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Introduction

"I was born to inherit an empire, not to hide behind a wig and heels."

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

∞∞∞

I was Ryan Kingsley, heir to a global luxury empire, but my life turned upside down when my father’s death left me the target of a ruthless rival. Enter Vin—rugged, unyielding, and infuriatingly good at his job.

His solution? To disguise me as a woman and hide in plain sight.

At first, Reina felt like a mask I couldn’t wait to remove. But as the charade deepened, I started seeing pieces of myself I’d ignored for years. Vin was there for all of it—guarding my life while breaking down my masculine walls.

When my enemies came too close, my transformation became more than just survival. It became the key to reclaiming my power and rewriting my story.

But could I trust my identity and heart to the man who freshly vowed to protect me?

Clutch your Pearl Necklace Tight and

Prepare for a Transgender Romance Ride!

Note: This story contains transgender love, feminization, workplace & 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 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 Save The Queen.


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 FUNERAL WAS exactly what I expected—dull, expensive, and loaded with people who couldn’t wait to see me fail. My father had spared no expense in death, much like in life. White lilies spilled over every corner of the cathedral, their scent so overpowering it made me want to gag. The stained glass windows cast these annoyingly cheerful rainbows onto the rows of designer suits. If I hadn’t known better, I’d have thought I was at one of those pretentious charity galas he used to drag me to.

The board was here, of course. All those vultures from Kingsley Corporation, my father’s beloved empire of luxury brands. They filled the first few pews, straight-backed and dressed in their sharpest Armani and Chanel. None of them looked particularly heartbroken, which wasn’t a surprise. I doubted any of them had liked him much.

Victor Ashcroft sat at the very front, naturally. The man had a way of making himself the center of attention even in a room full of grieving people. His silver hair was slicked back, his navy suit tailored so perfectly it could’ve been sewn directly onto his body. He didn’t look sad. He looked... expectant.

I knew why, of course. Victor had been gunning for my father’s shares for years. Now that the old man was gone, he saw an opportunity.
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The eulogy dragged on, the priest droning about my father’s “vision” and “commitment to excellence.” It was all scripted nonsense. My father didn’t care about excellence; he cared about dominance. He liked being the best, and he didn’t care whose neck he stepped on to get there. I respected that about him, in a way. It was probably the only thing we had in common.

When it was finally over, I stood at the exit like a good little heir, shaking hands and murmuring my thanks as people offered their fake condolences. “So sorry for your loss,” they said, as if any of them cared.

Victor was the last to approach. He took my hand, his grip firm but not too firm. Everything about Victor was calculated—his handshake, his smile, the way he tilted his head just enough to seem empathetic without overdoing it.

“Ryan,” he said smoothly, his British accent as polished as his shoes. “You must be feeling the weight of it all. Losing your father so suddenly. Tragic, truly.”

I forced a tight smile. “Thank you, Victor. I appreciate you coming.”

He leaned in, lowering his voice. “Of course. I wouldn’t miss it. Kingsley meant a great deal to me. And, well…” He paused, letting the words hang in the air like the lilies’ suffocating perfume. “The company’s future means even more.”

It took every ounce of restraint I had not to roll my eyes. “Don’t worry. The company’s future is in good hands.”

His smile widened, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “I’m sure it is. Though, you know, transitions like this can be... challenging. If there’s anything you need, any advice, don’t hesitate to call.”

“Thanks,” I said flatly.

Victor finally released my hand, his expression still that same polished mask. He gave a small bow of his head before walking away, his perfectly shined shoes clicking against the marble floor.

I watched him leave, my jaw tightening. I’d always known Victor was ambitious, but now it was clear he was circling like a shark. He wasn’t here to mourn my father; he was here to see how quickly he could sink his teeth into my inheritance.

As the last of the guests filed out, I loosened my tie and sank into the nearest pew. The cathedral was empty now, except for the lingering smell of flowers and a few staff cleaning up.

My father was gone. The empire was mine. And Victor Ashcroft wasn’t going to wait long before making his move.

I arrived at the lawyer’s office the next morning feeling like a walking hangover, even though I hadn’t touched a drop of alcohol. The funeral had drained me, and now I was supposed to sit through this formality while people pretended they didn’t already know the contents of my father’s will.

The office was exactly what you’d expect from the Kingsley family’s legal representation: dark wood paneling, leather chairs, and a mahogany desk big enough to double as a dining table. Every detail screamed, we’re richer than you and don’t care if you know it.

Victor was already there, of course, sipping what I could only assume was artisanal coffee brewed from beans picked by monks or some nonsense like that. His assistant hovered nearby, clutching a leather portfolio as if it contained the secrets of the universe.

“Ryan,” Victor greeted me, his tone as smooth as the silk pocket square tucked into his jacket. “Glad to see you could make it.”

I ignored him, sliding into a chair on the opposite side of the table. The lawyer, Mr. Harrington, looked up from a stack of papers, his face as neutral as ever. Harrington had worked for my father for decades. He probably knew more about the Kingsley empire than I did, but he never showed his hand.

“We’ll get started shortly,” Harrington said, adjusting his glasses. “Just waiting on one more party.”

I frowned. One more party? Who the hell else needed to be here?

Before I could ask, the door opened, and in walked Sheila. Sheila Henderson, the CFO of Kingsley Corporation, was as sharp as they came. She was in her sixties, but she could still outwork and outthink anyone in the room. If she was here, this wasn’t going to be a simple meeting.

“Good morning,” Sheila said briskly, nodding to Harrington before taking a seat. She didn’t even look at Victor, which I found mildly amusing.

“All right,” Harrington said, clearing his throat. “Let’s begin.”

He opened a folder, pulling out a document with a level of care that suggested it might crumble into dust if handled too roughly.

“As you know, this is the last will and testament of Richard Kingsley,” Harrington began. “Per his instructions, I will read the relevant portions aloud.”

Victor leaned back in his chair, one leg crossed over the other, looking entirely too relaxed for my liking.

“First,” Harrington continued, “Richard Kingsley’s personal assets, including all properties, vehicles, and accounts, are bequeathed to his only son, Ryan Kingsley.”

No surprises there. The mansion, the yacht, the ridiculous art collection—all mine. Not that I cared about any of it.

“Second,” Harrington said, pausing to adjust his glasses, “the 60% controlling share in Kingsley Corporation is also bequeathed to Ryan Kingsley, along with the position of Chairman of the Board.”

Victor’s expression didn’t change, but I saw the slightest twitch of his jaw.

“However,” Harrington added, and that one word sent a chill down my spine, “there is an additional stipulation.”

Victor’s lips curled into a faint smile, and I suddenly wanted to punch him in the face.

“What stipulation?” I asked, my voice sharper than I intended.

Harrington ignored my tone, flipping to another page. “The shares and position are contingent upon your active involvement in the company’s operations. Specifically, you must take on the role of CEO within the next six months.”
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“Wait, what?” I said, sitting up straighter. “That wasn’t part of the plan.”

“Your father believed it was necessary to ensure stability within the company… and to make it fair for the other shareholders,” Harrington said, his tone annoyingly calm. “If you do not fulfill this requirement, the shares will be transferred to the remaining board members for equal distribution.”

“Which would give the majority vote to the largest remaining shareholder,” Sheila said, cutting through the nonsense like a blade.

Victor’s smile widened. “That would be me.”

I stared at Harrington, my chest tightening. “He can’t be serious. My father wouldn’t—”

“Your father was very clear,” Harrington interrupted. “He wanted you to take responsibility for the company.”

I leaned back in my chair, running a hand through my hair. This was a nightmare. I didn’t want to run Kingsley Corporation. I barely wanted to show up to board meetings, let alone take over the whole operation.

Victor’s voice broke through my spiraling thoughts. “Of course, if you find the responsibility overwhelming, I’d be more than happy to step in.”

His tone was dripping with fake sympathy, and it made my skin crawl.

“I’m not stepping aside,” I snapped. “The company is mine. Period.”

“Good,” Victor said, standing. “Then I look forward to seeing how you handle the challenges ahead.”

He walked out without another word, leaving the room heavy with tension.

Sheila finally turned to me, her expression unreadable. “Ryan, you need to understand something. Victor’s not just ambitious—he’s ruthless. If he gets control of the company, it won’t be the Kingsley Corporation anymore. It’ll be Ashcroft Enterprises.”

I swallowed hard, the weight of her words sinking in.

“You have six months,” Sheila said, standing. “You’d better make them count. Here are the papers you need to sign to officially make you our new CEO.”

By the time I left Harrington’s office, my head was pounding, and my patience was paper-thin. The weight of what had just been dropped on me wasn’t something I could shrug off. I’d gone from coasting on my father’s empire to suddenly being tasked with steering the whole damn thing.

The Kingsley Corporation wasn’t just any company. It was a global titan, the face of luxury goods across continents. We sold everything from designer handbags to fragrances that people paid obscene amounts of money to smell like. And now it was mine—or, at least, it would be if I could keep it away from Victor’s grubby, well-manicured hands.

I slid into the back seat of the black SUV waiting at the curb. My driver, Gerald, nodded politely through the rearview mirror. “Where to, Mr. Kingsley?”

“Home,” I said, leaning back against the cool leather. “And step on it.”

The city blurred past the windows as we merged into traffic. I loosened my tie, trying to process the morning’s events. My father’s stipulations were like a time bomb, and Victor was already counting down.

The SUV slowed at a red light, and that’s when I noticed it—a dark sedan behind us. It wasn’t unusual for cars to trail us in the city’s stop-and-go traffic, but this one felt off. It had been following us since we left Harrington’s office.

I straightened in my seat. “Gerald, do you see that car?”

He glanced in the mirror, his expression unreadable. “The black one?”

“Yeah. Lose it.”

Gerald’s eyes narrowed, but he didn’t ask questions. He turned down a side street, taking a route I didn’t recognize. The sedan followed.

“Shit,” I muttered, gripping the seat. “What the hell’s going on?”

“Stay calm, sir,” Gerald said, his tone firm. He pressed a button on the dash, and I heard the locks click into place. “I’ll handle this.”

The SUV accelerated, weaving through narrow streets with a precision that made me wonder if Gerald had a side gig as a getaway driver. The sedan kept pace, its tinted windows gleaming under the afternoon sun.

Then it happened. A sharp screech of tires, and the sedan rammed into our rear bumper. I jolted forward, the seatbelt digging into my chest.

“Jesus!” I shouted. “Gerald, what the hell—”

“They’re trying to stop us,” Gerald cut in. He made a sharp turn, the tires squealing as the SUV narrowly avoided a parked car.

I glanced back and saw the sedan closing in. My heart pounded as adrenaline surged through me. This wasn’t just a coincidence. Whoever was in that car wanted me.

Another jolt—a second hit from behind. This time, the SUV swerved dangerously close to the sidewalk.

“Gerald, do something!” I yelled, my voice cracking.

“I’m trying!” he snapped, his hands gripping the wheel.

Before he could make another move, the sedan surged forward, ramming us again. This time, the impact was too much. The SUV spun out, slamming into a lamppost. The airbags deployed with a deafening pop, and I was thrown sideways, my head colliding with the window.

For a moment, everything was a blur—noise, motion, pain. I groaned, struggling to unbuckle my seatbelt.

“Mr. Kingsley, stay down!” Gerald shouted, but I barely registered his words.

The driver’s door was yanked open, and Gerald was pulled out. I heard a scuffle, fists hitting flesh, Gerald grunting in pain.

