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Introduction

“I just woke up one day and felt gross about looking like a guy!”
This is an illustrated romance novella, complete with beautiful images inside. Enjoy!

∞∞∞

I came to Los Angeles as Ben Trappe, a twenty-four-year-old gardener from Kansas with dirt under my nails, a beat-up truck, and one simple dream: save enough money to start my own landscaping company.

Then I got cut by a rose.

Not just any rose.

Vivian’s Bloom was the rarest flower in Montgomery House, the old-money mansion where I worked as a live-in gardener. Its owner, Mr. Elias Montgomery, was almost thirty, devastatingly polished, and a resident doctor who warned me not to touch the rose without gloves.

I should have listened.

Because the next morning, I woke up different.

Softer skin. Fuller lips. A smaller waist. A body that suddenly hated every rough, masculine thing about itself.

My first thought should have been to call a doctor.

Instead, I needed to shave. Everywhere. Immediately.

Then came the moisturizer. The lip gloss. The wigs. The dresses. The perfume. The heels.

OMG, the heels.

I told myself it was the rose. A reaction. A medical problem. A bizarre botanical nightmare with excellent skin care.

But the more I changed, the more I liked it.

And the more Elias looked at me like I was something rare, the harder it became to pretend I wanted to go back.

His doctor friend said the rose might not have created Vivian from nothing. It might have unlocked the girl I had buried so deep I never knew she was there.

There was a cure.

One little vial that could bring Ben back.

I should have wanted it.

I did want it.

At least, I thought I did.

But when I looked in the mirror with glossy lips, smooth legs, blonde hair, and a dress that made me feel alive for the first time, I had to ask myself the question that terrified me most:

Was I losing myself…

or finally blooming?

Clutch your Pearl Necklace Tight and

Prepare for a Transgender Romance Ride!

Note: Woke Up Super Girly is a glamorous transgender transformation romance filled with magical roses, forced proximity, makeover moments, high heels, lip gloss, identity awakening, and forbidden feelings for a rich doctor who sees the woman blooming beneath the panic. Perfect for readers who love feminization, emotional self-discovery, and a heroine who wakes up changed—then realizes she may never want to go back.

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

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

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

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

…from my authentic feminine self.

Picture this…

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

❖   My curvaceous physique enjoys silk dresses

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

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

Now that you know what your storyteller looks like, let’s get to Woke Up Super Girly.


Free Vip Mailing List

∞∞∞

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

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

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

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

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

CLICK TO READ FOR FREE

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

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

Love Always, Lilly


Chapter 1
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I CAME TO LOS ANGELES because Kansas did not have enough rich people who needed full-time gardeners. That was the honest reason. Not dreams. Not reinvention. Not some dramatic story about finding myself under palm trees and California sunlight. I had come for work, money, and a chance to save up enough to start my own landscaping company before I turned thirty.

That was it.

At twenty-four, I already knew I did not have the luxury of being mysterious. I was Ben Trappe from outside Wichita, Kansas. I knew how to fix a broken sprinkler line, change a mower blade, prune roses without killing them, and stretch one paycheck until it screamed. I knew how to work in the heat. I knew how to keep my mouth shut around people who signed checks. I knew how to be useful.

Useful men got hired.

Useful men got recommended.

Useful men eventually bought their own trucks, printed their own business cards, and stopped working under other people’s names.

That was the plan, anyway.

Every morning, I woke up in the staff quarters behind Montgomery House, pulled on jeans, boots, and whatever shirt had the fewest stains, then walked out into a property that looked like it had been built by someone who considered money a type of weather.

The mansion sat high in the hills behind black iron gates and hedges trimmed so sharply they looked threatened. The walls were pale stone. The windows were tall and clean. The driveway curved around a fountain that ran day and night, even when no one was outside to look at it. There were balconies no one used, outdoor sofas no one sat on, and flower beds arranged with the kind of precision that made me suspect rich people were afraid of natural growth.

Still, the gardens were good.

I could admit that.

There was a formal rose walk on the east side, lavender and olive trees near the west terrace, citrus trees behind the kitchen wing, and a pool garden that overlooked Los Angeles like the whole city had been placed there for decoration. At night, the lights below blinked and spread for miles, and if I stood near the far railing with a bottle of water after work, I could almost understand why people paid stupid money to live in places like this.

Almost.

Then I would remember that the stone pots alone probably cost more than my truck, and my sympathy dried right up.

I lived over the old carriage garage in what Mrs. Alvarez, the house manager, called a staff suite.

