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Introduction

“No, absolutely not! I’m the voice of this generation. I don’t want to be known as the crossdressing popstar!”

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

∞∞∞

Give me a note and I guarantee you that I WILL hit it. I never back down on any musical piece. My voice is a gift from the universe, and I intend to use it up to the very last note. Our producer agrees, but on one condition...

He said that I’d make more money if I dressed up like a girl. He explained that my looks just won’t cut it into the realm of hunky boybands. He’s crazy, but what’s crazier is that I’m left with no choice.

I don’t want to go back to our small town and help my father milk cows. But then, I’m not sure if I’m ready to take his offer to be the label’s next pop princess…

Clutch your Pearl Necklace Tight and

Prepare for a Transgender Romance Ride!

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

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

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

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

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

…from my authentic feminine self.

Picture this…

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

❖ My alabaster curvaceous physique enjoys silk dresses

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

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

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


Free Vip Mailing List

∞∞∞

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

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

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

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

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

CLICK TO READ FOR FREE

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

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

Love Always, Lilly


Chapter 1

∞∞∞

THE AIR WAS THICK with tension, palpable and heavy like a wet blanket. Our practice room, usually filled with the echoes of harmony and the occasional off-key note, felt more like a battlefield that day. I glanced over at my fellow trainees: Tim, Samuel, and Devon. Each of them embodied what you'd expect in a boy band – charm, looks, and a sprinkle of talent. Well, except for Devon; his talent lay more in his abs than his vocal cords.

Our producer, Mr. Clarke, was in one of his moods again. His idea of motivation was a cocktail of scathing criticism and impossible standards.

"Again, from the top!" he barked, and we dutifully obeyed. We were his puppets, and this dingy practice room was our stage.
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As the music started, I took a deep breath and let my voice soar. Hitting those whistle notes always gave me a thrill, a sense of superiority, like I was the male version of Mariah Carey. I knew I was good, better than the rest. I let that confidence flood through my veins as I hit each note with precision.

But as I glanced at the others, that familiar irritation began to bubble up within me. I wasn’t only singing; I was also strumming my guitar. Suffice to say, I was doing the most.

Tim, with his baritone voice, was all masculinity and charm, a stark contrast to my androgynous looks. Samuel, the bass, was humble and hardworking, his half-Korean heritage giving him an exotic appeal. And then there was Devon, who, let's be honest, was just there for his looks.

As we finished the piece, Mr. Clarke's voice cut through the brief moment of silence.

"Arthur, splendid as always. The rest of you...it's like you're not even trying!"

I couldn't help but smirk. Finally, someone recognized real talent.

"You guys need to step it up," I said, not bothering to mask the disdain in my voice.

"We're only as strong as our weakest link, and right now, we're barely holding together."

Tim's face reddened, and he stepped forward, fists clenched.
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"And who do you think you are, huh? Some kind of prodigy?"

The room tensed, and I could see Devon and Samuel exchange wary glances, unsure of how to intervene.

"I know I'm the only one here who actually cares about making this work," I shot back, my heart racing. I was scared, but I couldn't let it show.

Not now.

"That's enough!" Mr. Clarke intervened, but the damage was done. The room was a minefield of bruised egos and simmering anger.

As Tim and I continued to glare at each other, Devon and Samuel stepped in, physically separating us. "Cool it, you two. This isn't helping," Samuel said, his voice calm but firm.

I couldn't stand it anymore. I felt exposed, vulnerable. Without another word, I turned on my heel and made a beeline for the bathroom, locking myself in a stall.

Alone, I let out a breath I didn't realize I'd been holding. My hands were shaking.

Was he really going to beat me up?

As I sat there, trying to compose myself, I couldn't help but replay the events in my head. Tim's anger, Mr. Clarke's praise, the look of disappointment in Samuel and Devon's eyes. I had isolated myself, put myself on a pedestal, and now I was alone.

But maybe, just maybe, I didn't have to be. Perhaps it was time to let down my walls, to admit that I needed the others as much as they might need me.

After all, a boy band was about harmony, both in music and in spirit.

With a deep breath, I unlocked the stall and stepped out, my decision made. It was time to apologize, to try and mend the bridges I'd so carelessly burned. As I made my way back to the practice room, I knew things wouldn't be easy. But for the first time, I was willing to try.

"Guys," I started, my voice barely above a whisper as I re-entered the room. They all turned to look at me, expressions wary but open.

"I'm sorry. I've been a jerk, and I let my ego get the best of me. Can we...start over?"

There was a pause, a moment that felt like an eternity, before Tim finally nodded.

"Yeah. We all want this to work, Arthur. Let's do it right."

The melody swirled around us, a familiar tune that we'd been practicing for what felt like the hundredth time. My part came up, and I let the lyrics flow through me, each word a testament to the passion I felt for music, even if I wasn't supposed to use that word here.

"Caught in the spotlight, nowhere to hide,

Feelings inside me, a tidal wave ride.

Chasing the dreams on this wild night,

Under the stars, I'm feeling so right."

As the last note lingered in the air, pride swelled within me. But as quickly as it came, it was replaced by a growing sense of dread. It was Tim's turn, and as his voice joined the melody, something was off.

His notes were sharp, each one a little too eager, a bit too forced.

I bit my lip, fighting the urge to stop everything and correct him. This wasn't like me. Normally, I wouldn't hesitate to point out a mistake, to make it known that I knew better. But something about the earlier confrontation had changed me, even if just slightly.

I didn't want to be the cause of another rift, not so soon.
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Devon's part came next, and well, it was Devon. His voice was all over the place, more so than usual. I could see Mr. Clarke's face from the corner of my eye, his frown deepening with every note Devon missed.

I felt a twitch in my jaw, wanting to say something, anything, but I held back, my hands clenched at my sides.

The practice ended on a sour note, both literally and metaphorically. Mr. Clarke dismissed us with a wave of his hand, his disappointment clear. The others seemed relieved to be done, rushing off to the locker room without a word.

I trailed behind, lost in thought.
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The locker room was steamy, the air thick with the scent of sweat and deodorant. I kept to myself, changing quietly into my street clothes, when Tim cornered me. His presence was imposing, and I could feel my heart racing.

"Let's finish this, Arthur," he said, his voice low, a dangerous edge to it.

I looked up at him, feigning confusion.

"I don't know what you're talking about, Tim."

He leaned in closer, his breath warm against my cheek.

"Don't play dumb. I saw the look in your eyes every time someone hit a wrong note. You think you're better than us, don't you?"

I swallowed hard, my throat suddenly dry.

"It's not like that," I stammered, my back against the lockers.

"I just...I want us to be good, that's all."

My expression softened, I had to fake it or take the risk of getting a blackeye—and for a moment, he saw a glint of something like understanding in my eyes.

"You were amazing out there," I admitted grudgingly.

"And the girls, man, they're gonna love you. You'll probably get the lead."

He blinked, taken aback by my sudden change in tone.

"Whatever," he said, unsure of how else to respond.

With an eye roll, he stepped back, his moment of vulnerability closed off as quickly as it had appeared. "Just...try not to be such a jerk, okay?" And with that, he walked out, leaving me alone with my thoughts.

I leaned against the lockers, letting out a breath I didn't realize I'd been holding. The interaction had shaken me more than I wanted to admit.


Chapter 2

∞∞∞

A WEEK LATER, the shrill ring of my phone jerked me out of a dream where I was on stage, the spotlight warm on my skin, the cheers of thousands echoing in my ears. Groaning, I reached out from under the covers, fumbling for the device on the nightstand.

The caller ID flashed "Home," and I instantly knew what this conversation was going to be about.

"Arthur," my mom's voice came through, soft and concerned, as if she was trying to cushion the blow of waking me up at the crack of dawn.

"Sorry to wake you, honey, but your dad wants to talk about the farm."

I sighed, sitting up and rubbing the sleep from my eyes.

"Morning, Mom. Is he on the warpath again about me coming back to help with the milking?"

There was a pause, and then I heard the muffled sounds of my parents passing the phone between them. Dad's voice, gruff and laced with impatience, replaced my mom's.

"Arthur, we need you here. The farm's not going to run itself, and your sisters have their hands full with their own lives."

I bristled at his words. The last place I wanted to be was back in Montana, knee-deep in cow dung and early mornings.
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"Dad, we've talked about this. My place is here, with the band. I've got a real shot at making something of myself."

There was a heavy silence on the other end of the line, filled with unsaid frustrations and clashing dreams. Finally, he spoke again, his voice softer this time.

"I just don't want you to forget where you come from, son. Don't let those city lights blind you to what's real."

I bit back a retort, the familiar guilt gnawing at my insides. I knew he didn't understand, couldn't understand, the fire that burned within me every time I stepped onto a stage.

"I know, Dad. I won't forget. But this is something I have to do."

The conversation shifted then, to safer topics–how my sisters were, the state of the farm, the latest small-town gossip. My mom took the phone back, her voice a soothing balm to the tension between me and Dad. We said our goodbyes, promises to visit home soon exchanged with half-hearted enthusiasm.

After hanging up, I lay back down, staring at the ceiling. The early morning light crept in through the blinds, casting long shadows across the room. My thoughts drifted to the dream I had been pulled from, the roar of the crowd still ringing in my ears.

I let my mind wander, picturing myself standing alone on a vast stage, the spotlight bright against my closed eyes. In this dream, there were no bandmates, no producers–just me and my voice, pure and powerful. The audience was a sea of faces, their cheers and applause lifting me higher.

"Arthur Grant!" The announcer's voice echoed through the stadium, and a thrill ran down my spine. I opened my eyes to a thunderous ovation, the imaginary crowd on their feet, screaming my name.

I smiled, the fantasy so vivid I could almost taste it. This was where I belonged, not on a farm in Montana but here, under the bright lights, my voice reaching out to touch the hearts of millions. I could see it so clearly–the albums, the tours, the awards.
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Fame, fortune, and the adoration of fans from around the world.

But even in my daydream, a shadow lingered at the edge of my consciousness, a reminder of the conversation with my dad. A part of me wondered if I was chasing an impossible dream, if the price of fame was forgetting where I came from.

As I prepared for the day, the voices of my family echoed in my mind, a bittersweet symphony of support and concern. I knew the road ahead would be fraught with challenges, but I also knew I had to try.

Because deep down, beneath the murky future, there was a boy from Montana who dared to dream big. And I wasn't about to let him down.

Later that day, the moment I stepped into the rehearsal studio, the energy was palpable, different from the solo introspections and familial conversations that had preoccupied my morning.

Mr. Clarke was at the helm, as always, his presence commanding and focused, directing our practice with an experienced hand. Yet, today, I carried with me a newfound resolve, a desire to contribute positively, bolstered by my recent exchanges with Tim and my family's distant support.

As I prepared myself mentally, I noticed Tim's appreciative nod in my direction. "Hey, Arthur," he began, his voice carrying a mix of gratitude and respect, "those links you sent? Incredible stuff. Really opened my eyes to what I could do with my range."

I was momentarily taken aback, not just by his acknowledgment but by the openness of it.

"Glad to hear it, Tim. We all have room to grow, right?" I replied, trying to balance my usual confidence with the humility I was slowly learning.

Our brief exchange was cut short as Mr. Clarke clapped his hands together, drawing our attention.

"Alright, let's get to work. Arthur, why don't you start us off with the new piece you mentioned? Let's see how it fits with the group."

Mr. Clarke's leadership skills were apparent when he recognized the potential in each of us, encouraging individual contributions while keeping the cohesive sound of the band as the ultimate goal. As I shared the melody and lyrics I'd been noodling on, I was careful to frame it as a collaborative effort, a foundation we could all build upon together.

"Caught in a rhythm of the world outside,

Feeling the heartbeat, in the city's lights.

With every step, we're aiming high,

Together, nothing's impossible, we're touching the sky."

As we worked through the song, Tim's voice found a new depth, a richness that hadn't been there before. It was evident the work he'd put in was paying off, blending seamlessly with the rest of us as we found our stride.

