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Chapter one

Friday Night Hero


Cole's eyes tracked downfield where routes unfolded exactly as he'd visualized them. Tommy broke left, covered. Cameron cut right, double-teamed. Then—there—Jackson streaking toward the end zone, a sliver of daylight between two defenders.

Perfect.

Friday night lights painted the field in sharp contrast—white chalk against emerald turf, crimson jerseys against midnight sky. Cole planted his back foot and unleashed the ball in one fluid motion. The spiral left his fingertips with mathematical precision, arcing high against stadium lights that transformed the leather into a meteor blazing across the firmament.

The crowd's roar built like thunder rolling across mountains as the ball descended. Jackson stretched, fingertips extended in desperate prayer, and then—connection. The receiver cradled the ball against his chest as he crossed into the promised land.

Touchdown.

The scoreboard flashed the final seconds: 28-24. Victory snatched from defeat's jaws.

"Donovan! Donovan! Donovan!" The chant rippled through the bleachers, becoming a tidal wave of adoration crashing over him.

Teammates swarmed him, pounding his shoulder pads and helmet. Coach Barnes, normally stoic as stone, allowed himself a rare smile. Cheerleaders performed victory flips, their red-and-gold uniforms flashing like celebratory fireworks.

"That's how it's done, baby!" Cole shouted, ripping off his helmet to reveal his sweat-slicked hair. The cool October air kissed his flushed face as he raised both arms in triumph.

The stadium lights bathed him in artificial daylight, transforming sweat droplets into diamonds across his brow. In this moment, Cole was more than human—he was legend, golden boy, king of all he surveyed.

***

The locker room smelled like victory—sweat-soaked and primal. Cole sauntered through the steam-clouded space like he owned every square inch of tile and metal. His shoulder pads clattered to the floor as teammates parted before him, their faces bright with the reflected glory of his game-winning throw.

"Cameron, my man! Tell me that wasn't the sweetest spiral you've ever seen?" Cole's voice boomed over the throbbing bass pumping from someone's speaker.

"Pure poetry," Cameron bumped his fist, grinning wide enough to catch light.

Cole peeled off his jersey, muscles rippling beneath skin still buzzing with adrenaline. He snapped a towel at Tommy's bare back, creating a satisfying crack that silenced the room for a split second before erupting into laughter.

"Careful, princess," Cole teased, "save some hot water for the rest of us mere mortals."

The room belonged to him—a kingdom of steam and steel where his word was scripture and his jokes comedy gold. He spun the combination on his locker, catching glimpses of himself in the small magnetic mirror stuck inside. Even disheveled and dirt-streaked, he looked like someone who belonged on billboards.

"Jackson! That catch, bro—that catch!" Cole called across the room. "You made me look good out there."

"You made yourself look good," Jackson called back, his smile flashing white against brown skin. "I just did the easy part."

Cole basked in the banter, the slaps on back, the collective worship that followed victory. But as he reached for his shower caddy, he caught a reflection in the mirror—Troy Mendez sitting alone at the far end, still fully dressed in his unused uniform. The second-string quarterback's fingers gripped his helmet so tight his knuckles had gone bloodless, jaw clenched like he was biting down on broken glass.

Their eyes met briefly in the mirror's surface. Troy's gaze carried the weight of benched games and untouched glory, of practice throws that never translated to Friday night heroics. Something dark and hungry lived in that stare—something that made Cole's stomach tighten despite the championship high still flooding his system.

Cole turned away, uncomfortable with the shadow that had momentarily crossed his perfect night.

Cole tossed his towel over his shoulder and strutted toward the showers, but paused when he spotted Mia Watkins lingering by the locker room entrance. The band's flute section leader leaned against the wall, still in her marching uniform, her dark hair pulled into a tight ponytail that accentuated her high cheekbones.

***

In the party afterwards, he saw Mia Lazlo, a flutist in the band whose hands Cole wondered might not be useful for other uses on his sore body. "Well, if it isn't the maestro herself," Cole called, slowing his pace. "Come to see how real athletes celebrate?"

Mia rolled her eyes but couldn't hide her smile. "Please. I marched eight miles in formation tonight while playing Beyoncé. You just threw a ball."

"A championship-winning ball," Cole corrected, stepping closer. The hallway's fluorescent lights cast dramatic shadows across her face, highlighting lips pressed together in mock disapproval. "Admit it—you were watching me, not your sheet music."

"In your dreams, Donovan."

"Frequently." He leaned against the wall beside her, close enough that their shoulders almost touched. "Speaking of dreams, there's this party at Lakeside tomorrow. Thought maybe you'd want to hang, see if those musician fingers are as talented as they look."

Mia's cheeks flushed crimson, but her eyes sparkled with interest. "Subtle as a bulldozer, aren't you?"

"Subtlety's overrated. So is waiting." Cole's voice dropped to a husky whisper. "Life's short. Chemistry's rare."

From behind them came a deliberate cough. Amber Chen, co-captain of the cheerleading squad, twirled a strand of golden-streaked hair around her finger. Her uniform skirt seemed shorter than regulation, her smile sharper than necessary.

"Don't forget you promised me a ride home, Cole." Amber's words dripped like honey laced with something potent. "Remember last time? When we had to pull over by Miller's Point?"

Cole didn't miss Mia's expression cooling faster than autumn twilight. He winked at Amber, the gesture both acknowledgment and dismissal. "Give me ten minutes to shower, Chen. I keep my promises."

Turning back to Mia, he found her already retreating, the moment's magic dispelled by Amber's calculated interruption.

"Tomorrow night?" he called after her.

"Maybe," Mia answered without looking back. "If you're lucky."

Cole watched her go, satisfaction and maybe just something uncomfortably like shame battling beneath his breastbone.

Cole turned to find Taylor pushing her way through the crowd of celebrating players, her pink hair bobbing like a buoy in a sea of red jerseys. She wore a crop top with the school colors painted across her chest in glitter, combat boots stomping a determined path toward him.

"There's my champion!" Taylor's voice cut through the noise, her smile brighter than the stadium lights. She flung herself at him with the precision of a heat-seeking missile, all curves and warmth against his still-damp T-shirt.

Cole caught her mid-leap, his hands finding her waist automatically. The familiar scent of her strawberry shampoo mixed with the cotton candy body spray she insisted on wearing to every game. "Superstition," she'd told him once. "You win when I wear it."

"Knew you'd pull it off." She planted a kiss on his lips, sweet and quick. Her brown eyes sparkled with that manic energy that seemed to buzz beneath her skin constantly. "That throw? Actual perfection. I screamed so loud Mrs. Hendricks asked if I was having a medical emergency."

Cole laughed, but his eyes drifted over her shoulder to where Mia disappeared around the corner. Something tightened in his chest—a missed opportunity or maybe just curiosity about a road not taken.

"Hello? Earth to quarterback?" Taylor snapped her fingers in front of his face. "Did that last tackle scramble something important up there?"

"Just basking in the glory," Cole recovered, flashing his trademark grin. "Gotta make sure everyone knows who saved the day."

Taylor rolled her eyes but smiled. "Your humility continues to be your most attractive quality." She hopped back, gesturing dramatically at his entire body. "Besides all of... this, obviously."

She didn't mention catching his wandering gaze. She never did. Instead, she linked her arm through his, fingers tracing patterns on his bicep as she launched into a play-by-play of her reactions to the game.

"When that linebacker came at you in the third quarter? I literally died. Clinically dead for seven seconds. Ask Brianna, she had to revive me with her vape pen."

Cole nodded, half-listening as his eyes scanned the dispersing crowd. Troy stood alone by the water fountain, still in full gear, watching him with that same hungry stare.

Amid the high fives and laughter, Cole's fingers instinctively clutched his ribs. A fleeting grimace flashed across his face, disrupting his victory smile for just a second—long enough for Taylor to notice.

"You okay?" She peered up at him, her bubblegum-pink hair brushing against his arm.

"Fine." Cole straightened, masking the twinge with practiced ease. "Hernandez caught me with his shoulder in the third quarter. Nothing serious."

But something cold slithered beneath his confidence. The hit had been brutal, sure—a linebacker built like a brick wall charging full-speed. But this pain felt different. Sharper. More internal. Like something shifting where it shouldn't.

He'd felt these strange sensations all week—subtle changes in his balance, moments of dizziness during practice, a strange tenderness across his chest that made his pads feel too tight. Coach had chalked it up to pre-championship jitters when Cole had mentioned feeling "off" during Wednesday's practice.

The locker room's fluorescent lights suddenly seemed too bright, casting everyone in a sickly glow that made Cole's stomach lurch. He pressed his palm harder against his side, wondering if the bruise forming there explained the odd tingling sensation spreading across his skin.

"You look pale," Taylor said, her perpetual enthusiasm dimming. "Like, ghost-story-around-a-campfire pale."

"Just need some air." Cole rolled his shoulders back, forcing himself to stand taller. Champions didn't show weakness. His father's voice echoed in his head: Pain is just weakness leaving the body.

But this didn't feel like normal pain. It felt like... transformation. Like his body was preparing for something his mind couldn't comprehend.

Troy brushed past them, shoulder checking Cole just hard enough to be intentional. "Better ice up, superstar. Wouldn't want anything happening to our golden boy."

Cole watched him go, the familiar rivalry momentarily overshadowed by the strange burning sensation now spreading from his ribs to his lower back. He'd taken hits before—played through sprains, strains, even a mild concussion sophomore year that he'd never reported. But this was different. This felt... internal. Cellular, almost.

"Let's get out of here," he said to Taylor, forcing a smile that didn't reach his eyes. "Victory party waits for no man."

Cole lounged on the leather sectional at Cameron's house, his championship trophy perched on the coffee table like a golden idol. The living room pulsed with bodies and bass, the air thick with sweat and sweet alcohol fumes. He sipped his beer, savoring the bitter tang while Taylor nestled against him, her fingers tracing lazy circles on his thigh.

"To the king of Westlake High!" Darius raised his red cup, sloshing liquid over the rim. "The man with the golden arm!"

Cheers erupted around him. Cole basked in their adoration, soaking it up like summer sunshine. This was his moment—his kingdom. The championship trophy caught the light, casting prism-like patterns across the ceiling.

"Speech!" someone shouted.

Cole stood, wobbling slightly as the room tilted momentarily beneath his feet. That strange sensation from earlier rippled across his ribs again, but he pushed through it, raising his cup high.

"Couldn't have done it without my line keeping me safe," he said, voice carrying over the music. "And Jackson's hands—man, those things are like magnets."

Laughter rolled through the crowd. Taylor beamed up at him, pride painted across her features like neon.

"To being fucking unstoppable!" Cole finished, downing his drink in one long pull.

The partygoers roared their approval. Girls he barely knew brushed against him as they passed, their touches lingering just a beat too long. Guys clapped his shoulder, their eyes shining with the reflected glory of proximity to greatness.

This was what winning felt like—this bubble of perfection where nothing could touch him. Yet beneath the surface of his smile, something flickered. That strange pain pulsed again, stronger this time, radiating outward from his core.

"You're everyone's hero tonight," Taylor whispered, rising on tiptoes to speak directly into his ear. Her breath was warm, scented with cherry vodka. "But you're all mine to take home."

Cole pulled her closer, burying his face in her hair, inhaling the familiar strawberry scent. For a heartbeat, he wondered if he deserved this—all this worship, all this want. If the pedestal they'd placed him on was built on something solid or something as ephemeral as a perfect spiral sailing through October air.

The music shifted, bass dropping deeper, vibrating through the floorboards and into his bones. Everyone moved to its rhythm—his rhythm—the pulse of a night that belonged to Cole Donovan. Only a small pain in his chest made a discordant note in the triumphant symphony around him.


Chapter two

Fractures


Cole surfaced from sleep like a drowning man breaking water, gasping and disoriented. Morning sunlight sliced through his curtains like a guillotine blade, carving his bedroom into harsh sections of light and shadow. His mouth tasted like stale beer and bad decisions.

"Shit," he muttered, squinting at his phone. Ten missed texts from Taylor, three from Coach, and a string of notifications from teammates tagging him in victory photos.

He swung his legs over the bed's edge and the world tilted sideways. A tsunami of nausea crashed through him, sour and sudden. Cole stumbled to his feet, bracing himself against his desk as bile burned the back of his throat.

"What the hell?"

His chest felt wrong—heavy and tender, like someone had replaced his pectoral muscles with bruised fruit. When he pressed his palm against his sternum, the soreness spread outward like ripples in a poisoned pond.

Cole stripped off his shirt and studied himself in the mirror. Same broad shoulders that had carried Westlake's championship dreams. Same defined abs that made cheerleaders bite their lips when he lifted his jersey to wipe sweat during practice. But something seemed... softer. Less defined around the edges.

"Post-game bullshit," he mumbled, flexing to reassure himself. Champions got sore. Winners paid physical prices. His father's mantras marched through his mind like soldiers: pain builds character, weakness isn't an option, Donovan men don't complain.

He pulled a hoodie over his head, wincing as the fabric dragged across his sensitive chest. Probably took a harder hit than he'd realized during that fourth-quarter blitz. Nothing ice and ibuprofen couldn't fix.

The smell of bacon drifted upstairs—his mom's traditional post-victory breakfast. Cole straightened his shoulders and forced his face into the easy confidence everyone expected from him. The strange sensations plaguing his body would fade. They had to.

Because Cole Donovan didn't do weakness. Cole Donovan was golden, untouchable—the boy with the perfect spiral and the perfect life.

He just needed to remind his body of that fact.

* * *

Cole strutted into the weight room with his usual swagger, nodding at teammates already deep into their sets. The familiar scent of sweat and metal hung in the air, comforting in its normalcy. This was his domain—where legends were forged between sets of punishing reps and grunts of exertion.

"Donovan! Still riding that touchdown high?" Coach Matthews called from his corner office.

"You know it," Cole replied, dropping his gym bag beside his favorite bench. "Just maintaining the machine."

He settled onto the bench, staring up at the bar that had been his faithful companion since freshman year. Two-twenty-five—his standard warm-up weight. Nothing to it. He'd pressed this a thousand times, could practically do it in his sleep.

Cole wrapped his fingers around the cold metal, feeling the knurled surface bite into his palms. He took a deep breath, braced his shoulders, and pushed.

The bar didn't budge.

A flash of panic sparked in his chest. He repositioned his hands, widened his grip slightly, and tried again. This time the bar inched upward, trembling violently above him like a suspension bridge in high winds.

"Jesus," he hissed through clenched teeth, arms shaking as he struggled to control the weight. His chest burned with an unfamiliar weakness, muscles refusing to engage properly.

From the corner of his eye, he spotted Martinez and Jacobsen exchanging glances. The weight room's constant cacophony seemed to dim as more eyes turned toward him—the quarterback failing at his warm-up weight.

"Yo, Donovan, you good?" Martinez called out, concern bleeding through his casual tone.

Cole forced the bar back onto the rack with a metallic clang that sounded like failure. He sat up, plastering his trademark smirk across his face while his mind raced through excuses.

"Just testing out a new grip technique," he lied, rolling his shoulders dramatically. "Coach wants me trying different arm positions for injury prevention."

"Since when do you listen to Coach about prevention?" Jacobsen laughed, but the suspicion lingered in his eyes.

* * *

Cole dragged himself through the front door, his body a betrayal of aching muscles and unfamiliar sensations. The house greeted him with its usual pristine silence—everything in its place, just like his parents preferred. He tossed his gym bag at the foot of the stairs, wincing as his chest twinged with mysterious pain.

"That you, honey?" His mom's voice floated from the living room.

"Yeah," he called back, his voice cracking on the single syllable. He cleared his throat, suddenly self-conscious.

His sister Sophie was sprawled across the couch, methodically dipping baby carrots into a bowl of ranch with surgical precision, her eyes locked on one of her weird mangas with its backward pages and characters with impossible hair. She glanced up at him, her hazel eyes narrowing with that clinical assessment she'd perfected since childhood. The crunch of her carrot punctuated the silence like a gunshot.

"You look like shit today," she announced, the blunt diagnosis delivered with the casual confidence of someone stating that water was wet. No sympathy, no sugar-coating—pure Sophie.

Cole shuffled toward the kitchen, desperate for something cold to drink, when the television's urgent tone caught his attention. He paused at the living room entrance, where his mother sat perched on the edge of the sofa, remote clutched in her manicured fingers.

"—confirmed cases now reaching double digits in three neighboring counties," the news anchor was saying, her perfect teeth flashing with practiced concern. "Health officials continue to monitor what they're calling 'the gender virus,' though they insist the public should remain calm."

The screen shifted to footage of a teenager with flowing brown hair and delicate features, standing awkwardly beside a reporter. Something about her posture seemed familiar—the way she hunched her shoulders slightly, hands stuffed into pockets too deep for her frame.

"Sixteen-year-old Marcus Williams, now going by Marcie, is the latest confirmed case," the reporter explained. "Just three weeks ago, Marcus was the starting center for Westlake High's basketball team."

Cole's stomach plummeted like an elevator with cut cables. The girl—former boy—fidgeted uncomfortably before the camera, her body simultaneously foreign and achingly familiar.

"It started with chest pain," she was saying. "Then everything just... changed."

A cold sweat prickled across Cole's forehead. His fingers unconsciously moved to his own chest, pressing gently against the tender spots that had been bothering him since morning.

His mother suddenly noticed him standing there. Their eyes met—hers wide with something between concern and denial—before she hastily pressed a button on the remote. The channel jumped to a cooking show, where a cheerful host was demonstrating the perfect pie crust.

"Dinner in twenty," she said brightly, too brightly. "How was practice?"

Cole shoved the unsettling news segment from his mind and forced a smile. "Practice was fine. Just tired."

His mother's eyes lingered on him a moment too long before she nodded. "Well, go wash up. Your father will be home soon."

The doorbell's cheerful chime cut through the awkward silence. Cole turned, grateful for the interruption, as his mother rose from the couch.

"I'll get it," he said, already moving toward the door.

Taylor burst in like a confetti cannon, all bright colors and boundless energy. Her strawberry-pink hair was piled in two messy buns, and she wore a vintage band t-shirt that had been cropped just above her navel. She clutched a plastic container to her chest like a precious artifact.

"Behold!" she announced, thrusting the container toward him. "My mom's famous chicken soup. Guaranteed to cure whatever weird man-flu you've got going on."

Cole's lips twitched into a reluctant smile. "I told you I'm not sick."

"Sure, Mr. I-Can-Barely-Lift-My-Arms." Taylor brushed past him, her floral perfume trailing in her wake. "Coach texted the whole squad chat about how you were struggling in the weight room today. Since when does Cole Donovan not crush his bench press?"

Heat crawled up Cole's neck. "Just sore from the game."

Taylor set the soup on the entryway table and pressed the back of her hand to his forehead in an exaggerated gesture. "Hmm, no fever. But you're looking a little pale, like a sick little girl." She giggled, eyes sparkling with mischief.

Cole laughed automatically, the sound hollow even to his own ears. Something twisted in his stomach—a slippery, uncomfortable feeling. The joke that would have rolled off him yesterday now stuck like a burr.

Taylor caught his gaze, her smile faltering slightly. "Hey, you okay?"

"Yeah, of course." Cole looked away quickly, focusing on the soup container. "Thanks for this."

"Well, someone's gotta take care of your sorry butt." Taylor's voice softened. "You'd do the same for me."

* * *

Cole turned the shower dial to near-scalding, desperate for the water to burn away the strange sensations crawling beneath his skin. Steam billowed around him like phantom visitors, clouding the glass walls and turning his sanctuary into a foggy prison. The pounding spray should have loosened his tight muscles, should have washed away his worries—but nothing felt right anymore.

His fingers traced the tender spots on his chest, probing gently at first, then with growing alarm. The familiar contours of his pectorals, sculpted through countless workouts and drills, felt different—softer somehow, with a peculiar tenderness that made him wince.

"This isn't happening," he muttered, his voice swallowed by the drumming water.

Cole shut off the shower with a vicious twist and grabbed his towel, roughly drying himself before the mirror could clear. But curiosity—or fear—pulled him forward like a fish on a hook. He swiped his palm across the fogged glass, creating a window to his reflection.

The face staring back was still his—same chestnut hair plastered to his forehead, same strong jaw. But his gaze dropped to his chest, where subtle changes mocked his desperate denial. The solid, squared muscles that had defined his athletic frame seemed to be softening, rounding at the edges like clay left in the rain.

His heart hammered against his ribs, beating bruises into his soul. The slippery bathroom tiles seemed to tilt beneath his feet as a cold, crawling panic slithered up his spine. The news segment flashed through his mind—Marcie with her hunched shoulders and basketball player's height, describing symptoms that mirrored his own with terrifying precision.

"No," Cole whispered, pressing his palms against his chest as if he could physically push the changes back inside. But the tender flesh beneath his fingertips told a different story—one where touchdown passes and college scholarships and his father's proud smiles dissolved into something unrecognizable.

He'd spent years building this body, crafting it into a perfect machine that could thread a football through impossible gaps and outrun defenders. Now some invisible invader was rewriting his blueprint, cell by cell.

Cole's breath came in shallow gasps that fogged the mirror again, mercifully blurring his reflection. The bathroom walls seemed to contract around him like a closing fist.


Chapter three

The Diagnosis


Cole jolted awake, fragments of uneasy dreams clinging to his consciousness like cobwebs. Morning light sliced through the gap in his curtains, illuminating dust motes that danced in golden beams across his bedroom. For one blissful moment, everything felt normal—just another day of being the Cole Donovan, star quarterback with the world at his feet.

Then he sat up.

His jersey hung loose around his shoulders where it had always fit snugly before. The bed itself seemed different—larger somehow. No, not larger. He was smaller.

Cole stumbled to his feet, a strange lightness throwing off his balance. His pajama bottoms slipped dangerously low on hips that curved outward where they'd been straight before. The floor seemed farther away than it had been yesterday.

"What the hell?" he whispered, his voice catching on a higher note that didn't belong to him.

He lurched toward the mirror mounted on his closet door—the same mirror where he'd practiced his Heisman pose since freshman year. The reflection that greeted him was a cruel parody of himself, like someone had taken his features and pressed them through a filter labeled "feminine."

His broad shoulders had narrowed. His jawline had softened. And his chest—Cole's hands flew to the tender swells pushing against his t-shirt. Unmistakable breasts pressed against his palms, sending shockwaves of sensation through his body.

"No, no, no," he chanted, backing away from his reflection until his legs hit the bed. His gaze darted frantically around the room—at the shelf of trophies that suddenly seemed to mock him, at the team photos where he stood tall and proud among his brothers. The signed football from Coach Matthews with "Future Legend" scrawled across the laces. The framed acceptance letter from State pinned beside his championship pennant.

Everything in this room told the story of who Cole Donovan was supposed to be. The quarterback. The leader. The guy. Not this stranger with widening hips and shrinking height who stared back at him with terrified eyes.

His fingers trembled as they traced the new curves of his body. This couldn't be happening. Not to him. Not now.

* * *

Cole sat rigid on the examination table, the paper crinkling beneath him with each nervous shift. The fluorescent lights hummed overhead, casting a harsh glow that made everything in the room—including his changing body—feel uncomfortably exposed. He tried to focus on the periodic table poster across from him, counting elements to distract himself from the panic surging through his veins.

Dr. Harris studied the tablet in his hands, scrolling through test results with practiced efficiency. Cole had known him since Little League physicals, but today the familiar face offered no comfort.

"Your blood work shows significant hormonal shifts," Dr. Harris said, finally breaking the silence that had stretched between them like a taut wire. "Estrogen levels are spiking while testosterone is plummeting at an unprecedented rate."

Cole's mouth went dry. "But you can fix it, right? Some kind of shot or something?"

The doctor's eyes softened—the kind of softening that preceded bad news. "Cole, what you're experiencing appears to be the gender virus we've been seeing in isolated cases across the country."

"I don't have any virus," Cole protested, his voice cracking embarrassingly on the last word. "I haven't been sick."

"That's one of the puzzling aspects. Many carriers show no traditional viral symptoms." Dr. Harris pulled up a diagram on his tablet. "It's rewriting certain aspects of your DNA—specifically those connected to secondary sex characteristics—at a cellular level."

Cole stared at the colorful double helix on the screen, unable to process that something so small was destroying everything he knew about himself. His chest ached where tender breast tissue had formed, a constant reminder of what was happening.

"How do we stop it?" The question came out small, desperate.

"I wish I had better news." Dr. Harris set the tablet down. "At this point, the changes appear to be irreversible. We don't understand exactly how it works yet, which makes developing treatments difficult."

The room seemed to tilt sideways. Irreversible. The word echoed in Cole's head, bouncing off the walls of his skull like a ball he couldn't catch.

"This can't be happening," he whispered, more to himself than the doctor. "Not to me."

* * *

Cole slammed the car door, the sound ringing in his ears. The fifteen-minute drive home stretched into an eternity of silence, his mother's white-knuckled grip on the steering wheel saying more than words could. He stared out the window, watching familiar houses blur past—houses where normal kids with normal bodies lived normal lives.

When they pulled into the driveway, his father's truck was already there. Great. The full family crisis committee had assembled.

"Your dad came home early," his mom said, her voice brittle as breaking glass. "He's worried too."

Cole didn't respond, just shouldered his way through the front door. The house smelled like lasagna—his favorite—which meant his mom had been stress-cooking all afternoon. The familiar scent now turned his stomach.

His father paced the living room, stopping mid-stride when Cole entered. The confusion in his eyes stung worse than pity would have.

"So what did the doc say?" His dad's voice boomed too loud in the quiet house.

Mom answered before Cole could. "It's that virus they've been talking about on the news. The one that—" she faltered, "—changes people."

"Changes boys into girls, you mean," Cole spat out, the words tasting bitter. "Just say it."

His father's face hardened into something between disbelief and determination. "We should get a second opinion. Harris isn't a specialist."

"Tom, Dr. Harris showed us the test results. The hormone levels are clear," his mother said, setting her purse down with careful precision. "We need to talk about hormone therapy options. There are treatments that might slow this down."