Then my door opened, and a rough hand grabbed my arm.

“Get out,” a voice growled.

I looked up, blinking through the haze. A man in a ski mask was towering over me, a gun holstered at his side.

“What the hell do you want?” I demanded, my voice shaking but defiant.

“You,” he said simply.

He started to drag me out of the car, but before he could, a loud shout rang out.

“Step away from him!”

The man turned, and so did I. A figure emerged from the shadows, moving with a confidence that instantly changed the dynamic.

Vin Maxwell.

I hadn’t seen him in years, but I recognized him immediately. He was taller than I remembered, broader too. Dressed in black tactical gear, he looked like he’d just stepped out of an action movie.

“Let him go,” Vin said, his voice low and dangerous.

The man hesitated, clearly weighing his options. Then he made the wrong choice.

In a blur of motion, Vin lunged forward, disarming the man with a precision that left me staring. Within seconds, the guy was on the ground, groaning in pain.

Vin turned to me, his dark eyes sharp. “Are you hurt?”

I shook my head, still in shock. “No, I—”

“Good. Then get in the other car.” He jerked his head toward a black SUV that had pulled up behind us, its engine idling.

I hesitated. “Wait, who—”

“No time for questions,” Vin snapped. “Move.”

I didn’t argue. For once in my life, I just did as I was told.

As soon as I climbed into the new SUV, Vin slid in beside me. The driver, another man in tactical gear, sped off without a word.

I turned to Vin, my pulse still racing. “What the hell is going on?”

“You’re being targeted,” he said bluntly. “And if you don’t start listening to me, you’re not going to make it out alive.”


Chapter 2

∞∞∞

I SAT ACROSS FROM Vin Maxwell in what could only be described as a bunker. Dim lighting, concrete walls, and a table that looked like it had seen its share of shady dealings. It wasn’t exactly the Ritz, but after what had just happened, I wasn’t about to complain.

Vin leaned back in his chair, his arms crossed over his chest. The guy had this way of staring that made you feel like he could see straight through you. His hair was cropped short, his jawline sharp enough to cut glass. He wasn’t the type you ignored, even if you wanted to.

“Let me guess,” I said, breaking the silence. “This is the part where you tell me to stay calm while my life falls apart.”

He didn’t laugh. Didn’t even blink. “Your father trusted me with your life.”

“Great. Another person my father trusted more than me.”
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Vin ignored the jab. “He set up everything—this safe house, contingencies, money. He knew someone would go after you if they saw an opening, and losing you gives him one. Unfortunately, even if he wanted to give you the shares without any conditions, he had made a pact with the other shareholders to ensure fairness.”

“So what, you’re my babysitter now?”

He leaned forward, planting his elbows on the table. “I’m your bodyguard. And unless you want to end up in Victor’s trunk, you’re going to listen to me.”

“Victor!? I knew it!”

The way he said it left no room for argument, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t tempted. “Victor’s been after my father’s shares for years but I didn’t know he’d be this desperate.”

Vin sighed, as though he were explaining calculus to a child. “Your father was the buffer. The man had power, alliances, influence. With him gone, you’re a much easier target. No kids, no spouse, no heirs. If something happens to you, those shares don’t stay in your name—they get split among the board.”

I frowned. “And Victor has the next largest stake.”

“Exactly. He takes control of the board, and Kingsley Corporation becomes his personal piggy bank.”

I leaned back in my chair, trying to process it. My father had been dead for less than a week, and already it felt like the world was closing in on me. “And you’re saying this is all part of his plan? The car, the attack?”

“Who else would it be?” Vin asked, his voice low. “Victor doesn’t care how he gets what he wants. He’s spent years waiting for the right moment. Now he’s making his move.”

I tapped my fingers against the edge of the table. “So what’s the plan? I assume you didn’t drag me here to sit in the dark and wait for him to knock on the door.”

Vin’s lips twitched, almost like he wanted to smile but thought better of it. “No. We’re not waiting. We’re disappearing.”

“Disappearing,” I repeated, raising an eyebrow. “That’s your plan? I have a corporation to run, in case you forgot. People will notice if I suddenly vanish.”

“Not if you disappear the right way. You already accepted the position, you can work on it remotely. The more you visit the office the more you put yourself at risk.” he said. “Victor can’t attack what he can’t find. If we go underground, his network won’t have a target.”

“And how exactly do we do that?”

He straightened, his expression unreadable. “We change everything about you.”

It took me a minute to process what he was saying. “Change everything about me? What, you mean like a fake name and some sunglasses?”

He shook his head. “I mean a new identity. No one can recognize you.”

I laughed, the sound echoing off the walls. “You can’t be serious.”

“I’ve never been more serious in my life,” he said, leaning forward. “Victor has people everywhere. If they know what to look for, they’ll find you. The only way to stay ahead is to become someone else entirely.”

“And who exactly am I supposed to become?”

“A woman,” he said, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world.

I stared at him, waiting for the punchline. When it didn’t come, I shook my head. “You’re insane. I’m not dressing up like a woman.”

“You don’t have a choice,” he said flatly. “Victor’s people are looking for Ryan. They’re not looking for Reina.”

“Reina?” I repeated, my voice dripping with disbelief.

“It’s close enough to your name to feel natural,” he explained.

“You’ve actually thought this through,” I said, narrowing my eyes. “That’s... disturbing.”

He didn’t flinch. “Your father trusted me to protect you. This is the best way to do that.”
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I pushed back from the table, pacing the length of the room. “Do you hear how insane this sounds? I can’t run my father’s company dressed like a woman!”

“You’re not running the company right now,” he said sharply. “You’re running for your life.”

The words hit harder than I expected. I stopped pacing, turning to face him. “Why are you even doing this? What’s in it for you?”

Vin’s expression softened, just a fraction. “Your father set me up for life. He wanted to make sure someone had your back, no matter what. I’m here because this is my mission.”

I hated how logical he made it sound. I hated that deep down, I knew he was right.

“This is insane,” I muttered, rubbing a hand over my face. “Absolutely insane.”

“Maybe,” he said, standing. “But it’s your best shot.”


Chapter 3

∞∞∞

A DAY LATER, I found myself in what could only be described as a fashion torture chamber. Clothes racks lined the walls, filled with dresses, skirts, and blouses in every color imaginable. A full-length mirror stood in the corner, reflecting the look of pure disbelief on my face.

Camille, the stylist Vin had apparently hired for this madness, was a walking stereotype. She wore a scarf wrapped dramatically around her neck, her hair cut into a sharp bob. “Oh, honey,” she said, clapping her hands together. “This is going to be fun.”

“Fun isn’t the word I’d use,” I muttered.

Vin stood in the doorway, arms crossed. He looked completely unfazed, which only made me hate him more.

“Let’s start with the basics,” Camille said, grabbing a tape measure. “I need your measurements.”

“This is humiliating,” I said, glaring at Vin.

“Would you rather be dead?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.

I didn’t answer, mostly because I didn’t have a good comeback.

Camille worked quickly, rattling off numbers and pulling clothes from the racks. Within minutes, she had a pile of outfits stacked on a chair.

“Okay, strip,” she said brightly.

I blinked. “Excuse me?”

“You heard me. Off with the clothes. We need to see what we’re working with.”

“This is a nightmare,” I muttered, but I reluctantly did as she said.

What followed was the most uncomfortable experience of my life. Camille shoved me into shapewear that felt like a medieval torture device, then topped it off with a padded bra and a wig. By the time she was done, I barely recognized myself.

“Not bad,” she said, stepping back to admire her work. “You’re a natural.”

“I look ridiculous,” I said, staring at my reflection.

“You look like someone Victor will never find,” Vin said from the doorway.

His words made my stomach twist, but I ignored the feeling. This was temporary. It had to be.

Her studio was a kaleidoscope of chaos. I stared blankly at the racks of clothes in every imaginable fabric and color lined the walls, while the countertops overflowed with beauty supplies, shoes, and accessories. I contemplated if I should keep up or back out… and die.

“First things first,” she said, clapping her hands. “We’re getting rid of this.” She gestured to my arms, my legs, and what I assumed was every inch of exposed skin.

“You mean shaving?” I asked, already dreading the answer.

She laughed like I’d just told a joke. “Shaving? Please. That’s amateur hour. We’re waxing.”

I backed away instinctively, but Camille grabbed my arm with surprising strength. “Don’t be such a baby. It’s not that bad.”

“It sounds that bad,” I countered, but she was already dragging me toward a treatment chair.

The next thirty minutes were a blur of pain, insults, and a lot of screaming—on my part, not hers. Camille ripped away strip after strip of hot wax, each one taking a piece of my dignity with it.

“Stop squirming!” she said, holding down my leg with one hand while yanking off another strip with the other.

“This is torture,” I groaned, gripping the edge of the chair.

“You’ll thank me later,” she said cheerfully. “Smooth skin is non-negotiable.”

By the time she finished, I felt like I’d been flayed alive. I ran a hand over my arm, wincing at how unnervingly soft it felt. “I hate this,” I muttered.

“You’ll get over it,” Camille said, snapping off her gloves. “Now, let’s move on to the fun part: makeup!”

I followed her to a vanity covered in what looked like every product Sephora had ever sold. Brushes, palettes, and tubes were scattered everywhere, their labels like a foreign language to me.

She tilted my chin up, examining my face like a painter staring at a blank canvas. “You’ve got great bone structure,” she said. “Very modelesque.”

“Thanks, I guess?”

She grabbed a bottle of foundation, squirting some onto a sponge. “Let’s even out that complexion, shall we?”

I sat still as she dabbed, brushed, and blended, her movements quick and precise. “This is a lot of effort,” I said, watching her work.

“Beauty is effort,” she replied without missing a beat. “Now close your eyes.”

I did as I was told, and she dusted something shimmery over my lids. “Eyeshadow,” she explained. “Neutral tones for now, but we’ll experiment later.”

She moved on to eyeliner, mascara, and finally lipstick. Each step was accompanied by commentary about colors, techniques, and why I should “absolutely never” overline my lips.

When she stepped back to admire her work, I opened my eyes and barely recognized the person staring back at me. My skin was flawless, my eyes looked bigger and brighter, and my lips were... well, plump. It was like seeing a stranger in the mirror.

“Wow,” I said, not sure whether to be impressed or horrified.

“See? Not so bad,” Camille said, smirking.

“Not so bad?” I repeated. “I look like someone else entirely.”

“Exactly,” she said. “We’re not done yet, though. Time for hair.”

She grabbed a wig from a nearby stand, holding it up for inspection. It was long with soft waves that shimmered under the studio lights.

“You’ve got good coloring for this,” she said, slipping it onto my head. She adjusted it carefully, tucking in stray strands and securing it with pins.

When she was done, she stepped back again, her hands on her hips. “Perfect.”

I stared at my reflection, struggling to process what I was seeing. The man I’d been that morning was gone, replaced by someone... softer, more delicate.
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“I look ridiculous,” I said, my voice barely above a whisper.

“You look like someone who’s going to survive,” Vin said from the doorway.

I turned to glare at him, but his expression stopped me. There was no smirk this time, no trace of amusement. He was serious.

“Come on,” Camille said, pulling me back to the mirror. “We’re not done yet. Clothes are next.”

She then led me over to a rack filled with clothes that looked like they’d been stolen from a soap opera wardrobe. Dresses, skirts, blouses—none of it seemed remotely practical.