Even Mr. Clarke nodded in approval, his critical ear picking up on the subtle shifts in our harmony.

Devon, for all his focus on the visual aspect of our performance, threw himself into the practice with a gusto that was hard to ignore. His enthusiasm, while not always pitch-perfect, added a layer of energy that was contagious, proving that his role in the group was just as vital, in its own way.

The rehearsal flowed smoothly, Mr. Clarke steering us through the rough patches with a practiced hand, his critiques sharp but fair. It was a dance we were all learning, a balance between individual brilliance and collective synergy.

As we wrapped up, Tim caught me by the locker, a serious look on his face.

"Arthur, that was...you know, really something today. Thanks for not hogging the spotlight. It felt like we were really a band today, not just a bunch of solo acts trying to outdo each other."

I was struck by his words, the sincerity behind them.

"Thanks, Tim. I guess we're all finding our way, huh? It's better together, isn't it?"

He nodded, a smile cracking his usual stoic demeanor.

"Yeah, it is. Let's keep this up."

After our rehearsal, we were all sprawled around the studio, a rare moment of calm amidst the storm of rehearsals. Mr. Clarke stood at the front, his gaze sweeping over us like he was seeing not just who we were, but who we could become.

"In a month," he started, his voice serious, "we'll finalize your debut. This is it, the moment you've all been working towards."

Excitement fizzled through me, a spark that ignited whenever the future of the band was mentioned. But Mr. Clarke's next words were like a bucket of cold water, dampening the flame.

"But with fame comes a lot of... temptations. Drugs, money, the works. I've seen too many bright stars burn out too soon."

We listened, rapt, as he recounted tales of talents lost to the whirlwind of celebrity life. Each story a cautionary tale, a reminder that the path we were on was littered with pitfalls.

Then, he shifted gears, his gaze locking on each of us in turn. "I want to know," he said, "why do you want this? What drives you to seek fame?"

Devon was the first to speak up, his usual laid-back demeanor replaced by something more earnest. "I was never good at school. My folks, they... they used to say I was dumb. I want to prove them wrong. Show them I can be someone."

There was a raw honesty in his words, a vulnerability we rarely saw from him. It struck a chord in me, reminded me that beneath the muscles and the smiles, we all had our demons.
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Samuel went next, his answer lighter but no less true. "I want the girls, man. Fame brings attention, and I won't lie, I like that." His grin was unapologetic, but his eyes held a deeper longing, a desire to be seen, to be wanted.

Then, it was Tim's turn. He took a deep breath before speaking, his voice low. "My dad called me worthless when I chose the band over our family's business. I want to leave a legacy, prove to him that I made the right choice. That I'm not worthless."

His words hung heavy in the air, a shared weight we all felt. The drive to prove oneself, to defy the labels others placed on us, was a common thread that bound us.

Finally, all eyes turned to me. I hesitated, the usual bravado that I wore like armor feeling suddenly out of place.

"I... I love singing. It's everything to me. I want the world to hear my voice, to feel what I feel when I'm on that stage. It's not just about being famous; it's about connecting, making a difference through music."

There was silence as I finished, my heart pounding. It was the most honest I'd been in a long time, a declaration of my passion laid bare for all to see.

Mr. Clarke nodded, a slow smile spreading across his face.

"Good," he said.

"Remember these reasons. Let them guide you, keep you grounded when the whirlwind starts."

The room erupted into a cacophony of voices as we all started talking at once, the earlier solemnity replaced by a wave of mutual encouragement.

"We've got this," Devon said, his usual confidence back in place.

"Yeah, we're going to show them all," Samuel added, his eyes alight with excitement.

Tim clapped a hand on my shoulder, a silent thank you for sharing my truth.

"We're going to leave a mark on this world, guys. Together."

I looked around at my bandmates, at Mr. Clarke, and felt a surge of gratitude. These people, this moment, it was real, tangible. We were on the cusp of something great, not just as individuals, but as a group.


Chapter 3

∞∞∞

THE MORNING SUN HADN'T even crested the horizon, and already my heart was racing, today was the day. The day we'd been working towards for what felt like forever. The day our roles within the band would be finalized. I could barely contain the mix of nerves and excitement bubbling inside me as I got out of bed.

I showered quickly, the hot water doing little to calm my racing thoughts. Today wasn't just another day; it was the beginning of everything I'd dreamed of. As I dried off, I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror.
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"This is it, Arthur," I whispered to my reflection. "Time to shine."

I took extra care with my appearance, knowing that today, more than ever, I needed to look the part. I chose my clothes with a superstar in mind, laying them out on my bed. The outfit was bold, a statement, just like I hoped my performance would be. A sleek, black leather jacket, a crisp, white V-neck underneath, and skinny jeans that were just the right side of edgy. It was the kind of outfit that screamed lead vocalist.

Next came the grooming. I spent more time than usual styling my hair, making sure every strand was in place. A dash of cologne followed, a scent that was strong and unmistakable, just like the impression I intended to leave.

As I dressed, I felt a transformation. With each piece of clothing, with each spritz of cologne, I was stepping more into the role I was born to play. The doubt that so often clouded my mind seemed to dissipate, replaced by a burgeoning confidence.

Fully dressed, I stood before the mirror again, taking in my appearance. The person staring back at me was a far cry from the uncertain boy who'd left Montana. This was Arthur Grant, future lead vocalist of the next big thing in music.

"You're going to kill it," I told my reflection, the words feeling more like a prophecy than a pep talk.

"They'd be fools not to give you the lead."

My phone buzzed then, a message from Tim: "Ready for today? Let's show them what we've got."

I couldn't help but smile at the message. Over the past month, we'd all grown closer, the initial tension and rivalry giving way to genuine camaraderie.

"Born ready," I typed back, my confidence surging.

As I grabbed my keys and headed out the door, I couldn't shake the feeling that today would be a turning point. Not just for me, but for all of us. We were on the brink of something great, and I was ready to take the leap.
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The drive to the studio was a blur, my mind preoccupied with thoughts of the day ahead. I rehearsed what I'd say, how I'd present myself, running through the scales and vocal exercises under my breath.

The room was thick with anticipation, each of us a bundle of nerves. We'd been through rehearsals, pep talks, and personal revelations, all leading to this moment. Mr. Clarke stood before us, the bearer of our fates. I could barely breathe, my heart pounding against my chest as if trying to escape.

"Let's start with the roles," he began, his voice steady.

"Devon, you'll be our visual lead. Your presence on stage is undeniable, and those abs and biceps are sure to draw eyes. You'll handle backup vocals and some chorus sections."

A collective breath seemed to be released as Devon nodded, a wry smile playing on his lips. The role suited him, and deep down, I knew it was the right call.

"Samuel, you're up next. Second lead, both in vocals and as a visual. Your charisma on stage is a key element to our overall appeal," Mr. Clarke continued, his gaze shifting to Samuel, who accepted the announcement with a mix of pride and nerves.

"Time for the lead vocalist," Mr. Clarke finally said, his eyes scanning each of us. And then there was silence, a pause that felt like an eternity. My heart was in my throat, my palms sweaty. This was it, my moment.

The guys turned to me, anticipation in their eyes.

"It's you, Arthur. Has to be," Tim whispered, a supportive hand on my shoulder. I wanted to believe it, to embrace that possibility with every fiber of my being.

The pause was torturous. "Tim."

The word hung in the air, a bomb detonated in the silence. Shock rippled through me, cold and sharp. My mind reeled, thoughts tumbling over each other in confusion and disbelief.

"But I—" My protest died in my throat. Around me, expressions mirrored my own surprise. Even Tim looked stunned, his eyes wide.

"So, what am I then?" My voice sounded foreign to my ears, laced with an edge of bitterness I couldn't contain.

"The bridge? Backup dancer?"

Mr. Clarke sighed, the weight of his next words apparent in his posture.

"The label has decided to go with a trio for the band's debut. Arthur, I'm sorry. They have a different path in mind for you."

The room spun, my dreams crashing down around me in shards of disbelief and regret. Tim protested immediately, his loyalty surfacing despite the role he'd been given.

"No, that's not right! Arthur's the best singer we've got. You said it yourself, Mr. Clarke!"

Devon and Samuel joined in, their protests a cacophony of solidarity. But Mr. Clarke's hands were tied, his expression one of genuine regret.

"It's the label's decision, guys. I'm truly sorry, Arthur."

Their words, their defense of me, should have offered some comfort, but all I felt was a hollow ache. The dream I'd nurtured, fed with countless hours of practice and hope, was being snatched away.
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"Good luck, guys," I managed, my voice steady despite the turmoil inside. I couldn't let them see the tears threatening to spill, the crack in the facade I'd so carefully maintained.

I turned and left without another word, the sounds of their continued protests fading behind me. The corridor outside the studio was empty, a stark contrast to the chaos of emotions within me. I walked, each step taking me further from the future I'd envisioned, from the identity I'd crafted within those walls.

The tears came then, silent and relentless. I'd given everything to this dream, to the band. Helped Tim find his voice, shared in the struggles and triumphs of coming together as a group. And now, it was over.

I was being redirected to a path I hadn't chosen, away from the spotlight I'd yearned for, the applause I'd imagined.

At that moment of despair, my reflection in the glass door mocked me. The carefully chosen clothes, the styled hair, the scent of ambition—all of it felt like a costume now, a mask that no longer fit.


Chapter 4

∞∞∞

THE FLUORESCENT LIGHTS of Mickeyz in West Hollywood buzzed overhead, a stark contrast to the California sun outside. I was behind the counter during a lull, the lunch rush a distant memory and dinner not yet upon us. My gaze wandered over to the tables I'd need to wipe down soon, a task I'd come to know well over the past three months.

Three months since my world had turned upside down. Three months since I'd served anything other than fast food. I'd taken the job out of necessity; rent in West Hollywood didn't pay itself, and news from Mr. Clarke had been conspicuously absent.

He'd promised to keep in touch, said there were opportunities just waiting for the right moment. But as the days turned into weeks, and the weeks into months, that promise felt more like a platitude.

I was lost in thought, a cloth in one hand and a spray bottle in the other, when "Slurp It" came on over the store's speakers. The song was a one-week-old hit from Cockyboyz, the band I was supposed to debut with. The tune was catchy, infuriatingly so, but hearing it felt like a punch to the gut every single time.

I tried to focus on the task at hand, wiping down tables with more vigor than necessary, but the song was everywhere, seeping into every corner of the restaurant, inescapable. Customers bobbed their heads and tapped their feet to the beat, oblivious to the storm of emotions raging inside me.
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As I started serving one of the tables, I couldn't help but overhear a couple of teenagers at a nearby table, talking excitedly about the band. "Cockyboyz are so hot, I want to slurp Devon from head to toe," one gushed, her eyes alight with enthusiasm.

"This song is going to be huge, like Tim’s bulge," another girl jested.

"Yeah, they're topping the charts already. Can you imagine what their concerts are going to be like?" the first girl replied, equally enthused.

I felt a bitter laugh bubble up at the thought. Once, I had imagined it vividly, every night before I fell asleep. Now, those dreams seemed like they belonged to someone else.

“Gonna dip it in you, watch you lick it girl you, gonna beg for more be…fore you slurp it all,” the lyrics continued.

As the song played on, a part of me wanted to scream, to tell everyone in the place that I should have been part of that success. But I remained silent, the invisible fast-food worker, my uniform a shroud of anonymity.

The loneliness hit harder in moments like these. My bandmates, the guys I'd thought were becoming my friends, hadn't reached out once since the split. It was as if I'd ceased to exist to them, another casualty on their road to fame.

"Excuse me, can you clean our table?" a customer snapped, pulling me from my reverie. I nodded, forcing a smile that didn't reach my eyes, and made my way over. The song mercifully ended as I began cleaning, but the damage was done. My mood had soured, the weight of my current reality pressing down on me.
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Later, as I took out the trash, I allowed myself a moment of reflection. The back alley of Mickeyz, with its graffiti-covered walls and the smell of grease in the air, felt like a world away from where I'd hoped to be. I thought about Mr. Clarke, about my former bandmates, and the life that had slipped through my fingers.

