breathed.

He slowly pulled out, and I felt the hot trickle of him down my thigh. He helped me stand, my legs wobbly. He righted my clothes with a tenderness that contrasted sharply with the ferocity of moments before, then pulled his own jeans up.

We didn’t speak. We just held each other in the middle of the sawdust and sunlight, our hearts slowing together.

Later, back at his apartment, as we lay on the couch in a contented heap, my phone buzzed on the coffee table. A number I didn’t recognize. I let it go to voicemail.

A minute later, a text appeared from the same number.

Ms. Ellison. Vivienne Marchetti. I trust you are well. A courtesy reminder: your transformation has concluded. All contractual obligations are fulfilled. Should you wish to discuss a renewal or a different specification, our doors are open. Otherwise, we wish you well in your continued journey. V.M.

I stared at the screen. It felt like a message from another life, a ghost tapping at the window.

“What is it?” Daniel asked, feeling me tense.

I showed him the phone.

He read the text, his expression unreadable. Then he handed the phone back to me. “Are you going to reply?”

I thought about it. About the power I’d felt, the heady rush of being seen. About the fear that had followed it, the terrible, ticking loneliness. I thought about the man next to me, who saw me when I was invisible, and who wanted me when I was just myself.

“No,” I said, and deleted the message. “That chapter is closed.”

He pulled me into his side, kissing my temple. “Good.”

But the message had stirred something. A final, lingering doubt. That night, as we got ready for bed, it surfaced.

“Daniel?” I said, brushing my teeth at his sink. He was behind me, shirtless, flossing with intense focus.

“Hmm?”

“The… the way I looked before. The transformation.” I spat out the toothpaste. “Did you prefer it?”

He stopped flossing and met my eyes in the mirror. “It was a fantasy,” he said carefully. “It was like dating a movie star. Incredible. A thrill.” He tossed the floss and put his hands on my shoulders, turning me to face him. “But this,” he said, his gaze sweeping over my face, my old t-shirt, my ordinary body, “this is the woman I’m in love with. The one I want to wake up with. The one whose weird archival facts I want to listen to for the next fifty years.”

My breath caught. “Love?”

He smiled, a slow, sure smile. “Yeah, Nora. Love. Is that okay?”

The word settled in my chest, warm and solid. “It’s more than okay.”

He kissed me, minty and sweet. “Then that’s that.”

We made love again that night, in his bed, and it was slow enough to feel like vow-making. He undressed me without hurry, his mouth finding the same ordinary landscape he’d already learned twice over now—the small breasts, the soft stomach, the mole on my hip that had outlasted every measurement the atelier had ever taken. When he finally settled over me and pushed inside, I hooked my legs around him and held his face in both hands so he couldn’t look anywhere but at me.

“Say it again,” I whispered.

“I love you.” He said it against my mouth, punctuating each slow, grinding thrust. “I love you. I love you, Nora.”

I felt it everywhere—not just where we were joined, but in the reckless, unguarded way he said my name, like it was the only word he still trusted. Vivienne’s voice came back to me, faint and strange, from a life that already felt like someone else’s: the eyes are the anchor. She’d meant it as a rule of her craft, the one true thing the atelier could never touch. But looking up at Daniel now, his gaze locked on mine in the dark, I understood it differently. She hadn’t just been telling me what would stay the same when everything else changed. She’d been telling me where to look.

He rocked into me, slow and devastating, one arm sliding beneath me to angle my hips higher, taking me deeper with unhurried, deliberate care. I told him what I wanted—harder, right there, don’t stop—and he gave it to me exactly as I asked, reading the catch in my breath, the tightening of my thighs around his waist, the way I bit my own lip when the pleasure crested too fast to name. This wasn’t conquest, and it wasn’t proof of anything. It was two people, plainly known to each other, choosing this again.