The way they discussed his body—like it was a problem to solve, a crisis to manage—made something snap inside Cole. The rage that had been simmering beneath his fear suddenly boiled over, scalding everything in its path.

"You don't get it!" he shouted, his voice cracking traitorously. "There's nothing to slow down. It's happening. To me. Right now." He pounded his chest where the tender breast tissue ached beneath his sweatshirt. "And no amount of doctors or treatments or whatever is going to fix it!"

His mother reached for him. "Cole, honey—"

"No!" He backed away, knocking a framed football photo off the wall. It crashed to the floor, glass splintering like his future. "Just leave me alone!"

He stormed out, the front door slamming behind him with such force the windows rattled. Outside, the cool evening air hit his flushed face as his world continued to spiral into chaos.

* * *

Cole trudged through the school's main entrance, hunching his shoulders as if the extra layers he'd piled on might shield him from more than just prying eyes. The familiar hallway stretched before him like a gauntlet he had to run. Three days ago, this same corridor had parted for him like the Red Sea—a quarterback's privilege. Now, the whispers crashed against him in relentless waves.

"Did you see...?"

"...totally growing tits..."

"...some kind of freak disease..."

He kept his gaze locked on the scuffed linoleum, counting tiles instead of meeting eyes. Seventeen tiles to his locker. He'd never needed to count before.

Someone's phone flashed as he passed. Cole's head snapped up, catching a sophomore girl quickly lowering her device. His stomach dropped through the floor. Another picture. Another piece of evidence in the case against his disintegrating masculinity.

At his locker, he fumbled with the combination, fingers clumsy and uncooperative. It took three tries—his hands shaking with a mix of rage and humiliation. When he finally wrenched it open, a folded piece of paper fluttered to the ground.

He snatched it up, unfolding it to find a blurry bathroom mirror selfie. His own face stared back, but the focus was unmistakably on his chest, where his sweatshirt pulled tight across what couldn't be hidden anymore.

Blood rushed to his face, burning beneath his skin. The photo had to have been taken yesterday during gym, when he'd changed in the bathroom stall but still had to walk to his locker. Someone had been waiting, watching.

"Hey, Cole."

He crumpled the paper in his fist, shoving it deep into his pocket as Taylor approached. Her smile seemed strained, eyes darting to his chest before quickly returning to his face.

"You weren't answering my texts," she said, voice pitched low enough that the rubberneckers couldn't hear.

"Phone died," he lied, though it sat heavy in his pocket, notifications muted after the first dozen messages asking if "the rumors were true."

A group of junior girls passed, their whispers slicing through the pretense of normal conversation. One giggled behind her hand. Cole's shoulders curved inward further, his body betraying him in yet another way.

Taylor's painted fingernails tapped lightly against Cole's forearm, sending an unexpected shiver up his spine. She stayed beside him as they navigated the crowded hallway, her petite frame somehow forming a buffer between him and the staring faces.

"I've got chem next, but I can walk you to the locker room," she offered, her voice cutting through the swirling noise in his head.

Cole glanced down at her—and realized she seemed much less shorter than normal—and felt something shift. The pink-haired girl he'd casually referred to as "my girlfriend" when it suited him suddenly seemed solid, real. Her familiar strawberry shampoo scent wrapped around him like a shield.

"You don't have to," he mumbled, but didn't pull away.

"I know I don't have to, quarterback." She rolled her eyes dramatically. "I want to."

They walked in silence past the trophy case where his MVP photo still gleamed behind glass, a frozen moment from just two weeks ago. A stranger's confident smile stared back at him.

"People are stupid," Taylor said suddenly, squeezing his arm. "They'll find something else to obsess about next week."

But they both knew this wasn't just gossip. This was his body betraying him in slow motion, with an audience keeping score.

At the locker room entrance, Cole hesitated, dread pooling in his stomach like cold lead. The familiar sounds leaked out—laughter, locker doors slamming, music thumping. Once his kingdom, now hostile territory.

"Text me after practice?" Taylor stood on tiptoes, pressing a quick kiss to his cheek. "We could grab bubble tea or something."

Cole nodded, surprised by how desperately he wanted to follow her instead, to run from the sweaty, masculine gauntlet waiting behind those doors.

Inside, conversations dimmed as he entered. He kept his head down, making a beeline for the far corner where he could change with minimal exposure. Coach Patterson emerged from his office, clipboard in hand, and spotted him.

"Donovan," he called, crossing the room with purposeful strides.

Cole froze, one hand clutching his practice jersey. The coach's weathered face bore no disgust, just the furrowed brow of concern.

"You sure you're feeling 100%?" Coach asked, lowering his voice. "If you need to sit this one out..."

"I'm fine, Coach," Cole answered automatically, the practiced smile slipping into place like a mask. But beneath it, realization bloomed cold and clear—even Coach, who'd once called him the future of the program, was looking at him differently now. Not with judgment, but with something worse: uncertainty.

* * *

Cole closed his bedroom door with a quiet click, listening for any movement in the hallway. Nothing. Mom was downstairs cooking, Dad still at work, Sophie at her friend's. The bathroom adjoining his room beckoned like a confessional booth.

He locked that door too.

The bathroom light hummed overhead, harsh and unforgiving. Cole avoided the mirror at first, setting his phone on the counter face-down. No more texts, no more questions he couldn't answer.

His reflection waited patiently, a stranger wearing his face.

With mechanical movements, he peeled off his sweatshirt—the third layer he'd worn today—followed by the T-shirt beneath it. Cool air prickled across his exposed skin.

"Fuck," he whispered, the word hanging in the sterile air.

His chest had changed. No denying it now. Where there had once been flat planes of muscle, two unmistakable swells pushed forward. Small, but undeniably there. His fingers hovered, afraid to touch what shouldn't exist.

Cole's heart hammered against his ribs, each pulse sending blood rushing to his ears. With trembling fingers, he finally reached up, brushing tentatively against the tender flesh.

A shiver coursed through him, strange and electric. These weren't just lumps or some weird swelling—they were sensitive in ways his body had never been before. The touch sent confusing signals racing through his nervous system.

He traced the new curve where his chest sloped outward, following the unfamiliar geography of himself. His waist seemed narrower too, his hips wider beneath his basketball shorts. "This isn't happening," he said to his reflection, but the evidence remained, warm and real beneath his fingertips.

He breathed in deeply, then out. In, then out. The technique Coach taught for centering before big plays. His fingers continued their exploration, half scientific, half desperate. Each touch both confirmed the nightmare and sent unsettling ripples of sensation through his changing body.

His fingers pushed under the waistband of his underwear and the final blow was feeling almost nothing there, his penis shrunk to a nub. The shocking absence stole his breath, like plunging through thin ice into winter water. Where familiar weight and sensation should have been, only the strange, smooth curve of practically nothing remained—a cruel vanishing act that completed his body's betrayal. He snatched his hand away as if burned, the phantom memory of what should be there haunting his fingertips while reality mocked him with its soft, alien geography.

No tears came. He wouldn't let them. Crying meant accepting, and accepting meant—what? That the person in the mirror was becoming someone else entirely?

Cole dropped his hands to grip the edge of the sink, knuckles whitening as he stared at the drain. Breathe in. Breathe out.


Chapter four

Collision


Cole stepped onto the practice field, cleats sinking into the damp turf with familiar comfort. This was his domain, his sanctuary. The brisk autumn air carried the scent of crushed grass and sweat—the perfume of purpose. Despite everything, a flutter of hope kindled in his chest. Here, at least, he knew who he was.

"Donovan! You're up!" Coach Mercer's voice boomed across the field.

Cole jogged toward the huddle, ignoring the sideways glances from his teammates. His shoulder pads felt heavier today, pressing painfully against his tender chest. He'd doubled up on compression shirts beneath his gear, but the pressure only added to his discomfort.

"Let's see that cannon arm, QB!" Coach called out, tossing him the ball.

The leather felt foreign in his grip—too big somehow, though it was the same ball he'd thrown thousands of times. Cole settled into his stance, muscle memory fighting against his new proportions. His center of gravity had shifted, hips wider, shoulders narrower. Everything felt wrong.

He drew back his arm and released. The ball wobbled pathetically, falling short of the receiver by ten yards.

"The hell was that, Donovan?" Coach's forehead creased. "Again!"

Cole gritted his teeth. His second throw spiraled better but veered wildly off-target. Each attempt felt like throwing with someone else's body—because it was. His breasts strained against the compression shirts, tender and distracting, throwing off his follow-through. His narrower shoulders couldn't generate the same torque. His balance kept shifting unexpectedly.

"Defense up! Let's run the option play," Coach barked, frustration evident.

Cole called the play, dropping back as the line collapsed. He spotted Martinez breaking free downfield—a perfect opportunity. But as he cocked his arm, the ball slipped from his fingers.

"Fumble!" someone shouted.

Cole lunged for the ball, but his new proportions betrayed him. His reach fell short, and as he stumbled forward, Brock Davidson—a linebacker built like a cement truck—plowed into him at full speed.

The collision sent him sprawling. Pain exploded across his chest and ribs as he hit the ground, helmet bouncing against the turf. The impact knocked the wind from his lungs, but worse was the humiliation burning through him like wildfire.

Laughter rippled across the field.

"Damn, Donovan, you got hit like a girl," someone called out.

Cole lay there, staring up at the indifferent sky, the truth crushing him harder than any tackle. The athlete he'd been was disappearing—fumbling, failing, falling—right before everyone's eyes.

* * *

Cole's cleats squeaked against the rubber tiles as he stepped into the locker room. The usual cacophony—blaring music, shouted insults, the metallic clang of locker doors—died like a radio unplugged. Conversations crumbled mid-sentence. Bodies shifted, creating a subtle corridor of space around him.

He kept his chin up, a quarterback's reflex. His fingers fumbled with his combination lock, suddenly clumsy and foreign. The silence slithered around his ankles, crawled up his spine.

"So I heard Westfield's defense is trash this year," he said to no one in particular, his voice higher than he remembered, bouncing back at him from cold cement walls.

No response. Just the hiss of deodorant spray and the shuffle of feet.

Cole pulled his practice jersey over his head, acutely aware of how the fabric caught on his chest. His new curves cast shadows he couldn't ignore. He turned toward his locker, facing metal instead of teammates.

"Dude, check this out," someone said behind him—Jackson to Miguel—deliberately loud enough for Cole to hear but clearly not meant for him. The conversation that followed flowed around him like water around a stone.

His throat tightened. The QB1 sticker on his locker door seemed to mock him now, a relic from another life. Cole grabbed his clothes and headed for the bathroom stall at the back—the one with the broken lock that nobody used.

Inside, he changed quickly, pulling his shirt on before removing his practice jersey, a new habit born of necessity. The plastic partition between him and his team might as well have been the Berlin Wall. Through the crack, he watched shadows move, heard laughter bubble up and burst.

"Hey, um... you cool in here?"

The voice belonged to Ethan, a sophomore receiver who'd always looked at Cole with something like worship. Now his voice dripped with awkward pity.

"Where else would I go?" Cole snapped, the words sharper than intended, brittle as bones picked clean.

* * *

Cole watched Coach Matthews' broad shoulders fill the doorway of the tiny equipment room. The familiar scent of athletic tape and ancient sweat hung in the air as Matthews closed the door behind him. Cole knew that look—the grave set of his jaw, the way his eyes fixed on some invisible point rather than making contact.

"Donovan," Coach said, his voice a weathered stone. "Need to talk."

Cole's heart hammered against his ribs—his changed ribs that now curved differently, protected parts of him that hadn't existed weeks ago. "If it's about practice, I know I messed up. I'll fix it."

Coach Matthews crossed his arms, creating a barricade of flesh and faded team sweatshirt. "The administration is asking questions," he admitted, steady but cautious. "For now, you're off the roster."

The weight of those words slammed into Cole like a blindside hit. His stomach plummeted, free-falling through space while the rest of him remained frozen in place. The fluorescent lights buzzed overhead, suddenly too bright, too harsh.

"That's bullshit," Cole managed, his voice cracking on the last syllable. "I'm still me. I can still play."

Coach's face softened for a millisecond before hardening back into professional distance. "It's not about what I think, kid. There's parents calling, board members involved. They're talking liability, regulations. Things bigger than football."

"Bigger than football?" Cole repeated, the words tasting bitter and foreign on his tongue. "There's nothing bigger than football. Not here."

The loss of his place on the team felt like the last shred of his identity slipping away. The C on his letterman jacket might as well have stood for counterfeit now. Without football, who was he? Just another body in the hallways, marked by changes he couldn't control or understand.

"This is temporary," Coach said, but his eyes betrayed him. "Until we figure things out."

Cole's laugh came out hollow. "Figure what out? How to pretend I don't exist?"

"That's not fair, Donovan."

"None of this is fair!" Cole's fist connected with a metal locker, the pain barely registering through his rage. "I didn't ask for this. I didn't—" His voice broke completely, betraying him just like his body had.

* * *

Cole slammed the front door behind him, the sound sharp as a gunshot in the pristine silence of the house. His hands trembled, still hearing Coach's words echoing in his head. Off the roster. Off the team. As if eighteen years of identity could be stripped away with a single sentence.

He dropped his gym bag in the entryway, not caring that it scuffed the polished hardwood his mother meticulously maintained. The smell of pot roast wafted from the kitchen—his favorite meal, which suddenly felt like a cruel joke.

"Cole?" His father's voice boomed from the living room. "That you?"

Cole considered bolting upstairs, barricading himself in his room, but his father's heavy footsteps were already approaching. Tom Donovan appeared in the hallway, newspaper clutched in one hand, face darkening as he took in Cole's expression.

"What happened?" His father's eyes narrowed. "Something at practice?"

"They kicked me off the team." Cole's voice sounded strange in his ears—higher, softer. Another betrayal from his changing body.

His father's face flushed crimson. "They what?"

"Coach said the administration—"

"This is ridiculous!" His father slammed the newspaper down on the side table. "They can't do this. It's discrimination."

Cole's mother appeared in the kitchen doorway, dishrag clutched in her hands. "Tom, please—"

"No!" His father's voice thundered through the house, bouncing off the family photos that lined the walls—snapshots of a boy who no longer existed. "We'll fight this. You're still my son!"

The words crashed against Cole like battering rams. His father stood oak-like in his fury, massive shoulders squared, veins pulsing at his temples. This was the same stance he took at Cole's games, bellowing support from the bleachers, demanding perfection.

Cole's heart clenched in protest. The pressure to be what his father wanted—what he'd always been—felt suddenly suffocating. His chest ached beneath the layers he wore to hide the changes.

"Dad—" Cole started, but couldn't continue. What could he say? That he didn't know who he was anymore? That every morning he woke up more foreign to himself?

His father mistook his silence for agreement. "I'll call the school board tomorrow. Hell, I'll call a lawyer if I have to."

Cole sat motionless on the couch, staring at the TV with hollow eyes. His mother had gone to bed early with a headache. His father remained in his study, making angry phone calls. The house creaked with tension around him.

The local news anchor's practiced smile flickered across the screen. "Breaking news tonight on the controversy at Westlake High School..."

Cole's stomach plummeted as his own yearbook photo appeared. The caption beneath it burned into his retinas: "Former Male Athlete Diagnosed with Gender Virus."

"Following tonight's emergency school board meeting," the anchor continued, "board member Richard Durkin released this statement."

The screen cut to Durkin—a square-jawed man with thinning hair and a red tie too tight around his neck. He stood at a podium, microphones clustered before him like hungry mouths.

"We need clear boundaries," Durkin declared, each syllable striking Cole like physical blows. "No mixed teams. No special exceptions."

Cole's fingers dug into the couch cushions, knuckles blanching white as bone.

"And to ensure the safety and fairness for all our student athletes," Durkin continued, his voice dripping with false concern, "we need to start genital inspections."

The words sliced through Cole's chest. Genital inspections. The phrase hung in the air like poisonous smoke.

Cole fumbled for the remote, silencing Durkin mid-sentence. The sudden quiet felt deafening. His breath came in shallow gasps, sweat beading along his hairline despite the cool air.

He stumbled upstairs, locking his bedroom door behind him. The sanctuary of his room—walls still decorated with football pennants and trophies gleaming on shelves—now felt like a museum to someone else's life.

Cole moved to his bathroom on shaking legs. He stripped off his jeans and boxers, eyes squeezed shut before forcing himself to look down.

His breath caught painfully in his throat. Where his penis had been now lay soft folds of skin—the unmistakable contours of female genitalia. A vagina. His vagina.

The reality crashed over him like arctic water. If they implemented inspections—if anyone saw—the mortification would be unbearable. Being discussed in board meetings, becoming a political talking point was humiliating enough. But this—having strangers examine the most intimate evidence of his transformation—would destroy whatever remained of him.

Cole sank to the bathroom floor, back against the cold tile wall, knees pulled tight to his chest. His thoughts spiraled into a vortex of shame and panic. How could he face school tomorrow? How could he face anyone?


Chapter five

Reassignment


Cole shifted uncomfortably in the hard plastic chair, watching Principal Harmon's mouth move while the words seemed to arrive delayed, like thunder after lightning. The fluorescent lights buzzed overhead in the cramped administrative conference room, casting everyone in a sickly pallor. His mother sat beside him, her hand occasionally brushing his arm in what he supposed was meant to be reassurance.

"Cole, you can no longer use the boys' bathroom." Principal Harmon's voice rang with practiced authority. "You must use the girls' facilities from now on."

The statement landed like a physical blow. Cole's stomach twisted into a cold, tight knot.

"What? No." He leaned forward, hands gripping the edge of the table. "I'm still—I'm not—" The words tangled in his throat, strangled by the rising panic.

Principal Harmon's expression remained impassive. "This decision comes directly from the board. It's non-negotiable."

"This is ridiculous," Cole said, his voice cracking traitorously. "I've been using the same bathroom since freshman year."

"The situation has changed," Principal Harmon replied, shuffling papers that Cole realized were probably about him—forms and policies reducing his entire existence to a problem that needed solving. "We have to consider all students."

"I'm still a student too," Cole countered, heat rising to his face.

"It's really for your own safety," Principal Harmon added, his tone softening into something worse than authority—pity. "Some of the boys might not be... comfortable with your presence."

The implication slammed into Cole like a linebacker. Safety. He hadn't considered that angle. The memory of Josh Barton harassing a freshman girl last semester suddenly flashed through his mind. Cole had laughed it off then—he'd thought it was rude of Barton but hadn't really thought about how the girl was feeling.

Now he was something else. Something vulnerable.

"This isn't fair," Cole whispered, but the fight was draining from him, replaced by a cold realization that spread through his chest.

"I understand this is difficult," Principal Harmon continued, but Cole barely heard him.

Another piece gone. First his position on the team. Then his place in the locker room. Now even the basic right to use the bathroom he'd always used. Each loss carved away another chunk of who he was, leaving behind something unrecognizable.

* * *

Cole stood in the empty hallway, staring at the bathroom door like it was the entrance to another dimension. The pink-and-white sign with its familiar female silhouette seemed to mock him. His bladder ached—he'd been holding it since second period, unable to face this moment.

The hallway stretched silent and mercifully empty during class time. He'd deliberately waited until everyone would be in their classrooms. Cole took a deep breath, his fingers trembling slightly as they brushed against the door.

"Just get it over with," he muttered to himself.

The heavy door swung open with a creak that seemed to echo through the entire school. The sharp scent of perfume and hand soap hit him first—so different from the harsh chemical and sweat smell of the boys' bathroom. Cole stepped inside, his footsteps faltering on the gleaming tile floor.

Chatter from the far corner stopped abruptly. Three girls stood by the sinks, makeup bags spread across the counter. Their eyes widened, staring at him with expressions that shifted from surprise to confusion to something like disgust.

"What the hell?" one whispered.

Another girl, a sophomore Cole vaguely recognized from the hallways, stood frozen with a mascara wand halfway to her eye. She quickly capped it, grabbed her bag, and hurried past him without meeting his gaze. The bathroom door swung shut behind her with a decisive thud.

Cole's heart hammered against his ribs. Sweat beaded on his forehead as the remaining girls exchanged glances, their whispers barely audible but unmistakably about him. The bathroom suddenly felt impossibly small, the fluorescent lights harsh and exposing.

He kept his eyes down, walking stiffly toward the nearest stall. The click of the lock sliding into place brought a momentary relief that dissolved almost instantly. Inside the cramped space, graffiti covered the walls—names, phone numbers, crude drawings. The isolation of the stall only amplified his sense of not belonging.

Cole leaned against the door, eyes closed, breathing through his mouth. His hands shook as he unbuttoned his jeans, which now fit all wrong around his widening hips.

"Did you see his face?" A girl's voice drifted over the stall.

"Shh, he can hear you."

"So? It's our bathroom."

Cole waited, heart pounding against his too-soft chest, until the last echoes of footsteps faded and the bathroom door swung shut. Silence settled over the pink-tiled room like a suffocating blanket. His legs trembled as he unlatched the stall door, the metal click unnaturally loud in the empty space.

He approached the mirror with the caution of someone nearing a cliff's edge. The fluorescent lights buzzed overhead, casting shadows that seemed to distort everything they touched. Cole gripped the cold porcelain sink, steadying himself before slowly raising his gaze.

The face that stared back wasn't his. Not completely.

"What the fuck," he whispered, the voice coming from his throat higher and softer than it should be.

His chestnut hair fell differently now—thicker, longer at the ends, framing a face that had lost its sharp angles. His jaw had softened more, cheekbones more pronounced but in a different way. Even his eyelashes seemed longer, darker against skin that had cleared of the stubborn acne he'd battled since freshman year.

Cole leaned closer, searching desperately for himself in this stranger's features. His shoulders, once broad enough to command respect in crowded hallways, had narrowed dramatically. His waist curved inward where it had been straight, creating a silhouette that belonged on someone else.

Panic clawed up his throat, constricting his breathing into shallow gasps. He pressed his palms against his chest, feeling the unmistakable swell beneath his layered shirts. The sensation sent shockwaves of denial crashing through him.

"This can't be me," he whispered, but the reflection's lips moved in perfect synchronization, betraying the lie.

Cole's fingers trembled as they traced the outline of his face, the unfamiliar contours both foreign and somehow familiar, like a childhood home renovated beyond recognition. Something broke loose inside him—not tears, but something deeper, more primal. A recognition that the person he'd been was slipping away, replaced by someone he didn't know how to be.

The bathroom door handle rattled. Cole stumbled backward, his new center of gravity still unfamiliar, nearly sending him sprawling across the bathroom floor.

Cole stumbled out of the bathroom, his legs still unsteady beneath him. The hallway had filled with students during the class change, bodies pressing against lockers, voices echoing off the walls. He kept his head down, hoping to disappear into the crowd like he never would have done before—when he commanded attention rather than feared it.

"Well, look who can't decide which bathroom to use."

The voice cut through the hallway noise like a blade. Cole froze, recognizing the velvet-smooth tone immediately. Kylie Raines stood against the opposite wall, platinum blonde hair cascading over her shoulders, green eyes narrowed with calculated precision.

His stomach dropped. Of all people to witness this moment, it had to be her.

"What's wrong, Cole?" Kylie pushed off from the wall, moving toward him with deliberate steps. "Or should I call you something else now?"

Cole's throat tightened. He'd ghosted Kylie last semester after three dates, never bothering to explain why. At the time, it had seemed so simple—quarterback privileges. Now she loomed before him like karma personified, beautiful and merciless.

"I don't want trouble," he managed, his voice betraying him with its higher pitch.

Kylie's smile widened, predatory and perfect. "Failed boy, failed girl. You really can't make up your mind, can you?"

Her words sliced through the air. Several students stopped to watch, phones appearing in hands like magic. Cole felt the weight of their gazes, heavy as concrete blocks on his shoulders. The hallway seemed to contract around him, pushing all the oxygen away.

Laughter erupted around Kylie—her court of followers materializing as if summoned. The sound bounced off the lockers, amplified by the hallway's acoustics into something monstrous and consuming. Cole's face burned hot enough to melt steel.

"What's it like," Kylie stepped closer, her voice dropping to a stage whisper everyone could still hear, "to finally know how it feels to be on the receiving end?"

Cole's new body betrayed him again—tears threatened at the corners of his eyes. He blinked rapidly, desperate not to cry in front of everyone. The humiliation crashed over him in fierce waves, each one stronger than the last.

* * *

Cole slumped against his bedroom wall, phone clutched in his trembling hand. The screen glowed with cruel illumination—a photo of him from last week's game, his face photoshopped onto a cheerleader's body, pompoms raised in a mocking V. The caption read: "Quarterback to Cheerleader Pipeline."

Twenty-seven comments. Sixty-four likes. Three shares.

His thumb scrolled involuntarily through the comments section, each word a fresh laceration.

"Guess he'll be trying out for a different team now 😂"

"Always thought he threw like a girl anyway"

"Bet Coach is looking for a new QB AND a new flyer for the cheer squad"

Cole's throat tightened, a strangled sound escaping his lips. Just two weeks ago, these same people had chanted his name under Friday night lights. They'd slapped his back in hallways, begged for his attention at parties. Now they carved him up for entertainment, dissecting his transformation like vultures over fresh carrion.

His phone buzzed with another notification. Someone had tagged him directly now.

The betrayal stung worse than the mockery. Mitch Sanders—his receiver, his friend since sixth grade—had shared the post. Added his own laughing emoji. The same hands that had caught Cole's perfect spirals now pushed him further into humiliation.

Cole's new body betrayed him again as tears spilled hot and fast down softer cheeks. He hurled his phone across the room, watching it bounce harmlessly off his letterman jacket hanging on the door—a relic from another life.

The screen continued to light up with notifications. The meme spreading like wildfire through the digital hallways of Westlake High, reaching places he couldn't even see. How many people were laughing right now? How many conversations centered around his changing body?

He pulled his knees to his chest, the position strangely comfortable in this new frame. His breasts pressed painfully against his thighs, a constant reminder of the body that was becoming less his own with each passing day.

The laughter of his former friends echoed in his mind, a phantom chorus that drowned out everything else. He'd been one of them once—careless with his words, generous with his cruelty. Now he sat alone, learning what it meant to be on the other side.