The day had been long, each hour dragging more than the last, the echoes of "Slurp It" taunting me even after my shift had ended. Back in my apartment, the loneliness was a palpable presence, almost another occupant in the cramped space.

I tried to distract myself, flipping through channels on the TV, but nothing held my attention. Restless, I switched on the radio, hoping for some semblance of company.

No sooner had the radio come to life than the opening beats of "Slurp It" filled the room. It was as if the universe was playing a cruel joke on me, reminding me of what I had lost, what could have been.

"Gonna dip it in you, watch you lick it girl you, gonna beg for more be…fore you slurp it all," the familiar lyrics rang out, a catchy hook that was impossible to ignore. But tonight, it grated on my nerves, a reminder of the success that had slipped through my fingers.

I reached out and turned the radio off with a sharp flick, the sudden silence in the room more comforting than the song's familiarity.

I moved to the window, the night sky spread out before me, a dance of stars against the velvet darkness. The city lights twinkled below, a stark contrast to the quiet, open fields of Montana. The farm. A life I had been so eager to leave behind now seemed like a sanctuary compared to the chaos of Los Angeles.

"Maybe it wouldn't be so bad," I found myself whispering to the empty room.

"Maybe going back to Montana, to the farm, is what I'm supposed to do." The thought was a bitter pill to swallow, an admission of defeat.

Had my dreams of stardom been just that, dreams?

Was I chasing an impossible future when a simpler life awaited me back home?

As I gazed out, lost in thought, a shooting star streaked across the sky, a brief, brilliant burst of light in the darkness. It was unexpected, a sign, maybe. Without thinking, I closed my eyes and made a wish, the words forming silently on my lips.
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"I wish to be the most popular pop star in the world." It was a child's wish, full of hope and the kind of magic I wasn't sure existed anymore.

But in that moment, I allowed myself to believe. To believe in possibilities, in the magic of wishes and shooting stars. To believe that I wasn't at the end of my road but simply at a detour, one that would lead me back to my dreams, however impossible they seemed.

Exhausted, I got ready for bed, the day's emotions weighing heavy on my heart.


Chapter 5

∞∞∞

A WEEK HAD MELTED away since that night under the stars, my wish hanging in the universe, seemingly unanswered. Today, my apartment felt more like a shell than a home, my luggage zipped and ready by the door, signaling the end of my Hollywood chapter.

My phone buzzed, pulling me from my thoughts. I expected to hear my mom's voice on the other end, fussing about flight details and reminding me to dress warmly for Montana's biting cold.

"Arthur, have a safe flight, honey. We can't wait to see you," Mom's voice was warm, filled with anticipation.

"Your father's especially happy. He's been talking about getting extra help on the farm all week."

A smile tugged at my lips, despite the turmoil inside.

"Thanks, Mom. I'll see you soon," I promised, the reality of leaving sinking in with those words.
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I hung up and took one last look around the apartment, my eyes tracing the contours of a dream I was about to leave behind.

Stepping onto the balcony, I let my gaze wander over the neighborhood that had been my world for the past year. The sun was setting, casting a golden glow over the rooftops, a picturesque end to my time here.

"It was fun while it lasted," I murmured to the dying light, a mix of resignation and nostalgia coloring my tone. I was ready to step away, to return to a life I thought I had outgrown, but the city whispered promises of what could have been, tugging at my heartstrings.

Just then, my phone rang again, cutting through the moment.

"Yes, Mom, I've weighed my luggage already," I answered without checking the caller ID, my tone light, expecting another round of maternal reminders.

But it wasn't my mom. "Arthur, it's Mr. Clarke. I've got good news," the voice on the other end said, a familiar timbre that I hadn't heard in months. My heart skipped a beat, hope and confusion warring within me.

"Mr. Clarke?" I stammered, the surprise evident in my voice.

"I... What's going on?"

"I know I've been silent, and for that, I'm truly sorry. It's been a hectic time, but we need to meet. Can you come to Fornic8? It's a restaurant close to the BullyBeatz building. We have a lot to discuss," his voice was earnest, apologetic yet tinged with excitement.

My mind raced, a thousand questions bubbling to the surface. I glanced at my packed luggage, then back out at the city that had been both a dream and a nightmare.

"I'm actually on my way out of town, I’m going back to Montana…" I hesitated, the words heavy on my tongue.

"Arthur, trust me, you're going to want to hear this in person. I wouldn't ask if it weren't important," he urged, the sincerity in his voice making my decision for me.

A flurry of emotions swept through me—anger, hope, curiosity. But above all, there was the undeniable pull of unfinished business, the what-ifs that had haunted my nights.

"Okay, Mr. Clarke. I'll be there," I said finally, the words sealing my fate. I hung up, my heart pounding in my chest. This was it, another crossroads.

Montana could wait, but this opportunity might not come again.
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Soon after, I found myself walking into Fornic8. The place was unlike anywhere I'd eaten recently, especially compared to the quick, cheap meals I'd gotten used to. The decor was modern with a touch of industrial chic—exposed steel beams interspersed with sleek, dark wood furniture and soft, ambient lighting that cast a warm glow over the entire space.

The atmosphere was buzzing, filled with the low hum of conversations and the clinking of glasses, an aura of exclusivity hanging in the air.

As I looked around, absorbing the ambiance, my eyes finally settled on Mr. Clarke. He was seated at a booth in the corner, a prime spot that seemed reserved for important discussions. His face lit up with a genuine smile when he saw me, and he stood to greet me, his enthusiasm palpable.

"Arthur, it's so good to see you," Mr. Clarke exclaimed, clasping my hand in both of his.

"I'm really glad you could make it."

"Thanks for inviting me," I replied, still a bit guarded but unable to ignore the warmth of his welcome. We sat down, and he wasted no time in addressing the elephant in the room.

"I owe you an apology," he began, his tone earnest.

"I should have been in touch sooner, but I needed time to get everything just right with the debut. Now that 'Slurp It' has hit number one on the Billboard Hot 100, the label's all in with the group, and I finally have a moment to breathe—and to manage you."

I nodded, taking in his words. It was a lot to process, but the acknowledgment of his neglect was a good start.

"Order anything you want. It's on me," he added, gesturing to the menu that was a testament to the restaurant's culinary prowess.

Glancing at the menu, my stomach growled in response. The options were a far cry from the fast food I'd been subsisting on. My eyes roved over descriptions of dishes like pan-seared scallops with a truffle parsnip purée, herb-crusted lamb chops served with a mint pesto, and wild mushroom risotto enriched with aged Parmesan. It was a gourmet's delight, each item more tantalizing than the last.

"I'll have the lamb chops, please," I said to the waiter, who had approached our table with a discreet professionalism that matched the restaurant's vibe.

"And could I start with the scallops?"

"Excellent choices," Mr. Clarke approved with a nod. "I'll have the same."

As we waited for the food, the tension I'd carried began to melt away, eased by the promise of a decent meal and Mr. Clarke's attentive demeanor. When the scallops arrived, perfectly golden and artfully arranged on a bed of creamy purée, I couldn't help but savor each bite, the rich flavors a stark departure from my recent diet.

"These are incredible," I commented, genuinely impressed.

"I'm glad you like them," he replied, watching me with an expression that hinted at more than just culinary satisfaction.

"Arthur, there's a lot we need to discuss about your future."

I paused, a scallop halfway to my mouth. "I'm all ears," I said, setting my fork down. The food was amazing, but I knew the real meat of our meeting was yet to be served.

As the plates from our appetizer were cleared and the main course was set before us, the lamb chops aromatic and inviting, Mr. Clarke leaned in, his voice lowering slightly.

"The thing is, Arthur, you've got a unique talent. There’s potential for something big here—something just for you."

I listened, the earlier bitterness about my departure from the band fading slightly. Here was an opportunity, perhaps a second chance at the dream I thought I'd lost.

"I'm listening," I said, more intrigued now than I'd been in months. As I took a bite of the lamb, perfectly cooked and seasoned, it struck me just how much I'd missed—how much I'd been missing out on while caught in the limbo of uncertainty.

Mr. Clarke smiled, a hint of a plan forming in his eyes.

"Let's just say, we have some ideas that could put you right back on top. But it's going to require some work, some real dedication. Are you ready for that?"

Chewing slowly, I considered his question. The lamb was delicious, a reminder of how sweet success could taste when given the right opportunity.

"I've never been more ready for anything in my life.”

Not long after, Mr. Clarke leaned back in his seat, his demeanor suggesting a mix of seriousness and excitement.

"Arthur, I’ve been thinking a lot about the next steps—not just for you, but for me as well. I’m planning to establish my own label. And I want to keep you to myself because I know you’re going to be a star."

His words filled me with a sudden surge of confidence.

"You really think I can make it big, huh?" I asked, feeling a mix of pride and excitement bubbling inside me.

"Oh, I know it. You're going to make me rich," Mr. Clarke replied with a laugh, but his eyes were dead serious. "And the best part? It's going to be a solo act. No more drama, no band disagreements, just you."

The idea of being a solo act, the center of attention with no distractions, sent a thrill through me. I nodded, eager to hear more.

"That's right. You’re going to be the next Britney Spears," Mr. Clarke declared, a grin spreading across his face.

I paused, my fork halfway to my mouth. "Wait, you mean I’d be singing pop?" The thought hadn’t fully formed in my head yet, and I was trying to align it with my image and aspirations.

"Not just that. You’ll be the next Princess of Pop," he corrected, his voice filled with a conviction that seemed unshakeable.
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I couldn't help it; I burst out laughing. The idea seemed absurd, surreal.

"You mean like a female pop star? But, Mr. Clarke," I said, finally catching my breath, "I have a dick."

Mr. Clarke chuckled, unfazed by my reaction. "I’m serious, Arthur. It’s been a long time since the world has had a famous Pop Princess. Think about it—bubblegum pop, high notes, dramatic performances. You have the vocal range of Mariah Carey, the tone of Whitney Houston, and the charisma of Madonna. You make the perfect princess of pop."

I hesitated, my initial amusement fading into skepticism. "I don't know about that..." The prospect was daunting, far removed from anything I'd envisioned for myself.

"Maybe you should consider it after we give you a makeover. Like a test run," he suggested, his tone casual as if he were proposing a minor adjustment rather than a complete transformation.

"But I don’t want to dress up like a girl," I countered, the reality of his proposal beginning to sink in.

"And you’ll have an advance of $100,000," Mr. Clarke added quickly, as if he’d anticipated my reluctance.

"You’ll live in a penthouse suite in Hollywood, with a personal assistant, chef, maid, butler—everything you need, even before you've debuted."

The numbers and the perks made me pause. It wasn't just the lifestyle that was tempting; it was the sheer magnitude of the investment in my potential.

"But what about me? I want to be known," I protested, my voice tinged with frustration.

"You want to be known for your voice, right? Want to inspire people with your music?" Mr. Clarke leaned forward, his gaze intense.

"So, who cares how you present yourself? No offense, but I can't sell you as a male pop star... Your voice is very feminine, and you’re a bit short and frail to appeal to teen girls."

His words stung, even if there was truth to them. I felt offended yet trapped by the logic he presented. The room seemed to close in as I pondered the proposal, the weight of the decision pressing down on me.

We continued to eat, but my mind was elsewhere, churning through the implications of what being the "Princess of Pop" would mean. After nearly an hour of agonizing over my future, I finally broke the heavy silence.

"Can we change the subject?" I asked, desperate for a reprieve from the relentless pressure of the decision at hand.

Mr. Clarke nodded, and we spent the next few minutes discussing lighter topics, the tension easing slightly. Yet, the offer loomed over us, an unspoken challenge to my dreams and identity.

As the meal drew to a close, I took a deep breath, my decision made.

"You know what, Mr. Clarke? You’ve got a deal," I said, my voice steady but my heart racing with nervous energy.

I knew what I was agreeing to, and while the excitement of the opportunity was undeniable, deep inside, I was terrified.