“Pick something,” she said, gesturing like a game show host.

I raised an eyebrow. “I have no idea where to start.”

“Fine,” she sighed, flipping through the rack. “Let’s start simple. You need something that says ‘I’m approachable but confident.’”

“That’s not a message I usually try to send,” I said.

“Clearly,” she replied without missing a beat.

She pulled out a fitted wrap dress in a soft lavender color. “This will do.”

I stared at it like it was a live grenade. “I don’t even know how to put that on.”

“That’s what I’m here for,” she said, shoving it into my arms. “Now, go change.”

There was no point arguing, so I shuffled into the changing room and stared at myself in the mirror. The wig, the makeup—it was already surreal. Adding the dress felt like stepping into another dimension.

It took me a few minutes to figure out how the thing worked, but eventually, I managed to get it on. The fabric clung in all the wrong places, and the neckline dipped lower than I was comfortable with.

“How’s it going in there?” Camille called.

“Terrible,” I replied.

“Let me see,” she said, flinging the curtain open before I could protest.

She clapped her hands together, her eyes lighting up. “Oh, honey, you look amazing!”

“I look ridiculous,” I countered, tugging at the hem.

“Ridiculously good,” she corrected. “Now, let’s add some heels.”

She handed me a pair of nude pumps, and I immediately felt my stomach drop. “Do I have to?”

“Yes,” she said, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world.

I sat down and slipped them on, already regretting it. When I stood up, I wobbled like a baby giraffe.

“Okay, this is impossible,” I said, grabbing the edge of the counter for support.

“Stop being so dramatic,” Camille said. “You just need practice. Walk to the mirror.”

I took a cautious step, then another. The heels felt like tiny torture devices strapped to my feet, but somehow I managed to stay upright.

“Not bad,” Camille said, nodding. “Now swing your hips a little.”

“What?”

“Swing your hips,” she repeated. “You’re not stomping down a runway. You’re gliding.”

I rolled my eyes but tried to follow her instructions. It felt ridiculous, but when I glanced in the mirror, I had to admit—it looked... convincing.

“Well?” Camille asked, crossing her arms.

I sighed. “It’s passable.”

“It’s better than passable,” she said, grinning. “It’s perfect.”

Vin cleared his throat from the doorway, and I turned to see him leaning against the frame, arms crossed. His expression was unreadable, but there was a flicker of something in his eyes I couldn’t quite place.

“Not bad,” he said.

I scowled. “Thanks for the ringing endorsement.”

“You’ll do,” he said, pushing off the doorframe. “Let’s see how you handle it in public.”

“Public!?” I repeated, my stomach twisting.

“You heard me,” he said. “Get ready. We’re going out.”

Vin didn’t give me time to argue. Before I knew it, I was back in the car, gripping my clutch like it might save me from drowning. The heels pinched my feet, the wig itched like crazy, and I could feel the makeup on my face like a mask I couldn’t take off.

“Why do we have to do this now?” I asked, glaring at him.

“Because the sooner you get used to being Reina, the safer you’ll be,” he replied, not even glancing in my direction.

I crossed my arms, annoyed at how calm he seemed. “I look ridiculous.”

“You look fine,” he said. “Better than fine, actually. You’ll blend in.”

“Blend in?” I echoed, my voice dripping with disbelief. “I look like I just stepped off a soap opera set.”

Vin smirked but didn’t respond.

The café he chose was small and nondescript, tucked away on a quiet street. It was the kind of place where people brought laptops and ordered overpriced lattes with names too complicated to pronounce.

“Keep your head up,” Vin said as we walked in. “And stop fidgeting with your wig. It looks suspicious.”

“Easy for you to say,” I muttered.

The barista greeted us with a bright smile, her eyes lingering on me for a moment. My heart jumped into my throat, but she just asked for our order like it was any other day.

“Cappuccino for her,” Vin said, nodding toward me.

“Her?” I whispered once the barista turned to make the drinks.

“You’re not Ryan right now,” he said under his breath. “Act the part.”

I forced a smile, hoping it looked natural and not like I was about to hyperventilate.

We found a table in the corner, and I immediately busied myself with my cappuccino, trying to avoid eye contact with anyone. Vin, on the other hand, looked completely at ease, sipping his black coffee like this was a normal Tuesday.
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“You need to relax,” he said, his voice low.

“Relax?” I hissed. “I’m wearing heels and a wig in public for the first time. How am I supposed to relax?”

“You’re doing fine,” he said. “No one’s looking at you.”

I glanced around, my paranoia getting the better of me. Most people were absorbed in their laptops or conversations, but a man near the window caught my attention.

Andrew Palmer.

I froze, gripping the edge of the table. “Vin,” I whispered. “That’s Palmer. He knows me.”

Vin followed my gaze, his expression unreadable. “Stay calm,” he said.

“Calm?” I repeated, my voice climbing an octave. “He’s going to recognize me.”

“No, he won’t,” Vin said firmly. “Not if you keep it together.”

Palmer glanced in our direction, and for a terrifying moment, his eyes landed on me. My heart pounded so hard I thought it might shatter my ribcage.

“Smile,” Vin said, his tone low and steady.

I forced what I hoped was a casual smile, lifting my cappuccino to my lips. My hands shook slightly, but I managed to take a sip without spilling it.

Palmer’s gaze lingered for a moment before he turned back to his newspaper.

I exhaled, the tension in my chest easing slightly. “That was way too close,” I whispered.

“You did fine,” Vin said, his voice calm.

“Fine?” I repeated. “I almost had a heart attack.”

“You’ll get used to it,” he said, taking another sip of his coffee.

I glared at him. “You say that like this is going to be a regular thing.”

“It is,” he said simply.

The weight of his words settled over me like a lead blanket. This wasn’t just some temporary inconvenience. This was my new reality, and I wasn’t sure how long I could keep it up.

Back at the safe house, I dropped onto the couch and yanked off the heels with a groan. “That was the most stressful cup of coffee I’ve ever had in my life.”

Vin walked in behind me, his movements unbothered as always. “You handled it.”

“Barely,” I said, tossing the shoes aside. “I thought my feet were going to snap in half.”

He smirked, leaning against the doorframe. “Welcome to the world of high heels.”

I glared at him, massaging my sore arches. “I don’t know how women do this every day.”

“They’re tougher than you,” he said.

I rolled my eyes. “Thanks for the pep talk, Coach.”

“You’re going to have to get used to it,” he said, his tone shifting to something more serious. “This isn’t a one-time thing. If you want to stay alive, you need to become Reina, not just pretend to be her.”

“Become Reina,” I repeated, shaking my head. “You make it sound so easy.”

“It’s not easy,” he said. “But it’s necessary.”

I sighed, leaning back against the couch. The wig itched, the makeup felt heavy, and the dress clung to me in ways that made me constantly aware of it. Nothing about this felt natural, and the thought of doing it day after day made my head spin.

“You’ll get there,” Vin said, his voice softer than usual.

I glanced at him, surprised by the hint of encouragement. “You really think I can pull this off?”

“You pulled it off today,” he said. “That’s a start.”

It wasn’t exactly a glowing endorsement, but it was better than nothing.

“I don’t know,” I said, running a hand over the wig. “This whole thing still feels... wrong.”

“It’s supposed to,” Vin said. “You’re stepping into a different life. It’s not going to feel comfortable at first.”

I studied him for a moment, trying to read his expression. He was always so controlled, so guarded, but there was something in his eyes that told me he wasn’t just saying this for my benefit.

“What about you?” I asked. “Does any of this feel wrong to you?”

He hesitated, just for a second. “It’s not about what I feel. It’s about keeping you safe.”

His answer was frustratingly pragmatic, but I couldn’t argue with it.
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“Well,” I said, standing up and smoothing out the dress, “if I’m going to be Reina, I might as well do it right. What’s next?”

Vin raised an eyebrow, clearly surprised by my sudden resolve. “You’ll see tomorrow.”

“Great,” I said, grabbing the heels and tossing them onto the pile of discarded clothes. “I can’t wait.”

He watched me for a moment, his expression unreadable. Then he nodded, almost as if to himself, and walked out of the room.

As the door clicked shut behind him, I sank back onto the couch, staring at my reflection in the darkened TV screen. The wig, the makeup, the dress—it all looked so foreign, so unnatural. But if this was what it took to survive, then I’d figure it out.


Chapter 4

∞∞∞

THE SAFE HOUSE was quiet, save for the occasional creak of the old floorboards. It had been three days since I’d last stepped outside, and I was starting to go a little stir-crazy.

I sat at the small kitchen table, nursing a mug of coffee that had long since gone cold. My reflection stared back at me from the dark liquid, the faint outline of Reina still visible despite having scrubbed off the makeup hours ago.

“You’re quiet today,” Vin said, breaking the silence.

I glanced up to see him standing in the doorway, his arms crossed. He was always in motion, even when he was still—his sharp eyes scanning the room, his body tense like he was ready to spring into action at a moment’s notice.

“Just thinking,” I replied, leaning back in my chair.

“Dangerous,” he said with a smirk, stepping into the room.

I rolled my eyes but didn’t bite. I wasn’t in the mood for banter.

Vin poured himself a cup of coffee and sat across from me, his chair scraping against the worn linoleum floor. He didn’t say anything, just watched me with that piercing gaze of his.

“What?” I finally asked, unable to take the silence any longer.

“You look like you’ve got something to say,” he replied.

I hesitated, my fingers tapping against the mug. “I was just thinking about the company.”

Vin raised an eyebrow but stayed quiet, waiting for me to continue.

“It’s not that I don’t want to step up,” I said, my voice quieter than I intended. “It’s just... a lot. My father built Kingsley Corporation from the ground up. It’s his legacy, and now everyone expects me to fill his shoes.”

Vin leaned back in his chair, his expression unreadable. “You don’t think you can do it?”

I let out a short laugh, more bitter than amused. “I don’t know. I’ve never exactly been the poster child for responsibility.”

“You’re not your father,” he said, his tone matter-of-fact. “No one expects you to be.”

I looked at him, surprised by the hint of reassurance in his voice. “That’s not how it feels. The board, the employees, the media—they’re all watching, waiting for me to screw up. And now, on top of everything else, I’ve got Victor trying to kill me.”

Vin’s jaw tightened at the mention of Victor, but he didn’t interrupt.

“I didn’t ask for any of this,” I continued, running a hand through my hair. “I didn’t ask to inherit the company or be hunted like a trophy deer. Sometimes I wonder if it would’ve been easier if Victor had just gotten what he wanted.”

His expression darkened, and for a moment, I thought he might snap at me. But when he spoke, his voice was calm. “Don’t ever say that. You have no idea what you’re capable of.”

“Easy for you to say,” I muttered. “You’re not the one with a target on your back.”

He leaned forward, his elbows resting on the table. “You think my life’s been easy?”

I frowned, caught off guard by the sudden shift in his tone.
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“I spent ten years in the military,” he said, his voice low. “Special forces. I’ve seen things you can’t imagine, lost people I’ll never get back. You don’t survive that kind of life without learning how to fight for what matters.”

I stared at him, unsure of what to say. There was a hardness in his eyes, a weight I hadn’t noticed before.

“This is your fight, Ryan,” he continued. “You can’t run from it. Not if you want to survive.”

The words hung in the air between us, heavy and unshakable. For the first time, I saw a crack in Vin’s armor—not weakness, but a depth I hadn’t expected.