His father’s voice cuts through the stillness, banging on the bathroom door with urgency. “We will fight this,” he insists, his tone heavy with determination.

Cole pressed his forehead against the cool bathroom door, his father's heavy footsteps retreating down the hallway. Each step created ripples of silence that stretched between them like a widening chasm. He caught his reflection in the mirror—a stranger staring back with red-rimmed eyes and features that softened more each day.

"Fight what?" Cole whispered to his reflection. "Fight who?"

His body wasn't being taken; it was transforming beneath his skin, cell by treacherous cell. There was no enemy to defeat, no battle plan that made sense. Just the slow, steady betrayal of flesh and bone reshaping itself against his will.

Cole slid down to the floor, back against the bathtub, the tile cold beneath him. His jersey from last season lay crumpled beside the hamper where he'd dropped it after trying it on earlier. The fabric that once stretched tight across his shoulders now hung loose there and strained across his chest instead.

Outside, his father was already on the phone—voice rising and falling in waves of righteous anger. Fighting for the son he was losing. Fighting for the future they'd planned together.

Cole pulled his knees to his chest, feeling the unfamiliar press of breasts against his legs. The sensation sent a shudder through him—a physical reminder that the fight his father promised couldn't reverse what was already happening.

"You can't punch a virus," he murmured to the empty bathroom. "You can't tackle a chromosome."

His throat tightened around words he couldn't speak. How could he explain that he wasn't just losing his place on the team or in the locker room? He was losing himself—piece by piece, day by day.


Chapter six

The Boys’ Room No Longer


Cole slumped into Cameron's familiar couch, the cushions sagging in all the places they'd worn down over years of gaming marathons. The living room smelled like pepperoni and cheese-dusted fingers—a scent that used to mean sanctuary. Tonight, he'd almost skipped coming, but something in Cameron's text—"miss you, man"—had dragged him out of his self-imposed exile.

"Dude, you're still trash at blocking," Cameron laughed, his thumbs working the controller with practiced precision. "Left trigger, remember?"

Cole nodded, trying to focus on the barbarian he controlled on screen. His fingers felt different on the controller now—smaller, the reach between buttons slightly more of a stretch. But the muscle memory remained, his character rolling and slashing through digital enemies.

"Remember when we stayed up till five trying to beat that ice dragon?" Mitch asked, reaching for another slice of pizza. His eyes darted to Cole then away, the first time they'd been in the same room since Mitch had shared that meme.

"Yeah," Cole said, his voice catching on the higher register it settled into these days. "You kept falling off the cliff."

For a moment, it felt normal. The banter, the shared history, the comfortable rhythm of friends who'd grown up together. Cole felt his shoulders relax slightly. Here, in the glow of the television, with controllers in hand, maybe he could still belong.

"Level up!" the game announced as Cole's barbarian gained a new skill point.

"Nice," Cameron nodded, offering a fist bump that Cole returned with only slight hesitation.

"Maybe you should trade in your barbarian for a girl mage," Mitch said suddenly, a smirk playing at the corner of his mouth. "Might suit you better now."

The room went silent. The only sound was the background music of the game, suddenly too loud in the quiet. Cole's fingers froze on the controller, his barbarian standing motionless on screen as enemies circled.

"Dude," Cameron muttered, shooting Mitch a warning look.

Cole felt heat rush to his face. The familiar burning behind his eyes threatened tears he refused to shed in front of them. The controller felt suddenly heavy in his hands, like it belonged to someone else.

Cole laughed, a hollow sound that bounced off the walls and settled uncomfortably in his chest. It was the kind of laugh that shows up uninvited when your brain doesn't know what else to do—a nervous reflex to paper over the cutting remark. But as his forced chuckles faded into the room's suddenly stifling air, nobody joined in.

The silence slithered between them like a cold, unwelcome guest.

Cameron stared intently at the screen, shoulders tense. Mitch picked at the label on his soda can, the peeling sound painfully loud. Even Jake, who'd barely spoken all night, found something fascinating about his shoelaces.

Cole felt the rejection like a physical blow, his lungs constricting as if the air itself had turned against him. These were the guys who'd slept on his floor during weekend gaming binges, who'd helped him toilet paper Coach Wilson's house after he benched Cole sophomore year. Now they couldn't even look at him.

"Whatever, man," Cole mumbled, trying to sound casual while his heart hammered traitorously in his chest—a chest that no longer felt like his own. "I'd still kick your ass with any character."

They resumed playing, fingers clicking on controllers, but the easy camaraderie had evaporated. Cole focused on the game with desperate intensity, as if slaying digital monsters could somehow slay the awkwardness surrounding him.

Twenty minutes later, their characters entered a tavern where a barmaid with impossible proportions served virtual mead. Her character model bounced with exaggerated physics as she approached their party.

"Damn," Cameron whistled, leaning forward. "I'd do her in a sec—"

He glanced at Cole and the words died mid-sentence. His mouth snapped shut, eyes widening slightly before darting back to the screen.

Cole waited for him to finish the thought, to treat him like nothing had changed. But Cameron just cleared his throat and muttered something about quest items.

The unfinished sentence hung between them, more revealing than anything Cameron could have said. Cole's fingers tightened around the controller, knuckles blanching white. He wished Cameron would just finish the stupid joke, make the crude comment like he always did. Instead, this new hesitation—this careful tiptoeing—only confirmed what Cole already knew but desperately wanted to deny: in their eyes, he wasn't just changing physically. He was becoming someone they didn't know how to talk to anymore.

Cole's chest tightened as Cameron shifted beside him, the couch springs creaking under his weight. The game continued on screen, their characters mechanically slaying monsters while the real battle raged in the suffocating silence between them.

"You're still you, bro," Cameron said suddenly, his voice low and earnest.

The words hit Cole like a punch to his already tender ribs. Cameron's eyes—those honest blue eyes that had celebrated touchdowns and mourned losses alongside him—now held something worse than disgust. They held pity.

Cole nodded automatically, the motion feeling foreign in his changing body. A strange guilt washed over him, as if he'd somehow deceived them all by transforming against his will. The barbarian on screen stood frozen as enemies circled, mirroring how trapped Cole felt in this moment.

"Yeah," Cole managed, his voice betraying him with its higher pitch. "Still me."

The lie tasted bitter. Because he wasn't still himself—not the self they knew, not the quarterback who'd led them to victory after victory. That version of Cole was dissolving a little more each day, replaced by someone he didn't recognize in the mirror.

Cameron meant well—Cole could see that in the nervous way he twirled his controller cord between his fingers, in the slight furrow of his brow. But Cameron's comfort came from a place of distance, like consoling someone through glass. The sincerity was there, but not the understanding. Not the belief.

"Thanks," Cole added, forcing the word past the lump in his throat.

The conversation withered. Mitch reached for another slice of pizza. Jake unpaused the game. Cameron's shoulders relaxed slightly, as if he'd fulfilled some obligation of friendship.

But the gulf between them yawned wider than ever. Cole felt it in the careful way they avoided brushing against him when reaching for drinks, in how their eyes skated past his changing features. Their friendship, once as natural as breathing, now felt like a performance they were all struggling to maintain.

Cole forced his voice deeper as they entered the dungeon's final level, the strain making his throat ache. "Let's flank them from both sides," he rumbled, the words scraping unnaturally low. He'd been doing this all night—pushing his vocal cords to their limits, trying to recapture the commanding baritone that once called plays across the field.

"Sure, whatever," Mitch replied, barely acknowledging the strained performance.

Cameron shot Cole a sideways glance but said nothing, his thumbs working furiously at the controller as their characters navigated the digital labyrinth. The screen flickered with shadow and flame as they approached the boss arena.

Cole leaned forward, shoulders hunched protectively around his changing chest. The game had become more than entertainment—it was his last connection to normalcy, to the guys who once hung on his every word. If he could just sound like himself again, maybe they'd forget what was happening to his body.

"Boss coming up," he announced in that forced baritone, the words rumbling artificially in his chest. "Get your potions ready."

The massive dragon burst through the cavern wall, its wings spanning the entire screen. Fire erupted from its jaws as their characters scattered. Cole's barbarian rolled beneath the beast, landing a critical hit on its underbelly.

"Got him!" Cameron shouted.

The dragon staggered, its health bar dropping dramatically. Cole's fingers flew across the controller, executing the perfect combo they'd practiced for weeks. His barbarian leapt, blade flashing in the virtual firelight, and plunged the weapon deep into the dragon's skull.

"YES!" The sound burst from Cole's lips before he could stop it—a high, musical squeal of excitement that hung in the air like a confession. His new voice, unguarded in that moment of triumph, filled the room with its unmistakable feminine pitch.

Cole froze, controller gripped tight in suddenly sweaty palms. The sound echoed in his ears—alien, betraying, undeniably girlish. Heat rushed to his face as the others turned to stare, their expressions a mixture of surprise and discomfort.

"I—" Cole started, but couldn't find words to follow. His careful facade had cracked in an instant of genuine emotion, revealing the truth he'd been fighting so desperately to hide.

Cole pulled himself together, forcing a tight smile that felt like a mask stretched over his face. The game's victory fanfare played on, but the sour taste of humiliation had spoiled any triumph.

"I should get going," he said, careful to keep his voice neutral. Not too high, not artificially low. Just... nothing. "Got that physics test tomorrow."

Cameron blinked. "It's only nine. We usually go till midnight."

"Yeah, well." Cole placed the controller on the coffee table with deliberate care. "Things change."

No one argued. No one said, "Come on, stay." The silence was answer enough. Cole gathered his backpack, avoiding their eyes as he slipped his arms through the straps. The weight settled differently across his narrower shoulders, another small betrayal from his shifting body.

"Later," he mumbled, not waiting for their responses before heading to the door.

Outside, the October night slapped him with its chill. Cole zipped his hoodie higher, pulling the drawstrings tight around his face. The hood created a shadow that felt like protection—from the cold, from prying eyes, from himself.

He walked faster than necessary, his new center of gravity still unfamiliar. His body felt simultaneously heavier and lighter in all the wrong places. The sidewalk stretched before him, illuminated by streetlights that cast his shadow—a stranger's silhouette that followed him mockingly.

Three blocks from Cameron's house, Cole slowed. The crushing weight of what had just happened settled over him. Those guys had been his closest friends since middle school. They'd shared everything—victories, defeats, stupid jokes, secret fears. Now they couldn't even look at him without that uncomfortable shift in their eyes, that careful recalibration of how to treat him.

A car passed, headlights sweeping over him. Cole ducked his head instinctively, hunching his shoulders. The driver wouldn't recognize him anyway—not anymore—but the reflex to hide had become second nature.

The neighborhood felt different at night. Houses that had once welcomed him for sleepovers and video game tournaments now seemed to stare back with dark, judging windows. He'd walked these streets countless times after practice, surrounded by teammates, their laughter echoing between houses. Now his footsteps fell in solitary rhythm, each one underlining his isolation.

Cole shivered, though whether from cold or loneliness, he couldn't tell anymore.


Chapter seven

Fractures in Love


Cole spotted Taylor's beat-up Honda rounding the corner, its headlights cutting through the evening gloom. He hunched deeper into his oversized hoodie, grateful for the dark fabric swallowing his changing silhouette. The car pulled up with a screech of worn brakes, Taylor's pink hair visible through the windshield.

"Your chariot awaits!" she called, rolling down the window with exaggerated formality.

Cole forced a smile that felt like stretching a rubber band across his face. His parents' words from earlier echoed in his head: "We don't want you driving until we figure out your license situation." As if his face on the ID was the biggest problem right now.

He slid into the passenger seat, a space that suddenly felt foreign. The wrongness of it punched him in the gut—he'd always been the one behind the wheel, picking Taylor up for their dates, deciding where they'd go. The memory of his Jeep sitting unused in the driveway twisted something inside him.

"You good?" Taylor asked, glancing sideways as she pulled away from the curb.

"Yeah," Cole lied, voice catching in his throat. He tugged at his gray sweatpants, suddenly conscious of how sloppy he looked. His jeans didn't fit anymore—too tight in the hips, too loose in the waist. Nothing in his closet made sense on his body now.

Taylor looked cute in her ripped jeans and cropped sweater. He used to wear button-downs on date nights, sometimes even a tie if they were going somewhere nice. Now he was drowning in cotton like some kind of overgrown kid.

The car felt bigger than he remembered. His knees didn't bump against the glove compartment as they once would have. He shifted, trying to find comfort in a seat that seemed designed for someone else's body.

"I made a reservation at Marcello's," Taylor said, tapping her fingers against the steering wheel to some silent rhythm. "But we can go somewhere else if you want."

Cole swallowed hard. Marcello's was where they'd had their first date. The hostess knew them by name. The thought of walking in there now, with everyone staring, whispering...

"Whatever you want," he mumbled, staring out the window at the passing streetlights. Another surrender of control, another piece of himself slipping away.

* * *

Cole pushed the pasta around his plate, barely able to eat. The waiter had called him "miss" when taking their order, and Taylor hadn't corrected him. Neither had Cole. The words had died in his throat, trapped behind shame and confusion.

They pulled into Taylor's driveway after what felt like the longest dinner of his life. Her house glowed warm against the darkening sky, windows bright with promise of normalcy he couldn't remember how to feel.

"Mom and Dad are probably watching one of their weird documentaries," Taylor said, fishing her keys from her purse. "Fair warning—it's either going to be true crime or something about people living in the wilderness eating bugs."

Cole nodded, following her up the walkway. He'd been to Taylor's house countless times before—family dinners, movie nights, stolen moments when her parents weren't home. Back then, there had been rules. Bedroom door stays open. No overnight visits. Her father's suspicious glances that screamed "I know what teenage boys want."

Taylor pushed open the front door. "We're home!"

Her mother looked up from the couch, remote in hand. "Hi sweetie! Hi Cole, how are you doing?"

There was something different in her tone—softer, warmer, lacking the edge of maternal suspicion.

"We're gonna hang in my room," Taylor announced, already heading for the stairs.

Cole waited for the response he'd heard dozens of times before: "Door open, Taylor." Instead, her father just waved from his recliner.

"Have fun, girls. There's ice cream in the freezer if you want some."

Girls. The word hit Cole like a punch to the gut. He stood frozen at the bottom of the stairs.

"You coming?" Taylor called, already halfway up.

Cole followed, each step heavier than the last. When they reached Taylor's bedroom, she walked right in and flopped onto her bed, patting the space beside her. Cole hovered in the doorway, staring at the open door.

"Aren't you going to..." he gestured vaguely.

Taylor frowned. "Going to what?"

"Your dad didn't say to keep the door open."

Understanding dawned on Taylor's face. "Oh. Right." She looked away, fiddling with her bracelet. "They, um, they don't really worry about that anymore."

The realization crashed over Cole like ice water. They didn't see him as a boy anymore. Not as a threat. Not as someone who might touch their daughter. He was just another girl to them now, harmless and safe.

The casual acceptance of his new status hurt worse than any rejection.

Cole settled onto the floor beside Taylor, their backs against her bed as some Netflix show played on the TV. Her room smelled the same—vanilla candles and that fancy lotion she always used—but everything else felt different. Taylor leaned into him, her head finding that spot on his shoulder where it used to fit perfectly. Now his shoulder seemed narrower, her body aligning with his in unfamiliar ways.

"You're thinking too loud," Taylor murmured, her fingers tracing lazy patterns on his knee.

"Sorry." Cole tried to relax, to sink into the moment. The familiar weight of her against him should have been comforting. Instead, his skin buzzed with nervous energy.

Taylor shifted, looking up at him. Her eyes caught the blue glow of the screen, turning them almost violet in the dimness. "We don't have to watch this if you're bored."

"It's not that." Cole swallowed hard. "I just—"

She silenced him with a finger to his lips. "Stop overthinking everything."

When she replaced her finger with her lips, Cole's heart stuttered. Their kisses had always been easy, practiced, but this felt like starting over. Her mouth was soft, searching, familiar territory suddenly rendered strange. He kissed her back, chasing the memory of desire.

Taylor pulled away, her breath warm against his cheek. "Come here," she whispered, standing and tugging him toward her bed.

Cole followed, pulse pounding in his throat. They tumbled onto her comforter, a tangle of limbs and uncertainty. Taylor's hands found his waist—narrower now, curved where it once was straight. She pressed against him, her body fitting against his new contours.

Heat bloomed low in Cole's stomach, both recognizable and foreign. He wanted this—wanted her—but something twisted beneath the wanting. His body responded differently, sensation pooling in places that felt newly sensitive. Taylor's hands moved with practiced confidence, following a map that no longer matched his territory.

"Is this okay?" she breathed against his neck.

Cole nodded, not trusting his voice. The weight of her pressed him into the mattress, both comforting and confining. He closed his eyes, trying to lose himself in the moment, in the sweet friction of bodies and the dizzying press of her lips. But with each touch, each shift of weight, his mind split further from his body—half desperate for connection, half lost in the wilderness of his changing form.

Cole's breath caught as Taylor's hands slipped under the hem of his sweatshirt. Her fingers trailed upward, feather-light against his ribs. The touch sent shivers across his skin—more intense than he remembered, as if his nerve endings had been rewired overnight.

"Let's try out your new equipment," Taylor whispered, a mischievous glint in her eyes.

Before he could protest, she was peeling his shirt upward. Cole froze, panic surging through him. He hadn't let anyone see him—not like this. Not even himself, not fully. He'd been showering with his eyes closed, changing in the dark, wearing layers to hide what was happening.

The cool air hit his exposed chest. His breasts—still small but undeniably there—felt heavy and vulnerable beneath Taylor's gaze.

"You're beautiful," she murmured, her voice soft with wonder.

Cole couldn't speak. Shame and excitement battled within him as Taylor's hands, tentative yet curious, began to explore. Her fingertips traced the curve beneath each breast, then moved upward.

When she brushed across his nipple, Cole gasped. The sensation shot through him like lightning—sharp, bright, overwhelming. Nothing like before. His back arched involuntarily, pressing into her touch.

"Sensitive?" Taylor asked, her smile widening.

She continued her exploration, each touch sending waves of pleasure that caught Cole completely off guard. His body responded with an intensity that made his head swim. The sensations built, pooling low in his stomach, different from anything he'd felt before—deeper somehow, more diffuse.

His hands hovered uncertainly at Taylor's waist. He wanted to reciprocate, to touch her the way he always had, but uncertainty clouded his thoughts. His body knew one script, his mind another. The disconnect left him paralyzed between desire and confusion.

"Is this okay?" Taylor whispered, pausing.

Cole nodded, not trusting his voice. It was okay—better than okay—but also terrifying. Each wave of pleasure reminded him that his body wasn't his own anymore. That the map had changed. That everything familiar was now strange.

Taylor leaned down to kiss him, her hair falling around them like a curtain. Cole closed his eyes, trying to lose himself in the sensation, but his mind wouldn't quiet. Pleasure mingled with panic, desire with disorientation, creating a storm of mixed emotions that left him trembling beneath her touch.

Cole's heart hammered against his ribs as Taylor's hands grew bolder, her fingertips tracing patterns across his newly sensitive skin. She was excited—he could feel it in her quickened breath, see it in her dilated pupils. This should have been familiar territory. This should have felt right.

"Touch me," she whispered, guiding his hand to her waist.

He swallowed hard and forced his fingers to move, sliding them beneath the hem of her shirt. Her skin was soft, warm—exactly as he remembered. But the electric connection that once sparked between them flickered weakly now, like a dying bulb.

Cole traced the curve of her hip, following the memorized path his hands had traveled countless times before. His movements felt mechanical, rehearsed without feeling. Taylor sighed against his neck, clearly enjoying his touch, while inside he felt nothing but a hollow emptiness.

"What's wrong?" Taylor pulled back, studying his face. "You're barely here."

"Nothing," Cole lied, pushing himself to continue. His hands moved to cup her breast, remembering how she liked to be touched. How she would arch into his palm. How his body would respond with immediate, urgent desire.

But now, as she pressed against him, all he felt was a strange detachment. Like watching himself from a distance, going through motions that belonged to someone else. Someone he used to be.

Taylor kissed him deeply, her enthusiasm only highlighting the void within him. Cole kissed back with desperate determination, willing his body to want this, to feel something—anything—like before. But each touch only widened the gap between what he thought he should feel and the disconnection spreading through him.

He slid his hand lower, across the button of her jeans, mimicking movements that once came naturally. His fingers felt clumsy, foreign. The script he'd followed so easily before now read like a language he barely remembered.

"Cole?" Taylor whispered, concern edging into her voice.

He forced a smile, hating the distance growing between them with every forced caress. The more he tried to connect, the further he drifted from himself, from her, from everything that once made sense.

Taylor's hand drifted lower, fingers tracing the waistband of his sweatpants Cole's breath caught in his throat as panic flared through him like wildfire. He jerked back, pressing himself against the headboard, knees drawing up instinctively to create distance.

"I—I can't," he stammered, voice cracking.

Taylor froze, her hand suspended in mid-air. Confusion flickered across her face, followed by a flash of hurt.

"What's wrong?" she asked, shifting back to give him space. "Did I do something?"

Cole shook his head, unable to find words. How could he explain what he barely understood himself? The thought of her discovering what else had changed—what was still changing—sent waves of nausea crashing through him. His body felt like a stranger's, and letting her touch him there would make it real in ways he wasn't ready to face.

"You're not into this, are you?" Taylor asked softly, her eyes searching his face. The gentleness in her voice made it worse somehow.

"I am," Cole protested weakly, but the words rang hollow even to his own ears. He couldn't meet her gaze.

Taylor sighed, tucking her hair behind her ear. "I've been trying to pretend everything's normal, but it's not. You're not..." she trailed off, struggling to find the right words.

The silence stretched between them, filled with all the things neither knew how to say. Cole tugged his shirt back down, covering himself, shame burning hot beneath his skin.

"It's not me, is it?" Taylor finally asked, her voice trembling. "Or it's just... not you anymore?"

The question hit Cole like a physical blow. He flinched, the truth of it piercing straight through his carefully constructed denial. Not him anymore. The words echoed in his head, simple and devastating.

He opened his mouth to argue, to insist he was still the same person inside, but nothing came out. Because she was right. The boy who had known exactly who he was and what he wanted from any girl he was with—that person was slipping away, replaced by someone Cole didn't recognize when he looked in the mirror.

Cole's eyes fixed on the pattern of Taylor's bedspread, tracing the swirls with his gaze to avoid meeting hers. The silence between them stretched like a rubber band pulled too tight, ready to snap. Her question hung in the air, unanswered but undeniable.

"I should go," he finally managed, his voice sounding foreign to his own ears—higher, softer, a stranger's voice from his throat.

Taylor didn't argue. She simply nodded, sliding away from him on the bed, creating a physical gulf that matched the emotional one yawning between them. "I'll drive you home."

"No." The word came out sharper than he intended. "I'll walk. I need some air."

He stood, legs unsteady beneath him. His body felt wrong—too light in some places, too heavy in others, balance shifted in ways his muscles hadn't learned to compensate for. Cole grabbed his hoodie from the floor, pulling it on with desperate haste, needing its shapeless protection.

Taylor watched him from the bed, knees drawn to her chest. Her makeup was smudged beneath one eye, making her look younger, more vulnerable. "Text me when you get home? Just so I know you're safe."

The concern in her voice stung worse than anger would have. Cole nodded mechanically, already backing toward the door. His heart hammered against his ribs, not with the familiar rhythm of desire, but with the frantic percussion of fear. Of loss. Of something fundamental slipping through his fingers.

He descended the stairs two at a time, barely registering Taylor's parents calling goodbyes from the living room. The cool night air hit his flushed face as he burst through the front door, gulping it down like he'd been drowning.

Each step away from Taylor's house widened the chasm between who he'd been and who he was becoming. His mind raced with fractured thoughts—Taylor's hands on his changed body, the hollow emptiness where desire should have been, her father casually calling them "girls."

Cole walked faster, then broke into a run, feet pounding against the sidewalk. He ran not toward home but away from everything—from Taylor's knowing eyes, from his betraying body, from the terrifying reality that the person he'd always been was disappearing, piece by piece, with every passing day.


Chapter eight

Lost Signal


Cole slammed his bedroom door and threw himself onto his bed, the mattress dipping under his weight. He couldn't shake the memory of Taylor's face—that mixture of pity and disappointment that made his stomach twist into knots. Worse was the hollow feeling where desire should have been. The way his body had simply... refused to respond.

"It's just Taylor," he muttered to the ceiling. "We've been together too long. That's all."

He grabbed his phone and thumbed through Instagram, the blue light casting shadows across his face in the darkened room. Each scroll brought another smiling girl into view—Melissa from chemistry showing off her new bikini, Amber posing with her soccer trophy, Kylie's pouty selfie with three hundred likes already.

Cole paused on Kimi's photo. They'd hooked up last summer, before Taylor. Before everything changed. His thumb hovered over the screen, heart pounding. Without letting himself think too hard, he tapped the message icon.

Hey, what's up? Been a while.

Simple. Casual. Like the old Cole would have sent.

He waited, staring at the screen until his eyes burned. The message showed "delivered" but not "seen." Cole scrolled back to her photo, studying her face. Those full lips, the confident tilt of her chin. Six months ago, he'd have felt something—a stirring of interest, a flash of desire. Now he felt only a desperate need to prove he could still feel those things at all.

Five minutes passed. Ten. His phone remained stubbornly silent.

Cole rolled onto his side, curling around the hollow ache in his chest. The silence from his phone seemed to echo the emptiness he felt inside—a void growing larger with each passing day as pieces of his old self fell away. He'd thought reaching out would make him feel more connected, more normal. Instead, it only highlighted how far he'd drifted from the shore of his former life.

He tossed his phone aside and pressed his face into his pillow. The worst part wasn't Kimi ignoring him. It was realizing he didn't even know what he'd wanted from her in the first place.

* * *

Cole spotted Jessica by her locker, her cheerleader uniform a splash of crimson against the drab hallway. His palms dampened as he approached, shoulders hunched against the whispers that seemed to follow him everywhere now. She stood surrounded by her usual crowd—three other cheerleaders whose names blurred in his memory—but he fixed his gaze on her alone.