What if I lost myself in this new persona?

What if the world saw through the facade?

But then I thought of the penthouse, the advance, the fame.


Chapter 6

∞∞∞

THREE DAYS AFTER sealing the deal with Mr. Clarke, I found myself standing in the lobby of what would be my new home, the Lavish Heights—a luxury condo in the heart of Hollywood. The contrast between this place and the cheap motel I'd called home for the last few days couldn't have been starker.

The gleaming marble floors, the chandeliers that seemed to drip light rather than merely emit it, and the art on the walls that likely cost more than everything I owned put together—it all screamed luxury.
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As I was escorted up to the penthouse suite by a bellboy, my phone beeped. It was a GIF from my mom, a little thumbs-up emoji followed by "Good luck!" I smiled, a pang of homesickness washing over me. I quickly checked for a message from Dad, but there was nothing.

He hadn’t replied to any of my messages since I’d told him I wouldn’t be coming home. He thought I was going to stick to the farm this time, and his silence spoke volumes of his disappointment.

Feeling a mix of guilt and resolve, I stepped into the suite, the doors swinging open to reveal an expansive space that was as beautiful as it was intimidating. It wasn’t just the size or the opulent decor that made it seem so; it was the realization that this was my life now, all part of a deal I still wasn’t entirely sure about.

Mr. Clarke was there to greet me, a beaming smile on his face.

"Welcome to your new home, Arthur! I want you to meet some very important people who will make your life here as comfortable as possible."

First, he introduced Juan, my road manager and personal assistant. Juan was a flamboyant man with a sharp fashion sense and a sharper tongue.

"Delighted to meet you, Arthur. I've heard so much about you," he said, his voice carrying a playful note that didn’t entirely mask the underlying bitchiness.

Next was Sally, the maid, whose warm, maternal vibe was almost tangible. "Hello, dear. We’re going to take good care of you," she said, her smile reassuring.

Jorge, the butler, extended his hand next, his demeanor friendly and paternal.

"Welcome, sir. It’s a pleasure to serve you."

And finally, Gemma, the personal chef, who gave me a shy smile.

"I hope you like good food," she murmured, almost too quiet to hear over the bustling sounds of the city that filtered in through the open terrace doors.

Mr. Clarke clapped his hands together, clearly pleased with the introductions. "They’re all here for you, Arthur. Anything you need, just ask."

Juan, ever eager to take charge, gestured broadly to the suite.
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"Let me give you the grand tour," he announced, leading me through each room. The living area was spacious, with floor-to-ceiling windows that offered a panoramic view of Hollywood.

Each bedroom was lavishly furnished, the bathrooms were larger than my entire motel room, and the kitchen was a chef’s dream.

As we walked, I took in the opulent details, from the plush carpets underfoot to the artful arrangements of furniture and décor that made each room feel like a page out of a luxury magazine. It was all a bit overwhelming, a stark reminder of the world I had just stepped into.

Juan’s running commentary included everything from the suite’s state-of-the-art entertainment system to the personalized minibar in the master bedroom.

"And here," he said, throwing open a pair of doors, "is your personal office, should you need some quiet time, or feel creative."

Returning to the living area, I found myself alone for a moment, the staff giving me space to settle in. I walked over to the massive windows, the city sprawling out before me like a kingdom I had yet to claim. The reality of my situation was starting to sink in—I was here, in Hollywood, living a life that months ago would have seemed impossible.

But with that realization came a weight, a responsibility to fulfill the expectations now placed on me. I was no longer just Arthur, the guy with a dream; I was Arthur Grant, the soon-to-be Princess of Pop, according to Mr. Clarke's grand plan.
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Later that night, there I was, standing on the terrace of the Lavish Heights penthouse in a pair of silk pajamas I wouldn’t have dreamed of affording just a week ago. The fabric felt smooth against my skin, a luxurious comfort that seemed at odds with the turmoil inside me.

I gazed up at the stars, a habit I found hard to break, especially on nights filled with doubt.

"Is this it?" I murmured to the night, my voice barely louder than a whisper over the hum of the city below.

"But why so different from what I imagined?" The stars, those silent spectators to my upheaval, offered no answers, only twinkling indifferently against the dark canvas of the sky.

Just days ago, I had stood under a similar sky, making a wish on a shooting star with a heart full of hopes and a head full of dreams. And now, as I stood on the brink of something that could either be a spectacular success or a spectacular failure, I couldn’t shake the feeling that this wasn’t what I had asked for.

"Is this right?" The question hung in the air, mingling with the cool breeze that swept over the terrace. I felt like I was about to commit fraud, stepping into a role so far removed from my true self.

Yet, how many people got this kind of opportunity?

How many could say their dreams were just within reach, albeit dressed in unexpected garb?

Mr. Clarke believed in this path, even if I had my doubts. He saw something in me that I hadn’t seen in myself, something he was convinced could captivate the world.

I leaned against the railing, looking down at the glittering city. Each light represented a life, a story, and here I was, about to add mine to the mix in a way I’d never anticipated. The thought was both exhilarating and terrifying.

I’m just going to focus on singing, I decided. Focus on giving the best I can. The rest? It’s just ornamental. That resolve settled on me as I turned my gaze back to the stars.

I would sing, I would perform, and I would excel. Everything else—the clothes, the title, the expectations—they were just parts of the performance, not the essence of who I was.

I spent a long time out on that terrace, letting the cool air clear my mind and the steady pulse of the city below ground me. It was late when I finally went back inside, but sleep felt like a distant prospect.

Instead, I wandered through the penthouse, each step echoing softly on the marble floors. The place was silent, the staff having long since retired for the night, leaving me alone with my thoughts. I paused in the living room, the soft light from the lamps casting gentle shadows across the furniture.

The room was stylishly decorated, every piece of furniture and art carefully chosen to create an atmosphere of understated elegance. But it was just a setting, I realized, a backdrop for the life that was being crafted for me.

Moving to the piano that sat in the corner of the room, I lifted the lid and allowed my fingers to drift over the keys. Music, at least, was a constant in my life, a familiar friend I could turn to no matter how chaotic things got.

As I played, a melody began to form, simple at first, then growing in complexity as I lost myself in the sound. The music filled the room, a soothing balm to my restless spirit.

This, I thought as I played, this is what I’m here for. This is what I love. And no matter what I had to wear or what title I had to adopt, this—the music—was real.

It was me.

The clock on the wall ticked past midnight, and eventually, I stopped playing, my fingers resting on the keys as I let the last notes fade into silence. The decision I had made on the terrace solidified in my mind. I would do this. I would give it everything I had. And whatever came, I would face it with the same determination that had gotten me this far.

The next morning, the sudden whoosh of fabric yanked me from sleep, a startled gasp escaping me as the morning light assaulted my eyes. I blinked, trying to piece together why my luxurious silk sheets were being pulled mercilessly away.

"Juan! Ever heard of knocking?" I grumbled, clutching the sheets to cover myself.

He stood at the foot of my bed, impeccably dressed as always, his expression unbothered.

"Knocking? Please, I'm not just your personal assistant, I'm also your road manager," he retorted, hands on his hips. "And it’s not my fault you stayed up late tinkering away at the piano."

Rubbing the sleep from my eyes, I sat up, trying to gather my wits about me.

"What’s the rush?" I asked, my voice thick with sleep.

"The glam team is here, Arthur. Today’s the big day for your look test, remember? Your pop princess debut isn't going to prepare itself." Juan’s tone was brisk, businesslike, but not without a hint of excitement.

I groaned, the reality of what was awaiting me dawning slowly.

"Already? Can’t a guy get a moment to breathe?"

He tutted, walking over to fling open the curtains fully, flooding the room with blinding sunlight.

"Time is money, darling. Chop chop, get to showering. I'll have your breakfast ready by the time you're out. We can’t keep everyone waiting."

Slinging my legs over the side of the bed, I felt a chill from the air conditioning brush against my skin. The day was starting whether I liked it or not. Standing up, I stretched, feeling the remnants of last night’s piano session in my slightly sore fingers.

"Fine, I’m up," I conceded, making my way toward the bathroom. The promise of a new persona, a whole new identity crafted by stylists and makeup artists, loomed over me like a wave ready to crash down.

"And don’t dawdle. We’ve got a schedule to keep!" Juan called after me, his voice trailing off as I shut the bathroom door behind me.

The hot shower did little to wash away my apprehensions. As the steam filled the room, so did my doubts fill my mind.

What was I getting myself into?

Was I really ready to become someone else, even if it was just on stage?

Wrapped in a towel, I found my way back to the bedroom, where Juan was already waiting with a tray of breakfast—something light, probably considering the fitting and testing that awaited me.

"Eat up," he urged, pushing the tray into my hands.

"You’ll need your strength."

I picked at the food, my appetite less voracious than my usual morning hunger, my thoughts consumed by the upcoming trials of the day. Each bite was mechanical, my mind elsewhere, envisioning the layers of makeup, the styled hair, the outfits that would transform Arthur Grant into someone else entirely.

Juan watched me for a moment, then softened slightly.

"It's going to be great, you’ll see. A bit of makeup, a change of clothes—it’s still you underneath all that."

[image: A person eating a piece of food  Description automatically generated]

"Easy for you to say," I muttered, setting the tray aside. "You don’t have to walk out there in heels and a wig."

He chuckled, the sound light and teasing.

"Oh, you’ll rock those heels, trust me. You’ve got the legs for it."

Despite myself, I smiled. Juan’s confidence was infectious, and sometimes, that was exactly what I needed. I finished my breakfast, the food settling a nervous knot in my stomach.

"Ready?" Juan asked, standing at the doorway with an expectant look.

"As I’ll ever be," I replied.

Together, we left the room, my steps matching Juan's brisk pace. As we headed toward the transformation that awaited me, I made a silent promise to myself: no matter what, I’d give it my all, for the music, for the fans I hadn’t met yet.

The door to the next room opened, revealing the glam team, a flurry of activity and anticipation buzzing in the air. "Arthur Grant, ready for his close-up," Juan announced, and all eyes turned to me.

This was it. Time to see what the Princess of Pop would look like.


Chapter 7

∞∞∞

I STEPPED INTO THE BUSTLING GLAM ROOM, instantly surrounded by a whirlwind of activity. The room, brimming with lights, mirrors, and racks of clothing, felt like the backstage of a major Broadway show—except today, I was the star, and the show was all about transforming me into something entirely different.

"Arthur, welcome! I’m Lisa, your makeup artist," a vibrant woman greeted me, her brush set neatly arranged like a painter's palette. She was all smiles, her energy infectious, and before I could respond, another voice piped up.

"And I'm Tom, I'll be handling your hair—or should I say, wig?" A tall, wiry man with a cheerful demeanor waved a set of hair clippers, giving me a wink that did little to ease my nerves.

"Pleasure to meet both of you," I managed, my voice steadier than I felt.

"Let’s not forget about wardrobe! I’m Penny," chirped a third figure, emerging from behind a curtain with an armful of what looked like medieval armor but turned out to be shapewear and corsets.

"Ready to become a princess?"

I chuckled nervously.
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"As ready as I’ll ever be, I guess."

The team wasted no time. Lisa ushered me into a chair, her hands moving with assured precision as she began her work. "We’re aiming for a dramatic, yet classic pop princess look. Think Britney Spears at her most iconic," she explained, sifting through a myriad of products.

“First things first, Arthur,” Lisa said, pulling up a stool to sit in front of me. “We need to make sure your face is completely smooth. Any facial hair can interfere with the makeup application, making it less flawless.”

I nodded, a lump forming in my throat as the reality of the transformation process hit me. Lisa noticed my tension and gave a reassuring pat on my shoulder. “Don’t worry, I’ll be gentle. But the cleaner the shave, the better the foundation will look.”

She started by applying a pre-shave oil, massaging it into my skin with circular motions that were surprisingly calming.

“This helps protect your skin and improves the glide of the razor,” she explained.

Next, she applied a layer of warm shaving cream, the scent of eucalyptus filling the air. Taking a fresh razor, she began the shaving process with precise, careful strokes. The sound of the blade gliding over my skin was unnervingly intimate in the busy room.