I nodded slowly, the knot in my chest loosening just a little. “Thanks,” I said quietly.

He didn’t respond, just stood and walked out of the room, leaving me alone with my thoughts.

Moments later, I was able to convince him to buy some clothes. “Remind me why this was a good idea,” Vin said, his voice low and sharp.

I adjusted the cuff of my shirt, ignoring the disapproving glare he was shooting my way. “Because I needed fresh air. And clothes. Last time I checked, hiding out didn’t mean wearing the same three outfits until I die.”

Vin’s scowl deepened, but he didn’t argue. Instead, he trailed behind me as we stepped into the boutique, his eyes scanning the room like he was expecting an ambush at any second.

The boutique was small but upscale, the kind of place where the price tags didn’t bother to list numbers. I wandered over to a rack of tailored jackets, running my fingers over the fabric.

“Don’t take too long,” Vin said, standing near the entrance with his arms crossed.

“Yes, Dad,” I replied, rolling my eyes.

I was halfway through browsing the shirts when I noticed him—a man in a dark suit lingering by the register. He wasn’t looking at the clothes. He was looking at me.

“Vin,” I said under my breath, keeping my eyes on the rack.

He was at my side in an instant. “What is it?”

“Guy by the register,” I whispered. “He’s been staring at me.”

Vin glanced over, his expression hardening. “We’re leaving. Now.”

I didn’t argue. He grabbed my arm, steering me toward the door, but we didn’t make it far. Another man stepped out from behind a display, blocking our path.

“Ryan Kingsley,” the man said, his voice low and menacing.

I froze, my heart pounding.

Vin didn’t hesitate. He shoved me behind him, his stance shifting into something lethal. “You don’t want to do this,” he said, his voice cold.

The man smirked, reaching for something under his jacket. Vin moved first, grabbing the guy’s arm and twisting it with a sickening crack.

“Run,” he barked at me, but I couldn’t move.

Another man appeared, lunging toward Vin with a knife. Without thinking, I grabbed a heavy vase from a nearby table and smashed it over the guy’s head.

He stumbled, giving Vin enough time to disarm him and take him down.

“Let’s go!” Vin shouted, grabbing my wrist and pulling me toward the exit.

We sprinted out of the boutique and into the alley behind it. My heart was racing, my breaths coming in short gasps.

“Are you okay?” Vin asked, his eyes scanning me for injuries.
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I nodded, still clutching the broken vase in my hand. “Yeah. I think so.”

He shook his head, his jaw tight. “This is exactly why I told you not to go out all dressed like yourself!”

After a drive with our mouths shut, the safe house door slammed shut behind us, and Vin turned to me, his face like a thundercloud.

“What the hell were you thinking!?” he snapped, his voice loud enough to echo off the walls.

I flinched but held my ground. “I was thinking I needed clothes. And air. Is that a crime?”

“It is when you’re being hunted!” he shouted, pacing the room like a caged animal. “Do you have any idea how close that was? If I hadn’t been there—”

“But you were there,” I cut in, trying to keep my voice steady.

“And we’re fine.”

Vin stopped pacing and glared at me, his eyes blazing. “You don’t get it, do you? This isn’t a game, Ryan. They want you dead. And every time you step out as yourself, you’re handing them a chance on a silver platter!”

His words hit harder than I wanted to admit. I looked down, the reality of the situation settling over me like a weight I couldn’t shake. “I didn’t mean for any of this to happen,” I said quietly.

Vin sighed, dragging a hand through his hair. “I know you didn’t. But you need to start taking this seriously. No more outings unless you’re dressed as Reina. Period.”

I nodded, swallowing the lump in my throat. “Okay. I get it. No more risks.”

“Good,” he said, his tone softening slightly. “Now, let me see your hand.”

I frowned. “What?”

“You’re bleeding,” he said, gesturing to the cut on my palm where I’d gripped the broken vase.

“Oh,” I said, glancing down at the shallow gash. “It’s nothing.”

“Sit,” he ordered, grabbing the first aid kit from the kitchen counter.

I sank onto the couch, holding out my hand reluctantly as he knelt in front of me. His touch was surprisingly gentle as he cleaned the wound, his fingers steady and precise.

“You didn’t have to yell,” I said after a moment, my voice quieter than before.

“Yes, I did,” he replied without looking up. “Because if I don’t, you won’t take this seriously.”

I didn’t have a response to that, so I stayed quiet, watching as he wrapped a bandage around my hand.

“There,” he said, tying it off. “Try not to use it too much.”

“Thanks,” I said, my voice barely above a whisper.

His eyes met mine then, and for a moment, the tension between us shifted into something else. Something quieter, heavier. I could feel the heat of his hand lingering against mine, the closeness of him in a way that made my breath catch.

“Vin,” I started, not sure what I was about to say.

He shook his head slightly, breaking the moment. “Get some rest,” he said, standing and stepping back.

I nodded, watching as he walked toward the door. But just before he left, he turned back, his expression softer than I’d ever seen it.

“Be careful,” he said quietly.

And then he was gone, leaving me alone with the sound of my own heartbeat pounding in my ears.


Chapter 5

∞∞∞

THE NEXT MORNING, Camille stormed into the safe house as if it were her personal stage. She was dressed in a tailored white jumpsuit with a scarf so large it could’ve been used as a parachute. Her suitcase trailed behind her, the wheels squeaking against the hardwood floor.

“Good morning, darling!” she trilled, completely ignoring that I was still in my robe, slouched over a cup of black coffee.

I groaned, barely lifting my head to look at her. “Don’t you have a volume control?”

“Oh, hush,” she said, waving me off as she dragged her suitcase toward the couch. “We’ve got a full day ahead, and I won’t let you ruin my vibe with your grumpiness.”

Vin entered the room a second later, fully dressed and looking like he’d already been awake for hours. His eyes flicked between me and Camille, his expression unreadable. “He ready for this?”

“No,” I said immediately.

“Yes,” Camille said at the same time, giving Vin a bright smile. “I’ll have him polished and perfect in no time.”

Vin raised an eyebrow but said nothing, leaning against the doorway with his usual air of quiet authority.

“Do you have to watch?” I asked, glaring at him over the rim of my coffee mug.

“Yes,” he said simply.

“Absolutely not,” Camille cut in, placing her hands on her hips. “You’ll make him self-conscious.”

Vin smirked. “He needs to get used to people watching him.”

“Fine,” I muttered, setting down my mug with a bit more force than necessary. “Let’s just get this over with.”

Camille clapped her hands together like an overenthusiastic cheerleader. “That’s the spirit!”

She opened her suitcase with a flourish, revealing an arsenal of beauty supplies, wigs, and accessories that looked like they’d been stolen from a Broadway dressing room.

“First things first,” she said, grabbing a tape measure. “We need to check your proportions again.”

She moved quickly, taking measurements with the precision of a tailor on a deadline. “Not calling you fat but I don’t live with you so I don’t know what you’ve been putting in your mouth. Hmm… shoulders a bit broad, but nothing we can’t fix with the right padding,” she muttered to herself.

“Waistline could use some definition, but we’ve got shapewear for that.”

“Shapewear?” I asked, already dreading the answer.

She smirked. “Oh, you’ll love it. It’s like a warm hug for your torso.”

“Sounds like a straitjacket,” I muttered, but she ignored me.

Once she had my measurements, she pulled out a sleek black corset and handed it to me. “Put this on.”

I held it up, frowning. “You’re kidding.”

“Do I look like I’m kidding?” she asked, raising an eyebrow.

Reluctantly, I stepped into the corset and struggled to fasten it. Camille tutted and came over to help, yanking the laces tight until I felt like my lungs were being compressed.

“Breathe in short bursts,” she advised.

“Breathe?” I wheezed. “I don’t think that’s an option anymore.”

Vin chuckled from the doorway, and I shot him a glare.

“Next,” Camille said, pulling out a long auburn wig. She slipped it onto my head, adjusting it with practiced hands. “Hmm, not bad. The color suits you.”

“It itches,” I said, tugging at the edges.

“Stop fidgeting,” she scolded. “You’ll get used to it.”

Once the wig was secured, she moved on to makeup. She worked quickly but meticulously, blending foundation, contouring my jawline, and adding soft touches of blush to my cheeks.

“Close your eyes,” she instructed, swiping a shimmery eyeshadow across my lids.

The process felt like it took forever, but when she finally stepped back, I saw the best version of Reina once more. My face was softer, more delicate, and my features looked... feminine.

“Wow,” I said, staring at my reflection.

Camille beamed. “Told you I was a miracle worker.”

“Looks convincing,” Vin said, his voice low.

I glanced at him, startled by the unexpected compliment. “You really think so?”

He nodded, his expression unreadable. “You’re getting there.”

“I’m so glad your stubble hasn’t grown back yet. Impressive.”

“It’s probably the wax,” I said.

“Since that’s all handled,” Camille announced, “it’s time for the real work: movement.”
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“Movement?” I asked warily, still adjusting to the corset that felt like it might snap my spine in two.

“Reina doesn’t just look feminine; she moves like it’s second nature,” Camille said, gesturing for me to stand.

I pushed myself off the couch, wincing as the heels she’d made me wear dug into my feet. They weren’t as tall as the pair from the other day, but they were still instruments of pure evil.

“Posture is everything,” Camille said, circling me like a drill sergeant inspecting a cadet. “Shoulders back, chest up, but don’t puff it out. And relax your arms—no one likes a stiff mannequin.”

I did my best to follow her instructions, though it felt like every part of my body was fighting against me.

“Good,” she said after a moment. “Now walk to the end of the room and back.”

I took a cautious step, then another, my ankles wobbling slightly. The heels made every movement feel exaggerated, like I was walking on stilts.

“Smaller steps,” Camille said. “And try to keep your weight on the balls of your feet. It’ll help you balance.”

I adjusted my stride, focusing on each step as if my life depended on it. By the time I reached the end of the room, I felt like I’d just completed a marathon.

“Not bad,” Camille said, nodding in approval. “Now swing your hips a little.”

“What’s your obsession with swinging hips?” I repeated, narrowing my eyes at her.

“Stop asking too many questions and don’t do it like that,” she said, demonstrating with an exaggerated sway. “Not like you’re hula dancing, but enough to add some grace to your movements.”

I tried, but it felt awkward and unnatural.

“Relax,” she said, placing a hand on my shoulder. “You’re overthinking it. Just let it flow.”

“That’s easy for you to say,” I muttered, but I forced myself to loosen up.

By the time I made it back to the starting point, I wasn’t exactly graceful, but I didn’t feel like a total disaster either.

“Progress!” Camille declared, clapping her hands.

Vin, who had been watching silently from the corner of the room, finally spoke. “You’re improving.”

I turned to him, raising an eyebrow. “Is that your version of a compliment?”

“Don’t push your luck,” he said, though there was a hint of amusement in his voice.

Camille moved on to teaching me how to sit, gesture, and even how to tilt my head just so when I was listening to someone speak. It felt absurdly detailed, but I had to admit—it made a difference.

“Now for the fun part,” Camille said, pulling a clipboard from her bag.

“What’s that?” I asked, eyeing it suspiciously.

“A script,” she said with a grin. “We’re going to work on your voice.”

I groaned, already dreading what was coming.

Camille handed me the clipboard with the enthusiasm of a kindergarten teacher passing out finger paints. I glanced at the script, immediately regretting my decision to let her take charge.