"Just act normal," he whispered to himself. "You've done this a hundred times."

But that had been before. Before his body betrayed him. Before the whispers and stares. Before the ground shifted beneath his feet.

The girls noticed him approaching and their chatter died, replaced by tense silence. Jessica's smile faltered, her eyes darting to her friends then back to Cole. He recognized that look—the same one Coach had given him. The same one he'd seen on his father's face. The look that said: I don't know what to do with you anymore.

"Hey Jess," Cole said, his voice cracking on the second word. He cleared his throat, tried again. "Got a second?"

Jessica hesitated, her friends creating a sudden flurry of excuses to leave. "I should get to class," one mumbled. Another suddenly remembered a forgotten textbook. Within seconds, Jessica stood alone, shifting her weight from one foot to the other.

"What's up?" she asked, not quite meeting his eyes.

Cole leaned against the lockers, attempting a casual pose that had once been second nature. Now his body felt awkward, limbs too light, center of gravity all wrong. "Thought maybe we could hang out sometime. Like we talked about after the Westlake game."

The memory hung between them—her flirtatious smile in the shadows behind the bleachers, her finger tracing his jersey number, the promise of "someday soon" whispered against his ear.

Jessica's face flushed. She glanced down the hallway, checking who might be watching. "Look, Cole, I'm... I'm not trying to get involved with whatever this is." She gestured vaguely at him, a sweeping motion that seemed to encompass his entire existence.

The words punched through his chest, leaving him hollow. Cole felt his face burn hot with shame. The rejection wasn't just about him—it was about what he'd become. Something untouchable. Something confusing. Something nobody wanted to claim.

* * *

Cole's footsteps echoed against the linoleum as he pushed through the hallway. Each step felt heavier than the last, as if his shoes were filled with concrete rather than his increasingly slender feet. Jessica's rejection clung to him like a second skin, the words "whatever this is" looping in his mind on cruel repeat.

His phone buzzed in his pocket. Three notifications. Four. Five. Something was happening.

Cole pulled it out, thumb hovering over the screen. A group chat he'd been part of since freshman year—the team's private thread where they shared everything from game strategies to party locations. He hadn't been removed yet, though he'd stopped contributing weeks ago.

He opened it.

The screen filled with an image that sucked the air from his lungs. It was him—or what used to be him—his face photoshopped with garish red lipstick, cartoon sparkles sprinkled around his features like toxic confetti. His eyes had been enlarged, lashes extended to ridiculous proportions. Underneath, bold text proclaimed: "Homecoming Queen?"

Laughter erupted from the far end of the hallway. Cole's head snapped up to see three of his former teammates hunched over a phone, shoulders shaking with mirth. Their eyes flicked toward him, then quickly away, their laughter redoubling.

"Did you see his face?" one of them stage-whispered, loud enough to carry.

"Looks like he's gonna cry," another snickered. "Maybe it's that time of the month."

Blood rushed to Cole's face, hot and pulsing. His chest tightened around lungs that suddenly couldn't draw enough air. The phone trembled in his hand as more notifications appeared—the image spreading beyond the team chat, metastasizing through the school's social ecosystem.

Someone bumped his shoulder as they passed. "Sorry, Your Majesty," they muttered, triggering another wave of snickers from onlookers.

Cole's vision blurred, the hallway stretching and contracting like some nightmarish funhouse. The laughter swelled around him, became a physical presence pressing against his skin, squeezing what little remained of Cole Donovan into something small and fragile and utterly alone.

Cole stumbled into the girls' bathroom, his sanctuary of last resort. The door swung shut behind him with a whispered thud, sealing him away from the cacophony of cruelty that had become his daily soundtrack. He checked under the stalls—empty—then locked himself in the furthest one from the door, collapsing onto the closed toilet lid.

His chest heaved with silent sobs. When had breathing become such hard work? His new body betrayed him even in this, his ribcage constricting around lungs that seemed smaller, less capable. Everything felt wrong—the width of his shoulders, the curve of his hips, the soft swells beneath his oversized hoodie that no amount of fabric could fully conceal.

The bathroom's fluorescent lights buzzed overhead, casting everything in a sickly pallor. Cole pressed his palms against his eyes, but couldn't stop the hot tears that slipped between his fingers and tracked down his cheeks in glistening rivulets.

His phone vibrated against his thigh, a persistent reminder that the world outside hadn't forgotten him. Five notifications. Eight. Twelve. Each buzz like a wasp sting against his skin.

With trembling fingers, he pulled out the device. The screen illuminated his tear-streaked face as he scrolled through the barrage. Laughing emojis. Questions about whether he'd be trying out for girls' volleyball. Someone asking if they should start calling him Chloe.

Then one message stopped his breath entirely.

"You're not even a real anything."

Six words. Simple. Devastating. Perfect in their cruelty.

Cole stared at them until the letters blurred, the truth of them sinking into his bones like poison. Not a real boy anymore—his body had seen to that. Not a real girl—everyone made sure he understood that. Just... nothing. A glitch in the system. A mistake.

He let the phone slip from his fingers, clattering against the tile floor. The sound echoed in the empty bathroom, hollow and final, like the last note of a song no one wanted to hear.

Cole hugged himself tightly, fingernails digging into his arms through the fabric of his hoodie, searching for any sensation that might anchor him to reality. But he felt adrift, untethered from everything he'd once been, everything he'd once known.


Chapter nine

The Tryout


Cole stared at the registration form, his fingertips barely touching the edge of the paper. The header read "Lakewood High Girls' Field Hockey" in bold letters that seemed to mock him. Coach Marla Ndugu waited patiently on the other side of the table, her expression carefully neutral—a practiced look he recognized from adults trying not to show pity.

"You're sure about this?" she asked, her voice low enough that the two girls at the far end of the table couldn't hear.

Cole nodded, not trusting his voice. His throat felt tight, constricted by something more than just the rising pitch that had become his new normal.

This wasn't his first choice. Not his second or third either. But football was gone. Basketball coaches had averted their eyes when he approached. Baseball—his backup to the backup—had mysteriously filled its roster early this year.

Field hockey was the only door left ajar.

"I played hockey in middle school," he mumbled, the lie slipping out easily. He'd watched exactly one game last year while waiting for Taylor after practice.

Coach Marla slid the pen closer. "Well, we could use more players with your... athletic background."

Cole's hand trembled slightly as he picked up the pen. Each letter of his name felt like carving something permanent into stone. C-O-L-E. He paused before the surname, realizing with sudden clarity that this signature would appear on a girls' team roster. Posted publicly. His identity forever shifted in the school's collective memory.

He completed the signature with a defiant flourish. The scratch of ballpoint on paper sounded unnaturally loud in his ears.

"Practice starts Monday. Four o'clock," Coach Marla said, taking the form. "You'll need proper equipment."

"I'll figure it out," Cole said, straightening his shoulders—narrower now, but still carrying the weight of his former status.

Walking away from the table, Cole felt strangely buoyant. For weeks, doors had slammed in his face. Teams, friends, bathrooms—spaces closing one by one. But here, finally, was an opening. A chance to prove he was still an athlete. Still someone who belonged somewhere.

Maybe it wasn't football under Friday night lights with his name chanted by hundreds. But it was something. A foothold to climb back from nothing.

Cole gripped the hockey stick like it might flee from his hands, his knuckles white with determination. The wooden handle felt alien compared to the familiar pigskin that had once been an extension of his arm. He planted his feet on the artificial turf, trying to mimic the stance of the other girls—a thought that still caused his stomach to clench.

"Ready position!" Coach Marla called out, her voice slicing through the afternoon air.

Cole bent his knees, but his center of gravity had shifted. His hips—wider now, redistributing his weight in ways that betrayed him—threw him off balance. He stumbled sideways, catching himself before a full fall.

Snickers rippled through the line of girls. Cole's cheeks burned, not from exertion but from the scorching heat of humiliation that had become his constant companion.

"Donovan! Lower stance," Coach Marla directed, demonstrating with her own stick. No sympathy in her voice, just correction. Cole couldn't decide if that was better or worse.

The drill began. Players weaved between cones, dribbling the small white ball with quick, controlled taps. When his turn came, Cole charged forward with football muscle memory. The ball skittered away instantly, rolling pathetically toward the sideline.

"Shit," he muttered, chasing after it. His new body betrayed him again—lighter, less powerful, his strides shorter than they used to be. The ball seemed to mock him, dancing just beyond his reach.

From the corner of his eye, he caught Riley Tran watching. The team captain stood with arms crossed, her dark eyes following his every move. Her face revealed nothing—not disgust, not pity, just careful observation. Somehow, her neutral assessment felt heavier than outright rejection.

Cole retrieved the ball, rejoined the line, and waited for his second attempt. Sweat beaded on his forehead despite the cool autumn breeze. The next drill involved shooting at the goal. When his turn came, he wound up like he was throwing a spiral pass. His stick connected with nothing but air, his momentum spinning him awkwardly to the side.

More laughter. Someone whispered something he couldn't quite hear.

"Control, not power," Coach Marla called out. "Try again."

Cole squared his shoulders, tried to feel the ground beneath his feet. His body—this strange new vessel he inhabited—refused to cooperate. Every instinct honed through years of athletic training now worked against him.

Cole fumbled through the next drill, each mistake more glaring than the last. Passes went wild, his stick skills clumsy at best. Every time he looked up, he caught another pair of eyes darting away. The girls weren't even trying to hide their scrutiny anymore.

During water break, the team clustered in small groups, their conversations dropping to whispers whenever he glanced in their direction. Cole stood alone, gulping water that did nothing to wash away the bitter taste of isolation.

"You're gripping too tight," a voice said beside him.

Cole turned to find Riley Tran, the team captain, studying his hands.

"What?"

"Your stick. Death grip." She demonstrated a looser hold. "Field hockey isn't about muscle. It's control."

Cole adjusted his grip, unsure if this was kindness or pity. "Thanks."

Riley nodded and walked away without another word, rejoining a group of girls who immediately leaned in for what Cole knew was commentary about him. One girl—Megan or Morgan, he couldn't remember—glanced over with narrowed eyes before whispering something that made another girl snort.

He didn't belong here. Not with the boys anymore, but certainly not with these girls who'd known each other for years. He existed in some terrible middle ground—not male enough for his old life, not female enough for this new one.

When Coach Marla divided them into scrimmage teams, Cole found himself paired with Riley and three other girls whose names blurred together. They huddled up, and the circle widened slightly to accommodate him without actually touching him. The gap felt symbolic, a physical manifestation of the barrier between them.

"New girl on defense," one of them said, not quite looking at Cole.

"I played offense before," Cole said automatically.

The girl—Amber, he thought—raised an eyebrow. "This isn't football."

"I know that," Cole snapped, his voice cracking upward embarrassingly.

Riley cut in. "Defense is where we need help. Just stay on your player and don't let them pass."

Cole nodded, swallowing the argument rising in his throat. This wasn't about his skills anymore. It was about finding any foothold, any place where he might eventually belong.

* * *

Cole's legs burned as he sprinted across the field. He'd been pushing himself harder than anyone else at practice, determined to prove himself. Today was roster day. Coach Marla had promised to post the lineup for Friday's game against Westfield High.

His heart pounded as he approached the athletics bulletin board. A small crowd of girls had already gathered, their excited chatter fading as he approached. They parted silently, creating a path for him that felt less like respect and more like contamination control.

Cole scanned the freshly pinned sheet, searching for his name among the starters. His eyes darted down the list once, twice, three times. Nothing. He looked again, more carefully this time, checking every position.

There—at the bottom, under "Reserves": J. Donovan.

The bench. After everything he'd done, all the extra drills, the hours spent practicing alone, Coach had relegated him to the sidelines. Heat crawled up his neck, his fingers curling into fists at his sides.

"Sorry," someone murmured behind him—probably Tessa or Jamie, one of the nicer girls who occasionally acknowledged his existence.

Cole didn't respond. Instead, he reached up and yanked the roster from the board, the push pins scattering across the floor with tiny metallic pings. The paper crumpled in his grip as he turned and stalked away, ignoring the gasps and whispers that followed.

"Hey!" Coach Marla's voice rang out from her office doorway. "Donovan! What do you think you're doing?"

Cole kept walking, shoving the balled-up roster into his pocket. His vision blurred, whether from anger or something else, he refused to examine.

In the locker room—the girls' locker room he still couldn't get used to—Cole slammed his stick into his locker. The hollow clang echoed off the tile walls. A few stragglers gathering their things quickly filed out, leaving him alone.

He slid down against the cold metal, head in his hands. The bench. After being the star quarterback, the guy everyone counted on, he couldn't even make starter on the girls' field hockey team.

But he'd be damned if he quit now. Let them underestimate him. Let them think he didn't belong. Tomorrow, he'd be back at practice, working harder than before. Coach Marla hadn't seen anything yet.

* * *

Cole stared at his reflection in the bedroom mirror the next morning. Puffy eyes stared back, evidence of a night spent in angry, frustrated tears he'd never admit to shedding. His new field hockey uniform hung loose in places it shouldn't and tight in others that made him wince. His body betrayed him in new ways each day.

"This is bullshit," he muttered, but grabbed his gear bag anyway.

At practice, Cole kept his head down and his mouth shut. Coach Marla had given him a stern lecture about team conduct after yesterday's roster incident, but she'd let him stay. Small mercies.

"Donovan! You're with the second line for passing drills," Coach called out.

Cole jogged over, ignoring the sideways glances from Riley and her first-string friends. The stick felt awkward in his hands—lighter than he expected but requiring a precision his quarterback arm wasn't used to. His passes kept going wide.

"Lower your grip," a voice said beside him. It was Jenny Chen, a junior midfielder with quick hands and quiet confidence. "And turn your wrists more like this." She demonstrated.

Cole hesitated, then adjusted his hands. His next pass connected perfectly.

"Thanks," he mumbled.

"No problem." Jenny shrugged and moved back to her position.

Friday's game arrived faster than Cole wanted. He sat on the bench, knees bouncing with nervous energy as the starting lineup took the field against Westfield. The bleachers were half-full—nothing like football games where he'd been the star—but still, familiar faces dotted the crowd. People who'd once chanted his name now whispered behind their hands when they saw him.

When Riley scored the first goal, Cole jumped to his feet, cheering alongside the other bench players. It felt strange, this sideline perspective, but there was something oddly freeing about it too. No one expected anything from him here.

***

Cole's muscles ached as he dragged himself off the field after Monday's practice. Three days had passed since that first game, where he'd spent most of his time on the bench, but something had shifted. The simple act of cheering for Riley's goal had cracked open a door he hadn't known existed.

He still felt like an outsider, but less like an intruder.

"Donovan!" Coach Marla called as he headed toward the locker rooms. "Your footwork's improving. Keep working on that stick control."

Her words landed like pebbles in still water—small but meaningful. Cole nodded, not trusting his voice. Coach Marla's gaze lingered a moment longer, assessing him with those unwavering eyes that seemed to see past his facade.

At Wednesday's practice, Cole fumbled a pass during scrimmage. His old instinct—to curse, to blame—bubbled up, but he swallowed it down. Instead, he jogged back into position, breathing through the bitter taste of failure.

"You're telegraphing your moves," Riley said during water break, demonstrating with quick, sharp wrist movements. "Try keeping your stick lower until the last second."

Cole mimicked her motion, surprised when she nodded approval.

"Better."

The single word shouldn't have mattered so much. But it did.

By Friday, Cole found himself studying the other players with new eyes. The way Jenny planted her feet before a drive. How Aisha created space with subtle body feints. These girls—women—weren't just playing. They were speaking a physical language he was only beginning to understand.

During passing drills, Cole connected three perfect crosses. Each successful hit sent a small thrill through his changing body. This wasn't the roaring stadium approval he once commanded, but something quieter. More earned.

"Nice read," Coach Marla said as she walked past.

Later, Cole sat alone on the bleachers, slowly unwrapping athletic tape from his blistered hands. The field stretched empty before him, bathed in late afternoon light. He wasn't Cole the quarterback anymore—that person was fading faster each day. But here, sweaty and sore from a practice where he'd given everything just to be mediocre, he felt something close to belonging taking root.


Chapter ten

Blood and Mirrors


Cole woke to a searing pain that twisted through his lower abdomen. His eyes shot open in the darkness, a gasp caught in his throat as the cramping sensation intensified. This wasn't like any pain he'd felt before—not a pulled muscle or bruised rib. This felt like something inside him was being wrung out.

"What the hell," he hissed, curling into himself. Sweat beaded on his forehead as another wave crashed through him.

He fumbled for his phone, squinting at the bright screen: 3:42 AM. The pain subsided enough for him to sit up, and that's when he felt it—a strange, warm wetness beneath him. Cole switched on his bedside lamp and froze.

Blood. Dark and unmistakable against his light gray sheets.

"No," he whispered, scrambling backward. "No, no, no."

His heart hammered against his ribs as he staggered to the bathroom, locking the door behind him. The mirror reflected a stranger—pale face, wide eyes rimmed with panic, longer hair falling across his forehead. Cole's hands trembled as he pulled down his sweatpants and found more blood.

The bathroom tilted around him. He gripped the counter to steady himself, knuckles white against the porcelain.

This couldn't be happening. Not this. Everything else—the softening features, the growing breasts he hid under layers, the shrinking height—he'd somehow managed to compartmentalize. But this... this was undeniable.

Another cramp seized him, and Cole slid down to the floor, back against the bathtub. He pulled his knees to his chest, trying to breathe through the pain while his mind raced in terrified circles.

His body wasn't just changing appearance. It was functioning as female. Completely.

Cole pressed his palms against his eyes, willing himself not to cry. The football trophies in his bedroom, the quarterback jersey hanging in his closet, the memory of throwing perfect spirals under Friday night lights—all of it seemed to belong to someone else now, someone who existed in another lifetime.

A sob caught in his throat. This wasn't temporary. This wasn't something he could fight through or power past. The blood on his sheets had drawn a line between who he was and who he was becoming with cruel, unmistakable clarity.

Cole sat frozen on the bathroom floor for what felt like hours, but the glowing numbers on his phone told him only fifteen minutes had passed. Another cramp twisted his insides, and he bit down on his lip to keep from making a sound. His parents' bedroom was just down the hall.

The thought of explaining this to his mother made his stomach lurch. She'd been watching him with those careful, worried eyes for weeks now—half-pity, half-fascination. And his father? Cole couldn't even imagine that conversation.

His phone screen illuminated the darkened bathroom as his thumb hovered over his contacts. He scrolled past teammates' names—useless now. They barely looked at him in the hallways anymore. His finger paused over Taylor's name, heart hammering against his ribs.

They hadn't really talked since that night. The night she'd realized he couldn't feel what he was supposed to feel anymore. The memory stung, sharp and bitter like copper pennies on his tongue.

But who else could he call? Who else would understand... this?

Cole pressed the call button before he could change his mind, then held the phone to his ear with a trembling hand. Each ring stretched into eternity.

"Cole?" Taylor's voice was thick with sleep. "It's seven in the morning."

"I—" His voice cracked, higher than before. Another reminder. "Something's happening. I'm bleeding."

A pause. "Bleeding where?"

He swallowed hard. "You know where."

"Oh." The sleepiness vanished from her voice. "First period. Okay. Don't panic."

"Don't panic? I'm sitting in my bathroom bleeding and you're telling me—"

"Yes, I am telling you not to panic because this is normal." Taylor's voice softened. "Well, normal for girls."

Cole closed his eyes. "I don't know what to do."

"Do you have pads or tampons?"

"Why would I have those?"

Taylor sighed. "Right. Check under the bathroom sink. Your mom probably has something."

Cole pulled open the cabinet, phone pressed between ear and shoulder. "Found some."

"Good. I'll talk you through this."

Cole sat on the bathroom floor, phone clutched to his ear as Taylor's voice guided him through this nightmare. Each instruction felt like another nail in the coffin of his former self.

"You'll need to unwrap it and—" Taylor paused. "You know what, just peel off the backing and stick the adhesive side to your underwear. The wider part goes toward the back."

"This is humiliating," Cole whispered, fumbling with the wrapper.

"Welcome to womanhood," Taylor replied, her voice oddly gentle despite the sarcasm. "Every month until you're like, fifty."

Cole's stomach dropped. "Every month?"

"Look, it's not that bad once you get used to it. Take some ibuprofen for the cramps. And maybe get a heating pad—"

Cole's chest tightened as the reality crashed down on him like an opposing linebacker. "I really am a fucking girl now, aren't I..." The words escaped in a broken whisper, barely louder than the crinkle of the sanitary pad wrapper still clutched in his trembling fingers.

Taylor's voice softened, the usual sharp edges of her sarcasm melting away. "Hey," she said, her voice gentler than he'd ever heard it. "One step at a time, okay? This doesn't have to be some massive identity crisis right this second."

But the tears were already burning behind his eyes, hot and humiliating. His body—this stranger's body—betrayed him further as his breathing hitched with suppressed sobs. The bathroom walls seemed to close in, suffocating him with their sterile brightness and the scent of artificial lavender.

A soft creak outside the bathroom door made Cole freeze. He held his breath, straining to hear. Someone was definitely in the hallway.

"Hold on," he whispered to Taylor. The floorboard outside the bathroom squeaked again—the same board that had betrayed his own late-night sneaking for years.

"Cole?" Sophie's voice came through the door, barely above a whisper. "You okay in there? I heard you talking."

Cole's heart hammered against his ribs. "I'm fine," he called back, voice cracking. "Go back to sleep."

"You don't sound fine," Sophie replied. Her shadow shifted under the door. "Who are you talking to at four in the morning?"

"Just... Taylor," he admitted, knowing Sophie had already heard enough to make denials pointless.

"About your period?"

The word hung in the air like a thunderclap. Cole closed his eyes, mortification burning through him. "How much did you hear?"

"Enough," Sophie said. Then, to his surprise, a soft laugh bubbled through the door. "Let me in, dumbass. You're doing it all wrong."

Cole hesitated, then reached up to unlock the door. Sophie slipped inside, her dark hair messy from sleep, wearing an oversized t-shirt with some obscure band logo. Her eyes widened slightly at the sight of him on the floor, but she quickly masked it.

"Having a sister is a bigger pain in the ass than having a brother," she quipped with a smile, immediately rummaging through the cabinets. She pulled out a box he hadn't noticed before. "These are better than Mom's ancient pads. Trust me."

Cole stared at his sister—this girl he'd barely spoken to in months beyond dinner table small talk and rides to school. The sister who'd been relegated to background noise in his football-star life.

"Thanks," he managed, a wave of unexpected gratitude washing over him.

* * *

Cole closed his bedroom door behind him, shutting out Sophie's concerned gaze and Taylor's voice still coming through the phone, as she gave Sophie some instructions on followup. He slumped against the wooden frame, exhaling a shaky breath that seemed to carry the last fragments of his former self.

The bloodstained sheets glared at him from his bed—damning evidence of this body's betrayal. He stripped them quickly, bundling the evidence into his hamper before crawling back onto the bare mattress. Pulling his comforter around his shoulders, he created a protective cocoon against the cruel morning light seeping through his blinds.

His fingers trembled as he typed "tampons vs pads which is better" into his phone. The search results bloomed across his screen—a kaleidoscope of pink packaging and smiling women that made his stomach clench.

"...tampons offer more freedom of movement but require insertion..."

Cole flinched at the clinical language, scrolling faster.

"...pads are better for overnight protection and first-time users..."

He clicked link after link, each article more bewildering than the last. Terms like "absorbency," "wings," and "applicator" blurred together in a foreign language he was suddenly expected to understand. The sheer variety overwhelmed him—thin, ultra-thin, maxi, overnight, scented, unscented. How was anyone supposed to navigate this labyrinth?

Switching to YouTube, he found himself watching a cheerful teenager explaining insertion techniques with animated diagrams. Her voice was bright, casual—as if she were discussing something as mundane as tying shoelaces. Cole watched with a blank expression, the disconnect between her enthusiasm and his horror widening with each passing second.

"Don't worry if you don't get it right the first time!" the girl chirped. "It takes practice!"

Practice. Like free throws or spiral passes. Except this wasn't something he'd ever wanted to master.

He played video after video, absorbing information with numb detachment. The algorithms kept serving more: period tracking apps, cramp remedies, hormonal fluctuations. Each new topic hammered home the same devastating truth—this wasn't temporary. This was his life now. Monthly cycles. Cramps. Bloating. Bleeding.

Cole pulled the blanket tighter around his shoulders, creating a fortress against reality. But reality had already breached his defenses, flowing through his veins and reshaping him from the inside out.

Cole stood before the bathroom mirror, his heart hammering against his ribs. He'd avoided this moment for weeks, catching only glimpses of his changing reflection, averting his eyes from what he couldn't bear to confront. But tonight, something shifted—a desperate need to see the truth.

His fingers trembled as he gripped the hem of his oversized hoodie. With one swift motion, he pulled it over his head, letting it drop to the tile floor. His baggy sweatpants followed, then his boxers, until he stood completely naked before the unforgiving glass.

The sight punched the air from his lungs.

This wasn't his body—except it was. Undeniably, completely. Female.

His face had softened, jawline gentler, cheekbones more pronounced. His lips looked fuller, almost pouty. But it was his body that silenced all denial. Breasts—real, soft, and unmistakable—curved from his chest, tender and still growing. His waist dipped in a feminine hourglass, hips flaring outward where muscle once dominated. His thighs had reshaped themselves, slimmer yet somehow curvier, tapering to calves that no longer resembled the powerful pistons that had carried him downfield.

Cole stared, transfixed by the stranger before him. The body that had once been his weapon, his ticket to glory, had transformed into something he barely recognized.

"I'm just not him anymore," he whispered, the words hanging between him and his reflection like smoke.

The admission scraped his throat raw with its finality. Cole Donovan—star quarterback, golden boy, heir to his father's dreams—was gone. But who remained?

A memory surfaced: that cruel meme circulating through school, his face photoshopped with lipstick and glitter. "Chloe." They'd meant it as mockery, but something about the name settled into his bones with strange comfort.

Chloe. Not just a feminized version of Cole. A person. An identity. A possibility.