“Hold still,” Lisa murmured as she worked around the contours of my jawline and chin, her concentration absolute. I tried to keep my breathing even, focusing on the cool sensation left in the wake of the razor.

Once she finished, she wiped my face with a warm, damp towel, removing any leftover cream and inspecting her work. “Perfect,” she declared, her eyes scanning my now-smooth skin.

“Arthur, we’re not quite done yet. For the outfits you’ll be wearing, we need to make sure your body hair is managed as well. It’s all about creating a smooth, clean look.”

Swallowing, all I could do was nod.

I glanced down at my arms, suddenly self-conscious. “You mean, shave my arms? And what else?” The prospect of shaving more than just my face hadn’t occurred to me before now.

Lisa nodded sympathetically, understanding my hesitation. “Not just your arms, I’m afraid. Chest, legs, possibly more—it depends on the costumes. But trust me, it will make a big difference in how the clothes sit and how feminine you can appear on stage.”

The thought of it made my stomach twist a bit.

“I guess... I didn’t realize how much would be involved,” I admitted, trying to keep the reluctance out of my voice.

Lisa placed a gentle hand on my shoulder.

“I know it’s a lot to take in, but many performers go through this kind of transformation. It’s part of becoming the character you need to be on stage. Let’s start with your arms and see how you feel, okay?”

I nodded, resigned to the necessity of it all. Lisa guided me to a more private area set up with all the essentials for hair removal—a comfortable chair, professional-grade trimmers, razors, and soothing lotions.

“First, we’ll trim down the longer hair, then shave the rest smoothly,” Lisa explained as she fitted a guard to the clippers. The buzz filled the small room as she began running the device over my arms. The sensation was strange, ticklish but not unpleasant.

After the trimming, she applied a shaving gel—a cool, tingling sensation that smelled faintly of mint.

“This will help protect your skin and make the shave smoother,” she explained, taking a fresh razor to start the process. The strokes were careful, methodical, removing every trace of hair and leaving my skin startlingly bare.

“Look at that,” she said, wiping down my arm with a damp cloth.

“How does it feel?”

“Smooth,” I replied, running my fingers over skin I hardly recognized as my own.

“Really smooth.”

Encouraged by the result, Lisa continued with my other arm, then suggested we tackle my chest and legs. Each part of the process added to the growing realization of how much I was changing, how far I was stepping away from the person who had walked into the glam room just hours before.

By the time we finished, my body was as transformed as my face. The absence of hair not only changed how I looked but how I felt—lighter, somehow, and undeniably more vulnerable.

“We’ll keep this up as part of your routine,” Lisa said, applying a soothing lotion to calm the freshly shaved areas.

“It’ll get easier each time, and you’ll start to see just how much it enhances your appearance in costume.”

I stood up, examining myself in a full-length mirror. The person looking back seemed almost alien—smooth, polished, and undeniably more feminine. It was a shock, but also a revelation. This was what it took to step into my new role, to embrace the identity that would soon be known to the world.

“Thanks, Lisa. I... I wasn’t sure about this, but you were right. It makes a difference,” I admitted, meeting her eyes in the mirror.

“Okay, let’s get to the exciting part!”
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I thought that I would loathe the process, but her energy was infectious. As Lisa applied various creams and primers—explaining the importance of skincare, her touch gentle, I found myself relaxing slightly, the soothing scents and soft music in the background lulling me into a sense of calm. But the peace was short-lived.

"Time for the base makeup," Lisa announced, now wielding a sponge and foundation.

"We need to get your skin tone evened out and flawless."

Tom, meanwhile, had begun assessing my facial structure.

“You have a very small and even face. I bet you’d score high on the golden ratio. Hmm, how about this,” he said—holding a curly blonde wig next to my face.

"Eye time. We’re doing a smoky eye with a hint of glitter. Opens up the eyes, makes you look ethereal,” Lisa interjected.

The tickle of brushes against my eyelids was a strange sensation, but Lisa’s confident narration of each step made it bearable. "Now for some contouring. We need to give you high cheekbones, a sharper jawline. All about creating illusions," she murmured, blending the makeup expertly.

Penny then reappeared, her presence signaling it was time for the next phase.

"Let’s get you tucked and into some shapewear," she announced, a no-nonsense tone to her voice.

The process of tucking was, in a word, daunting. Penny explained the steps in a matter-of-fact manner, handing me the gaffe.

"Just step into it, pull, and adjust. Think of it as... very snug underwear."

"Snug is one word for it," I muttered, following her instructions with a grimace. As I struggled in a cubicle, I couldn’t stop thinking about how ridiculous the makeover was getting. Tucking was the hardest part; I was small everywhere except with what was between my legs.

After hissing, panting, and stretching several times, the sensation was bizarre, uncomfortable, yet oddly securing.

“Wow! Flat as a pancake! You sure you haven’t done this before?” Penny jested. I chuckled, but deep down, I wanted to roll my eyes. But I didn’t want to be accused as a diva, I haven’t even debuted yet.

Next came the corset, which she wrapped around my waist with a practiced efficiency.

"Breathe in," she instructed, and I inhaled, feeling the contraption tighten around my midsection.

"And breathe out," she continued, pulling the strings tighter. The corset cinched my waist, transforming my torso into a more hourglass shape.

"There. Look at that silhouette!"

I dared a glance in the mirror, surprised by the reflection staring back. The combination of the makeup and the shapewear was beginning to paint a picture far removed from the man I saw every morning.

"Now, for the hair," Tom interjected, bringing over a wig that matched the color and style Lisa had described earlier.

"This is going to be the crowning piece."

The wig was carefully placed on my head, adjusted, and styled until the person in the mirror could have stepped right out of a music video. With each brush stroke, Tom transformed the wig into a flowing mane that framed my face perfectly.

"Almost there," Lisa said, stepping back to survey her work.

"Lipstick, and then it's all you."

After Lisa applied the final touch of shimmer to my cheekbones, she stepped back with a satisfied nod.

"Now for the pièce de résistance," Tom announced, fetching a stunning blonde wig from a nearby stand. Carefully, he positioned the wig on my head, adjusting it until the locks cascaded perfectly around my shoulders, framing my newly made-up face in waves of gold.

Dylan, the photographer who had been quietly observing, gave a low whistle. "You look incredible, Arthur."

As I was still processing my reflection, Penny appeared with a triumphant smile and a garment bag.

"This is your moment," she said, unzipping the bag to reveal a very tight, pink leather dress. The color was bold, the material looked like a second skin, and just holding it made me nervous.

"Let's get this on you," Penny declared, helping me step into the dress. It hugged every curve, the corset's structure underneath making my waist look impossibly slender. Once zipped, I could feel every inch of the fabric against my skin, confining yet oddly empowering.

Together, Lisa, Tom, and Penny led me to a full-length wall mirror in the corner of the room. My heart pounded in anticipation, a mix of dread and excitement churning in my stomach. When I finally faced my reflection, the impact was immediate. I gasped, unable to reconcile the image of the person in the mirror with the self I knew.

"Wow..." was all I could manage, my voice a whisper.

"Right?" Lisa beamed, her eyes shining with pride.

Just then, Juan burst into the room, his usual poise giving way to a stunned pause.

"Oh my God," he exclaimed, his hand covering his mouth.

"Arthur, look at you!"

Their reactions, the astonishment mixed with delight, bolstered my confidence. I studied my reflection again, this time allowing myself to truly see the transformation. The blonde hair, the dramatic makeup, the sleek lines of the pink dress—I looked like someone who belonged on the cover of a magazine.
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"You really pulled it off, guys," I admitted, a grin breaking through my initial shock.

"We told you, honey," Penny said, her voice a mixture of sass and satisfaction.

"Now, you can’t be called a pop princess unless you’re wearing the right shoes." She held up a pair of high heels, sleek and dauntingly high.

My confidence wavered for a moment. "Heels? I don't know if I can..."

"You don't have to walk in them just yet," Penny reassured me, her tone gentle.

"Just try posing for the look test. Balance is key. Think of it as part of your performance."

With their help, I slipped into the heels, standing carefully. Balancing was a challenge, but as I took a few tentative steps, I found my footing, the initial awkwardness giving way to a surprising grace.

The photoshoot started right there, with Juan directing and Dylan snapping away. At first, I was shy, the poses feeling unnatural, but as we progressed, the camera clicking and encouragement flowing, I began to feel it—the persona, the character I was embodying.

We tried different hairstyles with the wig, each change bringing a new aspect of my character to light. Lisa switched up the lip colors, from bold reds to subtle pinks, each transformation sparking a new series of poses.

The clothes varied dramatically—a shimmering sequin gown, a sharp tailored suit that played with androgyny, a whimsical tulle skirt paired with a fitted blazer. Each outfit told a different story, each frame captured a different side of this persona we were crafting together.

As Dylan encouraged me to "find the character," I let go of Arthur's insecurities, embracing the spotlight with a growing fervor. With each click of the camera, with each new outfit, I felt less like I was pretending and more like I was discovering parts of myself I never knew existed.

"Stunning, Arthur! Just like that," Juan called out, his usual flamboyant self but with a note of genuine admiration.

I moved, posed, and smiled, feeling the identity of the pop princess we were creating seep into my every gesture. The lights, the music playing softly in the background, the continuous clicks of the camera—it all blended into a blur of excitement and transformation.

By the end of the session, I was breathless, exhilarated, and utterly transformed. The shyness had evaporated, replaced by a bold confidence that felt both foreign and completely natural.

"We did it," I murmured to my reflection, a smile spreading across my face.

"We really did it."


Chapter 8

∞∞∞

THE AFTERNOON SUN streamed through the high windows of the studio, casting long shadows across the floor. I sat next to Mr. Clarke, headphones on, as we sifted through samples for my debut album. Each track played brought a new wave of excitement or disappointment as we hunted for the perfect sound to define my new persona.

"How about something with a synth-pop vibe? Like, ‘Dancing under neon lights, as the world fades out of sight’?" I suggested, humming a melody to go with the lyrics.

Mr. Clarke nodded, tapping his fingers on the desk. "I like that, Arthur. It’s catchy, vibrant. It captures the energy we’re aiming for."

We played around with a few more samples until one particular track caught our attention. It had a pulsating beat with a haunting melody, something that made you want to dance and cry at the same time.

"This one," he said, his voice firm. "This has to be one of the lead singles. It’s fresh, it’s now. It’s you... or should I say, it’s her."

I smiled, feeling a surge of pride. "Yeah, that’s the one."

As we discussed production details, Mr. Clarke’s phone pinged. "Ah, the images are here!" he exclaimed, pulling out his iPad to show me the photos from yesterday’s shoot. We scrolled through them, my transformed self looking back at us from every frame. I had to admit, the team had done an incredible job.

He zoomed in on one of the photos, his brow furrowing. "Hmm, we’re going to need to add laser treatments to your regimen. Your five o’clock shadow is peeking through here."
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I leaned in, examining the image. Sure enough, there was a slight shadow on my jawline, barely noticeable but there. "Got it," I said, though the thought of more treatments didn’t thrill me.

He looked up from the iPad, his expression serious. "And Arthur, I want you dressed up all day, every day. Get used to this new persona."

The words hit harder than I expected. Dressed up all day? It felt like I was losing a grip on the remnants of my old self. A twinge of irritation flared within me, but I swallowed it down and nodded.

"Okay."

As we wrapped up our session, a thought occurred to me. "Speaking of this persona, she doesn’t even have a name yet."

"Ah, right," he said, tapping a finger against his lips.

"We need something catchy, memorable."

“Ellen?” I suggested. He almost spat his Coke.

“That name says you’re allergic to getting laid,” he chuckled.

“Doris… Dina… Venus…”

I didn’t like any of the archaic names he was suggesting. I felt like his idea of sexy was still stuck in the 60s.

"How about Ava?" I suggested, liking the simplicity and nod to a sort of rebirth.