“This looks like it was written for a soap opera,” I said, squinting at the lines.

“It’s dramatic on purpose,” she replied. “We’re aiming for maximum inflection. Now, read the first line, and remember—higher pitch, softer tone.”

I cleared my throat and gave it a shot. “I can’t believe you betrayed me!”

Camille recoiled like I’d just dropped a bucket of nails into her perfectly curated ears. “Absolutely not,” she said. “You sound like a lumberjack. Reina is refined. Try again, and this time, pretend you’re in a Jane Austen adaptation.”

Vin snorted from his spot in the corner, and I shot him a glare. “Helpful as always,” I muttered.

“Focus,” Camille said, tapping the clipboard. “From the top.”

I sighed and softened my voice, raising the pitch slightly. “I can’t believe you betrayed me!”

Camille tilted her head, considering. “Better, but it’s too forced. You need to let it flow naturally. Reina doesn’t try to sound feminine; she just is feminine.”

I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. “Easier said than done.”

“That’s why we’re practicing,” she said, her tone impossibly cheerful. “Now, try this line.” She pointed to a highlighted sentence.

I read it aloud, trying to find that balance between natural and feminine. “How could you do this to me?”

Camille’s face lit up. “There it is! That’s the voice!”

“Finally,” I muttered, handing her the clipboard.

“Don’t get cocky,” she said, setting it aside. “Now we need to work on consistency. It’s one thing to do it when you’re reading a script; it’s another to use it in a real conversation.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean we’re going to role-play,” she said, pulling a chair into the center of the room. “I’ll pretend to be a shopkeeper, and you’re Reina buying something fabulous. Ready?”

I groaned. “Do I have a choice?”

“Nope,” she said with a grin.

The exercise was even more awkward than I’d expected. Camille played her role with the enthusiasm of someone auditioning for Broadway, while I stumbled through my lines like a deer on ice.

“You’re doing fine,” she said after our third attempt.

“Fine isn’t going to cut it,” I replied.

“Stop being so hard on yourself,” she said, her tone unexpectedly gentle. “You’ve come a long way in a short time.”

I glanced at the mirror, studying my reflection. Reina was there—soft, poised, and polished—but I still felt like an imposter wearing a mask.

“Thanks,” I said quietly, though I wasn’t sure I believed it.

Vin watched the entire session without saying much, but I caught him nodding once or twice, which felt like a small victory.

By the time Camille packed up her things, I was exhausted, both physically and mentally.

“You did good today, darling,” she said, patting my cheek. “Reina’s coming to life.”

I forced a smile. “Thanks, Camille.”

Vin walked her to the door, and when he came back, he paused in the doorway, his gaze lingering on me.

“What?” I asked, frowning.

“You’re starting to get it,” he said. “It’s not just about looking the part—it’s about owning it.”

The words surprised me, mostly because they didn’t sound like the kind of thing Vin would say.

“Thanks,” I said, my voice softer than usual.

He nodded once and left the room, leaving me alone with my thoughts and the faint echo of his words.
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Dinner that night was a quiet affair, or at least it started that way. Vin had cooked, which surprised me. I didn’t peg him as the “chef” type, but the grilled chicken and vegetables he plated were simple and surprisingly good.

I poked at the food with my fork, still mulling over the day’s crash course. My feet were sore from the endless walking drills, my voice hoarse from trying to perfect Reina’s tone, and my ego bruised from Camille’s endless critiques.

“You’re awfully quiet,” Vin said, breaking the silence.

I glanced up, startled. “Just tired.”

He nodded but didn’t press further, focusing instead on his plate.

We ate in silence for a while, the only sounds the occasional scrape of silverware against ceramic. I didn’t mind the quiet—it gave me a chance to unwind. But something about Vin’s presence made it impossible to fully relax.

“You did well today,” he said suddenly, his tone matter-of-fact.

I blinked, caught off guard. “What?”

“With Camille,” he clarified. “You’ve made progress.”

I stared at him, unsure if I’d heard him correctly. “Did you just compliment me again?”

“Don’t get used to it,” he said, smirking slightly.

I rolled my eyes but couldn’t help the small smile tugging at my lips. “Thanks, I guess.”

“You’re taking it seriously,” he added. “That’s what matters.”

“Well, it’s not like I have a choice,” I said, shrugging.

“You do,” he replied, his gaze steady. “You could’ve fought this from the start, but you didn’t.”

“I fought it a little,” I said with a weak laugh.

“But you didn’t give up,” he said.

His tone caught me off guard. It wasn’t the usual gruffness or sarcasm I’d come to expect from him. There was something softer, almost... admiring.

“Why does that matter to you?” I asked, setting my fork down.

He leaned back in his chair, crossing his arms. “Because if you don’t believe in this, no one else will. And if no one else does, you’re as good as dead.”

Leave it to Vin to bring up death during dinner.

“Thanks for the pep talk,” I said dryly.

He smirked again, but there was a warmth to it this time. “Just telling it like it is.”

We fell into silence again, but it wasn’t as heavy as before. I found myself watching him, studying the sharp angles of his face and the way his dark eyes seemed to miss nothing.

“You know,” I said after a moment, “you’re not as bad as I thought you’d be.”

He raised an eyebrow. “That’s the closest thing to a compliment I’ve heard from you.”

“Don’t get used to it,” I said, echoing his earlier words.

He chuckled, a low, quiet sound that made something twist in my chest.

Much later that night, the video call was set for a company meeting, but I had been sitting in front of my laptop for nearly an hour, fidgeting with the scarf tied around my neck. The screen was split into neat little boxes, each showing the faces of the Kingsley Corporation board members. Victor’s smirking face was prominently displayed, of course, like a villain in a bad soap opera.

I adjusted my posture, smoothing down the front of my blouse. Camille’s lessons echoed in my head: Chin up. Shoulders relaxed. Smile, but not too much.

“Ryan,” Victor began, his voice oozing with faux politeness. “So lovely of you to join us. Though I must say, it’s been quite some time since we’ve seen you in person. Everything all right?”

The question was a trap, and we both knew it. I forced a smile, keeping my voice as steady as I could. “Everything’s fine. I’ve just been busy overseeing some renovations.”

Victor raised an eyebrow, clearly unconvinced. “Renovations? How fascinating. And where exactly are you overseeing these renovations?”

My stomach twisted, but I didn’t let it show. “That’s not relevant to this meeting.”

His smile tightened. “Oh, I think it’s very relevant. After all, the board has a right to know where its acting chairman is, don’t you think?”

I gritted my teeth, struggling to keep my composure. “I’m handling everything remotely. That’s all you need to know.”

The other board members shifted uncomfortably, exchanging uncertain glances. It was clear they didn’t know whose side to take.

Victor leaned forward, his smirk growing. “You’ve always been a bit of a mystery, Ryan. But disappearing entirely? That’s not like you.”

My fists clenched under the table. I wanted to tell him exactly why I was keeping a low profile—to call him out for the snake he was. But I couldn’t do that without proof.

Instead, I forced another smile. “You seem awfully interested in my whereabouts, Victor. Should I be flattered?”

A few of the board members chuckled nervously, but Victor’s expression darkened. “I’m interested in the stability of this company. And your absence raises questions about your ability to lead.”

“That’s enough,” I said, my voice cutting through the tension like a blade. “I’m handling my responsibilities. Where I choose to do that from is none of your business.”

The room went silent, the weight of my words hanging heavy in the air.

Victor’s eyes narrowed, but he didn’t respond. Instead, he leaned back in his chair, his smirk returning. “Of course. I trust you know what you’re doing.”

The call ended shortly after, but the tension lingered like a bad aftertaste. I closed my laptop and leaned back in my chair, letting out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding.

“You handled that well,” Vin said from the doorway.

I glanced at him, startled. “How long have you been standing there?”
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“Long enough,” he said, stepping into the room. “You kept your cool. That’s what matters.”

“Barely,” I muttered, rubbing my temples.

Vin crossed his arms, his gaze steady. “Victor’s rattled. You can see it in the way he pushes. He’s desperate to get under your skin.”

“Well, it’s working,” I said, slumping forward.

He crouched down beside me, his expression softening. “You’re staying ahead of him, Ryan. That’s all that matters. Don’t let him shake you.”

His words, simple as they were, struck a chord. I straightened, meeting his gaze. “Thanks,” I said quietly.

Vin nodded, a small smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. “You’re doing better than you think.”

For the first time in days, I felt a flicker of hope. Maybe, just maybe, I could pull this off.


Chapter 6

∞∞∞

THE AIR WAS CRISP as we stepped out of the safe house, the late morning sun casting a golden glow over the quiet street. It was one of those rare days where I felt like I could breathe without looking over my shoulder every five seconds. Vin had finally agreed to a supply run, and though I was dressed as Reina, the familiarity of getting out into the world made me feel like I’d regained a tiny sliver of my old self.

I had chosen a simple outfit—a soft cashmere sweater in blush pink paired with dark skinny jeans and ankle boots. Camille had insisted I accessorize, so I’d added a thin silver bracelet and a pair of sunglasses that made me feel like I was stepping off the pages of a fashion magazine.

Vin, in contrast, looked as rugged as ever. His black leather jacket, dark jeans, and boots made him look like he belonged in a different movie entirely. He carried himself with that effortless confidence that always left me feeling both annoyed and slightly in awe.

We made our way through the boutique grocery store, the cart rattling faintly as Vin pushed it along. I trailed behind, occasionally tossing in things that caught my eye—artisanal crackers, a fancy bottle of sparkling water, a box of imported chocolates.

“Do you even eat half the stuff you pick out?” Vin asked, raising an eyebrow as I dropped a bag of organic popcorn into the cart.

“It’s called having standards,” I replied, flashing him a smug grin.

He rolled his eyes but didn’t argue.

We turned down another aisle, and that’s when I saw her. She was tall, elegant, and exuded the kind of effortless beauty that made you feel like a troll by comparison. Her blonde hair was pulled into a sleek ponytail, and her tailored trench coat looked like it had been plucked from a runway in Paris.

“Vin?” she said, her voice carrying just the right mix of surprise and delight.

Vin stiffened beside me, his hand tightening on the cart. “Marissa,” he said, his tone neutral but not exactly warm.

She smiled, stepping closer. “It’s been forever. I almost didn’t recognize you.”

“Well, here I am,” he said, his voice clipped.

Marissa’s gaze flicked to me, her perfectly arched brows lifting slightly. “And who’s this?”
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Before Vin could answer, I stepped forward, offering a polite smile. “I’m Reina,” I said smoothly, extending a hand.

Her grip was firm, her smile faintly amused. “Nice to meet you, Reina. I didn’t know Vin was seeing anyone.”

“We’re not—” I started, but Vin cut in.

“She’s a... friend,” he said, his tone giving nothing away.

Friend? The word stung more than I cared to admit, but I kept my expression neutral.

Marissa lingered for a few more minutes, chatting with Vin about mutual acquaintances and catching up on old times. I tried to tune them out, pretending to study the labels on a nearby shelf, but it was impossible not to notice the way she looked at him.

Finally, she gave a breezy laugh and said, “Well, I’ll let you get back to your shopping. It was good seeing you, Vin.”

“Yeah,” he said, his tone still unreadable. “You too.”

She walked away, her heels clicking softly against the polished floor.

I turned to Vin, my arms crossed. “Friend, huh?”

He gave me a sharp look. “Don’t start.”