He swallowed hard. Maybe Chloe wasn't just a joke. Maybe Chloe was who he - she? - needed to become—who maybe already was becoming?


Chapter eleven

Sketches and Safe Places


Cole shuffled through the crowded hallway, swimming in fabric. The oversized Champion sweatshirt hung from his shoulders like a tent, while baggy jeans concealed the betrayal of his new hips. He'd spent twenty minutes that morning trying to flatten his chest with layers of compression shirts, but the effort left him sore and breathless.

Surely everyone could see. Surely they'd all notice how different he was now.

He caught his reflection in the glass of a classroom door—a shapeless blob of navy blue, hood pulled low over his eyes. The word "Chloe" echoed in his mind, a whisper he'd tried on in the bathroom mirror but couldn't yet speak aloud. That name belonged to someone else, someone he wasn't ready to become.

"Watch it, Donovan," someone muttered as Cole bumped into their shoulder. Just another faceless student, annoyed at the collision but otherwise indifferent.

They didn't even look twice.

Cole's breath caught. Did they not see? Or worse—did they simply not care?

The revelation that had shattered his world seemed invisible to everyone else. The cafeteria buzzed with the same dull roar. Teachers droned through the same lessons. Even the cruel whispers that had followed him weeks ago had faded into background noise—not because people accepted him, but because they'd moved on to fresher gossip.

He slid into his usual seat in English, carefully avoiding eye contact. The desk felt wrong against his new body, the plastic chair pressing uncomfortably against his widened hips. Ms. Parker called roll without looking up.

"Cole Donovan?"

"Here," he answered, his voice cracking. No one laughed. No one even turned around.

The mundane normality crushed him more than any pointed finger could have. He'd become a ghost haunting his own life—present but unseen, changed but unremarked upon. The isolation pressed against his lungs like a physical weight.

At lunch, he found an empty table in the corner, picking at a sandwich he had no appetite for. Across the cafeteria, his former teammates laughed together, while nearby, a group of girls huddled over someone's phone. Neither world belonged to him anymore. Wasn't sure whether the field hockey girls would welcome him now. Even the band kids, who he'd flirted with for years, watched his approach with wary eyes before turning back to their conversation.

Cole—or maybe Chloe—existed in the in-between, invisible in plain sight, drowning in baggy clothes and the crushing weight of an identity crisis no one else seemed to notice.

Cole fled the cafeteria's suffocating normalcy, his half-eaten sandwich abandoned on the tray. He couldn't bear another minute of watching life continue without him—the football team's inside jokes, the cheerleaders' practiced laughs, all the perfect little ecosystems he'd once ruled now functioning perfectly fine without him.

He slipped through the side door and circled around to the back of the gymnasium where the building created a sheltered alcove. Sunlight slanted across the patchy grass, warming the brick wall he slumped against. The distant shouts from the soccer field carried on the breeze, but here, at least, no one stared. No one pretended not to stare. No one existed at all.

Cole pulled his knees to his chest, wincing at how they pressed against his tender breasts. His body betrayed him with every movement now. He took a deep breath and closed his eyes, listening to the muffled bass of music from someone's car in the parking lot.

Just three months ago, he'd have been at the center of everything—planning weekend parties, collecting phone numbers, basking in admiration. Now he sat alone, hiding behind a building, terrified of his own reflection.

"This can't be permanent," he whispered to himself, though the doctor's words said otherwise. The virus had reshaped his body with brutal efficiency. No treatment. No reversal. Just acceptance of something he couldn't comprehend.

The bell would ring soon. Students would flood the hallways. Teachers would call attendance. Life would continue its relentless forward march while he remained trapped in this liminal space—not the boy he was, not ready for whatever came next.

Cole pulled out his phone, scrolling through old photos. His thumb paused over a team picture from last season—his arm slung around Cameron's shoulder, Taylor kissing his cheek, the stadium lights turning everything golden. He looked at his former self with a strange detachment, like studying a distant relative. That confident smile. Those broad shoulders. That simple certainty about who he was and where he belonged.

He locked the screen, unable to look any longer at the person he could never be again.

Cole's fingers hovered over his phone screen, tracing the ghost of his former self. The silence felt like a physical weight pressing down, smothering him beneath layers of isolation and uncertainty. He'd never felt so completely alone—not even when he'd missed that crucial pass during semifinals last year. At least then, the team had rallied around him. Now there was no team, no rally, just the endless, echoing absence of belonging.

A shadow fell across the grass beside him.

"Mind if I sit?"

Cole looked up, startled to find Zane Ellison standing there, sketchbook tucked under one arm, a quiet half-smile softening his features. Cole hadn't spoken to Zane much before—they occupied entirely different social planets—but there was something steadying about his presence, like a lighthouse beam cutting through fog.

"Free country," Cole mumbled, shifting slightly to make room against the wall.

Zane slid down beside him, close enough that Cole could smell the faint scent of pencil lead and laundry detergent. He opened his sketchbook without ceremony, pencil moving in quick, confident strokes across the page.

"The light's perfect here," Zane said, not looking up. "Golden hour. Makes everything look like it's glowing from the inside."

Cole watched Zane's hands, the way his long fingers held the pencil with practiced ease. There was no awkwardness in his movements, no hesitation. No sidelong glances at Cole's changing body. Just calm, focused attention on his drawing.

"What are you working on?" Cole asked, surprised by his own curiosity.

"Just capturing moments," Zane replied, angling the sketchbook slightly so Cole could see. It wasn't the building or the landscape as Cole had expected, but quick studies of students—a girl laughing by the water fountain, a boy hunched over his phone, a teacher gesturing dramatically.

"You're good," Cole said, genuinely impressed.

"Thanks." Zane glanced at him directly then, his gray-blue eyes clear and steady. "You have interesting lines now. Your face catches the light differently than it used to."

Cole tensed, waiting for the joke, the cruelty that usually followed any acknowledgment of his changes. But Zane's expression remained open, appreciative—like he was simply observing something beautiful.

Cole stared at the sketchbook Zane handed him, his breath catching in his throat. The drawing wasn't recent—the date in the corner showed it was from two weeks ago. He recognized himself immediately, though not in the way he expected.

This wasn't the Cole he mourned in old photos. This wasn't the quarterback with the cocky smile and broad shoulders.

Instead, Zane had captured something else entirely—a figure sitting alone by a classroom window, head tilted down, light streaming across softened features. The lines were gentle but deliberate, creating a portrait that somehow balanced fragility with an unmistakable inner strength.

"That's... me?" Cole whispered, fingers hovering above the paper, afraid to touch it.

"Yeah. From English class." Zane shrugged, but his eyes remained intent. "You were watching the rain."

Cole remembered that day. He'd been exhausted, trying to hide how his body ached, how nothing fit right anymore. But in Zane's drawing, there was no awkwardness, no sense of wrongness. The figure on the page existed in perfect harmony with the light surrounding it—melancholic perhaps, but beautiful in its quiet contemplation.

"You made me look..." Cole struggled to find the words.

"I just drew what I saw," Zane said simply. "Sometimes other people see things in us before we can."

Something warm and unfamiliar bloomed in Cole's chest. For weeks, he'd been grieving his old self, seeing only what he'd lost. But Zane's vision revealed something else entirely—not Cole damaged or Cole incorrect, but perhaps Chloe emerging. A person worthy of being seen, of being captured in careful strokes of graphite.

"Can I..." Cole swallowed hard. "Can I keep looking?"

Zane nodded, shifting closer so their shoulders almost touched. "Take your time."

Cole found himself studying Zane's sketchbook with growing fascination. Each page revealed scenes from school life he'd never noticed—moments of quiet beauty in the cafeteria chaos, the particular way sunlight hit the gymnasium floor during assemblies, students caught in unguarded expressions of joy or contemplation.

"I didn't know you were into The National," Cole said, noticing a lyric scrawled in the corner of one drawing.

"Yeah, since sophomore year. Their last album got me through midterms." Zane's mouth quirked up slightly. "Let me guess—you're more of a stadium anthem guy?"

Cole laughed, surprising himself with how genuine it felt. "I mean, yeah, but I've got range. My pre-game playlist had some emo deep cuts that would probably shock you."

"Try me," Zane challenged, his eyes lighting up.

Before Cole realized it, they were trading band recommendations, debating album rankings, and swapping stories about concerts they'd attended. The conversation flowed with unexpected ease, winding through music preferences to shared complaints about Mr. Garner's impossible physics tests and Ms. Parker's obsession with symbolism in everything.

"Remember when she said the blue curtains in that story represented the protagonist's depression?" Cole rolled his eyes. "Sometimes curtains are just curtains."

"And sometimes they're not," Zane countered, smiling. "But yeah, she does take it too far."

A comfortable silence settled between them. Cole picked at a loose thread on his jeans, gathering courage for what he needed to say next.

"Hey, I'm sorry for... you know." Cole's voice dropped lower. "Freshman year. When I called you 'sketch boy' and knocked your books down. That was—" he struggled to find the right words, "—that was really shitty of me."

The apology hung in the air between them, fragile and honest. Cole held his breath, waiting for Zane's response.

Zane studied him for a moment, then shrugged. "You don't scare me. Not like this. Not ever."

The simplicity of his statement hit Cole with unexpected force. Not forgiveness exactly, but something more valuable—a refusal to see him as either the bully he'd been or the victim he sometimes felt like now.

"I've been thinking about..." Cole hesitated, heart pounding. "About maybe using a different name. Chloe." The word felt strange on his tongue, yet somehow right.

Zane nodded, his expression thoughtful but unsurprised. "Chloe," he repeated, testing it out. "It fits you perfectly."

Cole couldn't remember the last time he'd laughed—really laughed, not the forced chuckle he'd been using to deflect attention. But here, sitting against the sun-warmed brick with Zane, something genuine bubbled up from deep inside him. A smile broke across his face, startling in its authenticity.

"Chloe," he repeated softly, testing the name again. It felt right somehow, like slipping into clothes that actually fit after weeks of discomfort. "I haven't told anyone else that."

"Your secret's safe with me," Zane said, his voice steady and calm. He returned to his sketching, adding details to a new drawing with quick, confident strokes.

Cole—no, Chloe he thought —watched Zane's hands move across the paper. There was something mesmerizing about his focus, the way he seemed completely present in the moment. No judgment, no awkwardness, just acceptance.

The tension that had been coiled tight in their chest for weeks loosened slightly. He, no she took a deep breath, surprised by how easily it came. For the first time since everything changed, she didn't feel like she was drowning.

"It's weird," she said quietly. "I feel... normal around you."

Zane glanced up, a small smile playing at the corners of his mouth. "Maybe because I'm not expecting you to be anything specific."

It was like finding an anchor in a storm—someone who saw her as she was now, not as the ghost of who she used to be. The feeling was fragile but undeniably real, a tiny flame of hope in the darkness that had enveloped her.

"Thanks," she said simply, knowing the word was inadequate but unable to articulate everything she felt. "For the picture of me, just seeing who I am, not just who I was."

"You're probably the only person who hasn't asked me how I feel about all this," she said, gesturing vaguely at her changing body.

Zane shrugged, his pencil making soft scratching sounds against the paper. "Figured you've had enough people treating you like a science experiment."

Something loosened in Chloe's chest—a knot of tension she'd been carrying for so long she'd forgotten it was there. The simple act of being treated like a person rather than a curiosity felt revolutionary.

"It's weird," she admitted, her voice barely above a whisper. "Everyone keeps asking if I'm okay, but no one actually waits for the answer."

Zane looked up from his sketch, his gray-blue eyes calm and steady. "Are you? Okay, I mean."

Chloe considered the question. No one had asked it quite like that—with genuine interest rather than morbid curiosity.

"I don't know," she answered honestly. "Sometimes I feel like I'm drowning. Other times... it's like I'm finally breathing."

Zane nodded, not rushing to fill the silence with platitudes or advice. His quiet presence felt like an anchor in the storm of her transformation—someone who saw her as she was, not who she used to be or who others wanted her to become.

A strange warmth spread through her chest as they sat together in comfortable silence. It wasn't sexual attraction—she knew that much. She wasn't into guys, never had been, never would be. But this connection felt real in a way few things did anymore. It wasn't romantic, no it was not…but it was... something. Something genuine.

For the first time since her body began changing, Chloe felt a sliver of hope seeping into the cracks of her fractured identity. Not because Zane had answers, but because he didn't demand them. He simply made space for her to exist as she was—confused, evolving, but still whole.


Chapter twelve

The Breaking Point


Chloe walked into the gym with lighter steps than Cole had felt in weeks. The conversation with Zane lingered in her mind like a pleasant afterglow, warming him from the inside out. For the first time since this body began its bewildering transformation, someone had seen him—no, seen her—without judgment or expectation.

Chloe. The name floated through her thoughts, his thoughts, still not sure which right now, but still new but somehow familiar, like a melody half-remembered from childhood. Maybe there was a way forward through this chaos. Maybe he/she could find a path that didn't feel like constant drowning.

The fluorescent lights of the gymnasium buzzed overhead, bring Cole back to his older sense of being as he pushed through the double doors. The familiar squeak of sneakers against polished wood and the hollow bounce of basketballs created the soundtrack he'd once found comforting. Now those same sounds made his stomach clench with anxiety.

For that one suspended moment, he allowed himself to believe. To hope. To imagine a version of his life where he could simply exist without constantly defending that existence. Where being Chloe wasn't a sentence or a surrender but simply a truth.

The fragile bubble of possibility had lasted minutes before it burst against the harsh reality of high school politics.

"Look who decided to grace us with her presence," came a cutting voice from near the bleachers. Kylie smiled cruelly as if she had a secret she was about to spill

The brief sense of peace Cole had carried from his lunch with Zane crumbled like sand castles against the incoming tide. The gym fell into that particular kind of silence that only happens when everyone is paying attention while pretending not to. Twenty pairs of eyes flickered toward him, then away, then back again—a pulsing current of curiosity and judgment.

Cole froze, his throat suddenly dry, the tentative hope he'd nurtured withering under the fluorescent glare and the weight of those stares. The name Chloe, which had felt so right just minutes before, now seemed dangerous—a vulnerability he couldn't afford to expose in this battlefield disguised as a high school gym.

Cole's tentative steps faltered as Kylie strutted to the center of the gym floor, her platinum blonde hair catching the harsh fluorescent light. Something about her posture—shoulders back, chin tilted upward—sent warning signals blaring through his mind. She was holding a piece of paper, folded and refolded, its edges worn as if it had passed through many hands.

"Attention everyone!" Kylie's voice sliced through the gymnasium chatter. "I found something truly touching that I simply must share."

The room quieted, students gathering like vultures sensing a fresh kill. Cole's heart hammered against his ribs—ribs that now curved differently, protecting a body he still didn't recognize as his own.

"My dearest Amanda," Kylie began, her voice taking on a breathy, mocking tone. "I've watched you from across the gym, your perfect form when you spike the volleyball, the way your ponytail swings..."

Cole's blood turned to ice. There was no letter. He'd written nothing. But the calculated performance unfolding before him was crafted for maximum damage.

"If only I could be the man you deserve," Kylie continued, batting her eyelashes dramatically. "If only this cursed body hadn't betrayed me, I could hold you in strong arms instead of these pathetic, weak ones I'm stuck with now."

Snickers rippled through the crowd. Someone whispered something that made three girls burst into stifled laughter.

"Please wait for me, Amanda. When I figure out how to fix this mistake of nature, I'll come back as the real me—the man who can love you properly."

Cole stood paralyzed, each word striking like physical blows. The letter was fake, but the humiliation was devastatingly real. His cheeks burned as he searched the crowd for Amanda—a quiet volleyball player he'd barely spoken to—and found her staring at the floor, clearly mortified to be dragged into this cruel spectacle.

"Signed with longing and testosterone deficiency," Kylie finished with a theatrical bow, "Your almost-man, Cole."

The gym erupted in laughter—some genuine, some uncomfortable, all of it deafening. The sound crashed against Cole in waves, drowning out everything except the thundering of his pulse in his ears.

Laughter ricocheted off the gym walls, striking Cole from all sides. Girls doubled over, mascara-streaked tears of mirth running down their cheeks. Boys shifted, some staring at their shoes while others pulled out phones, red record buttons capturing his public execution in high definition. The cacophony swelled like a physical force, pressing against his chest, squeezing until he couldn't breathe.

The sound penetrated deep, burrowing beneath his skin. Each cackle, each snort, each breathless gasp pierced him like shards of broken glass. Cole's face burned hotter than summer asphalt, his vision narrowing to pinpricks of light as the blood rushed to his head.

His stomach lurched. Bile rose in his throat.

Someone shouted something he couldn't make out. Another voice joined in. Then another. The sounds blurred together into a roaring tide of humiliation.

His legs moved before his brain could catch up. Cole spun and bolted toward the double doors, shoulder slamming painfully against the metal push bar. The hallway stretched before him, impossibly long, impossibly bright. His new body felt alien as he ran—his balance off, his center of gravity shifted, his chest uncomfortably bouncing with each desperate stride.

The girls' bathroom loomed ahead. Without thinking, Cole crashed through the door, locking himself in the nearest stall. The click of the lock was deafening in the sudden quiet.

For three heartbeats, there was nothing but his ragged breathing and the distant echo of laughter still ringing in his ears.

Then his stomach contracted violently.

Cole fell to his knees on the cold tile floor, clutching the toilet bowl as his body convulsed. Everything came up—lunch, breakfast, possibly organs. Each heave wracked his frame, tears streaming down his face, nose running, as his body purged itself of everything it could.

Between spasms, he gasped for air, the acrid taste of vomit burning his throat. His hands trembled against the porcelain, knuckles white from gripping too hard. The bathroom walls seemed to pulse inward with each beat of his heart, the small stall shrinking around him like a closing fist.

When there was nothing left to expel, he stayed hunched over, spitting bitter saliva, forehead pressed against his forearm. His body shook with silent sobs that felt ripped from some deep, wounded place he'd never accessed before.

Cole remained hunched over the toilet, his body empty but still trembling with aftershocks. The bathroom door creaked open. He froze, breath caught in his throat, terror rising that Kylie had followed to witness the complete demolition of his dignity.

"Cole?" Sophie's voice, quiet and uncertain, echoed against the tiled walls.

He couldn't answer. His throat felt scraped raw, his voice buried beneath layers of humiliation too dense to penetrate.

"I know you're in here." Sophie's sneakers squeaked against the floor as she approached his stall. "I saw what happened. Everyone's talking about it."

Of course they were. Cole closed his eyes, pressing his forehead harder against his arm. His sister had witnessed his public execution. Perfect.

"Cole, open the door."

He couldn't face her—couldn't face anyone. But Sophie wasn't leaving. Her persistent knocking rattled the flimsy metal door.

"I'll crawl under if I have to," she threatened, her voice carrying that particular stubborn tone he recognized from a lifetime of sibling standoffs.

With shaking fingers, Cole reached up and slid the lock open. The door swung inward, revealing Sophie standing there, her usual sardonic expression replaced with something he rarely saw directed at him: genuine concern.

"Jesus," she whispered, taking in his tear-streaked face, the vomit still clinging to the corner of his mouth. Without another word, she dampened a paper towel at the sink and handed it to him.

Cole wiped his face, the cool moisture momentarily soothing his burning skin. He slumped back against the bathroom wall, legs splayed awkwardly across the dirty floor.

Sophie crouched beside him, her face serious. "This has to stop," she said, the protectiveness in her tone piercing through the fog of his despair.

Cole laughed bitterly, the sound scraping his raw throat. "What, exactly, am I supposed to stop? Growing breasts? Having periods? Being a freak show for everyone's entertainment?"

Sophie shook her head, already pulling out her phone. "Not you. Them. This shit Kylie's pulling. The whole school treating you like you're public property."

Her fingers flew across the screen, texting with fierce concentration.

"What are you doing?" Cole asked, suddenly nervous.

"Texting Taylor," Sophie replied without looking up. "She needs to know what's happening. We need backup."

Cole watched Sophie's thumbs dance across her phone screen, each tap punctuating the heavy silence between them. The fluorescent lights hummed overhead, casting harsh shadows across the bathroom stall that had become his sanctuary and prison. His stomach still churned with acid and emptiness.

"Taylor will be here in five," Sophie said, sliding her phone back into her pocket. "She's in study hall, so she can get out easy."

Cole nodded weakly, unable to form words. The shame still clung to him like a second skin, impossible to shed. He could still hear the laughter—sharp, cutting, relentless—bouncing off the gym walls and following him down the hallway. Each echo seemed to whisper: this is your life now.

Sophie sat beside him on the cold tile floor, their shoulders almost touching. She didn't try to fill the silence with empty reassurances or ask if he was okay when the answer was painfully obvious. Instead, she simply existed beside him, her presence a small but sturdy bulwark against the tide of humiliation threatening to drown him.

"You don't have to go back out there today," she finally said. "Mom could pick you up- or maybe Taylor can get us home."

The thought of facing their mother—her worried eyes, her careful questions—made Cole's chest tighten. But the alternative was worse: walking back through those hallways where everyone had seen his public execution, where whispers and stares would follow him like shadows.

"Maybe," he managed, his voice raw from vomiting.

Sophie's phone buzzed with an incoming text. "Taylor says she's bringing you a change of clothes. Smart."

A small, unexpected warmth bloomed in Cole's chest. People were coming for him. People still cared. The realization was both comforting and terrifying—what if they too became targets just for standing beside him? How many more times could he endure this public flogging before he simply broke apart? How many more times would his friends have to rescue him from the wreckage of his former life?

The weight of uncertainty pressed down on him, heavier than the physical changes reshaping his body. Cole leaned his head back against the cool tile wall and closed his eyes, exhaustion settling into his bones as he waited for help to arrive.


Chapter thirteen

Make Me Disappear or Make Me Real


The bathroom door creaked open, and Taylor slipped inside, a bundle of clothing clutched to her chest. Cole felt his shoulders tense, instinctively bracing for judgment or pity. But Taylor's face showed neither—just fierce determination as she locked the main door behind her.

"Hey," she said simply, kneeling beside him. Her pink hair was falling out of its messy bun, and her eyeliner was slightly smudged. "Sophie filled me in."

Cole couldn't meet her eyes. The shame still burned hot under his skin, making his newly sensitive chest feel tight and constricted.

"I brought options," Taylor continued, unfolding a soft gray hoodie and black joggers. "And wet wipes. And water." She pulled a bottle from her backpack.

Sophie took the wipes, tearing one from the package with clinical efficiency. "Let's get you cleaned up first."

Cole flinched when the cool cloth touched his face, but Sophie's movements were surprisingly gentle—so different from her usual sharp edges. She wiped away the remnants of tears and sick with methodical care, her touch steadying his trembling.

"Drink," Taylor commanded, uncapping the water bottle and pressing it into his hands. "Small sips."

The water soothed his raw throat. Cole hadn't realized how thirsty he was until the first swallow hit his system. His body felt hollow, scraped out, but the cool liquid began filling those empty spaces.

"Arms up," Sophie said, helping him peel off his sweat-soaked t-shirt. Cole hesitated.

Taylor sensed his discomfort. "We're not looking," she promised, turning slightly away while still holding the fresh hoodie ready. "Just getting you comfortable."

The new clothes felt like armor—soft, protective layers between his vulnerable self and the harsh world outside. The girls worked in tandem, Sophie gathering his discarded clothing while Taylor zipped up the hoodie, her fingers careful not to brush against his chest.

"Better?" Taylor asked, her voice unusually quiet.

Cole nodded, surprised to find it wasn't a lie. The panic had receded, leaving exhaustion in its wake, but also a fragile calm. In this small, locked bathroom, with Sophie's steady presence and Taylor's gentle care, he felt something he hadn't experienced in weeks: safety.

"What do you need now?" Sophie asked, practical as always.

Cole took a deep breath. "I don't know," he admitted. "I just... I can't go back out there. Not today."

Cole sat on the edge of his bed, watching Taylor rummage through his closet with the focused intensity of an archaeologist uncovering ancient ruins. Sophie had stationed herself at his desk, scrolling through her phone while occasionally glancing up to observe the unfolding excavation.

The drive home had been mercifully quiet. His dad was at work and his mom had a standing lunch with friends on Thursdays—small blessings that meant the house stood empty and silent when they arrived. No questions. No concerned looks. No having to explain why he was home before final bell.

"Okay, this is..." Taylor emerged from his closet holding up a faded football sweatshirt in one hand and a plain gray t-shirt in the other. "This is literally criminal. Where's the rest?"

Cole shrugged, the soft fabric of the borrowed hoodie shifting against his sensitive skin. "The rest of what?"

Taylor dropped the clothes and planted her hands on her hips. "The rest of your wardrobe! You've bought nothing but some jeans, a basic cotton bra, and t-shirts," she exclaimed, shaking her head at the sight of old sweatshirts lingering in the back of his closet.

The truth stung because it was so obvious—he'd been existing in a holding pattern, refusing to commit to anything that might make this change feel permanent. The cotton bra had been a grudging necessity when the sports bras became too painful. The jeans were bought only after his old ones wouldn't button across his widening hips. Each purchase had felt like surrender.

"I didn't see the point," Cole muttered, picking at a loose thread on his bedspread. "It's not like I'm trying to—"

"To what?" Taylor challenged, her voice softening despite the steel in her eyes. "To be comfortable? To feel good in your own skin?"

Cole couldn't answer. The words caught somewhere between his brain and his mouth, trapped in the limbo where his identity now resided.

Sophie looked up from her phone. "You can't live in denial forever. It's been weeks."

The statement hung in the air, simple and devastating in its truth. Cole felt something crack inside his chest—not breaking, but perhaps beginning to thaw.

Cole stared at the two girls, their faces etched with determination. He felt cornered—not in a threatening way, but like they'd built a safety net he hadn't asked for but desperately needed. Taylor stood with her arms crossed, pink hair catching the afternoon light filtering through his bedroom window. Sophie leaned against his desk, her posture casual but her eyes sharp and assessing.

"Look," Sophie said, breaking the silence. "You're being hunted anyway. Might as well stop looking like prey."