It was a room.

A decent room, but still a room. White walls, narrow bed, small dresser, tiny bathroom with cracked tile, and one window that looked out over the service drive. I did not complain. The room was free, and free was beautiful.

Every dollar I did not spend on rent went into my savings account.

I had named it Trappe Landscaping Fund because naming things made them feel more real. At the moment, the fund was not impressive. It was a number on a screen that grew slowly and disappeared too quickly whenever I had to send money home, replace boots, or fix my truck.

But someday, it would be enough.

Someday, I would have my own company.

Not just mowing lawns, either. I wanted design. Full yards. Outdoor rooms. Stone paths. Water features. Flower beds that looked relaxed but were actually planned down to the inch. I wanted to be the guy people called when they wanted a blank space turned into somewhere worth staying.

Back home, my father thought that was just gardening with an ego.

My mother thought it sounded wonderful because my mother thought most things I did sounded wonderful if they did not involve jail, drugs, or motorcycles.

My sister Nora told me I needed a better name than Trappe Landscaping.

“Sounds like you’re trapping people in their yards,” she had said.

“It’s my last name.”

“Exactly. Branding problem.”

I told her I would worry about branding when I could afford a second pair of work boots.

Until then, I had Montgomery House.

And Montgomery House had Mr. Elias Montgomery.

He was the owner, though calling him that made him sound older than he was. He was not some retired millionaire wandering around in linen pants, yelling about weeds. He was twenty-nine, maybe almost thirty, and a resident doctor at some Los Angeles hospital. I knew that because Mrs. Alvarez loved information the way some people loved dessert.

“He is very busy,” she told me my first week. “Very serious. Very private. You do your work well, he will leave you alone.”

That sounded perfect to me.

I liked being left alone.

Elias Montgomery did mostly leave me alone. He was gone before sunrise some days and came back long after dark. When he was home, he moved through the mansion like he was trying not to disturb his own furniture. He wore tailored coats, polished shoes, and shirts that probably needed special soap. Even his tired looked expensive.

I did not have strong feelings about him at first.

That was important.

He was my employer. He was rich. He was polished. He had the kind of face people noticed, sure, but some people just did. That did not mean anything. I had eyes. I could tell when a person looked like they belonged on a hospital billboard or in one of those magazines that sat untouched in expensive waiting rooms.

It was not attraction.

It was observation.

There was a difference.

Mostly, Elias made me aware of my boots.

That was the real problem with men like him. They did not even have to say anything to make you feel like you had tracked dirt into a museum.

The first time he spoke to me directly, I was kneeling beside the white roses near the fountain, elbow-deep in mulch and irritation. One of the drip lines had split, and the soil was too wet near the roots. Roses were dramatic enough without drowning them.

A shadow fell across the bed.

“Good morning, Ben.”

I looked up too fast and nearly smacked my head on the stone edge of the fountain.

Mr. Montgomery stood on the path in a dark coat, one hand in his pocket, the other holding a leather work bag. His hair was still damp, like he had showered in a hurry. There were faint shadows under his eyes.

“Morning, Mr. Montgomery,” I said.

“Elias is fine.”

People like him always said things like that. They said their first names were fine, but there was still a whole mansion behind them reminding you not to get comfortable.

“Right,” I said. “Mr. Montgomery.”

His mouth moved slightly.

Not a smile. Not really.

“How are the new roses settling?” he asked.

“They’ll live.”

“That sounds uncertain.”

“It’s roses. They enjoy making people nervous.”

That time, he did almost smile.

I looked back down at the drip line because there was no reason for me to be watching his face. None.

“The soil was compacted near the path,” I said. “I loosened it and added compost. They’ll need consistent watering, but not too much. Too much water and they sulk. Too little and they sulk. Wrong airflow and they get black spot. Honestly, roses are just rich people in plant form.”

The silence after that felt dangerous.

I realized what I had said and looked up.

Mr. Montgomery stared at me.

For one terrible second, I thought I had just gotten myself fired by insulting both his flowers and his tax bracket before breakfast.

Then he said, “I’ll try not to take that personally.”

I cleared my throat. “Probably best.”

This time, the smile was real enough to count.

It surprised me. Not because it was beautiful or anything ridiculous like that. Just because it changed his face. Made him look less like the portrait of some family heir and more like a tired guy who had briefly remembered jokes existed.

Then his phone rang, and the smile disappeared.

He glanced at the screen. “Excuse me.”

“Sure.”

He stepped away, already becoming distant again. Doctor voice. Short answers. Controlled tone. I went back to the drip line and told myself I was glad the conversation was over.