“I’m not starting,” I said, my voice a little too casual. “I’m just... curious. Old flame?”

Vin didn’t answer right away, his jaw tightening slightly. “It doesn’t matter.”

“Doesn’t matter?” I repeated, feeling a strange twist of irritation. “She seemed to think it mattered.”

He ignored me, steering the cart toward the next aisle.

The rest of the shopping trip was tense, the silence between us heavy. By the time we got back to the safe house, I felt like I was ready to explode.

That evening, after putting away the groceries and enduring hours of awkward silence, I finally decided I couldn’t take it anymore. Vin was in the living room, seated on the couch with a glass of whiskey in hand, staring at the muted TV.

I stood in the doorway, hesitating for a moment before stepping inside. “We need to talk.”

He glanced at me, his expression guarded. “About what?”

“About whatever it is you’re hiding,” I said, crossing my arms.

“I’m not hiding anything,” he said, his tone dismissive.

“Don’t give me that,” I shot back. “I saw the way you looked at her. And the way you didn’t look at me.”

Vin set his glass down, leaning forward with his elbows on his knees. “Reina—Ryan—this isn’t about you.”

“Then what is it about?” I demanded, my voice rising.

“It’s about staying alive,” he said sharply. “Everything else is secondary.”

“That’s such a convenient excuse,” I said, my frustration boiling over. “You act like you’re made of stone, like nothing gets to you, but I know that’s not true. I’ve seen cracks in the armor, Vin. I know you feel something.”

He stood, towering over me, his expression stormy. “You don’t know anything about me.”

“Then tell me!” I shouted, my chest heaving. “Tell me what’s going on in that head of yours, because I’m tired of feeling like I’m the only one who cares about what happens here.”

The words hung in the air, heavy and electric. For a moment, neither of us moved. Then, before I could process what was happening, Vin closed the distance between us, his hands gripping my shoulders as he kissed me.

It wasn’t gentle. It was heated, desperate, like he’d been holding back for far too long. My heart pounded as I melted into him, my hands clutching the front of his shirt.

When we finally pulled apart, both of us were breathing hard.

“That’s what’s going on in my head,” he said, his voice rough.

I stared at him, stunned into silence.

The silence stretched between us, heavy and filled with questions neither of us dared to ask. Vin’s hands still rested on my shoulders, his grip firm but not unkind. I should’ve said something—anything—but words failed me.

“I shouldn’t have done that,” he said finally, his voice low and gravelly. He took a step back, his hands falling to his sides.

I shook my head, my lips still tingling from the kiss. “No, don’t—don’t do that thing where you pull away and act like it didn’t happen.”

Vin’s jaw tightened, his eyes flicking to the floor. “This isn’t part of the plan, Ryan.”

“Maybe not,” I said, taking a step closer. “But it’s real. You can’t just pretend it didn’t mean anything.”

His gaze snapped back to mine, dark and conflicted. “You don’t understand what you’re asking for. This—us—it complicates everything.”

“I’m not asking for anything,” I said, my voice softer now. “I just... I want you to stop shutting me out.”

He exhaled sharply, running a hand through his hair. “You don’t know what you’re getting into.”

“Then show me,” I said, stepping closer until there was barely an inch of space between us. “Stop hiding, Vin. Let me in.”

For a moment, I thought he was going to push me away again. But then his resolve cracked, and he reached for me, his hands cupping my face as he kissed me again. This time, it was slower, deeper, filled with a vulnerability that left me breathless.

I let myself get lost in it, my arms wrapping around his neck as he pulled me closer. His touch was firm but tender, his hands skimming down my back, sending shivers through me.

Somehow, we ended up in my room, the door clicking shut behind us. The air was charged, every movement deliberate and unhurried. He guided me to the edge of the bed, his eyes searching mine as if waiting for permission.

“You know I’m not a girl, right?” I whispered, my voice barely audible.

[image: Mage media]

“Who cares? You’re beautiful,” he said, his lips brushing against mine. “And I can’t get my hands off you.”

His words unraveled something inside me, and I leaned into him, letting him take the lead. He peeled away the layers of my disguise—keeping my wig on. The shapewear, the dress, the shoes, the lingerie—they all fell away, leaving me exposed and vulnerable.

“You’re beautiful,” he murmured, his hands tracing the contours of my body.

I wanted to laugh, to brush off the compliment, but the sincerity in his voice stopped me. Instead, I let myself believe him, even if only for a moment.

The rest of the night blurred into a haze of touch and whispered confessions. Vin was careful, his movements measured and gentle, as if he was afraid of breaking me. But there was an intensity beneath it all, a fire that burned brighter with every kiss, every caress.

For the first time in what felt like forever, I let go of the walls I’d built around myself. I stopped thinking about Victor, about the company, about the danger that seemed to follow me everywhere.

At that moment, there was only Vin and Reina, and the way he made me feel—safe, seen, wanted.


Chapter 7

∞∞∞

THE DAY STARTED like any other—uneventful, quiet, almost deceptively normal. I was seated at the small desk in my room, preparing for a routine call with Dina Warren, one of the virtual assistants on board—also known as the person Victor and his minions insisted on hiring. She was new, efficient, and—according to everyone who recommended her—a “model employee.”

The call was supposed to be audio-only, which suited me just fine. The fewer people who saw my dual personas, the better. But in my rush to get things started, I must have clicked the wrong button, because as soon as Dina’s voice came through, I realized my camera was on.

Worse, I was still dressed as Reina.

“Mr. Kingsley, good morning—oh!” Dina’s voice wavered, and her eyes widened slightly on the screen.

I froze, my heart slamming against my ribcage. For a second, neither of us said anything. Then, fumbling, I shut off the camera.

“Sorry about that,” I said, trying to keep my tone light. “Technical glitch. Let’s stick to audio.”

“Of course,” Dina said, her tone polite but strained.

The rest of the call went smoothly—or at least it seemed to. Dina didn’t mention what she’d seen, and I didn’t offer an explanation. But by the time we hung up, my palms were damp with sweat, and my mind was racing.

It was a mistake. A stupid, careless mistake. But I convinced myself it didn’t matter. Dina had signed an airtight NDA, and even if she suspected something, there wasn’t much she could do about it.

At least, that’s what I thought.

Later that afternoon, Vin found me pacing the living room, the nervous energy rolling off me in waves. He was lounging on the couch, his legs stretched out and his ever-present scowl firmly in place.

“What’s with the theatrics?” he asked, not even looking up from his phone.
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“I think I messed up,” I admitted, running a hand through my wig.

Vin finally looked at me, one eyebrow raised. “Define ‘messed up.’”

I hesitated, debating how much to tell him. “I might’ve accidentally turned my camera on during a meeting.”

He sat up straighter, his attention now fully on me. “And?”

“And I was dressed as Reina,” I said, wincing at the words.

Vin’s jaw tightened. “Who was on the call?”

“Dina Warren,” I said. “This new virtual assistant that Victor recommended.”

Vin cursed under his breath, standing and crossing the room in a few long strides. “What exactly did she see?”

“Just my face,” I said quickly. “And maybe the wig.”

“That’s enough,” he said, pacing now. “You’re sure she didn’t record it?”

“She signed an NDA,” I said weakly.

“That doesn’t mean anything especially if she’s working for Victor,” Vin shot back.

The thought hit me like a punch to the gut. “You think she’s a mole?”

“It’s possible, why the hell would he recommend her? Or anyone for that matter,” he said grimly. “Victor’s smart. He’d know to plant someone close to you, someone who could monitor your movements without raising suspicion.”

I sank onto the couch, my mind racing. “What do we do?”

“Nothing,” Vin said firmly.

“Nothing?” I repeated, staring at him. “Are you insane? If she’s feeding Victor information, she could blow this whole thing wide open!”

“And confronting her will only confirm whatever suspicions she has,” he said. “You have to play it cool, act like nothing’s wrong.”

“But—”

“Ryan,” he said, cutting me off. “Trust me on this. If she’s working for Victor, she’ll slip up eventually. And when she does, we’ll be ready.”

His confidence was reassuring, but it did little to quell the knot of anxiety tightening in my chest.

A week later, after hours of restless pacing and overthinking, I found myself sitting on the balcony, a glass of wine in hand. The city lights stretched out before me, glittering like a sea of stars. It should’ve been calming, but my mind was too noisy to enjoy the view.

Vin joined me a few minutes later, leaning against the railing with a bottle of whiskey. He didn’t say anything at first, just stared out at the skyline.

“You’re quiet tonight,” I said, breaking the silence.

“So are you,” he replied, his voice low.

I took a sip of my wine, the tension between us thick enough to cut with a knife. “About last week... I didn’t mean to screw things up.”

“I know,” he said simply.

His lack of anger surprised me. “You’re not mad?”

“I’m used to cleaning up messes,” he said with a faint smirk. “It’s part of the job.”

I laughed softly, though it lacked humor. “I guess I’m giving you plenty of practice.”

Vin turned to face me then, his expression serious. “You’re doing better than you think. But you’ve got to stop doubting yourself. You’re stronger than you give yourself credit for.”

The sincerity in his voice caught me off guard. “Why do you care so much?”

He hesitated, his gaze dropping to the floor. “Because this isn’t just about keeping you alive anymore. I think I’m… falling for you.”

His words sent a ripple of warmth through me, but they also stirred up a flood of emotions I wasn’t ready to face. “I don’t even know who I am,” I admitted.

“You’re figuring it out,” he said.

“And what if I don’t like the answer?”

“Then I’ll still be here,” he said softly.

I looked at him, my chest tightening. “Even if I’m... Reina? Or Ryan? Or something in between?”

His silence spoke volumes, the conflict in his eyes mirroring my own.

“Vin,” I said, my voice barely a whisper. “Are you... falling for just this other version of me?”

He exhaled sharply, running a hand through his hair. “I don’t know what this is, Ryan. All I know is that I care about you. More than I should.”

His admission left me breathless, but I refused to let him backpedal. “You care about me,” I said, stepping closer. “But are you scared of what that means?”

“Of course I am,” he said, his voice raw. “This isn’t simple. You’re not simple. And I don’t know if I’m—”

“Attracted to me when I’m not Reina?” I finished for him.

He flinched but didn’t deny it.

I placed a hand on his arm, my voice steady. “We’ll figure it out together. But I need you to stop shutting me out.”

He nodded slowly, his walls finally starting to crack.

The night later was quiet, the kind of calm that felt unnerving rather than peaceful. Vin and I decided to risk dinner out, a low-key date in a small, dimly lit bistro on the edge of the city. It wasn’t the kind of place where people asked questions or cared about the company you kept, which suited us just fine.

Reina had made an appearance tonight—a black sheath dress with a subtle shimmer, paired with a cropped leather jacket that Camille had insisted I buy. My wig was styled into loose waves, and my makeup was soft and understated, but the whole look screamed effortless elegance.

Vin, of course, looked like he’d just stepped out of a spy movie. His dark shirt was rolled at the sleeves, and his usual leather jacket gave him an air of rugged authority that made me both admire and resent him.

“Relax,” he said, his voice low as we took our seats at a corner table.

“I am relaxed,” I replied, though the tightness in my chest said otherwise.

He gave me a look that said he didn’t buy it, but he didn’t push the issue. Instead, he picked up the menu, his eyes scanning the options.

“You’re overthinking again,” he said without looking up.

I sighed, setting down my own menu. “It’s hard not to when there’s a target on my back.”