The words hit Cole with unexpected force. Prey. That's exactly how he'd been feeling—vulnerable, exposed, constantly watching his back. Every hallway had become a gauntlet, every glance a potential attack. He'd been running, hiding, making himself smaller.

"What does that even mean?" he asked, voice cracking slightly.

Taylor stepped forward, sitting beside him on the bed. "It means stop pretending this isn't happening. Stop trying to be invisible." She gestured toward his closet. "Those clothes—they're not hiding anything. They're just making you look confused."

"I am confused," Cole admitted, the words barely audible.

Sophie pushed off from the desk. "Yeah, but you don't have to advertise it." She picked up a baggy t-shirt from his floor. "This isn't you anymore. Not physically, anyway."

Cole felt a flush of anger. "So what, I just give up? Buy dresses and start calling myself—" He couldn't finish the sentence.

"No one said anything about dresses," Taylor interjected gently. "Just clothes that fit. That make you feel strong instead of... whatever this is."

Cole looked down at his hands—smaller now, with longer fingers and softer skin. Everything about him had changed, was still changing. He'd been fighting a losing battle, clinging to a shore that kept eroding beneath his feet.

"What if I don't know what makes me feel strong anymore?" he whispered.

Sophie's expression softened. "Then we figure it out. Together."

Something shifted in Cole's chest—not acceptance exactly, but perhaps the first tentative step toward it. The possibility that fighting didn't have to mean denying, that survival might require adaptation rather than resistance.

Cole's stomach twisted as they pulled into the mall parking lot. His palms felt clammy against the soft fabric of his borrowed joggers. The idea of walking through those automatic doors—into the bright, crowded space where everyone could see him—made his chest tighten.

"You don't have to try anything you hate," Taylor said, sensing his hesitation as she killed the engine. "This isn't about forcing you into something that feels wrong."

"It's about options," Sophie added, already unbuckling her seatbelt. "About not looking like you're drowning in your clothes."

Cole nodded, not trusting his voice. He followed them through the parking lot, keeping his head down, hyperaware of every step. His body moved differently now—his center of gravity shifted, his hips swaying slightly despite his efforts to walk the same as before.

Inside the department store, Taylor moved with purpose, weaving between racks with practiced ease. She plucked items seemingly at random—a floral blouse, a pair of dark jeans, a soft cardigan in forest green.

"Here," she said, pressing a simple black skirt into his hands. "Just try it."

Cole's fingers closed around the fabric reflexively. The material felt impossibly light, nothing like the sturdy denim and cotton he was used to. Sophie added a burgundy top to the growing pile in his arms.

"Nothing too girly," she assured him, correctly reading the panic in his eyes. "But nothing that fights against who you are now, either."

The dressing room attendant barely glanced up as Taylor requested a room. Cole kept his eyes fixed on the carpet, following the girls to the back corner where a larger family changing area offered privacy.

Inside, Cole stared at his reflection in the three-way mirror. The harsh fluorescent lighting accentuated every change—the softer jaw, the fuller lips, the curves that no baggy sweatshirt could fully disguise.

"Try these first," Sophie said, handing him the jeans and a simple white button-up.

His fingers fumbled with the unfamiliar fastenings. The jeans hugged his hips in a way his old clothes never had, emphasizing the feminine curve of his waist.

"Holy shit," Taylor breathed when he emerged from behind the changing screen. "You look—"

"Weird," Cole finished, tugging uncomfortably at the shirt.

"I was going to say pretty," Taylor corrected, adjusting the collar. "Really pretty."

Cole flinched at the word, but couldn't deny the evidence in the mirror. The person reflected back wasn't Cole the quarterback. It was someone else entirely—someone with delicate features and gentle curves.

The skirt came next. Cole's hands shook as he stepped into it, letting the fabric settle around his thighs. He felt exposed, vulnerable—but when he looked in the mirror, something clicked into place. The black fabric framed his legs, making them look longer, more graceful.

"Here, try this," Taylor said, pulling a tube of rose-colored lipstick from her purse. "Just to see."

Cole hesitated, then nodded. Taylor carefully applied the color, her face scrunched in concentration.

"Smile," she instructed.

He did, revealing a smear of pink across his front teeth. Sophie snorted, then covered her mouth.

"Sorry," she said, but the laughter was already bubbling up.

Taylor started giggling too, and then, to his surprise, Cole felt his own laughter rising—rusty and unfamiliar after weeks of silence. The sound startled him, but felt unexpectedly good, like stretching a muscle long held tight.

"You're supposed to press your lips together," Taylor demonstrated between giggles, wiping the smudge with her thumb.

Cole tried again, pressing his lips together like she showed him. This time, when he smiled, the color stayed put.

"Look at you," Sophie said softly, her usual sarcasm absent. "You're beautiful."

The word hung in the air between them. Cole stared at his reflection—at the stranger who somehow didn't feel like a stranger anymore. The pretty girl in the mirror smiled back, her eyes bright with unshed tears.

For the first time, Cole let himself think it: Chloe.

Cole stared at his reflection, the unfamiliar girl staring back with eyes that somehow held his own questioning gaze. The mall's fluorescent lights cast strange shadows across his—her?—features, highlighting cheekbones that seemed sharper, a jawline that had softened into something delicate. Taylor and Sophie stood beside him, their faces open with a kind of wonder he hadn't expected.

Something shifted inside him then—not sudden like lightning, but gradual like dawn breaking. The persistent wrongness that had haunted him for weeks eased slightly, replaced by a curious rightness that terrified him almost as much.

"I want to try that one," he said, pointing to a blue top hanging nearby, his voice catching on the words.

Taylor grabbed it eagerly, holding it against his chest with a critical eye. "Perfect with your coloring."

The word bubbled up from somewhere deep inside him, a name he'd been avoiding thinking about directly. It felt both foreign and familiar, like a key fitting into a lock he hadn't known existed.

"Wait," he said suddenly, his heart hammering against his ribs. The girls paused, clothes suspended mid-air. Cole swallowed hard, feeling the weight of the moment pressing down. "I'm going to use the name Chloe."

The words hung in the air between them, fragile and powerful. Cole—Chloe—held her breath, waiting for laughter or confusion or pity. Instead, Taylor's face broke into a brilliant smile.

"Chloe," she repeated, testing the name like sampling a new flavor. "It's perfect. It's you."

Sophie nodded, her usually sarcastic expression softening into something genuine. "About time," she said, but her voice held no mockery.

Taylor whirled away, returning moments later with a soft blue sweater and a pair of tight jeans. "These," she declared with absolute certainty. "These are totally Chloe."

Cole, no, definitely Chloe reached out hesitantly, fingers brushing against the cashmere. The fabric felt impossibly soft against her skin—her skin, not his. The distinction crystallized in that moment, clear and undeniable.

Sophie watched as Chloe held the clothes against herself, a smile spreading across her face. "There she is," Sophie said quietly, her voice carrying a certainty that made Chloe's eyes sting with unexpected tears.

Chloe stared at her reflection, a stranger with familiar eyes. The sweater hugged curves that hadn't existed months ago, the jeans emphasized a figure that felt borrowed from someone else's life. Her fingers trembled as she touched her face—softer now, with fuller lips and cheeks that had lost their angular edge.

"I look..." she started, but couldn't find the right word. Pretty? Wrong? Right? None seemed to fit the storm of emotions churning inside her.

The name "Chloe" had slipped out so easily moments ago, but now doubt crashed back like a wave. Who was this person in the mirror? Not Cole—the evidence of that stared back at her undeniably. But not fully Chloe either. Not yet.

"No," she whispered, dropping her hand from her reflection. "I don't know what I am."

The admission hung in the air, raw and honest. Taylor moved behind her, placing gentle hands on her shoulders. Their eyes met in the mirror—Taylor's confident, Chloe's uncertain.

"Maybe not yet," Taylor said softly. "But it's not Cole anymore."

The truth of those words sent Chloe's heart racing. Not Cole anymore. The quarterback was gone, replaced by this new person she was still learning to recognize. The realization should have devastated her—once, it would have. But something had shifted during this strange afternoon of laughter and lipstick and clothes that actually fit.

Chloe took a deep breath, feeling the fabric move with her body instead of hanging off it. For weeks, she'd been drowning in denial, clinging to an identity that was slipping away with each passing day. Fighting against the current had left her exhausted, hollowed out.

But here, in this dressing room with Sophie's steady presence and Taylor's unwavering support, she felt something unexpected taking root—not acceptance exactly, but perhaps the first tentative step toward it. A willingness to explore who this new person might be.

Chloe moved with a new purpose as they continued through the clothing racks. Her fingers trailed over fabrics she would have avoided just hours ago, lingering on a pleated skirt Taylor had set aside with a dismissive "maybe later."

"I want to try this one too," Chloe said, pulling the skirt from the discard pile. Her voice sounded strange in her own ears—still hers, but somehow lighter, as if shedding the name had shed a weight she hadn't known she was carrying.

Taylor's eyebrows shot up. "Are you sure? I thought we were starting slow."

"What's the point?" Chloe replied, surprising herself with the conviction in her voice. Something had unlocked inside her—a door she'd been pressing against had suddenly swung open. "If I'm doing this, I'm doing it right."

Sophie snorted. "Typical. Even as a girl, you're competitive."

The comment should have stung, but instead, Chloe found herself smiling. There was truth in it—she had never done anything halfway before. Why start now?

Her gaze caught on a crop top hanging nearby—pale blue with delicate straps. Before she could second-guess herself, she grabbed it.

"Okay, now you're just showing off," Taylor laughed, but her eyes shone with approval.

"And these," Chloe added, reaching for a pair of low-heeled ankle boots. They weren't towering stilettos, but they were unmistakably feminine—a declaration rather than a question.

Sophie whistled low. "Look at you go."

Chloe clutched the items to her chest, feeling her heart hammer against her ribs. Fear and exhilaration tangled together, impossible to separate. This wasn't just about clothes—it was about stepping into a new skin, one that somehow felt both foreign and like coming home.

"I want to try to do this right," she said, the words tumbling out with newfound determination. "I'm tired of hiding."

Taylor squeezed her arm. "That's my girl."

The phrase hung in the air between them. My girl. Two simple words that would have sent Cole running for the hills just weeks ago. Now, they settled around Chloe's shoulders like a comfortable sweater.

Sophie rolled her eyes, but there was no malice in it. "If you're done having your moment, can we please get food? The mall pretzels are calling my name."

Chloe laughed—a real laugh that bubbled up from somewhere genuine. In this moment, surrounded by their teasing and unwavering support, she felt something she hadn't experienced in weeks: possibility.


Chapter fourteen

Eyes on Me


Chloe stepped through the heavy double doors of Westlake High, her heart pounding like a timpani in her chest. Each beat seemed to echo through the suddenly quiet hallway. She'd spent forty minutes that morning following Taylor's careful instructions—foundation (just a touch), mascara (one coat), lip gloss (barely there)—and another fifteen minutes with Sophie wrestling her increasingly unruly hair into something that looked deliberately tousled rather than just messy.

The result wasn't dramatic. Wasn't meant to be. Just enough to telegraph intent without screaming desperation.

Her fingers trembled slightly against the strap of her messenger bag as conversations stuttered and stalled around her. Whispers slithered through the corridor like snakes. Chloe kept her chin level, neither defiantly raised nor shamefully lowered. The sweater she'd chosen—soft blue that matched her eyes—felt both like armor and exposure.

"Just walk," she murmured to herself, channeling the swagger that had once come so naturally to Cole. The muscle memory wasn't there anymore, but something new took its place—a deliberate grace that felt foreign yet fitting.

A sophomore girl's gaze lingered a beat too long. Two football players by the water fountain froze mid-conversation. Coach Matthews passed by, his eyes widening slightly before he gave a small, almost imperceptible nod.

The weight of their stares pressed against her skin. Each glance contained a question she wasn't ready to answer. Each double-take reminded her that this wasn't just another Monday—this was a declaration written in mascara and denim.

Chloe swallowed hard, forcing herself to breathe. She'd survived being Cole-in-crisis. She could survive being Chloe-in-progress. The thought steadied her, straightened her spine.

She rounded the corner toward her locker, where Taylor had promised to meet her. The hallway ahead stretched endlessly, a gauntlet of curious eyes and whispered judgments. But for the first time in weeks, Chloe wasn't hiding from them.

Chloe moved through the hall, each step feeling both calculated and uncertain.

A group of junior boys stood clustered near the water fountain, their conversation halting as she passed. One of them—Jake Miller from chemistry class—let out a low whistle.

The sound pierced through the hallway chatter, landing squarely in Chloe's consciousness. Her cheeks flooded with warmth, the blood rushing to her face in a reaction she couldn't control. But what surprised her wasn't the whistle itself—Cole had heard plenty of those directed at girls walking by. What surprised her was her own response.

She didn't recoil. Didn't feel angry. Instead, something fluttered in her stomach—a strange, electric feeling that was both terrifying and... not entirely unwelcome.

"Looking good, Donovan," Jake called out, his voice carrying a note of genuine appreciation rather than mockery.

Chloe's blush deepened. The validation hit differently than the jeers and stares she'd grown accustomed to. This wasn't pity or cruelty—it was attention of another sort entirely. Her fingers instinctively tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, a gesture she'd never made before but that somehow felt natural now.

For a heartbeat, she almost smiled back at Jake. The attention sparked something unfamiliar—a flutter of pleasure, of being seen. Of being attractive rather than just a curiosity.

But as quickly as the feeling came, confusion followed in its wake. Why did this boy's approval matter? What did it mean that she cared? And what about the part of her that had once been the boy doing the whistling?

She caught her reflection in a classroom window—flushed cheeks, widened eyes, the slight curve of her lips. The face looking back was undeniably feminine, increasingly comfortable, but still carrying questions she couldn't answer.

Chloe slipped into English class five minutes early, her stomach knotting as she approached Ms. Winters' desk. The veteran teacher looked up from her lesson plans, eyes widening slightly at Chloe's transformed appearance.

"Ms. Winters, I..." Chloe's voice caught, higher than she was used to. She cleared her throat. "I wanted to let you know I prefer to be called Chloe now. During roll call and... everything."

Ms. Winters' expression softened. "Of course, Chloe. I'll make a note of it." She paused, then added, "Thank you for telling me."

The simple exchange left Chloe breathless with relief. No questions, no judgment—just acceptance. She turned to find her seat, catching Megan Chen and Leila Adams whispering behind their textbooks, their eyes flicking between Chloe and each other.

"...actually looks cute, though," Leila murmured, not quite quietly enough.

"Better than I would've expected," Megan replied with a small nod.

Heat crept up Chloe's neck. She'd been prepared for disgust, for ridicule—but this tentative approval caught her off guard. She slid into her desk, suddenly conscious of how her jeans hugged her newly curved hips.

The pattern repeated throughout the morning. In calculus, Mr. Reeves stumbled over "Chloe" during attendance but recovered quickly. Three girls in the back row studied her outfit with critical eyes before Amber Patel whispered something that made them all nod appreciatively.

***

By lunchtime, Chloe felt stripped bare under the constant scrutiny. She'd spent years watching girls, judging them, rating them—and now found herself on the receiving end of those same evaluations. The irony wasn't lost on her.

Chloe sat alone at the corner table, picking at her salad without much appetite. The cafeteria's cacophony of voices and clattering trays created a wall of sound that somehow made her isolation feel more pronounced. She'd chosen this spot deliberately—visible enough to show she wasn't hiding, but tucked away enough to avoid being the center of attention.

The morning's mixed reactions had left her emotionally drained. Each interaction required processing, cataloging, understanding. Was that look pity? Disgust? Acceptance? The constant analysis exhausted her.

A sudden movement caught her eye. Riley Tran was cutting through the lunch tables, her field hockey stick poking out from her backpack, her purposeful stride parting the crowd like a ship through water. Chloe's stomach clenched when she realized Riley was heading straight for her table.

Riley dropped her lunch tray with a decisive clatter and slid onto the bench across from Chloe. "That salad looks sad," she said, pushing a container of fries toward Chloe. "Here. Carbs help with practice recovery."

Chloe blinked in surprise. "I wasn't sure if you'd want to be seen with me after Friday," she admitted hesitantly, her voice barely audible over the cafeteria noise.

Riley's eyebrows shot up. She leaned forward, her dark eyes intense. "Because you tripped during drills? Everyone trips." She unwrapped her sandwich with practiced efficiency. "Or because Kylie was talking shit in the gym?"

"Both, I guess."

Riley waved her hand dismissively. "No one messes with any of the girls on my team." She emphasized the word "girls" with a certainty that made Chloe's chest tighten. "Not if they want to keep all their teeth."

Before Chloe could respond, two more figures appeared—Jess and Karla from the field hockey team. They set their trays down without hesitation.

"Coach posted the lineup for Saturday" Jess announced, sliding in beside Riley. "You're starting defense, Chloe."

Karla nodded. "Your footwork's getting better. Still need to work on your drive, though."

The conversation flowed around her—normal team talk, strategy and gossip and complaints about other schools. No one mentioned her appearance, her voice, her past. They simply folded her into their circle, creating a protective bubble of normalcy that felt both foreign and desperately needed.

Outside the cafeteria, she passed a cluster of cheerleaders who fell silent as she approached. Kylie's familiar sneer appeared, but before she could speak, Jenna Torres cut in.

"That sweater is perfect with your coloring," Jenna said, surprising everyone, including herself. "Where'd you get it?"

Chloe blinked, momentarily speechless. "Um, Nordstrom. Taylor helped me pick it out."

Jenna nodded approvingly while Kylie rolled her eyes.

The interaction left Chloe swimming in confusion. These girls had been distant planets in Cole's universe—objects to pursue or ignore. Now she orbited among them, subject to their gravitational pull, their approving nods both validating and disorienting.

Where did she belong in this new solar system? Not quite one of them, no longer one of the boys. The liminal space between felt both freeing and terrifying.rida

* * *

Later, Chloe hurried between classes, clutching her books against her chest like a shield. She turned the corner toward English class and nearly collided with Zane. He stood leaning against the wall, sketchbook tucked under one arm, that perpetually thoughtful expression softening when he saw her.

"Looks like someone figured out eyeliner," he said, his voice carrying no judgment—just a gentle teasing that felt like sunlight breaking through clouds.

The comment caught her off guard. She'd spent twenty minutes that morning with a YouTube tutorial and Sophie's borrowed makeup, her hand trembling as she tried to create the thin black line along her lashes. She'd been certain she'd failed miserably.

"Barely," she replied, surprising herself with how naturally the light tone came. Something fluttered in her chest—not the panicked beating that had become so familiar, but something warmer, steadier.

Zane's gaze lingered, not on her body or her clothes, but on her face—like he was looking for something beneath the surface. Whatever he found made him smile wider.

"It suits you," he said simply.

Chloe felt heat climbing her neck, spreading across her cheeks. Before she could stumble through a response, she ducked her head and continued walking, books pressed tighter against her chest. The warmth of his acceptance followed her down the hallway, fueling a fragile confidence that had begun to take root.

* * *

Chloe stood at the bathroom sink, fumbling with the wrapper of a pad Sophie had just handed her. The crinkle of plastic seemed unnaturally loud in the empty girls' bathroom.

"You're overthinking it," Sophie said, leaning against the tile wall with arms crossed. "It's not rocket science. Just peel and stick."

"Easy for you to say. You've had years of practice," Chloe muttered, finally tearing open the package. "This is like... month two for me."

Sophie snorted. "Welcome to the bloody sisterhood. Literally."

Chloe disappeared into a stall, grateful for the privacy as she managed the awkward process. When she emerged, Sophie was fixing her ponytail in the mirror.

"Tampons are better," Sophie said matter-of-factly. "Once you get past the whole 'shoving something inside you' mental block."

"Jesus, Sophie." Chloe's face burned hot.

"What? It's just biology." Sophie shrugged. "Besides, gym class showers are the actual worst with pads. Trust me."

Chloe groaned. "Don't remind me. Coach Brenner keeps giving me that look, like she's waiting for me to strip down with everyone else."

"You could always shower in your underwear like Melissa Jenkins did freshman year."

"And be mocked until graduation? No thanks."

They both burst into laughter, the sound bouncing off the tiled walls. It felt good—normal—in a way Chloe hadn't experienced in months.

As they left the bathroom, Chloe's phone buzzed. A text from Taylor. She opened it to find a side-by-side photo collage: old Cole in his football jersey, confident smirk firmly in place, next to today's Chloe in her blue sweater. The caption read: Still you. Just braver.

Something caught in Chloe's throat. Her fingers hovered over the screen before typing back: Still scared.

Taylor's response came seconds later: That's what makes you brave.

Chloe stared at those words, letting them sink beneath her skin. She hadn't thought of it that way—that courage wasn't the absence of fear, but pushing through it anyway.


Chapter fifteen

Trending


Chloe's bedroom floor disappeared beneath a scatter of glossy magazines. Teen Vogue, Seventeen, Cosmopolitan—their pages dog-eared and highlighted, sticky notes protruding from dozens of edges. She sat cross-legged in the center of this paper hurricane, methodically applying eyeliner with the same intense concentration she once reserved for studying defensive formations.

"Tight line... wing... blend," she muttered, leaning closer to the mirror propped against her pillows. She'd watched the same YouTube tutorial fourteen times, practicing the technique until her hand stopped shaking. The finished result wasn't perfect, but it was leagues better than her first attempts.

Her closet had transformed too. Football trophies now shared space with color-coordinated tops and a growing collection of shoes. She'd created a spreadsheet tracking outfit combinations—calculating cost-per-wear ratios and seasonal versatility with the same precision she once applied to pass completion statistics.

"You coming down for dinner?" Her mother called from downstairs, voice still carrying that uncertain tone she used now—like she was perpetually unsure who she was talking to.

"Five minutes!" Chloe called back, snapping a quick selfie to compare with yesterday's look. Better. Definitely better. She continued avoiding her father, habitually changing into athletic pants around the house, not yet prepared for him to witness her complete feminine transformation.

The next morning at school, Chloe strode through the main entrance wearing the burgundy lip stain she'd splurged on last weekend. She'd paired it with a simple white button-down, black skirt, and silver hoop earrings—casual but put-together, exactly the effect she'd been going for.

She noticed Brianna Matthews standing by her locker, wearing an almost identical shade of lipstick. Coincidence, probably.

Until she spotted Madison Wells sporting the same silver hoops.

And Alicia Chen with her hair pulled back in the exact scrunchie Chloe had worn Tuesday.

By lunch period, the pattern became unmistakable. Girls who'd never given her a second glance were suddenly mirroring her style choices. In the cafeteria, she counted four—no, five—girls wearing variations of outfits she'd worn in the past week.

"You've started a cult," Sophie whispered, sliding onto the bench beside her. "It's kind of creepy, honestly."

Chloe's chest swelled with a familiar feeling—the rush of being at the center, of leading rather than following. It felt like scoring touchdowns again. Like mattering.

But beneath that satisfaction lurked an uneasy question: was this real? Would these same girls who copied her lip color today be laughing at her tomorrow? The adoration felt paper-thin, ready to tear at any moment.

Chloe's phone buzzed against her thigh for the fifteenth time in twenty minutes. Each vibration sent electric tingles up her spine—little jolts of validation that punctuated her afternoon study hall.

She snuck a glance at the screen. Three new followers. Five likes on her latest post. A comment calling her makeup "goals af." The dopamine hit was immediate and potent.

"Miss Donovan," Mr. Hastings droned from the front of the room. "Phone away, please."

Chloe slipped the device into her bag with practiced stealth, but her fingers itched to check it again. The new account—@chloe.donovan—had been Sophie's idea. "Fresh start," she'd insisted. "Cole's digital ghost can haunt his old profile."

The bell rang. Chloe bolted for the bathroom, locking herself in a stall before pulling out her phone. Thirty-seven notifications. Her follower count had cracked 500 overnight—nothing viral, but stunning considering she'd started from zero just weeks ago.

She scrolled through comments under her mirror selfie from this morning:

serving looks girl 💅

that lip color with your complexion tho 🔥

whoever you were before, THIS is it ✨

Her thumb hovered over the last one. Whoever she was before. The words stung and soothed simultaneously.

A new DM notification popped up. From @brandon.westlake—she didn't recognize the name, but his profile showed a tall, dark-haired boy in a lacrosse uniform from Westridge Prep. His message was simple:

your eyes are insane. in the best way possible.

Chloe's heart stuttered. She'd never received messages like this before—not as herself. Cole had gotten flirty texts, sure, but they'd been about his body, his status, his performance on the field. This felt different. More personal. More... real.

She typed back a simple thanks with a smiley face, then deleted the emoji, then added it back, then swapped it for a different one. Five minutes of agonizing later, she hit send on thanks :) and immediately regretted her choice.

But he replied instantly: np. you're new here right? your feed just showed up on my explore page

Chloe bit her lip. New here.

Obviously had not seen the news - which some detractors on her feeds would shove in to mentions at points. But it felt nice to have someone see her without that baggage, at least for a moment.

* * *

Chloe's fingers hovered over her phone, the conversation with Brandon still lighting up her screen, when a shadow fell across her desk in English class. She looked up to find Kylie Raines standing there, platinum blonde hair cascading over one shoulder, her lips twisted into what might have passed for a smile if not for the frost in her pale green eyes.

"New sweater?" Kylie asked, her gaze sliding over Chloe's soft lavender cardigan. "Target's really stepping up their game."

Chloe's cheeks burned. The sweater had been a splurge from Nordstrom that Sophie had convinced her to buy. "It's not from—"

"Cute that you're trying so hard," Kylie continued, not waiting for an answer. She leaned in, voice dropping to a theatrical whisper. "It's like you're cosplaying confidence."

The words sliced through Chloe like a paper cut—small but stinging. Behind Kylie, Megan and Alyssa exchanged smirks, their matching gold necklaces catching the fluorescent classroom light.

"I'm not trying to—" Chloe started.

"That's the thing about costumes," Kylie straightened up, tossing her hair back. "Everyone can tell they're not real."

Ms. Winters called the class to attention, saving Chloe from responding. As Kylie sauntered back to her seat, Chloe noticed three girls in the back row watching the exchange. One of them—a sophomore whose name Chloe couldn't remember—was wearing the same shade of lip gloss Chloe had posted about last week.