"I like that but Ava Grant?" He mused, then shook his head. "No, Grant sounds too pedestrian, no offense. We need something more dramatic."

"I like Ava," I insisted, my mind racing. "Kinda like Eve... but modern."

"Okay, how about this... Ava Gray!" His eyes lit up as he said it.

"Ava Gray," I repeated, the name rolling off my tongue smoothly. It felt right, fitting for the image we were crafting.

"I like it. It’s perfect."

"Fantastic! Ava Gray it is!" Mr. Clarke clapped his hands together, his enthusiasm infectious.

“Ava Gray, Ava Gray…” I kept repeating, my voice barely above a whisper.
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"Ava Gray! Are you even listening?" Juan’s voice snapped me out of my reverie.

Three days later, the reality of being Ava Gray was sinking in. Juan and I were in a department store, surrounded by racks of clothing that reflected Ava’s style, not Arthur’s.

I turned, catching my reflection in a mirror. Ava Gray stared back, a woman with a story to tell, her style distinct and bold.

"Yes, I’m listening," I replied, my voice steady. The last of Arthur's male clothes had been donated, my old identity shed like an outgrown skin.

As Juan steered us through the bustling aisles of the upscale department store, he rattled off his mental checklist, a determined glint in his eye.

"So, Mr. Clarke was clear—Ava Gray's style has to scream sexy pop star, think Britney in her prime, but with a 2024 twist. It's all about that modern edge."

I trailed behind him, my heart racing as I glanced at my reflection in the store windows. Dressed in a sleek, form-fitting dress and light makeup, I was Ava for the first time in public. The nerves were almost overwhelming.

"Sexy pop star, got it," I murmured, trying to keep my voice steady.

He paused, looking me over with a critical eye. "You look fantastic, Ava. Now, let's find you some outfits that scream chart-topper."

The first stop was a rack of shimmering dresses. Juan plucked a silver mini dress with intricate beading. "This one," he said, holding it up against me.

"It’s perfect for stage lights and makes a statement."

I took the dress, feeling the weight of the beads in my hands. "It's beautiful," I admitted, though the thought of wearing it in front of thousands made my stomach flip.

Juan's enthusiasm didn't wane. "Let's keep the momentum going!" he cheered, guiding me towards another section filled with high-heeled shoes. The heels looked dauntingly high, and I hesitated.

Seeing my pause, he picked up a pair of stilettos, their straps encrusted with crystals. "These are more than shoes, Ava. They’re a necessity. Every pop star needs to own the stage, and trust me, heels are part of the power play."

I took the heels, turning them over in my hands.

"I've never walked in anything this high before," I confessed, the insecurity seeping through.

"You’ll learn," he assured me, his voice a mix of firmness and encouragement. "It’s all part of becoming Ava Gray. You're not just wearing a costume; you're stepping into a persona. And she owns every room she walks into."

We moved through the store, each outfit more daring and flamboyant than the last. Sequined crop tops, leather pants, and even a bodysuit that looked like it belonged in a music video rather than a department store.

Each piece Juan handed to me felt like a challenge, a test of my commitment to this new identity.

"Try this one," he suggested, handing me a bold, red jumpsuit that would cling to every curve I barely knew I had.

In the fitting room, I tried on the parade of outfits Juan had selected. Each transformation was reflected back at me in the mirror, each version of Ava slightly bolder, more confident than the last. I could see her taking shape, the pop star persona that was both a mask and a revelation.

"Looking good, Ava! How do you feel?" he called from the other side of the door.

"Like I'm getting to know someone entirely new," I answered honestly, slipping into the red jumpsuit. It fit like a second skin, and for a moment, I admired the figure I cut—a stark contrast to the man who had walked into the glam room days ago.

"Good," he replied, his tone satisfied.

"Ava Gray is all about confidence, allure, and a touch of mystery. You’re embodying her more and more."
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When I stepped out of the fitting room, Juan clapped his hands, a broad smile spreading across his face. "There she is! Ava Gray in all her glory!"

I couldn't help but smile back, his excitement infectious. Maybe I could really do this. Maybe Ava Gray could be more than just a persona; maybe she could be a part of me, a stronger, bolder part that was ready to take on the world.

"Let’s get these," Juan said, gesturing to the pile of clothes we’d amassed.

"And then it’s off to show everyone what Ava Gray is really made of."

As we left the store, bags in hand, I felt a newfound sense of purpose.

Ava Gray wasn’t just a creation; she was a declaration. And as I walked through the crowds, heels clicking confidently on the tile, I embraced her fully, ready for whatever lay ahead.


Chapter 9

∞∞∞

THREE MONTHS HAD swept by in a whirlwind of recording sessions, strict diets, rigorous workouts, speech and posture training, endless laser and skincare treatments, and comprehensive beautification regimens. Now, as Ava Gray, I was standing on the precipice of something truly monumental. Today marked not just the debut of my first album, "MetamorphoSIS"—a playful nod to the transformation and overtly girly vibe I was about to unleash—but also my first live performance under this sparkling new identity.

Mr. Clarke had been explicit about the secrecy surrounding my real identity and the true ownership of Altura Jamz, his newly minted label. The layers of my new life were woven with secrets and stage lights.

The album pulsed with the heart of pop bubblegum, and the lead single, "Miss Demeanor," was a naughty, sexy anthem that I hoped would catch like wildfire. I hummed the chorus to myself, a last-minute confidence boost as I reviewed the lyrics one final time:

"Miss Demeanor, you’re a screamer,

Breaking hearts like it’s a fever.

Watch me dance, watch me sway,

Steal your heart, then slip away."

Tonight was especially daunting. Not only was this my debut, but I was opening for Cockyboyz—the very band I was once supposed to be a part of. The irony of the situation wasn't lost on me. Here I was, about to face the people who had no idea about the person behind the Ava Gray facade.

As I adjusted my glittering costume, a knock on the door of my dressing room pulled me from my thoughts.
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"Come in," I called, my voice steady despite the butterflies in my stomach.

The door swung open, and there they were. My former bandmates, each looking every bit the part of the pop stars they had become. Samuel, Devon, and Tim entered, their appearances sharply transformed from the boys I remembered to the stars they were now.

Samuel wasted no time, his eyes lighting up with a flirtatious spark as he took in my appearance.

"Well, if it isn't the mysterious Ava Gray. Pleasure to meet you, darling," he said, offering a hand that I took, feeling the firm press of his fingers.

Devon was next, his smile wide and inviting. "Looking great, Ava. Can't wait to see what you've got for us out there."

And then Tim, ever the professional, nodded respectfully.

"Good to meet you, Ava. Break a leg tonight."

I managed a smile, my heart racing as I interacted with them.

"Thank you, guys. I'm a big fan of your work," I said, keeping my voice light, hoping it masked the turmoil inside.

They wished me luck once more before heading out, leaving me alone with my racing thoughts. It felt surreal, seeing them like this, knowing how close I had come to sharing that stage as one of them rather than the opening act.

As the door closed behind them, I took a deep breath, trying to shake off the weirdness of the encounter. I was Ava Gray now, and tonight was about proving myself, about stepping into the spotlight I had crafted from the ground up.

Turning back to the mirror, I adjusted my breastplate, bangs, and costume, then finally reapplied my lipstick.

"You’ve got this, Ava," I whispered to my reflection. "It’s showtime."

Stepping out of the dressing room, I felt the persona of Ava Gray cloak me like a second skin. Each step toward the stage built my confidence, the nerves transforming into an exhilarating rush of adrenaline.

Tonight, Ava Gray would shine, her music would resonate, and her secrets would remain just that—a mystery to all but the girl behind the mask, who was finally living her dream on her own terms.
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The stage at Madison Square Garden was an electrifying ocean of lights, screams, and pulsating energy. Nobody knew who I was but I didn’t let that bother me. As I, Ava Gray, stepped out, the roar of the crowd hit me like a physical wave, a rush so intense it nearly knocked the breath from my lungs. This was it—the moment I had been molded for, crafted into existence for.

The opening beats of "Miss Demeanor" throbbed through the arena, the bass a heartbeat that matched my own. I moved into the spotlight, the shimmering fabric of my outfit catching every light, every eye in the venue.

My nerves, once frayed and fierce, melted under the warmth of the stage lights, replaced by a persona that felt both alien and incredibly right.

"Miss Demeanor, you’re a screamer,

Breaking hearts like it’s a fever."

The lyrics rolled off my tongue, each word a deliberate stroke of defiance and allure. I danced, my body moving with the rhythm, each step and sway practiced but infused with a raw energy I hadn’t known I possessed. My dancers flanked me, their movements echoing mine, a mirror of rhythm and seduction.

"Watch me dance, watch me sway,

Steal your heart, then slip away."

The choreography was a mix of sharp, precise movements and fluid gestures that told a story of temptation and playfulness. I spun, my hair whipping around as I landed each turn with precision, the crowd's cheers fueling my confidence.

The bridge of the song slowed, a momentary pause in the pulsing music, and I took the opportunity to connect with the audience.

“New York City, are you ready to get a little naughty tonight?” I shouted, the crowd responding with a surge of screams. It was exhilarating, this exchange of energy, this dance of give and take.

As the beat dropped again, I launched into the final chorus, my voice stronger, bolstered by the sea of faces that sang along with me.

"Miss Demeanor, such a teaser,

I’m the fire, you’re the freezer."

I strutted down the catwalk that jutted out into the crowd, reaching out to touch the hands that reached for me. Each connection was a spark, a reminder of why I was here, why I had transformed from Arthur into Ava.

This wasn't just about singing; it was about performing, about becoming the music and the persona that commanded such a stage.

The song ended with a final, powerful note that I held out longer than I ever had before, the note echoing in the vast space. As it faded, the arena erupted in applause, the sound deafening, overwhelming, perfect. I stood there, center stage, breathless and victorious, the lights blinding but no longer intimidating.

As I exited the stage, the adrenaline slowly receded, leaving a cocktail of triumph and relief. Back in the wings, Juan was the first to greet me, his face alight with pride as he covered my body with a silk robe.

“You were phenomenal, Ava! They loved you!”
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I smiled, a genuine, wide smile that felt like it cracked my face.

“I felt it, Juan. For the first time, I really felt like Ava Gray,” I confessed, the reality of my performance settling in. This was more than a debut; it was a declaration.

As I walked back to my dressing room, the weight of the heels less noticeable now, the fabric of my costume clinging to my every curve, I realized that Ava Gray wasn’t just a mask or a role to play.

She was a part of me, a part that had been waiting for her moment to shine. And tonight, under the bright lights of Madison Square Garden, she had done just that.


Chapter 10

∞∞∞

A month after the release of "Miss Demeanor," the success was more than I could have ever imagined. The single had not only climbed to the top of the charts but stayed there, dominating at number one for two straight weeks. It seemed like Ava Gray was on everyone's lips, eclipsing even the Cockyboyz, the very band I once thought I'd be part of.

Despite the thrill of success, the pressure was mounting to follow up with something equally impressive. Mr. Clarke was already plotting the next move.

"Ava, you've proven you can be the sexy, chart-topping pop star," he said during one of our strategy meetings.

"But we can't box you into just that. You have the pipes. Let’s show them."

He was right. As much as "Miss Demeanor" was a hit, I knew I had more to offer.

"A ballad, maybe?" I suggested, thinking about how I could showcase a different side of my vocal range.

"Exactly," Mr. Clarke nodded, his mind clearly ticking over potential ideas.

"But let’s spice it up—a duet, with someone who can match your talent. How about Tim from Cockyboyz?"

The suggestion took me by surprise. Tim, with his smooth voice, would be perfect, but the idea of working so closely with him made me nervous.
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"That could work, but won't it be... complicated? He might find out?" I asked, the thought of being so close to my former bandmate under such different circumstances sending a jolt of anxiety through me.

"Don't worry, you look and sound very different now. And I won't be in the studio. Tim doesn't know I own Altura Jamz," Mr. Clarke said with a slight smirk.

"And remember, don't let him find out."