“Trust me,” he said, his voice calm and steady. “We’re safe here.”

I wanted to believe him, but the lingering paranoia refused to let go.

The meal started out uneventful, almost pleasant. We shared a bottle of wine, and for a brief moment, it felt like we were just two people on a normal date. But as the night wore on, I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was off.

It started with a shadow—a flicker of movement outside the window. I glanced up, my eyes narrowing, but whoever it was disappeared before I could get a good look.

“Something wrong?” Vin asked, his tone casual but his eyes sharp.

I hesitated, debating whether to say anything. “It’s probably nothing,” I said finally.

He didn’t look convinced.

When the waiter brought the check, Vin insisted on paying, and I didn’t argue. As we stood to leave, I felt the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. It was a strange sensation, like being watched, and I couldn’t ignore it this time.

“Vin,” I said quietly, my voice barely above a whisper.

He was immediately alert. “What is it?”

“I think we’re being followed,” I said, my eyes darting to the entrance.

He didn’t react outwardly, but I could see the shift in his posture—the way his shoulders tensed, the way his hand hovered near his jacket pocket where I knew he kept a weapon.

“Let’s go,” he said, his voice low and firm.

We stepped outside, the cool night air brushing against my skin. Vin kept me close, his hand resting lightly on the small of my back as we made our way down the street.

“Act natural,” he murmured. “And don’t look back.”

Easier said than done. My pulse quickened with every step, and I couldn’t resist the urge to glance over my shoulder. Sure enough, a figure was trailing us—a man in a dark hoodie, his face obscured.

“Vin,” I said, my voice tight.
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“I see him,” he replied. “Just keep walking.”

We turned a corner, and Vin’s grip on my back tightened slightly. “We need to lose him,” he said. “Follow my lead.”

He guided me into an alleyway, his pace quick but controlled. The sound of our footsteps echoed off the walls, and my heart pounded in my chest.

“Here,” he said, pulling me behind a stack of crates. “Stay quiet.”

I pressed myself against the cold brick wall, trying to steady my breathing. Vin crouched beside me, his eyes trained on the alley’s entrance.

The sound of footsteps grew louder, closer. I held my breath, my fingers gripping the edge of my jacket.

The man appeared at the mouth of the alley, his head turning as he scanned the area.

Vin moved like a shadow, silent and precise. Before the man could react, Vin had him pinned against the wall, his forearm pressing against the guy’s throat.

“Who sent you?” Vin demanded, his voice deadly calm.

The man struggled, his hands clawing at Vin’s arm. “I—I don’t know what you’re talking about!”

“Wrong answer,” Vin said, tightening his grip.

“Wait! Wait!” the man gasped. “It’s... it’s Victor!”

My blood ran cold.

Vin eased his grip slightly, just enough to let the man speak. “He knows what she looks like now,” the man said, his eyes darting to me. “The wig, the dress, everything. Dina sent him a recording.”

“Dina,” Vin muttered, his jaw tightening. “What else did she give him?”

“Location trackers,” the man choked out. “On the work files she sent. He knows where you live, where you’ve been, where you’re going.”

Vin’s expression darkened, and for a moment, I thought he might snap the guy’s neck. But then he released him, letting the man slump to the ground.

“Run,” Vin said, his voice cold. “And tell Victor we’re coming for him.”

The man didn’t need to be told twice. He scrambled to his feet and bolted, disappearing into the night.

Vin turned to me, his expression unreadable. “We need to move,” he said.

I nodded, my hands trembling. “What about Dina?”

“We’ll deal with her later,” he said. “Right now, we focus on staying ahead.”

As we hurried back to the safe house to leave our devices there, I couldn’t shake the feeling that the walls were closing in. Victor was getting closer, and Dina had betrayed me in a way I hadn’t seen coming.

But as I glanced at Vin, his jaw set and his eyes focused, I felt a flicker of hope. Whatever came next, we’d face it together.

The next morning in a motel nearby over a breakfast of scrambled eggs and black coffee, Vin and I sat down to finalize our plan.

“We use me as bait,” I said, my tone firm.

Vin’s jaw tightened. “I don’t like it.”

“It’s the only way,” I said. “Victor won’t stop until he gets what he wants. If we can draw him out, we’ll finally have the upper hand.”

“And what happens if something goes wrong?” Vin asked, his voice sharp.

“It won’t,” I said, though the knot in my stomach betrayed my confidence.

Vin stared at me for a long moment, his eyes searching mine. Finally, he nodded. “All right. But if we’re doing this, we’re doing it my way.”

“Deal,” I said, extending a hand.


Chapter 8

∞∞∞

THE INVITATION HAD come in the form of a phone call a week later but the undertone was anything but professional. Victor Ashcroft had personally summoned me to an "emergency board meeting," and the location—an abandoned office building on the outskirts of the city—was about as suspicious as it got.

“He wants to get it over with,” Vin had said, pacing the living room with his arms crossed.

“Of course, it’s a trap,” I replied, adjusting the collar of my fitted blazer. It was black, sleek, and paired with a pencil skirt that Camille insisted made me look “fierce.” My heels clicked against the floor as I moved to check my reflection in the mirror. The wig was styled into a neat bob, and my makeup was subtle but flawless.

Vin stopped pacing, his eyes narrowing at me. “You can’t seriously be considering this.”

“I don’t have a choice,” I said, meeting his gaze. “If I don’t show up, Victor wins by default. He’ll claim I’m too unstable to lead the company and rally the board against me.”

“And if you do show up, he will kill you,” Vin countered, his voice sharp.

“That’s why you’ll be there,” I said, flashing him a confident smile. “To make sure that doesn’t happen.”

He didn’t look convinced, but he didn’t argue further.
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The drive to the building was tense, the silence in the car thick with unspoken fears. Vin was armed, of course, and I could feel the weight of his gaze on me as I stared out the window.

“Stick to the plan,” he said as we pulled up to the building. “No heroics, no improvising. We get in, we get what we need, and we get out.”

“Got it,” I said, though my stomach churned with nerves.

The building loomed ahead, its windows dark and its façade weathered by years of neglect. Victor’s message was clear—he was in control here.

As we stepped inside, the atmosphere shifted. The air was thick with tension, and the faint creak of the floorboards beneath our feet only added to the unease.

Victor was waiting in a makeshift conference room on the top floor, his smirk widening as we entered.

“Well, well,” he said, his tone dripping with mockery. “If it isn’t Ryan—or should I say Ryanna? My, what an interesting transformation.”

“It’s Reina, bitch,” I replied without flinching, keeping my expression neutral. “You wanted to meet. Here I am. What do you want, Victor?”

His smile twisted into something darker. “What I’ve always wanted. Control of Kingsley Corporation. I know you wouldn’t give it to me so I have no choice but to take it by force. And you’ve made it so much easier for me.”

“How do you figure that?” I asked, folding my arms.

He leaned back in his chair, feigning nonchalance. “A tragic accident. The poor, confused crossdressing heir, driven to despair by... let’s call it an identity crisis. A jump from this very building. It’s poetic, really.”

Anger bubbled in my chest, but I forced myself to stay calm. “You’re delusional if you think anyone will believe that.”

“Oh, they’ll believe it,” he said, standing and circling the room. “Especially when the evidence lines up so perfectly. The wig, the skirt, the sudden disappearance after your father’s death—it all paints a very clear picture, it seems like you were dying to come out of the closet.”

“You’re a coward,” I said, my voice steady but laced with venom. “You’ve spent your entire life leeching off others because you’re too pathetic to build anything on your own. My father saw right through you, and so do I.”

Victor’s smirk faltered for a moment, but he quickly recovered. “Bold words for someone with no way out.”

He snapped his fingers, and suddenly, the room was filled with armed men. They closed in around us, their guns trained on me and Vin.

“You’ll never win,” I said, glaring at Victor. “You’ll never get your hands on what my father built. You’re nothing but a parasite.”
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Victor’s face darkened, his smirk replaced by a sneer. “We’ll see about that.”

The first shot rang out before I could process what was happening. Vin moved like a shadow, drawing his weapon and taking down the nearest man with a single, precise shot.

“Get down!” he shouted, grabbing my arm and pulling me behind an overturned table.

Chaos erupted around us—gunfire, shouts, and the sound of footsteps echoing through the room. Victor’s men spread out, trying to flank us, but Vin was always one step ahead.

I stayed low, my heart pounding as I tried to keep up. My heels made it impossible to move quickly, so I kicked them off, cursing under my breath.

“Stay close to me,” Vin said, his voice steady despite the chaos.

One of Victor’s men managed to get behind us, grabbing me by the arm and pulling me to my feet.

“Let her go!” Vin shouted, his gun trained on the man.

“Drop it,” the man said, pressing his weapon against my temple.

My mind raced, panic threatening to take over. But then I remembered the compact mirror in my pocket—Camille’s “emergency touch-up kit.” Slowly, I reached for it, and the man didn’t notice until it was too late. I angled the mirror to reflect the harsh overhead light into his eyes, momentarily blinding him.

Vin took the opportunity, firing a single shot that sent the man crumpling to the floor.

“Nice move,” Vin said, pulling me back behind the table.

“Thanks,” I said, my voice shaking.

The gunfire continued, but it was clear that Victor’s men were losing. Vin was relentless, his every movement calculated and efficient.

Just as the last of Victor’s men fell, the sound of sirens filled the air.

“Special forces,” Vin said, a small smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. “Right on time.”

The police stormed the building, their presence overwhelming. Victor tried to slip away in the chaos, but Vin was faster. He cornered him near the stairwell, his gun trained on the man who had caused so much pain.

“It’s over, Victor,” Vin said, his voice cold.

Victor sneered, but there was fear in his eyes. “You think this changes anything? There will always be someone else.”

“Maybe,” Vin said. “But it won’t be you.”

The police took Victor into custody, his protests falling on deaf ears. As the adrenaline began to fade, the reality of what had just happened hit me like a tidal wave.

My legs gave out, and I sank to the floor, my breathing uneven.

“Hey,” Vin said, kneeling beside me. “You’re okay. It’s over.”

I looked at him, my eyes filling with tears. “I’m scared.”

“I know,” he said, pulling me into his arms.

The warmth of his embrace, the steady beat of his heart against mine—it was enough to ground me, to remind me that I wasn’t alone.

As the chaos around us began to settle, Vin tilted my chin up, his gaze meeting mine. “You’re incredible, you know that?”
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I laughed softly, the sound shaky but genuine. “You’re not so bad yourself.”

And then, without thinking, I kissed him. It wasn’t hesitant, planned, or calculated—it was raw and real, a moment of vulnerability and strength colliding.

For the first time in what felt like forever, I felt perfectly safe.


Chapter 9

∞∞∞

THE MORNING SUNLIGHT streamed through the floor-to-ceiling windows of my grandiose penthouse. It was quiet, save for the faint hum of the city below—a peaceful kind of quiet I hadn’t experienced in months.

I stood in front of my vanity, staring at my reflection. The face looking back at me wasn’t quite Ryan anymore, but it wasn’t entirely Reina either. It was... something in between. Someone in between.

For the first time, I didn’t feel the need to define it.

The drawers of my vanity were now filled with the essentials: foundation, blush, mascara, lipsticks in varying shades of pink and red. Camille had helped me organize everything, her voice echoing in my head as I sorted through the products. “Reina doesn’t just wear makeup; she owns it.”