During class, Chloe's phone buzzed with Instagram notifications. She glanced down to see Kylie had tagged her in a story: a blurry shot of the back of Chloe's head with the caption "When your 'glow up' is just a filter 🤔"

Fifteen people had already viewed it.

Chloe's stomach twisted into knots. Cosplaying confidence. The phrase echoed in her mind as she caught Kylie watching her from across the room, that calculating gaze measuring every reaction, every flinch.

This wasn't just casual meanness. This was strategic. Territorial. Kylie had ruled the social hierarchy for years, and now she sensed a threat.

* * *

Chloe caught Zane's eye across the hallway's churning current of students. For a heartbeat, everything slowed—the chatter dimmed, the colors blurred. His gaze met hers, those stormy blue-gray eyes that seemed to see through surfaces. She found herself holding her breath, waiting for that slight nod or half-smile he always offered.

Instead, he looked away. Just... looked away.

The hallway noise crashed back around her. Something sharp twisted beneath her ribs—not the familiar ache of her changing body, but disappointment, pure and unexpected. She hadn't realized how much she'd come to count on those quiet acknowledgments.

"Earth to Chloe," Sophie waved a hand in front of her face. "You good?"

"Yeah, just..." Chloe clutched her textbooks tighter against her chest, suddenly aware of how the pressure felt different now. "Nothing."

But it wasn't nothing. Alongside the hurt bloomed a strange, conflicting realization—part of her had wanted him to notice. Not just notice, but notice. To walk over. To ask her out, maybe. The thought startled her. Did she want to date a boy? Any boy? Or was it just Zane, with his quiet intensity and the way he'd seen her when no one else had?

She shook her head, dismissing the thought. Whatever she might want, if he only liked her as the "unpopular girl" type—some project to sketch and analyze—why bother with even the idea of dating him? Now that she was getting attention, followers, even copies of her style, he'd lost interest.

Chloe pushed her hair back, feeling the unfamiliar weight of it against her neck. "Typical," she muttered.

"What's typical?" Sophie asked.

"Boys." The word felt strange in her mouth. Not because she was talking about them—she'd always talked about boys—but because she was talking about them as someone who might date one. As a girl. As Chloe.

She stole one last glance down the hall. Zane had vanished into the crowd, leaving only questions in his wake.

* * *

Chloe pushed through the front door. The house felt different—something off in its familiar silence. Then she heard the clink of ice in a glass from the kitchen.

Dad was home early.

She froze, suddenly hyperaware of herself: the black skirt swishing against her thighs, the fitted top that accentuated curves she was still getting used to, the mascara Sophie had insisted "made her eyes pop." She'd walked home confident, even enjoying the gentle sway of the skirt against her legs. Now that confidence evaporated like morning dew.

Too late to retreat. Her father appeared in the kitchen doorway, tumbler of amber liquid in hand. His eyes widened, then narrowed as they traveled from her face down to her shoes and back up again.

"What the hell is this?" His voice was quiet—the dangerous kind of quiet.

"I'm just getting home from school," Chloe said, hating how her voice rose at the end, making it sound like a question.

"Dressed like that?" He gestured with his glass. "This isn't... this isn't how we're handling this situation."

"Handling what situation?" Heat flared in her chest. "My existence?"

"Don't start with that." He took a step forward. "Where are your regular clothes? Your jeans? Your—" He stopped, struggling for words. "Your normal stuff."

"This is my normal now." The words came out stronger than she felt.

Her father's jaw tightened. "Is this about a boy? Are you dating boys now?"

The question blindsided her. Zane's face flashed in her mind—those steady eyes, the way he'd looked away today—but she pushed the image down, buried it.

"What? No! I'm not—" she sputtered, then something clicked. "Wait. Would that be worse than dating girls? Because if I dated girls, that would make me gay, right? Is that what you want? A dyke lesbian daughter instead of a straight one?"

Her father's face flushed dark red. "Don't you use that language in this house. That's not what I—"

"Then what do you want?" Chloe's voice cracked. "Because I can't be Cole anymore. I tried."

Her father opened his mouth, closed it, opened it again—fish-like and speechless.

Chloe didn't wait for him to find words. She pushed past him toward the stairs, tears threatening but held back by fury.

"Boys!" she muttered, storming up to her room. "Freaking boys!"


Chapter sixteen

Soft Places


Chloe's calves burned as she sprinted down the field, the unfamiliar weight of the field hockey stick still awkward in her grip. Six weeks of practice had built muscle memory, but her body—this new body—still surprised her with its different center of gravity, its unfamiliar distribution of strength and weakness.

"Donovan! Open!" Riley shouted, slapping a perfect pass that skidded across the turf.

Chloe trapped the ball with a clumsy but effective tap, pivoting toward the goal. The visiting team's defenders converged, their sticks clacking against hers as she fought to maintain possession. Sweat beaded on her forehead, trickling down between her shoulder blades.

Three months ago, she would have bulldozed through them with raw power. That option was gone now. Instead, she feinted left, her hips—wider, more fluid—allowing a quick direction change that caught the defender off-balance. The movement felt natural in a way that startled her.

"Take the shot!" someone screamed from the sidelines.

Chloe's arms tensed as she swung, connecting with the ball in a clean strike. Time slowed. The ball skimmed across the grass, past the goalkeeper's outstretched stick, and into the corner of the net.

For a heartbeat, silence. Then her teammates erupted.

"Holy shit, Donovan!" Riley crashed into her, arms thrown around her shoulders. Other girls piled on, a tangle of ponytails and jubilant screams.

"First goal of the season!" Coach Marla bellowed from the sideline. "That's how it's done!"

Something broke loose in Chloe's chest—a dam of tension she hadn't realized was there. She'd scored thousands of touchdowns in her life, but this single goal, this awkward, scrappy point against a mediocre visiting team, sent electric currents of triumph through her veins. She hadn't felt this since... since before.

As the team jogged back to position, Riley bumped her shoulder. "Nice footwork, Donovan. Those hips are finally good for something."

Chloe flushed, but found herself grinning. "Guess I'm finally figuring out how this body works."

"About time," Riley said, but there was no malice in it—just the matter-of-fact assessment of a captain acknowledging improvement.

For the first time in months, Chloe felt it: the pure, uncomplicated joy of being an athlete. Not a boy becoming a girl, not a medical curiosity, not a social experiment—just a player who'd helped her team.

The team's excitement lingered long after the final whistle. Chloe sat on the bench, unlacing her cleats as her teammates chattered around her. The residual thrill of her goal still pulsed beneath her skin—not just because she'd scored, but because for those few seconds, everything had aligned. Her body had done what she asked of it. No hesitation. No betrayal.

"Hey, Donovan."

Chloe looked up. Riley stood there, hair plastered to her forehead with sweat, that steady captain's gaze fixed on her.

"That was decent work out there." Riley dropped onto the bench beside her. "Your stick handling still needs work, but that pivot move? Pretty slick."

A few of the other girls crowded around, still buzzing from the win. Someone squeezed Chloe's shoulder—casual physical contact that would have been unthinkable weeks ago.

"So," Riley said, retying her hair into a tight bun, "we're doing team bonding tonight at my place. Movies, pizza, probably some terrible TikTok challenges." She glanced at Chloe. "You should come."

The invitation hung in the air. Simple words that carried seismic weight.

"A sleepover?" Chloe asked, her voice catching.

"Yeah. Bring whatever you sleep in and your toothbrush." Riley shrugged like it was nothing. Like she hadn't just extended a hand across an invisible barrier. "My mom makes pancakes in the morning. They're worth showing up for."

Something trembled in Chloe's chest—not the anxiety that had become her constant companion, but something lighter. Something that felt dangerously like hope.

"I'll be there," she said before she could overthink it.

Riley nodded, already standing to address the rest of the team. But Chloe remained seated, absorbing what had just happened. An invitation. Not out of pity or obligation, but because she'd earned her place. Because she belonged.

For the first time since her body began its rebellion, Chloe felt the warmth of community settle around her shoulders—more comforting than any hoodie she'd ever worn.

* * *

Chloe perched on the edge of Riley's living room couch, knees pulled tight against her chest as if making herself smaller might somehow make her less noticeable. The nightgown—borrowed from Sophie at the last minute—made her feel exposed, which was odd with women she stripped naked around to change for each game. But this felt so girly. Vulnerable. Like a creature that had shed its protective shell too soon.

"Truth or dare, Kayla?" Riley's voice cut through the laughter.

"Truth," Kayla answered, rolling her eyes dramatically.

"Boring!" someone called out.

"Fine. Who was your first kiss and was it any good?"

The room erupted in theatrical "oohs" as Kayla launched into a story about some boy from summer camp and his braces. Chloe smiled along, but her attention drifted to the chaotic tableau around her—nail polish bottles clustered like tiny jewels on the coffee table, popcorn kernels creating constellations across the carpet, pillows tossed haphazardly from earlier pillow-fight casualties.

This wasn't her world. These weren't her rituals. Yet here she sat, wrapped in borrowed silk, watching girls who'd once been strangers paint each other's toenails electric blue.

"Chloe!" Riley's voice snapped her back. "Truth or dare?"

The room fell silent. Every face turned toward her—curious, expectant, a few tinged with lingering skepticism.

"Truth," she whispered, the safer option.

Riley's lips curved into a mischievous smile. "Have you kissed anyone since... you know?"

Heat bloomed across Chloe's cheeks. The question hung in the air, weighted with implications she wasn't ready to face. Had she kissed anyone as Chloe? Had she wanted to? The answer was simple—no—but the feelings behind it were a tangled mess she couldn't unravel.

"No," she admitted, voice steadier than she expected. "Nobody."

"Well, that's just tragic," Kayla declared, scrambling across the pillows toward her. "Give me your hand—we're fixing your nails first. Can't have you going around with those quarterback calluses anymore."

Before Chloe could protest, Kayla had captured her hand, examining it with exaggerated seriousness while another girl rummaged through the polish collection.

"I think the lavender would look pretty with her skin tone," someone suggested.

"Definitely," Riley agreed, settling beside them. "And then we're circling back to that dare option, Donovan. You can't hide in truth all night."

The words tumbled out of Chloe's mouth before she could stop them, like water breaking through a weakened dam. "I don't know if I like boys. But I know I don't like girls like I used to. It might be the virus, since some have said it changes peoples' sexuality." Her voice cracked on the last syllable, hands trembling as Kayla paused mid-brushstroke with the lavender polish.

The confession hung in the air. Chloe stared at her half-painted nails, mortified. Was it the virus? Or had something always been different, just buried beneath layers of quarterback bravado?

"Don't need a virus to be confused," Riley said, breaking the silence with a shrug. "That's just being seventeen."

Chloe glanced up, surprised by the casual dismissal of what felt like an earth-shattering revelation. Riley wasn't even looking at her—just scrolling through her phone like Chloe hadn't just cracked open her chest and displayed all her messy insecurities.

Across the circle, Darlene looked over at Karla, a meaningful glance passing between them. "Yeah, sexuality is weird," Darlene said, setting down her soda can. "We hadn't told you all, but a while ago, she and I started to mess around."

Karla nodded, a slight blush coloring her cheeks. "It was junior year."

"And while we liked the sex," Darlene pressed on, showing just a trace of nervousness about the disclosure as she fidgeted with the braided rows in her hair, "She decided she liked boys more. But I'm pretty sure I'm batting on the sapphic team."

Karla grinned, rubbing her ample tummy a bit suggestively, leaning back on her elbows. "But the sex was gooood," she drawled, emphasizing the last word.

The room erupted in laughter—not mocking, but the genuine kind that comes from shared secrets and unexpected honesty. Chloe felt something loosen in her chest, like a fist unclenching after being held tight for too long.

The conversation flowed like water breaking through a dam. Suddenly everyone had something to share, something raw and real that they'd kept tucked away.

"I dated this guy from Westlake for three months," Riley said, rolling her eyes. "Found out he was seeing a girl from his calculus class the whole time. When I confronted him, he said it 'didn't count' because they only hooked up during study sessions."

The girls groaned in collective disgust.

"Men are trash," Karla declared, flinging a piece of popcorn at an imaginary offender.

Chloe sat perfectly still, absorbing everything. These weren't just stories—they were confessions, vulnerabilities laid bare without hesitation. No posturing, no pretending things didn't hurt.

"My first kiss was with Derek Simmons," a quiet girl named Alicia admitted. "He told everyone I used too much tongue, and guys wouldn't look at me for months." Her voice trembled slightly. "I practiced kissing my pillow after that."

Instead of mockery, the circle responded with fierce protection.

"Derek Simmons eats his boogers," Darlene announced. "I've seen it."

The room dissolved into laughter, Chloe included. Her shoulders relaxed as she leaned forward, drawn into their magnetic field of shared experiences.

"What about you, Chloe?" someone asked. "What was Cole's first kiss like?"

The question startled her, but not in the way she expected. For the first time, talking about Cole felt like discussing someone else—a character she'd once played in a different production.

"Seventh grade. Spin the bottle at Cameron's birthday party." Chloe surprised herself with how easily the story spilled out. "I was terrified but pretended I wasn't. Kissed Melissa Jenkins for exactly three seconds while counting in my head."

"Classic boy move," Riley snorted.

As midnight approached, the conversation deepened. Tears fell over heartbreaks. Supportive hands squeezed shoulders. Chloe found herself crying too—not from sadness, but from the strange relief of finally belonging somewhere without having to prove anything.

Boys never had the guts to be this honest, she thought, watching Riley comfort Alicia over a recent breakup. Why did I think they were strong?

In the locker room, on the field, around the lunch table—male friendships had been built on what remained unsaid. Weakness hidden. Pain buried. Here, strength came from exposing the wounds, not concealing them. Chloe suddenly found something more she loved about being a girl.

* * *


Chapter seventeen

Friday Night Rebound


Chloe didn't notice Troy approaching until his shadow fell across her lunch tray. She looked up from her conversation with Sophie to find him standing there, hands in his letterman jacket pockets, rocking slightly on his heels. That signature grin—the one that had graced countless game-day posters—spread across his face, dimpling one cheek deeper than the other.

"Donovan," he said, the familiar surname hanging between them like a ghost. "Got a minute?"

Sophie's eyebrows shot up as she grabbed her water bottle. "I need a refill," she mumbled, sliding away with theatrical obviousness.

Troy slipped into the vacant seat, his cologne—something expensive and woody—drifting across the table. His fingers drummed a nervous rhythm against the tabletop. Nervous? Troy Mendez? That was new.

"So, I've been thinking," he started, those golden-flecked brown eyes holding hers. "You free Friday night? Thought maybe we could grab dinner. Somewhere nice, not just burgers at Bob's."

Chloe's heart stuttered, skipping beats like a scratched record. Troy Mendez—her backup, her shadow, the guy who'd spent two seasons watching her back when she was Cole—was asking her out. The symmetry slammed into her with dizzying force.

"Dinner?" she repeated, stalling while her mind calculated angles like a pool shark.

"Yeah. Just us." He leaned closer, voice dropping to a velvet murmur. "Been wanting to ask for a while now."

She remembered how his face used to fall when the crowd chanted "Donovan!" How he'd clap and smile while disappointment shadowed his eyes. Now he was looking at her like she was the prize he'd always wanted.

"I'd like that," she heard herself say.

His smile widened, triumphant. "Cool. I'll pick you up at seven?"

As he walked away, Chloe caught Kylie staring from across the cafeteria, phone already in hand, documenting this social earthquake. The quarterback and the transformed quarterback. The headline wrote itself.

Sophie slid back into her seat. "Holy shit, Chloe. Do you know what this means?"

Chloe nodded slowly. She knew exactly what it meant. Troy got to claim the ultimate trophy—the girl who used to outshine him. And she? She got the social currency of dating Troy Mendez, the ultimate stamp of approval. He made her a "real girl" for everyone in the school. He made her count.

The calculation should have felt cold. Instead, it burned through her veins like victory.

Chloe perched on the edge of the vinyl booth, tracing circles in the condensation of her milkshake glass. The retro diner hummed with low conversations and the clatter of dishes, but she was hyper-focused on Troy, sitting across from her. His eyes sparkled in the dim light as he told a story about a botched play from last season.

"And then, Jackson fumbles the snap—can you believe it?" Troy chuckled, shaking his head. "I swear, that guy has butterfingers."

Chloe laughed along, feeling a surprising warmth in his easy confidence. She liked how he looked at her—like she was something special, something he wanted. The realization hit her unexpectedly: it felt good to be desired.

"Yeah, Jackson always did have a way of dropping the ball," she teased, leaning into the familiarity. "But you caught it in the end, didn't you?"

Troy's grin widened, and he reached across the table to lightly squeeze her hand. "Yeah, I did."

They finished their milkshakes and headed out into the crisp night air. The stars were scattered like sequins across a velvet sky as they climbed into Troy's car. He turned on the radio—soft rock filling the silence—and they drove with the windows down, letting the wind tangle their hair.

Chloe felt a strange thrill every time Troy glanced over at her, his eyes lingering on her face before returning to the road. She decided to lean into this passive role, testing it out like trying on a new outfit.

"So," she said with a playful smirk, "what's it like dating your former quarterback?"

Troy laughed, his shoulders shaking as he drove. "It's definitely unique," he admitted. "But I gotta say, you make one hell of a girl."

She smiled and tilted her head slightly. "You know how to make a girl feel special."

He squeezed her hand again, and she realized she liked making him feel good—enjoyed seeing his face light up with every compliment.

As they drove through town, Chloe found herself opening up about their shared history on the field—the practices, the games, even their friendly rivalry. They laughed together at old memories until Troy suddenly pulled over by an empty park.

"You know," he said softly as he turned off the engine and faced her fully. "This feels... different. Good different."

Chloe's heart raced as she looked at him, really looked at him for what felt like the first time since everything changed. He leaned in closer, and their laughter died down to soft smiles.

Before she could second-guess it, Troy’s lips were on hers. The kiss was electric—she felt it spark from her lips straight to her toes. Being held by him felt surreal but right in ways she couldn’t quite name.

Maybe it was the virus changing her body’s responses; maybe it was something entirely new that had nothing to do with biology or transformation.

But Chloe knew one thing: she really liked being kissed like this.

* * *

By Monday, they were public. Troy walked Chloe to her classes, his arm draped possessively around her shoulders. She caught the stares—some envious, others curious, a few still tinged with judgment—but for once, they didn't make her skin crawl. The hallways that had become a gauntlet now parted for her again. Not for Cole Donovan, star quarterback, but for Chloe, Troy Mendez's girlfriend.

The cafeteria table rearranged itself to accommodate this new reality. Troy's friends, her old football teammates, made space, offering tentative smiles where before there had been awkward glances. Chloe slid into the social hierarchy with surprising ease, as if her body had been waiting for this role all along.

After field hockey practice ended, she didn't rush home like usual. Instead, she drifted toward the football field, still in her practice clothes, hair pulled back in a messy ponytail. She climbed the bleachers and settled halfway up, crossing one leg over the other. The metal seat was cold beneath her, but she barely noticed, her eyes tracking formations and plays with the precision of someone who'd lived them.

Troy spotted her first, flashing that bright, possessive smile before returning to the huddle. Coach Matthews glanced up once, a flicker of confusion crossing his weathered face before recognition set in.

When Troy overthrew a pass to the sideline, Chloe couldn't help herself.

"That route was a second late," she called, her voice carrying across the field. "Tell Trevor to cut tighter or that throw's a pick six."

The players froze, heads swiveling toward her. Troy's eyebrows shot up, but then he laughed, pointing at Trevor.

"You heard the lady," he shouted.

Two plays later, she leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees. "Keep your elbow in on rollout—unless you like skipping it into the turf."

This time, several players chuckled. Coach Matthews squinted up at her, then nodded slowly, a reluctant acknowledgment.

She wasn't showing off. This was the language she still spoke fluently, the patterns still burned into her mind. But now she delivered her knowledge wrapped in a teasing lilt, with a half-smile that softened the criticism. The boys listened—not because she was commanding them as their former captain, but because they wanted to impress the pretty girl whose football IQ somehow matched their own.

* * *

At lunch, Chloe slid onto the bench beside Troy, who immediately draped his arm around her shoulders. The cafeteria buzzed with the usual midday chaos, but at their table—the football table—she felt a strange mix of familiarity and foreignness. These were her teammates once. Now they were her audience.

"That third-quarter drive was killer," she said, reaching for one of Troy's fries. "When you hit Marcus on that slant? Perfect timing."

Troy's chest puffed slightly. "Coach said it was the best read I've made all season."

"Because it was," Chloe agreed, but couldn't help adding, "though if their safety hadn't been playing so shallow, you might've had Davis over the top for six."

The table fell silent for a beat before Troy laughed, squeezing her shoulder. "See? Smart and hot," he bragged to the table. His fingers pressed into her skin like a brand.

Chloe smiled, feeling the curve of her lips stretch into something practiced. Was she genuinely complimenting his play, or was she subtly reminding everyone at the table that she understood the game better than most of them? The line blurred in her mind.

Across the table, Cameron stabbed at his mashed potatoes, his brow furrowed. He hadn't said a word to her directly since she'd started dating Troy. Now he glanced up, caught her eye, then looked away, his jaw tight. Something about his silence scraped against her nerves. What right did he have to judge her choices?

"T-Rex! Save me some pizza!" Josh's booming voice broke through her thoughts as he arrived with Taylor in tow, his massive arm engulfing her tiny frame.

Taylor plopped down beside Chloe, her pink hair falling across her face as she stole a slice from Josh's tray. "It's the girlfriend tax," she declared, taking a dramatic bite.

"Damn, that's cold," Josh said, but his smile was adoring as he pulled her closer.

"Movie night still on for Friday?" Taylor asked, turning to Chloe. "I've got face masks that smell like birthday cake."

"Only if you promise not to make us watch that vampire documentary again," Chloe replied, feeling herself relax into their easy banter.

"It's educational!" Taylor protested, then lowered her voice to a stage whisper. "Besides, the boys can play their video games while we trash talk everyone's homecoming dresses in the group chat."

* * *

The darkness of the theater swallowed them, but Chloe could still make out Taylor's silhouette as she curled perfectly into Josh's side. His arm draped around her shoulders with casual possession, her head finding that perfect hollow beneath his collarbone. They fit together like puzzle pieces designed for each other.

Chloe shifted in her seat, hyper-aware of Troy's fingers intertwined with hers. His thumb traced lazy circles against her skin—attentive, sweet even—but something about it felt performative. Or maybe that was just her.

On screen, the protagonist confessed his love in swelling music and pouring rain. Josh whispered something into Taylor's ear that made her shoulders shake with silent laughter. Their private joke hung in the air between them, a bubble Chloe couldn't penetrate.

Taylor's hand drifted to Josh's knee, settling there with comfortable certainty. Not possessive. Not showy. Just... belonging.

Something cold and hollow opened in Chloe's chest. Not jealousy—she felt genuinely happy for Taylor. This was something else. Something that tasted like regret mixed with curiosity.

Had Taylor ever looked at Cole that way? Had she ever felt that synchronized rhythm, that silent understanding? Chloe tried to remember their movie dates, their quiet moments, but all she could recall was Cole checking his phone, Cole making jokes to distract from intimacy, Cole's wandering attention.

What a selfish asshole Cole had been. Always taking, rarely giving. Taylor deserved better than the crumbs of attention Cole had tossed her way between football practice and flirting with other girls. Between the constant need to be admired and the inability to admire in return.

Chloe swallowed hard. Taylor had been a checkpoint in Cole's life, not a destination. Just another trophy on a shelf already crowded with validation.

Now, watching Taylor's genuine happiness, Chloe wondered what it might have been like if Cole had known how to love someone properly. If he'd understood that relationships weren't transactions but conversations—give and take, ebb and flow.

Troy squeezed her hand, pulling her back to the present. "You okay?" he whispered.

"Yeah," she lied, forcing a smile. "Just thinking."


Chapter eighteen

Queen’s Gambit


Chloe stood at her locker, applying another coat of the cherry-red lip gloss that had become her signature. The hallway buzzed with pre-homecoming energy—posters plastered on walls, streamers hanging from ceiling tiles, and conversations about dresses, dates, and after-parties swirling through the air like autumn leaves.

She caught her reflection in the tiny magnetic mirror she'd installed. Her face still startled her sometimes—softer angles, fuller lips, longer lashes. But she'd learned to work with what she had. And what she had, apparently, was power.

"That shade is perfect on you," said Melissa, a junior who'd barely acknowledged Cole's existence last year. Now she hovered nearby, studying Chloe's makeup technique with reverent attention. "Where'd you get it?"

"Sephora. Limited edition." Chloe capped the tube and dropped it into her purse with practiced nonchalance. "They might still have some."

Three girls scribbled the information in their phones. The bell rang, sending students scattering toward classrooms, but not before a sophomore named Jenna asked, "Are you wearing the red dress to homecoming? The one from your story?"

Chloe smiled. "Maybe."

She sauntered toward English, savoring the sensation of eyes following her progress down the corridor. Phones tilted in her direction. Conversations paused. Boys' gazes lingered a beat too long. Girls studied her outfit—cream sweater, plaid skirt, knee-high boots—mentally cataloging details to replicate tomorrow.

Her phone buzzed with Instagram notifications. Kylie's former second-in-command had commented "🔥🔥🔥" on her latest post—a carefully angled selfie captioned with song lyrics about transformation. Even better, three of Kylie's cheerleader friends had followed her overnight.

She slid into her desk beside Troy, who immediately draped his arm across her shoulders.

"There's my girl," he said, loud enough for everyone to hear.

Chloe leaned into him, performing the role of quarterback's girlfriend with the same precision she'd once used to throw spirals. She'd practiced this—the head tilt, the adoring gaze, the perfectly timed giggle. It was a playbook she'd watched other girls run for years. Now she executed it flawlessly.

"Everyone's talking about us for homecoming court," Troy whispered, squeezing her shoulder. "We've got this locked."

"Of course we do," Chloe replied, her confidence shimmering like sunlight on water. She'd earned this spotlight, hadn't she? Fought through humiliation, reinvented herself, climbed back to the top.