My climax rose slow and enormous, less an explosion than a tide filling every low place in me at once. I came with his name breaking out of me on a sob, and he followed almost immediately, groaning into my collarbone as he emptied himself inside me, his whole body shaking with the force of it. We stayed locked together long after, his weight settled over me like something I’d chosen, rather than something that had simply happened to me.

Afterward, as I drifted off wrapped in his arms, I realized the countdown in my head had stopped. The clock had not just run out; it had shattered. In its place was a vast, quiet expanse of time, stretching out before us, filled with nothing but possibility.

The next morning, I woke in my own apartment. The sun was streaming through my windows. I lay in my own bed, in my own skin, and I felt no panic, no loss. I felt whole.

There was a knock on my door. I pulled on a robe and opened it.

Daniel stood there, holding two coffee cups and a paper bag. “I come bearing caffeine and pastries,” he announced. “And a question.”

“What’s the question?” I asked, taking one of the coffees.

He stepped inside, kicking the door shut behind him. “When are you going to give me a key? This across-the-hall thing is inefficient.”

I laughed, the sound bright and free in the morning air. “Is that your version of a proposal?”

“It’s a proposal for a key exchange. The other proposal comes later. With a ring. And probably a really nice, non-walnut dining table I have to build myself.” He set the coffees down and took my face in his hands. “But for now, the key. What do you say?”

I looked at him—this warm, solid, beautiful man who saw me, who wanted me, who loved me—and I knew the answer had been there all along, waiting for me to be brave enough to claim it.

“I say yes,” I whispered against his lips. “To the key. To the table. To all of it.”

He kissed me, and it tasted of coffee and future. The atelier’s magic had been a beautiful, painful dream. But this, here in the sunlit quiet of my ordinary apartment, with his hands on my ordinary face, was the reality I’d been searching for all along. It wasn’t borrowed. It wasn’t temporary. It was mine. It was us.



The following Tuesday, I walked into the planning meeting five minutes early and took a seat at the actual table instead of the folding chair against the wall where I usually hid with my notepad. Rosalind was already there, reviewing a folder, her visible dynamism fully intact and entirely unbothered by me. She glanced up, mildly surprised to find me somewhere other than the margins.

I hadn’t rehearsed anything. I didn’t need to. When the conversation circled, for the third meeting running, around the digitization backlog nobody wanted to own, I said, plainly, that we were tracking the wrong metric, and why, and what I would do instead. My voice didn’t shake. It wasn’t the atelier’s silhouette doing the talking for me—I was back in my own soft edges, my own ordinary face, wearing the same blue cardigan Daniel had once told me he’d noticed. It was just Nora, deciding to take up exactly the amount of space her ideas deserved.

Marjorie looked, for the second time in a month, like she didn’t quite know what to do with me. Rosalind, to her credit, actually listened, then nodded slowly. “Put that in writing for me,” she said. “I want to bring it upstairs.”

It wasn’t a promotion. It wasn’t even a promise. But walking out of that meeting, something settled into place that had nothing to do with hip measurements or cheekbones or the particular tilt of a stranger’s jaw in a gilded mirror—something Vivienne’s twenty-eight days had only ever pointed toward, never actually supplied. The body had been a taste, exactly as she’d warned me. This, the plain nerve to sit at the table and use my own voice, was the meal.

I told Daniel about it that night, over his ambitious, slightly scorched attempt at carbonara, and he grinned at me like I’d personally hung the moon over the city for his benefit alone.

“Look at you,” he said. “Taking up space.”

“I had a good teacher,” I said, and didn’t mean Vivienne.

He reached across the table and took my hand, turning it over to trace the new brass key on its ring—his key, the one I’d had cut on my lunch break, small and solid in my palm. Whatever came next, I understood now, wouldn’t be handed to me by an atelier or borrowed from a body that wasn’t mine to keep. It would be built one ordinary Tuesday at a time, in the only skin I had, with the only voice I’d ever really needed.

And it was only the beginning.
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