Dressed in casual wear, far less glamorous than my stage outfits, I found myself in the studio early the next day. The air was thick with anticipation—or was it dread? Claude Wilde, the genius behind "Miss Demeanor," was there to guide us through the recording of "See Through Me," a ballad about love, transparency, and vulnerability.

"Alright, Ava, just relax and give it all you've got," Claude encouraged me as I took my place in the vocal booth.

Before I could respond, the door opened, and Tim walked in. He looked different from the last time I saw him; more confident, yet still the gentleman I remembered.

"Hi, Ava, it’s great to finally meet you," he said, extending his hand with a friendly smile.

"Likewise, Tim," I managed, my voice steady despite the butterflies in my stomach.

Tim looked around the studio, his gaze finally settling on the music sheets in front of us.

"So, 'See Through Me,' huh? What's the song about?" he asked, his curiosity evident.

"It’s about letting someone see the real you, the you behind all the facades," I explained, feeling a pang of irony as the words left my mouth.

"Sounds perfect," he nodded, his eyes scanning the lyrics.

"I'm really looking forward to this. Your voice is incredible on the tracks I’ve heard."

"Thanks," I murmured, feeling a mix of pride and nerves. His compliment meant more than I wanted to admit.

Claude interjected, "Let's go over the piece before we record. Tim, you'll start with the first verse, Ava will follow, and then you'll blend in the chorus."

As we reviewed the structure, Tim's professionalism made the process easier than I had feared. However, his occasional glances and questions about how I approached the song kept me on edge.

I was Ava Gray, but beneath the makeup and the name, I was someone he once knew, someone I couldn't let him recognize.

"Alright, shall we do a dry run?" Claude suggested, breaking into my thoughts.

"Sure," I agreed, catching Tim's nod in the control room mirror.

As the music cued up, I took a deep breath, ready to sing but dreading the moment my past might catch up with me through a slip, a look, or a note. But for now, I had to be Ava Gray, completely and convincingly. The microphones were hot, the track rolled, and the past had to stay exactly there—behind me.

As the music started, the mood in the studio lightened considerably. Tim and I stood on opposite sides of the microphone, the lyrics of "See Through Me" laid out in front of us. The melody was soft, touching, an acoustic arrangement that lent itself beautifully to heartfelt singing.
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"In your eyes, I see the skies,

Clouds are gone, the sun will rise," Tim sang, his voice a perfect blend of warmth and melancholy that pulled at the heartstrings.

I joined in, my part intertwining with his, the harmony creating a poignant moment that felt larger than the sum of its parts.

"Can you see through me, see the truth,

Beneath the lies, beneath the roof?" I responded, my voice steady despite the flicker of emotions stirring within.

We laughed a bit as we tried different inflections, the session lighter and more enjoyable than I anticipated. Every so often, our eyes met—his directly, mine shielded by dark shades. I could see the genuine enjoyment in his expression, a shared connection over the music we were creating.

It was fun, undeniably so, but beneath the surface, a confusing tension simmered within me.

I found myself caught in a strange sensation—like a magnetic pull that made no sense. Here I was, Ava, yet deep down, still Arthur, and the lines were blurring in ways I hadn’t expected.

I’m not gay, I thought, a silent rebuttal to the confusing chemistry between us. Yet, the more we sang, the more I questioned everything, including my reactions.

As the final notes of the song faded, Tim turned off his microphone and flashed me a shy smile.

"Hey, that was great, Ava. You’re amazing to work with."

"Thanks, Tim. You make it easy," I replied, my voice light, belying the turmoil inside.

He hesitated for a moment before speaking again, "Uh, would you like to grab some coffee? There’s a Coffee Bean nearby. Just to unwind a bit from the session?"

The invitation caught me off guard. Coffee, in broad daylight, was risky. My makeup was minimal, just enough to not feel exposed, but far from the full Ava Gray glam. And my shades, though dark, wouldn't hide everything in the clear light of day. He might recognize me, I fretted internally.

But then, another part of me rationalized, You’re wearing really dark shades, and you’ve changed your hair. He might not notice.

I weighed the risk, the desire to spend more time with him battling with my fear of being discovered. Finally, I nodded, a decision that surprised even me. "Sure, coffee sounds great. Just let me grab my stuff."

Tim's face lit up, a boyish grin spreading across his features.

"Awesome, I’ll meet you outside?"

"See you there," I confirmed, my heart pounding as I collected my things. As I followed him out of the studio, I repeated a silent mantra, hoping to steady my nerves. He won’t recognize you. Just keep it cool, Ava.
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Walking beside Tim, I felt every step charged with a mix of anticipation and anxiety. The short walk to the coffee shop was filled with light chatter, mostly about music and some about Los Angeles. Yet, behind every laugh and shared anecdote, I was acutely aware of the persona I had to maintain.

Moments later, as Tim walked up to order our coffees, I took the moment alone to check my reflection in the compact mirror. The café was cozy, a low hum of conversation mixing with the gentle clinking of cups and saucers.

My hand moved almost reflexively to add a touch more gloss to my lips, enhancing the redness and plumpness, anything to maintain the Ava facade a little more convincingly.

He returned, setting down a cup in front of me with a soft clink. The steam rose in gentle swirls, the rich aroma of coffee filling the space between us.

"Here you go, one vanilla latte," Tim said, his smile easy and genuine.

"Thanks," I replied, closing my mirror and focusing on him. "I appreciate it."

"No problem at all. And hey, congratulations on 'Miss Demeanor.' Hitting number one, that’s huge!" Tim’s voice was warm with genuine praise.

I offered a smile, though a flutter of nerves tickled my stomach. "Thanks, Tim. But congratulations to you too. You guys have been tearing up the charts with every song from your debut album."

"Yeah, thanks." He nodded, his expression mingling pride with a touch of something else—nostalgia, perhaps. "It's been wild. But, did you know there was supposed to be four of us?"

My heart skipped. His words felt like a spotlight swinging suddenly in my direction. I dabbed at my lips with a napkin, buying time as I collected my thoughts.

"Oh? Really? I hadn’t heard that."

"Yeah," Tim continued, oblivious to the sudden tension he’d sparked.

"Arthur, he was... he’s probably the best singer I’ve ever heard. Honestly."

The mention of my old name, so casual yet so loaded, sent a chill through me. I forced a casual tone.

"Arthur, huh? Sounds like a talent."

"He is. I mean, he was incredible. It just sucks because right when we were getting started, management got really strict. No cell phones, total focus on the music. I lost touch with him," Tim explained, his gaze drifting over my shoulder as he seemed to get lost in his memories.

"That sounds tough," I murmured, my mind racing with the implications of his words. He tried to reach out. He didn’t forget.

"It was," Tim admitted, then sighed.

"I hope he’s doing okay, you know? Wherever he is. It’s a shame how things turned out. He deserved to be up there with us."

The sincerity in Tim's voice, the genuine concern, touched a part of me that I had kept sealed away. Arthur wasn't just a discarded identity; he was a part of me that still resonated with people who cared.

"I’m sure he’s fine, doing what he loves," I said, a little too quickly, my voice a mix of Ava’s confidence and Arthur’s defensiveness.
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"Yeah, I hope so." Tim smiled again, but this time it was tinged with a hint of sadness.

"Anyway, enough about the past. Tell me more about you."

The change in topic was welcome, yet the shift back to my current persona felt jarring. I navigated the conversation towards safer waters, discussing music, inspirations, and the whirlwind life of a pop star.

Yet, beneath the chatter, the weight of Tim’s words lingered, stirring old feelings and new conflicts within me.

As we continued talking, the café around us bustling with the quiet energy of the afternoon, I found myself playing a delicate balancing act—keeping Ava in the spotlight while Arthur watched from the wings.

It was a dance I was becoming all too familiar with, each step a calculation, each word a performance. But as I looked across the table at Tim, his kind eyes and easy manner, a part of me wondered just how long I could keep dancing before the music stopped.


Chapter 11

∞∞∞

TWO MONTHS HAD PASSED in a blur of lights, camera flashes, and the pulsating beat of my new life. Each day, Ava Gray's world expanded, and with it, so did my own inner turmoil. Sitting in the studio makeup chair in a tent in Barbados, I watched as the artist dabbed at my face, transforming me once again into the pop princess that the world adored.

The brush strokes felt like little whispers against my skin, each one adding a layer of pretense that I was starting to grow comfortable with, maybe too comfortable.

Juan was nearby, his voice a constant hum as he dealt with the onslaught of media requests.

"No, we're not doing that one, it's too tacky. Ava only appears on top-tier shows," he asserted over the phone, his tone dismissive. I half-listened, my mind adrift in a sea of conflicting emotions.

Since Tim and I had started spending more time together, something unexpected had developed—a genuine connection that was hard to ignore. We hadn't exactly defined what our 'dating' was.

It felt more like a series of friendly outings, yet with an undercurrent of something deeper, unspoken but palpable. I liked him, more than I had liked anyone before, and it scared me.

The thought of kissing Tim had crossed my mind more often than I cared to admit.

What would it feel like?

Would it confirm the feelings I was beginning to acknowledge, or would it break the spell, reminding me of the reality I was hiding from him?

"Are you even listening, Ava?" Juan’s voice cut through my reverie, pulling me back to the present.
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"Sorry, what?" I blinked, meeting his gaze in the mirror.

"I was saying, we've got invitations to three award shows next month. We need to start thinking about what you’re going to wear," he said, flipping through his tablet with a flick of his wrist.

"Right, of course," I murmured, trying to muster enthusiasm. Fashion was the least of my worries, yet it was all-consuming in Ava’s world.

Juan eyed me curiously. "You’ve been off lately. Everything okay?"

I sighed, the weight of my secret pressing down on me.

"I’m fine. Just tired, I guess."

He wasn't convinced but nodded, turning his attention back to the tablet. "Well, make sure you rest. We can't have pop’s newest sensation burning out."

As the makeup artist applied the finishing touches, adding a glossy sheen to my lips, I found my thoughts drifting back to Tim. Our last outing had been to a quiet art exhibit, away from the prying eyes of the press.

We'd talked about everything and nothing, and in those moments, I felt a happiness that was rare and fleeting.

But with the happiness came guilt. Tim didn’t know the truth about who Ava really was—or rather, who Ava wasn’t. Every smile, every shared secret, felt tainted by the lie between us.

"What’s wrong, Ava? You look like you’ve got the world on your shoulders," the makeup artist commented, her eyes meeting mine in the reflection.

"Just thinking about... new songs," I lied smoothly, offering her a rehearsed smile.

She nodded, apparently satisfied with my answer, and packed away her tools. I stood up, my reflection now the picture of perfection. Ava Gray looked back at me, her eyes bright, her smile flawless. But beneath the surface, Arthur was confused, lonely, and increasingly in love with someone who didn’t know him at all.

The warm breeze caressed my skin as I looked out from our large tent set up just a few yards from the shore. The sound of waves crashing against the beach created a soothing backdrop, but my nerves were anything but calm.

Today, we were shooting the music video for "See Through Me," the duet with Tim that had quickly climbed the charts.

Penny was bustling around me, her expert hands adjusting the breastplate beneath the tight one-piece swimsuit I was to wear for the shoot.

"We need to make sure everything looks seamless, Ava. Can't have anything slipping or showing that shouldn't," she murmured, her fingers deftly smoothing out the edges of the silicone that contoured my chest.

"It feels secure," I reassured her, though part of my attention was on the tuck, which felt like a necessary betrayal of my comfort for the sake of appearance.

"Good, but remember, no sudden moves that might... you know, compromise the situation," Penny added with a knowing look. She had become adept at navigating the complexities of my transformation into Ava Gray.

Lisa approached, her makeup kit in hand, ready to do a final check before we began filming. "I've got your green contact lenses here," she said, popping open a small case.

"Let's change up those beautiful blue eyes to something a bit more mysterious for Tim."

As she carefully placed the lenses into my eyes, changing the hue from my natural blue to a vibrant green, she leaned in close.

"Remember, we need to keep 'Arthur' under wraps. This makeup will hold, but let me know if you feel like it's starting to wear off with the heat."