I picked up a tube of liquid foundation, twisting off the cap with a sense of purpose. As I began applying it, the tension that had been coiled in my chest for weeks began to ease. The act of getting ready had become a ritual, a way to remind myself that I was in control—of my appearance, my identity, my future.

The foundation smoothed out my skin, covering the faint shadows under my eyes. I added a touch of blush to my cheeks, blending until the color looked natural. A flick of eyeliner and a coat of mascara made my eyes pop, and a soft pink lipstick completed the look.

When I was done, I leaned back to admire my work. Reina stared back at me, poised and confident.

I stood and moved to the closet, pulling out a fitted cream blouse with a high neckline and a pair of tailored black trousers. It was simple, professional, but undeniably feminine. The fabric hugged my figure in all the right places, accentuating the curves I’d come to embrace.

As I slipped on a pair of nude pumps, I felt a surge of pride. This was me—the version of myself I’d fought so hard to protect.

The doorbell rang just as I was fastening a pair of delicate pearl earrings. I frowned, glancing at the clock. It was early, and I wasn’t expecting anyone.

I crossed the room, my heels clicking against the floor, and opened the door.

Vin stood on the other side, a suitcase in one hand and an unmistakable scowl on his face.
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“What are you doing here?” I asked, surprised but undeniably pleased.

He didn’t answer right away, stepping inside and setting the suitcase down with a heavy thud. “You win,” he said gruffly.

I raised an eyebrow, crossing my arms. “Win what?”

“The argument,” he said, his tone begrudging. “I’ll move in. Happy?”

A grin spread across my face before I could stop it. “Delighted.”

Vin sighed, running a hand through his hair. “You know I hate this, right?”

“Hate what?” I asked, feigning innocence.

“Living in your penthouse,” he said. “It’s too... much.”

I laughed softly, closing the door behind him.

“You mean it’s too nice? Too clean? Too spacious?”

“It’s not about that,” he muttered, his gaze dropping to the floor. “I just... I wanted us to live in my place. Together. It felt more... equal.”

My smile softened, and I stepped closer, placing a hand on his arm. “Vin, your house is lovely. But you hate that we don’t sleep in the same bed when we stay there. And you know we need more space than your guest room offers.”

He looked at me, his expression conflicted. “I just don’t want you to think I’m... less of a man because I’m moving in with you.”

“Vin,” I said gently, my voice soft. “You’re the strongest man I’ve ever known. You’ve literally saved my life. Nothing about this makes you less.”

He exhaled, his shoulders relaxing slightly. “You’ve been practicing your pep talks, haven’t you?”

I smiled, leaning up to kiss him softly. “Maybe.”

His arms wrapped around me, pulling me closer. “I love you, you know that?”

“I know,” I said, resting my head against his chest. “I love you too.”

For a moment, we stood there, wrapped in each other’s arms. It wasn’t perfect, but it was ours, and that was enough.

The next day, the lobby of Kingsley Tower was bustling with activity when we arrived. Employees milled about, their chatter filling the air as they glanced at the clock, the elevators, and each other.

All eyes were on us as we walked through the revolving doors. My outfit—a powder blue midi dress with a cinched waist and a matching blazer—was crisp and professional, but undeniably feminine. My heels clicked confidently against the marble floor, and my head was held high.

Vin walked beside me, his usual scowl in place, but there was a softness in his eyes that I knew was just for me.

As we approached the reception desk, a hush fell over the room. People stared, their expressions ranging from curiosity to admiration.

“Ms. Kingsley,” the receptionist stammered, standing to greet me. “It’s so good to see you.”

“Thank you,” I said, my smile warm but controlled. “It’s good to be back.”

I could hear whispers behind me as we made our way to the elevator, but I didn’t let them faze me. This was my moment, and I wasn’t going to let anyone take it from me.

The boardroom was already full when we arrived, the members seated around the long table. Victor’s chair was conspicuously empty, and a wave of relief washed over me.

“Ms. Kingsley,” one of the board members said as I entered. “Welcome back.”

“Thank you,” I said, taking my seat at the head of the table. “Before we begin, I’d like to address the events of the past few months.”

The room fell silent, all eyes on me.

“I want to apologize for any disruptions that may have occurred during my absence,” I said, my voice steady. “But I also want to assure you that Kingsley Corporation is stronger than ever. Victor Ashcroft is no longer a threat, and we will continue to uphold the values my father built this company on.”

There were murmurs of agreement, nods from the board members.
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“I promise to do everything in my power to ensure Kingsley Corporation remains a leader in the industry,” I continued. “And I want to thank each of you for your support during this difficult time.”

The room erupted into applause, and for the first time in months, I felt a sense of accomplishment.

Vin placed a hand on my shoulder, his touch grounding me.

“You did good, Ms. President,” he said softly.

I looked at him, a smile tugging at my lips. “We did good, my savior.”


Epilogue

∞∞∞

THE GRAND BALLROOM of the Ritz Carlton gleamed under the soft glow of crystal chandeliers, the chatter of the city’s elite filling the air like a soft hum. Every table was draped in ivory linen, and the air smelled faintly of roses and expensive perfume. It was the perfect setting for a celebration—a gala marking the one-year anniversary of my leadership at Kingsley Corporation.

I stood near the stage, my reflection glinting in the gold-framed mirror on the wall. The long powder blue gown I wore clung to my body like it was made for me, the silk fabric flowing gracefully as I moved. It was off-the-shoulder, with delicate embroidery that sparkled faintly when the light hit it just right.

I adjusted the bodice slightly, the still-fresh ache of my breast augmentation reminding me not to move too suddenly. Camille had joked that the discomfort was a sign that I was truly dedicated to my transformation. Six months of hormones had softened my features and rounded out my curves, but the surgery had been the icing on the cake—a step I’d dreamed of but hadn’t dared to take until recently.

“Ms. Kingsley,” my secretary, Clara, called softly from behind me. She was dressed sharply in a black suit, holding a clipboard as if it were an extension of her arm. “We’re ready for your speech.”
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“Thank you, Clara,” I said, my voice calm despite the slight flutter in my chest.

Taking a deep breath, I made my way to the stage, my heels clicking softly against the marble floor. The crowd’s murmur quieted as I approached the podium, their eyes fixed on me with a mixture of admiration and respect.

“Good evening, everyone,” I began, my voice steady as I scanned the room. “Thank you all for being here tonight to celebrate a year of resilience, growth, and success.”

The applause was polite but warm, and I continued.

“When I took over Kingsley Corporation, it was a time of great uncertainty. We faced challenges that tested our strength, our unity, and our commitment to the values this company was built on. But tonight, I am proud to stand before you and say that we not only survived—we thrived.”

I gestured toward Clara, signaling her to prepare the slides. “Clara, if you could please bring up the KPI results from this past year?”

She nodded, and the room dimmed slightly as the projector flickered to life. But instead of the expected charts and graphs, the screen filled with a different image—one that took my breath away.

It was a video, a montage of moments I hadn’t realized anyone had captured. There were clips of me at the office, laughing with my team, shaking hands with clients, and even a few candid shots of me and Vin. The music was soft and romantic, the kind that wrapped around your heart and didn’t let go.

The final frame showed a simple line of text: “Reina, you’re the love of my life. Will you marry me?”

The room erupted in gasps and murmurs, but all I could do was stare at the screen, my heart pounding.

Then, through the crowd, I saw him.

Vin was walking toward me, his usual confident stride softened by something almost shy. He was dressed in a tailored black suit, a bouquet of white roses in his hands. His dark eyes locked onto mine, and for a moment, the entire room seemed to disappear.

When he reached the stage, he stepped up and handed me the bouquet, his hand lingering on mine for just a second longer than necessary.

“Vin,” I said, my voice barely above a whisper.

He took the microphone, his gaze never leaving mine. “Reina,” he began, his voice steady but thick with emotion.

“When I first met you, I thought I was just doing my job—protecting someone who didn’t want to be protected. But you’ve shown me so much more. You’ve shown me strength, vulnerability, and a kind of love I didn’t think I deserved.”

My eyes burned with unshed tears, my chest tightening as he dropped to one knee.
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“You are the most incredible person I’ve ever met,” he continued, pulling a small velvet box from his pocket. “You’ve fought for yourself, for your company, and for the life you deserve. And I want to be by your side through all of it—every high, every low, every moment in between.”

He opened the box, revealing a stunning diamond ring that sparkled like the chandeliers above us.

“Reina Kingsley,” he said, his voice soft but unwavering, “will you marry me?”

The room was silent, the weight of the moment pressing down on us like gravity.

“Yes,” I whispered, my voice breaking slightly. Then louder, with all the certainty in my heart, “Yes, Vin, I’ll marry you.”

The crowd erupted into applause and cheers as he slid the ring onto my finger, his hands steady despite the emotion flickering in his eyes. He stood, pulling me into his arms, and when his lips met mine, the world fell away.

For the first time in what felt like forever, everything was exactly as it should be.

As we pulled apart, the applause still echoing around us, Vin leaned in close, his voice low and just for me. “I love you, Reina.”

“I love you too,” I said, my heart full to the brim.

~THE END~

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

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

Read The Love Hormone

Can’t get enough? Let’s multiply that urge three times more with this bundle that contains some of my chart-topping illustrated feminization and transgender transformation steamy romances.
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Story 1 – Maid For Love
Hearing her say yes to my proposal was the happiest moment of my life. I didn’t want to ruin her excitement by burdening her with the news of our flailing company. Being a chambermaid in a rubber dress was my only option to afford the wedding of her dreams.

But will she still be willing to marry me once she sees my feminine alter ego?

Story 2 – Sissies And The City
I walked over to the full-length mirror in my living room, studying my reflection. The woman staring back at me was beautiful, confident, and strong.

But right now, she felt lost, unsure of her place in this world.
But why does Mr. Huge have a way of making me feel like I was still not one?

"What am I to him?"

Story 3 – All Made Up
Being called a disappointment and loser by my own family at 35 was too close to becoming of normalcy. I was slowly believing that they were right, that I was bound nowhere in life.
Not until I met Jessica, the most inspiring boss babe I’d met who would change my life using one dress, one lingerie set, and one shade of lipstick at a time.

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 Sweet Femboys


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

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

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

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

CLICK HERE TO LISTEN

(Not working? Simply search on Fansly(lillylustwood)


Book Bundles

∞∞∞

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

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

∞∞∞

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

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

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

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

Get Your Own Story


Audiobooks

∞∞∞

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

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


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

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

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

Visit Find Femboys


Latest & Other Titles

Here’s the latest book from Lilly Lustwood…
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"I’m never wrong, and everyone at work knows that. So the CEO suggested I needed an attitude adjustment, which entailed me to… dress like a girl."

I had always been the bold, unshakable creative director of The Grant Agency, until Evan, the new, maddeningly CEO, waltzed in with a plan to ‘reform’ me.

When that so-called reform involved dressing up as Janet at the office, I couldn’t believe my life. But as I played along, the lines between rivalry and something deeper began to blur.

He challenged me, infuriated me, and somehow, saw through all my masculine defenses.

Read Bossed Around

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

Thank you very much for purchasing and reading Save The Queen.

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

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

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

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

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

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

Home Page (www.lillylustwood.wordpress.com)

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

Facebook | Twitter |(@LillyLustwood)

TikTok @LillyLustwoodTok

Goodreads (www.goodreads.com/lillylustwood)

Fansly(www.fansly.com/lillylustwood)
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