I was there to work.

That was all.

For the next few weeks, my routine stayed simple. I handled the gardens. Mrs. Alvarez handled the house. Elias appeared and disappeared according to hospital hours that seemed illegal. His mother called often. His driver came and went. The cleaning staff whispered in Spanish near the laundry room. The kitchen staff prepared meals Elias barely ate.

The mansion was full of people during the day, but somehow it never felt lived in.

At night, it was worse.

The lights glowed. The fountain ran. The security system blinked. Somewhere inside, Elias existed behind all that glass and stone, reading medical journals or answering messages or doing whatever rich doctors did when they refused to sleep.

I did not think about him much.

And when I did, it was practical.

He worked too much. That was obvious.

He was too thin. Also obvious.

He had no idea how much water his own citrus trees needed. Tragic, but common.

None of that meant I cared.

It just meant I noticed things.

Gardeners noticed things for a living.

The only part of the property I had not touched was the private greenhouse.

It sat beyond the east rose walk, half-hidden by cypress trees and old climbing vines. Unlike the bright working greenhouse near the kitchen garden, this one was made of old iron and glass, with a locked door and shaded panels that gave it a secretive look. I had asked Mrs. Alvarez about it once.

She had given me a look sharp enough to prune with.

“Mr. Montgomery will speak to you about that when necessary.”

That was rich-person language for stop asking.

So I stopped.

Mostly.

I still looked at it whenever I passed.

A man could be professional and curious at the same time.

The necessary conversation came on a Thursday morning after a night of rare Los Angeles rain. The whole garden smelled clean and expensive. Wet stone, damp soil, jasmine, roses. I was clearing fallen leaves from the east path when Elias appeared at the end of the walkway.

He was not dressed for the hospital yet. No coat. No bag. Just dark trousers, a white shirt with the sleeves rolled to his forearms, and the distracted look of someone who had been awake too long.

“Ben,” he said. “Do you have a moment?”

I straightened with a rake in my hand. “Sure. Something wrong?”

“No. Not exactly.”

“That’s never comforting.”

His gaze moved past me toward the private greenhouse.

I followed it.

Finally.

“I need to show you something,” he said.

I tried not to look too interested. “Okay.”

He took a key from his pocket and started down the path. I followed at a reasonable distance because that was what employees did. The closer we got to the greenhouse, the more the air changed. It was warmer there, trapped beneath the glass, heavy with damp leaves and something sweet I could not place.

Elias unlocked the door.

The hinges made a soft sound as he pushed it open.

Inside, the greenhouse was nothing like the practical one near the kitchen. That one had potting benches, bags of soil, trays of herbs, and tools everywhere. This one felt more like a chapel for plants. The floor was old tile. The glass above was tinted by vines. There were rare orchids, ferns, climbing things with silver leaves, and a small fountain trickling into a basin dark with moss.

In the center stood a single large terracotta pot on a wrought-iron stand.

The plant inside did not look impressive at first.

It was a rose, but not like the others outside. Its stems were dark, almost wine-colored, with thorns that curved like tiny hooks. The leaves were deep green with a faint purple sheen. Near the top of the main stem was a tight bud, still closed, its outer petals dark pink at the edges.

“This is the one?” I asked.

Elias looked at me. “What do you mean?”

“The reason this place is locked like a jewelry case.”

“Yes.”

I stepped closer, then stopped when he lifted a hand.

“Don’t touch it.”

I looked at him, then at the plant. “I wasn’t going to.”

“Not without gloves.”

“It’s a rose.”

“It is a rare rose.”

“Still a rose.”

His expression remained serious.

I looked back at the bud. “Does it bite?”

“In a manner of speaking.”

I waited.

He did not look like he was joking.

“You’re serious,” I said.

“My grandmother cultivated it from a seed she acquired decades ago. The variety has no verified modern classification. It has not bloomed since before I was born.”

“Okay.”

“The seed was labeled Vivian’s Bloom.”

“That sounds like a perfume.”

“It might have been named after someone. We’re not sure.”

“Rich people do make flowers sound like haunted jewelry.”

The words came out before I could stop them.

Again.

I needed to start keeping my opinions on a leash.

But Elias only looked at the rose, and after a second, that almost-smile touched his mouth.

“My grandmother would have liked that description.”

“She collected haunted jewelry?”

“She collected many things she should have left alone.”

That was not the answer I expected.

The greenhouse seemed warmer suddenly.