* * *

Chloe felt the shift in the hallway's energy before she even spotted Kylie. Students parted like water around a sharp stone as the platinum blonde stalked toward her, green eyes flashing with barely contained fury. Conversations died mid-sentence. Phones tilted up, ready to capture whatever was about to unfold.

"Well, well," Kylie drawled, her voice velvet-wrapped venom. "If it isn't Chloe Donovan, collecting followers like they're Pokémon cards."

Chloe straightened her spine, refusing to shrink under Kylie's calculated gaze. She'd faced worse than this—locker room humiliation, public ridicule, the collapse of her entire identity. Kylie's barbs barely broke skin anymore.

"Problem?" Chloe asked, keeping her voice light, unbothered.

Kylie stepped closer, perfectly manicured finger jabbing toward Chloe's chest. "Suddenly you're the queen because you know how to fill out a sweater?"

The hallway had gone silent. Even teachers lingered at classroom doors, pretending not to watch.

"You're a quarterback in lipstick," Kylie hissed, her voice dropping to a dangerous whisper that still somehow carried to every straining ear. "Still trying to call the plays."

Something cold and sharp crystallized in Chloe's chest. The accusation stung precisely because it contained a kernel of truth. She was strategizing, positioning, reading the field. Just like she always had.

But she wasn't Cole anymore.

Chloe tilted her head, letting her chestnut hair fall across one shoulder in a practiced movement that drew every eye. "Better than warming the bench."

The hallway erupted in stifled laughter and whispered "ohhhhs." Someone made a sizzling sound. Another muttered "savage" under their breath.

Kylie's perfect composure cracked—just for a second—revealing something raw and wounded beneath. Her throat worked as she swallowed whatever retort had sprung to her lips. She turned, chin high, shoulders squared, and walked away. Not storming, not running—her steps measured and deliberate. But Chloe saw the tremor in her hands, the rigid set of her back.

Too composed to storm, too shaken to stay.

* * *

Chloe froze mid-step, her breath catching in her throat. The locker room door stood slightly ajar, Cameron's gravelly voice spilling into the otherwise empty hallway. She hadn't meant to eavesdrop, but her name—no, not her name exactly, but that loaded "her"—stopped her cold.

"You're dating her to beat him. Admit it." Cameron's voice carried that stubborn, protective edge she remembered from countless pre-game pep talks.

Chloe pressed her back against the cool concrete wall, heart hammering against her ribs. She should walk away. She knew she should walk away. But her feet refused to move.

Troy's lazy laugh floated through the gap. "I'm dating her because she knows the game. And she looks good doing it."

The casual objectification stung, but not as much as the confirmation. She was a trophy—the ultimate victory lap for the backup who finally got his chance to shine.

"Does she know she's part of the performance?" Cameron asked, his voice dropping lower, serious in a way that made Chloe's stomach clench.

She waited for Troy's defense, for some indication that what they had was more than strategy. The silence stretched, punctuated only by the metallic clang of a locker closing.

"Look, man," Troy finally said, "it's not that deep. She's hot. She gets football. The guys respect her. It's a win-win."

"For you, maybe." Cameron's voice had that edge again—the one he got when protecting the quarterback from a blindside hit.

Chloe's throat tightened. Cameron was defending her. Or defending Cole. She wasn't sure there was a difference anymore.

"Dude, what's your problem?" Troy's voice sharpened. "You've been weird ever since me and Chloe started hanging out."

"My problem is you're both scoring points in a game. It's messed up."

"Whatever, man. You're overthinking this."

Footsteps approached the door. Chloe pushed off the wall and hurried down the hallway, her heart pounding in her ears. She rounded the corner just as the locker room door swung fully open.

Cameron's words echoed in her mind. Part of the performance.

But that was the thing—she did know that. She just hadn't realized anyone else could see through it.

* * *

Chloe slid her chemistry textbook into her bag, the classroom emptying around her in a shuffle of sneakers and laughter. She'd almost made it to the door when a familiar shadow fell across her path.

"Hey." Zane leaned against the doorframe, his gray-blue eyes seeing too much as always.

"Hey yourself." She adjusted her sweater, suddenly conscious of how she'd tugged it down to show just enough collarbone. A calculated move she'd perfected over the past few weeks.

"Got a minute?"

She glanced at her phone. "I'm supposed to meet Troy at his car, but—"

"It'll only take a second." Something in his voice made her pause.

They stepped into the quiet alcove by the art room. Afternoon light spilled through dusty windows, catching the silver threads in Zane's dark hoodie. He studied her face with that unnerving stillness of his.

"What?" she finally asked, shifting her weight.

"You're performing now." His words fell soft but sharp between them. "I miss the one who didn't know what lipstick shade to pick."

The blunt truth of it knocked the carefully constructed smile from her face. She hadn't realized how much she'd been holding her features in place—lips slightly parted, eyes wide and attentive—until she felt them collapse into something raw and uncertain.

"Maybe I miss her too." The confession slipped out before she could polish it.

Zane's expression softened. He reached forward, his fingertips barely brushing her wrist. "She's still in there. The real one."

"Is she?" Chloe whispered. "Sometimes I can't tell anymore."

"I can." He stepped back, giving her space she hadn't asked for but suddenly needed. "When you're ready to stop playing the part, I'll be around."

Her phone buzzed—Troy, wondering where she was. She watched Zane walk away, his shoulders hunched slightly against some invisible weight.

That night, Chloe sat cross-legged on her bed, staring at her phone. The glow illuminated her face in the darkness of her room. She typed out a message to Zane:

I don't know how to stop performing. I've lost track.

Her thumb hovered over the send button. Three dots pulsed at the top of the screen—one, two, three heartbeats.

She deleted it.


Chapter nineteen

Crown and Mirror


Homecoming night shimmered with possibility as Chloe studied her reflection in the full-length mirror. The emerald silk dress clung to curves that once would have horrified her but now served as weapons in her social arsenal. The sweetheart neckline dipped just low enough to draw eyes without surrendering dignity. Her chestnut hair cascaded in loose waves past her shoulders, catching light with each subtle movement.

"Damn," she whispered to herself, turning slightly to see how the fabric rippled like liquid money against her hips.

Sophie had spent forty minutes on her makeup—contouring cheekbones that had softened into feminine angles, highlighting a delicate collarbone, crafting smoky eyes that transformed her gaze into something mysterious and magnetic. The girl staring back wasn't Cole pretending. She was Chloe commanding.

The doorbell chimed downstairs. Her stomach fluttered—not from attraction but from the heady anticipation of what this night represented.

Troy stood in her foyer like a recruitment poster for high school royalty—classic black tux, crimson tie matching the boutonnière, that practiced smile that never quite reached his eyes but photographed perfectly. His gaze swept over her with appreciative possession.

"Green's definitely your color," he said, sliding the corsage onto her wrist.

Her father took obligatory photos, his discomfort barely concealed behind forced smiles. "Have her back by midnight," he said, still stumbling over pronouns even after all these months.

The gymnasium transformation was predictably magical in that high-school-tries-too-hard way—twinkling lights strung across basketball hoops, silver streamers cascading from the ceiling, a DJ booth pumping bass-heavy remixes. But what mattered wasn't the decoration. It was the reaction.

Heads turned when they entered. Conversations paused. Phones appeared to capture their arrival.

Troy walked beside her like he'd won the championship draft—hand possessively at her waist, shoulders squared with pride. The football team nodded respect. Cheerleaders offered compliments dripping with complicated envy. Even Kylie, holding court by the punch bowl, faltered mid-sentence when she caught sight of them.

Chloe felt it then—power pulsing through her veins like electricity. She had climbed back to the summit she'd once occupied, but through an entirely different path. The smiles, the whispers, the deference—all of it belonged to her again.

But power, she realized as Troy pulled her toward the dance floor, wasn't the same as peace.

* * *

The dance floor pulsed with life as Troy led Chloe through the crowd. His hand pressed against her lower back, guiding her with confident familiarity. She moved with newfound grace, her body flowing to the rhythm in ways that still surprised her. The silk dress whispered against her thighs as they found their spot beneath the spinning disco ball.

Troy pulled her close, his cologne sharp and masculine. Their bodies fit together differently than she'd expected—not awkward, just... reconfigured. She was smaller now, fitting neatly against his chest where once she'd stood eye-to-eye with him on the field.

"Everyone's watching us," Troy murmured into her ear.

Chloe glanced around and caught dozens of eyes darting away. He was right. They were the center of gravity, pulling attention like twin stars. The photographer circled them twice, capturing their embrace for the yearbook. The student council president gave them a thumbs-up as they swayed past.

Across the room, Kylie stood with her date—a college sophmore with carefully tousled hair. She laughed too loudly at something he said, her posture rigid with forced confidence. When their eyes met briefly, Chloe saw something flicker behind Kylie's perfect makeup—something raw and unguarded.

"Smile," Troy said, pulling her into a dramatic dip as the strobe lights flashed.

She did, feeling his lips press against hers for the obligatory kiss. Cameras clicked. Someone whistled. Troy's mouth tasted like mint gum and ambition.

Taylor twirled by with Josh, her pink hair now streaked with silver glitter. She looked happier than Chloe had ever seen her, giggling as Josh lifted her off the ground in an impromptu spin. When she spotted Chloe, she blew a kiss and mouthed "You look amazing!"

Near the refreshment table, Riley commanded the space in a simple black jumpsuit, her date—a tall boy from Westridge High—following her lead with obvious adoration. She caught Chloe's eye and gave her a subtle nod of approval.

Even Darlene was there, breaking her usual stoicism to slow dance with a sophomore girl who gazed up at her like she'd hung the moon. Their fingers were intertwined, the younger girl's head resting against Darlene's shoulder.

The music shifted to a popular remix, and the crowd surged toward them. Chloe found herself at the epicenter of a circle, everyone moving around her and Troy like planets around dual suns. She closed her eyes briefly, letting the sensation wash over her—this strange, intoxicating feeling of being exactly where she belonged, yet somewhere she'd never imagined she'd be.

* * *

Chloe slipped away from Troy's grasp, mumbling something about needing to fix her makeup. The music faded as she pushed through the double doors into the hallway, her heels clicking against the polished floor. She needed a moment—just one breath away from the performance.

The bathroom was mercifully empty when she entered, fluorescent lights harsh after the dim romance of the dance floor. Chloe leaned against the counter, studying her reflection. The girl who stared back was flawless—contoured cheekbones, perfectly lined lips, eyes that sparkled with practiced charm. She barely recognized herself sometimes.

Then she heard it—a muffled sob from the last stall.

Chloe hesitated, listening. Another sob, followed by a shaky breath. Something about the sound pulled at her. She walked toward the stall, her silk dress rustling with each step.

"Hello?" she called softly. "Are you okay in there?"

Silence. Then a sharp intake of breath.

Chloe pushed gently on the door. It swung open, unlocked.

Kylie sat on the closed toilet lid, mascara tracking down her cheeks, platinum hair falling from its elegant updo. Her shoulders shook as she looked up, eyes widening in horror at the sight of Chloe.

"Perfect," Kylie spat, wiping furiously at her face. "Just perfect. Come to gloat?"

The venom in her voice couldn't hide the trembling of her chin. Kylie looked smaller somehow, stripped of her usual armor.

"I wasn't—" Chloe started.

"You win," Kylie cut her off, voice cracking. "You always win. Even when you weren't even a real girl."

The words sliced through the air between them. Chloe felt them land like physical blows. She'd heard worse, survived worse. But something about Kylie's broken expression made these words different—they weren't just meant to hurt Chloe; they revealed Kylie's own wounds.

Chloe stood very still, suddenly aware of how meaningless this rivalry had become. The crown, the photos, the whispers—all of it felt hollow against the reality of this moment.

"I didn't become a girl to become you," Chloe said quietly.

She turned and walked out—silent and a bit disturbed. The bathroom door swung shut behind her, leaving Kylie alone with her tears and Chloe with a strange emptiness she couldn't quite name.

* * *

Troy's car pulled into the darkened driveway of a modest two-story house. "My cousin's out of town," he explained, his voice carrying that practiced casualness that barely concealed his anticipation. "Nobody home till Sunday."

Chloe nodded, her heart hammering against her ribs. This was it—the moment she'd been simultaneously dreading and craving. The final threshold to cross. She followed Troy inside, watching how confidently he moved through the unfamiliar space, flicking on lights, checking his phone.

This was what being a girl meant, wasn't it? Being desired. Being taken. Being conquered. He'd experienced the flip side of this situation back when he was still Cole and engaging in his numerous casual affairs — this was the ultimate validation of femininity.

"You want something to drink?" Troy called from the kitchen.

"No," Chloe answered, surprised by the steadiness in her voice. "I'm good."

Their bodies collided in the hallway, his mouth finding hers with practiced precision. His hands skimmed her sides, gathering the silk of her dress, pulling her closer. She let herself melt into him, curious about the sensations flooding her body—so different from what she'd known before.

In the bedroom, Troy's confidence was both comforting and commanding. Chloe surrendered to the moment, to the new symphony of sensations—his weight pressing her into the mattress, the shocking pleasure as his fingers traced paths across her sensitive skin, the fullness when he finally entered her. Her body responded with a primal urgency that surprised her, arching and trembling beneath him.

"You're so beautiful," Troy whispered against her neck, his breath hot and damp.

She shut her eyes, allowing ripples of bodily ecstasy to cascade through her, experiencing every sensation of his control over her form, of being the one receiving him and sensing his hardness inside her. This was precisely what she'd craved—to be wanted, to be gorgeous, to embody femininity in its most essential nature.

But afterward, lying beside Troy's sleeping form, Chloe felt strangely disconnected, as if floating somewhere near the ceiling, looking down at the scene. Her body still hummed with remembered pleasure, but her mind felt oddly detached.

I got what I wanted, she thought, staring at the unfamiliar ceiling. So this isn't enough. Too much calculation to get here, not enough…me.

* * *

Two days later, Chloe caught Troy between classes, pulling him aside near the empty band room. The hallway's fluorescent lights cast harsh shadows across his perfect features. She'd rehearsed this speech all morning, but now that she stood before him, the words felt clumsy on her tongue.

"We need to talk," she said, hating how cliché it sounded.

Troy's smile faltered. "That doesn't sound good."

"I don't think we should keep doing this." Chloe gestured vaguely between them, struggling to maintain eye contact. "Us, I mean."

"What?" Confusion clouded his face. "But everything's been perfect. Everyone's talking about us."

That was exactly the problem. Perfect on paper. Perfect for show. Perfect for everyone else.

"You're a good guy, Troy. You made me feel powerful. But I don't think you see me. Not really. And I think I wanted that more."

Troy stared at her, silent shock settling into something like recognition. He didn't argue or plead. He just nodded slowly, hands sliding into his pockets.

"I get it," he said finally. "We were never really... you know."

"Yeah."

"So we're good? Like, no drama?"

Chloe almost laughed. Of course that would be his concern—the social fallout, not the emotional one.

"We're good," she confirmed.

Troy gave her one last smile—smaller, more genuine than his usual camera-ready grin—before turning to walk away, already checking his phone.


Chapter twenty

A Look That’s Mine


Chloe stood before her closet Monday morning, staring at the collection of clothes that told the story of her transformation. The tight dresses and short skirts she'd adopted to play the role of queen bee hung beside the baggy hoodies and sweatpants from her earliest days of change. Neither felt right anymore.

She reached past both sections and pulled out a soft cream sweater, fitted but not tight, and paired it with dark jeans that hugged her curves without showcasing them. Simple gold studs for her ears. A touch of mascara, a hint of tinted lip balm. Nothing performative. Just... her. Or at least, the closest approximation of it at this point.

Walking through the school entrance, Chloe felt lighter than she had in months. No calculated smiles, no strategic sway to her hips. Just her own natural rhythm, her own authentic presence.

Sophie spotted her first, eyebrows lifting in surprise before settling into an approving nod. "I like this," she said, gesturing to Chloe's outfit. "Very you."

"Is it?" Chloe asked, genuinely curious. "I'm still figuring out what that means."

The morning bell scattered students toward classrooms. Chloe noticed the glances—some lingering, some fleeting. Boys still looked, their gazes appreciative but less predatory than before. Girls still watched, but without the desperate need to memorize her choices for imitation.

At lunch, she sat with the field hockey team. Riley scooted over to make room.

"Heard about you and Troy," she said, not unkindly.

"News travels fast," Chloe replied.

"Always does." Riley shrugged. "You good?"

"Better than good, actually."

The conversation shifted to practice schedules and upcoming games. No one pressed her for gossip or relationship drama. They simply accepted her presence, letting her participate without making her the center.

Crossing the quad after lunch, Chloe spotted Zane sitting under his usual tree, sketchbook balanced on his knees. He looked up as if sensing her gaze, his gray-blue eyes meeting hers across the distance. The corner of his mouth lifted in a quiet smile—not expectant, not demanding, just acknowledging.

Chloe didn't smile back immediately. Something fluttered in her chest, something real and unscripted that she wasn't ready to broadcast yet. But she felt it stirring there—a possibility, a truth waiting to be spoken when she found the right words.

* * *

The field hockey team finished their practice drill with a burst of collective energy that left Chloe's muscles pleasantly sore. She loved this feeling—the honest exhaustion that came from pushing her body without pretense or performance. As the other girls gathered their equipment and headed toward the locker rooms, Chloe lingered behind, taking her time to collect her thoughts along with her gear.

She spotted Cameron before he reached her. His broad shoulders and careful stride were unmistakable—the same steady, deliberate movements that had made him reliable on the football field. Something about his expression made her stomach tighten. His eyes blinked rapidly, a tell she recognized from years of friendship.

"Hey," she called, keeping her tone casual.

Cameron stopped a few feet away, shifting his weight from one foot to another. "Hey." He cleared his throat. "You looked good out there."

"Thanks." She bent to retrieve her water bottle, sensing whatever was coming required her full attention.

"Chloe, I—" He faltered, then words tumbled out in a nervous rush. "I think I'm in love with you. You're Cole and Chloe. You're the best of both."

The words struck her like a cold slap. Chloe flinched, her gaze dropping to her cleats, fingers tightening around her stick. Something twisted painfully in her chest—not because she shared his feelings, but because she recognized exactly what they meant.

"You don't love me," she said softly. "You love the idea that I'm still him underneath. That I'm... safe for you."

"No, that's not—" Cameron stepped closer, his voice strained. "I know you've changed, but there's still parts of you that—"

"Stop." Chloe cut him off gently but firmly. "I'd love to game with you again, Cameron. Talk about football. Be friends. But that's all I want, and honestly, that's all you see in me—those remains of Cole." She looked up at him, meeting his blinking eyes. "But I'm more and different from that now. You want something I already outgrew."

Cameron's face hardened, then fell. He nodded once, a sharp military gesture, and turned away without another word.

Chloe watched him go, his shoulders stiff under his jacket. She felt no regret, only clarity. Maybe they would find their way back to being friends. She'd like that.

* * *

* * *


Chapter twenty-one

Recognition


Chloe found Zane in the art room after the final bell had rung. The space hummed with emptiness, save for the soft scratching of his brush against the wall mural. Emerald swirls melted into violet shadows—abstract yet somehow purposeful, like a thought half-formed but completely felt.

She stood in the doorway for a moment, watching his careful movements. His shoulders tensed slightly—he knew she was there without turning around.

"I like the green," she said finally, stepping into the room. The scent of acrylic paint hung thick in the air, stinging her nostrils with chemical sweetness.

Zane's brush paused mid-stroke. "It's the same color as your field hockey uniform."

Chloe slid onto a stool beside him, close enough to feel his presence but not close enough to touch. Silence settled between them—not the awkward kind that begged to be filled, but something softer, something safe.

"I wanted to talk to you," she said, her fingers fidgeting with the strap of her bag. "About... everything."

"Everything's a lot." His voice was low, steady.

"I know." She took a deep breath. "You saw me before I even saw myself. Before I was... this."

Zane finally turned toward her, brush still in hand. Paint smudged his forearm in a constellation of color. "You weren't so hard to see if someone bothered to look."

He set down his brush and reached for his backpack, pulling out a weathered sketchpad. He hesitated before handing her a loose sheet from inside—a triptych of sketches. Cole becoming Chloe in the earliest days, frightened eyes and hunched shoulders. Then the queen bee version, all performance and polish. And finally, Chloe now—quieter, steadier, real.

Something caught in her throat. "May I?" she asked, gesturing to the sketchpad itself.

Zane's fingers tightened around the binding. A flash of vulnerability crossed his face before he handed it over.

Chloe flipped through the pages slowly, breath catching. There she was, page after page—playing field hockey with fierce concentration, sitting alone under trees, laughing with Taylor. Some drawings captured her looking beautiful, wind in her hair and light in her eyes. Others showed her performing—the artificial smile, the calculated tilt of her head when Troy was nearby.

But in every line, every shadow, she felt seen. Not judged. Not idealized. Just... witnessed.

"You saw all of it," she whispered, fingers hovering over a sketch of her mid-practice, hair plastered to her forehead, determination etched in every line.

Chloe traced her finger over the edge of the sketchbook, careful not to smudge the charcoal lines that captured versions of herself she'd barely recognized. The silence between them buzzed with possibility—frightening and perfect all at once.

"I didn't need someone who liked what I could become, could perform," she said finally, her voice barely above a whisper. "I need someone who liked me before I was worth noticing."

Zane's gray-blue eyes never wavered from hers. He didn't rush to fill the silence with reassurances or questions—he simply waited, patient as stone weathering rain.

"I'm still not fixed," Chloe continued, her hands trembling slightly. "Maybe I never will be. But I think you're wonderful, and I think... I think I can be a good girlfriend."

The word "girlfriend" hung between them—solid and new. Zane's lips curved into a smile that crinkled the corners of his eyes.

"If you can just be a good Chloe," he said, "that will be plenty."

He reached out, brushing his thumb across her cheek with such gentleness that Chloe felt her breath catch. She leaned forward, closing the space between them with careful deliberation.

Their lips met softly at first—a question more than a statement. Then Zane's hand found the small of her back, drawing her closer without demand. The kiss deepened, long and gentle and muted. No spotlight, no performance, no calculation. Just breath and touch and the steady beating of her heart against her ribs.

Chloe felt herself melting into the moment—not as a character in someone else's story, not as a before or after, but simply as herself. The rightness of it shivered through her body like electricity finding ground.

More than at any time since the virus had rewritten her body, Chloe felt like a girl—not because someone else saw her that way, not because she was acting it out, but because she recognized herself in the feeling.

* * *

A week later, Chloe's lungs burned with each desperate breath as she chased down the field. Sweat trickled between her shoulder blades, soaking through her jersey. The final game of the season blazed around her—a cacophony of whistles, shouts, and the relentless thud of sticks against turf.

The scoreboard glared 1-1 with four minutes left. Opposing defenders swarmed like hungry predators, their red uniforms flashing between players.

"Donovan! Wide!" Riley's voice cut through the chaos.

Chloe sprinted toward the sideline, muscles screaming in protest. Her body—this new body that had once felt like a stranger's—responded with familiar precision. Not the raw power she'd once commanded as quarterback, but something different. Something quicker, more agile.

The ball skidded toward her, a blur of white against green. Chloe trapped it with her stick, pivoting away from a lunging defender. Time slowed. She glimpsed Riley breaking toward the goal, perfectly positioned.

Three months ago, Chloe would have tried to score herself. Would have forced her way through, desperate to prove something.

Instead, she flicked her wrists, sending the ball slicing through a narrow gap between defenders. Not a perfect pass—it wobbled, skipped on the turf—but it found its target.

Riley's stick connected with a satisfying crack. The ball rocketed past the goalkeeper's outstretched leg and into the net.

The whistle shrieked. Teammates erupted around her.

"That's what I'm talking about!" Riley sprinted toward her, eyes wild with triumph. She crashed into Chloe, wrapping her in a fierce hug that nearly knocked them both to the ground.

The rest of the team piled on, a tangle of sweaty limbs and breathless laughter. Someone's elbow jabbed Chloe's ribs. Another girl's ponytail whipped across her face. They were crushing her, and she couldn't stop smiling.

"Donovan with the assist!" Coach Marla bellowed from the sideline.

Chloe found herself at the center of the huddle, surrounded by girls who no longer saw her as an outsider or a curiosity—just a teammate who'd come through when it mattered. The smell of grass and sweat filled her nostrils as they bounced together, chanting their team's name.

For the first time in months, victory felt uncomplicated. Not about proving anything or being the best. Just about being part of something again.

Chloe spotted him through the thinning crowd—Zane standing at the edge of the field, sketchbook tucked under one arm, that half-smile playing across his lips. He hadn't cheered like the parents or jumped like the students. He'd simply watched, taking it all in with those quiet gray-blue eyes that seemed to capture everything without judgment.

Her heart stuttered in her chest. Not from exertion this time.

"Go ahead," Riley nudged her with an elbow, following Chloe's gaze. "Victory lap's over. We'll celebrate at Tina's later."

Chloe nodded, suddenly self-conscious of her sweaty jersey and tangled hair. She jogged across the field toward him, cleats digging into soft earth.

"Nice assist," Zane said as she approached. "You didn't even hesitate."

"I'm learning to trust my instincts," Chloe replied, brushing damp strands from her forehead. "When did you get here?"

"Beginning of second half." He shifted his weight, fingers tapping against the sketchbook. "Wouldn't have missed it."

The realization struck her suddenly—Troy had never once come to watch her play. Not a single practice, not a game. Her world had shrunk to fit his, rearranging itself around football schedules and parties where she'd been more accessory than person.

But Zane had been here. Sketching in the stands during practices, walking her home after games, listening to her strategies and frustrations without trying to fix or minimize them.

"What?" Zane asked, noticing her expression.

"Nothing. Just..." Chloe shook her head. "You're always here."

"Where else would I be?" He shrugged, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. "This is where you're most you."

The simplicity of it washed over her. Not Chloe the girlfriend. Not Chloe the former quarterback. Just Chloe—sweaty, determined, finding her way forward one assist at a time.

With Zane there, watching her become herself, it felt like enough. More than enough. It felt like everything.

* * *

* * *
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