"Thanks, Lisa. I'll be careful," I said, grateful for her discretion and support. The role of Ava Gray demanded so much from me, physically and emotionally, and having a team that understood the delicate balance of my dual identity was more comforting than they likely realized.

Once fully dressed and made up, I stepped out of the tent to meet Tim at the designated shooting spot on the beach.
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He was already there, looking every part of the romantic lead—shirtless with white linen pants, his hair tousled perfectly by the sea breeze and his huge hard body glistening under the sun.

"Hey, you look amazing," Tim greeted me, his eyes scanning my appearance appreciatively.

"Thanks, you're not so bad yourself," I replied, trying to keep my tone light despite the pounding of my heart. The script for today involved close, intimate scenes meant to convey the depth of the song's emotions—caressing, hugging, and longing looks into each other's eyes.

The thought of being so close to him under any other circumstances would have been thrilling, but today, it was fraught with tension.

As the director called us to set up the first shot, Tim and I positioned ourselves by the water's edge. The director explained the scene: "I want this to look like a moment stolen from time, just the two of you and the vast ocean. Ava, let him draw you in, be in the moment."

We moved through the motions, Tim's hands gentle on my arms, pulling me close for a hug that was meant to look natural and unforced. His touch sent a jolt through me, a mixture of fear and something else I wasn't ready to examine too closely.

"Doing okay?" He whispered as we reset for another take.

"Yeah, just trying to get it right," I whispered back, grateful for his proximity and the reassurance it brought, even under the guise of our characters.

The shoot continued with various setups along the beach, each scene crafted to enhance the romantic and wistful nature of the song. Through it all, I maintained my persona, letting Ava Gray shine through, while inside, Arthur watched, a silent observer caught between worlds.

The sun was hanging low over the horizon, casting a golden hue across the beach as the director, frustrated after several takes, threw his hands in the air.

"I'm tired of this caressing; it looks like two monkeys in a petting zoo. I want the two of you to kiss!"

My heart hammered in my chest, every beat echoing loudly in my ears. The tension from all the touching during the shoot had built up, and a part of me longed for the kiss, craved the connection. Yet, the weight of my deceit felt suffocating. Tim didn't know I was Arthur; he didn't know the truth behind Ava Gray.
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Closing my eyes briefly, I tried to steady my breath. Tim, sensing my hesitation, leaned in slightly, his voice low and concerned.

"Is this okay?"

As his lips drew near, the reality of what was about to happen hit me like a tidal wave. I couldn't do it—I couldn't let my first kiss with Tim be built on a lie. Panic surged through me, and just as our lips were inches apart, I turned away, my voice breaking as I stumbled back.

"I—I can't do this. Give me a damn moment!"

"What's wrong?" The director's voice boomed across the set, confusion and annoyance mingling in his tone.

Tim, his expression a mix of worry and confusion, followed me as I ran away from the set, toward the quieter part of the beach. My breath was ragged, my thoughts a whirlwind of fear and regret.

"Hey, Ava! Is it me? Did I do something wrong?" Tim's voice was gentle, trying to bridge the gap I had put between us.

"No, Tim, nothing's wrong with you," I managed to say, my voice trembling.

"It’s not you. It’s me. I’m the problem."

Tim's brow furrowed, his concern deepening.

"Please, just tell me what’s going on. You can tell me anything."

The guilt that had been gnawing at me reached its peak. With a shaking hand, I pulled out one of the green contact lenses, then reached up to wipe off the layer of red lipstick, each motion revealing more of the person I had been hiding.

"Can’t you see? It’s me, Arthur."

There was a long pause, a moment stretched out between breaths where the world seemed to stop spinning. Tim stared at me, his eyes searching my face—a face he had known in a different time, under different circumstances. Then, his expression softened, a slow smile spreading across his lips.

"Of course, I knew it was you. Nobody sounds as good as you. I was just waiting for you to tell me. And honestly, I don’t give a fuck."

Before I could process his words fully, Tim stepped closer, his hands cupping my face gently.

Every nerve in my body sparked to life, the sensations of touch, sight, and sound heightened as if everything around us had sharpened into vivid clarity. His thumbs gently stroked the skin beneath my eyes, a touch so tender it threatened to unravel the tightly wound nerves within me.

His face loomed closer, the setting sun casting a halo around him, bathing his features in a soft, golden light that seemed to blur the edges of reality.

The breeze picked up around us, a soft, soothing caress as he leaned in and pressed his lips to mine. The kiss was gentle, questioning at first, then deepening as I responded, my own hands reaching up to touch his face. It was magical, the warmth of the sun and the coolness of the breeze enveloping us, making the moment feel like it was lifted from a dream.

The moment his lips met mine, it was a gentle collision of past and present—a melding of what I had feared and what I now desired. The kiss was soft, exploratory at first, as if Tim was asking a question I had been waiting my entire life to answer.

As I responded, the kiss deepened, growing more confident. His lips moved against mine with a careful intensity that sent a cascade of chills down my spine, each touch reaffirming the truth I had just revealed. The world around us—the sound of the waves, the murmur of the crew, the rustle of the palm trees—faded into a distant hum, leaving only the sensation of Tim’s hands moving to cradle the back of my neck, pulling me closer.

I was acutely aware of every point of contact: the press of his body against mine, the warmth of his hands, the soft sigh of his breath mingling with mine. It was as if with each second the kiss lasted, years of hidden truths and masked feelings were being acknowledged and washed away.

The tension that had once knotted tightly within me unraveled, replaced by an exhilarating freedom—a liberation not just from the lies, but from the fear of being truly seen.

As we finally parted, breathing hard, the world rushed back in a wave of sounds and colors. But the echo of the kiss lingered, a resonant frequency that continued to thrum through every fiber of my being, leaving me with a profound sense of connection and an undeniable realization of change.

"I love you, Ava, Arthur, whoever you are. You’re you, and that’s who I love."
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"I love you too, Tim, I don’t know why but I do," I whispered back, a sense of relief washing over me. The weight of my secrets, now shared, felt lighter somehow.

"Now let’s go back and sell this platinum record," Tim said with a grin, taking my hand firmly in his.

We walked back to the set hand in hand, the setting sun painting the sky in shades of pink and orange, a promise of a new beginning.


Epilogue

∞∞∞

THREE MONTHS HAD FLOWN by since the release of "See Through Me," and the whirlwind hadn't slowed. The single, my beautiful duet with Tim, had officially become the year's best-selling record. Amidst the chaos and the celebrations, a deeper, more personal journey had begun for me. I had been seeing a gender specialist for a month, slowly peeling back the layers of my identity, with Tim steadfast by my side.
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Together, we were navigating this new terrain, still keeping my secret safe from the public eye. Photos of us together, speculated on by magazines and adored by fans, painted us as the hottest couple in the world.

Tonight was the Grammys, and the air was thick with anticipation. Tim and I sat together, our hands linked, waiting as Mariah Carey took the stage to announce the Song of the Year. Her presence was unmistakable, draped in a shimmering gown that sparkled under the stage lights.

"Hello, darlings!" Mariah's voice rang out, rich and charismatic.

"Are we all having a fabulous evening?" The crowd responded with enthusiastic cheers, hanging on her every word.

"Well, it's about to get even more fabulous. Let's see which of these incredible nominees will take home the Song of the Year!"

She paused for effect, her eyes twinkling as she glanced down at the envelope in her hand.

"The nominees are 'Whisper to My Heart' by Carla Denz, 'Rising Tides' by The Shores, 'Nightfall Serenade' by Luna & Sol, and 'See Through Me' by Ava Gray featuring Tim Harding."

The tension between Tim and I was palpable, our fingers tightening around each other. Mariah's hand dipped into the envelope, her nails glittering like diamonds.

"And the Grammy goes to... 'See Through Me' by Ava Gray featuring Tim Harding!"

The room erupted into applause as we stood, our emotions a mix of shock and elation. Tim's smile was wide, his pride in our work evident as he led me to the stage. Walking up to accept the award, my heart pounded not just with the thrill of the win but with the significance of the moment—standing here, as Ava, validated and celebrated.

Mariah handed us the Grammy with her signature flair.

"Congratulations, dahling," she said, her voice a melodious drawl.

[image: grammy award in air]

"Absolutely deserved."

"Thank you, Mariah, and thank you to everyone who believed in this song," I began, my voice steady despite the fluttering in my stomach.

"This song was more than just a melody to us—it was a message, a story of seeing and being seen for who you truly are."

Tim took the microphone, his gaze finding mine as he spoke.

"Working with Ava was an incredible journey, one that taught me a lot about courage and authenticity. This song is for anyone who feels unseen—may you always find your voice and the strength to be who you are."

The applause that followed was warm and reaffirming. As we walked off the stage, Grammy in hand, I felt a surge of gratitude for how far I had come—from hiding in the shadows as Arthur to shining in the spotlight as Ava. The journey of self-discovery, fraught with challenges and doubts, had led me to this incredible moment of acceptance and achievement.

Back at our seats, Tim squeezed my hand, his voice soft as he leaned in close.
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"I'm so proud of you, Ava. No matter what, I'm with you."

"I know," I whispered back, allowing myself a moment to bask in the glow of our shared success and the personal victories that had brought us here.

As the ceremony continued, I couldn't help but feel that this was just the beginning. With Tim by my side and a Grammy now to my name, the possibilities seemed endless. The fears and uncertainties that had once clouded my path were now just steps in the journey, each one leading me closer to fully embracing who I was meant to be—Ava Gray.

THE END <3

Did you enjoy Pop Princess? In that case, I hope you can check out my bundle Very Girly Boys.

It contains three of my chart-topping illustrated feminization and transgender transformation steamy romances.

[image: A person posing for a picture  Description automatically generated]

Story 1 – Detentions Delights

Bullied constantly by a jock and now, the principal?

Was I really doomed to suffer this fate forever?

But then, my mother said otherwise after drawing out The Emperor and Wheel of Fortune cards. She told me that my life was about to change.

Story 2 – Old Maid

When my father died, I took over his role as the man of the house. Working odd jobs, doing gigs, and spending all of my earnings to support my family wasn’t a problem.

But when I stumbled upon the chance of discovering my glamorous alter ego and the chance at love, I started questioning if I was still okay with being the male version of an old maid.

Story 3 – The Farmer’s Daughter

She hated me… I reminded her of the man who left her for a younger woman… but she was my mother.

All I could do was run to him. The man who loved me unconditionally and raised me as his own. The man who showed me what it was to truly be alive.

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

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

Read Very Girly Boys

Now, if you prefer reading my latest story, feel free to check…
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“Wear short shorts and a crop top while washing cars? Give me a break!”

Read Carwash Cutie


Book Bundles

∞∞∞

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

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

∞∞∞

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

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

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

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

Get Your Own Story


Audiobooks

∞∞∞

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

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


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

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

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

Visit Find Femboys


Other Titles
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“The only Feminization Guide you’ll ever need.”

Read The Girly Guide 2
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“Underneath her pencil skirt and silk blouse, distracting all the yearning men in the conference room with her apparition, she knew exactly who to give her attention to for her next career opportunity.”

Read The Office Gurl
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“There’s that voice again… telling me to swipe the scarlet rouge on my lips, wear my mother’s dress, and go to the nearest bar in my red stilettos".

Read Femininely Possessed
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“It’s your feminization story, I just wrote it for you, xoxo Lilly.”

Read Feminizing You
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“I have two pieces of good news, first, you’re not going to school anymore, and second, you’re hired as a new maid!” “My father wouldn’t allow this!”

“Enough with the drama, slide on those Mary Janes!”

Read Sissyrella


Author’s Message
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Dear Romantic Reader,

Thank you very much for purchasing and reading Pop Princess – A Reluctant Feminization Romance.

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

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

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

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

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

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

Home Page (www.lillylustwood.wordpress.com)

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

Facebook | Twitter |(@LillyLustwood)

TikTok @LillyLustwoodTok

Goodreads (www.goodreads.com/lillylustwood)
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