I shifted my grip on the rake. “So what do you need me to do?”

“Monitor it. Carefully. The irrigation system in here is old, and I don’t trust the automatic settings. The soil needs to remain damp but not wet. Filtered light only. No fertilizer unless I approve it. If the bud changes, you call me immediately.”

“Changes how?”

“If it opens.”

I looked at the small, tight bud again. “Isn’t that the point of a flower?”

“Usually.”

“You know that is not a normal answer.”

“I’m aware.”

He moved to a side bench and picked up a pair of thick gardening gloves, darker and heavier than the ones I usually wore.

“Use these if you need to touch the pot or adjust the support stake. Do not touch the stem barehanded. Do not cut anything. Do not collect petals. Do not let anyone else in here.”

I took the gloves from him.

They were stiff and expensive. Of course they were.

“What happens if I touch it?” I asked.

Elias paused.

That pause did more to make me nervous than any warning could have.

“My grandmother believed the plant had unusual properties.”

“Unusual like rash unusual or unusual like your family has a curse unusual?”

His eyes met mine.

I regretted the question immediately.

“I don’t believe in curses,” he said.

“But?”

“But I believe in chemistry. Unknown plants can produce unknown compounds. Until we understand what this is, caution is reasonable.”

That made sense.

Mostly.

Still, there was something in his tone that told me chemistry was not the whole story.

I looked back at the rose.

The bud seemed ordinary if I stared at it straight on. But in the corner of my vision, there was something strange about the color. Not glowing. That would have been insane. Just… too vivid. Like the pink was waiting beneath the surface.

“So,” I said, because silence made me uncomfortable, “water the haunted jewelry, don’t touch the haunted jewelry, call you if the haunted jewelry does flower stuff.”

This time, he did smile.

Small. Tired. There and gone.

“Yes, Ben. Exactly.”

I ignored the weird little satisfaction I felt at making him smile.

It was nothing.

A normal employee could enjoy being mildly funny around a serious boss. That was allowed.

I tucked the gloves under my arm. “I can handle that.”

His face sobered again. “I know. That’s why I’m trusting you with it.”

That should not have meant anything.

It was just a sentence.

A normal sentence from an employer to an employee about a plant.

But for some reason, I felt it settle in my chest like a weight.

I looked down at the gloves. “I’ll be careful.”

“Thank you.”

We left the greenhouse together. Elias locked the door behind us and handed me the key.

Not a copy. The key.

The metal felt cool and heavy in my palm.

“Keep it with you,” he said. “No one else.”

“Yes, sir.”

His eyebrows lifted.

I hated myself immediately.

“Mr. Montgomery,” I corrected.

His almost-smile returned, but he did not say anything.

He walked back toward the house, already pulling out his phone, already becoming busy and unreachable again.

I stood on the path with the greenhouse key in my hand and told myself I was pleased because this meant he trusted my work.

That was all.

It was not about him.

It was about the plant.

The strange rose. The locked greenhouse. The rare seed. The old family story Elias clearly did not want to explain.

That was enough to think about.

That evening, after the rest of the staff left and the mansion settled into its usual expensive silence, I went back to check the greenhouse.

I told myself I was being responsible.

The truth was, I was curious.

The key fit smoothly into the lock. The greenhouse opened with a sigh of warm, damp air. I turned on the small wall light, and the glass panes reflected shadows of leaves all around me.

For a moment, nothing seemed different.

Then I smelled it.

Sweet.

Powdery.

Almost like roses, but not quite. Roses smelled green underneath the sweetness. This was softer. Warmer. More like perfume sprayed on skin after a shower. The kind of scent that did not belong to dirt or stems or anything practical.

I frowned.

“Okay,” I muttered. “That’s new.”

The rose stood in the center of the room.

The bud had changed.

Earlier, it had been tight and closed. Now the outer petals had loosened, just slightly, enough to show a deeper pink inside. Not bright. Not pale. Something between blush and wine. The color looked almost wet.

I should have called Elias.

That was the instruction.

If the bud changes, call me immediately.

I took out my phone.

Then I hesitated.

It was after ten. Elias had come home less than an hour ago. I had seen the car lights from my window. He was probably exhausted. This was a tiny change. A small opening. It was not like the whole thing had burst into song.

I could call him after I checked the soil.

That made sense.

I set my phone on the bench, picked up the gloves, then noticed one of the support ties had loosened near the stem. The main cane leaned slightly to the side, and the bud tilted toward the edge of the pot.

“Of course,” I said.

I pulled on one glove.

Then my phone buzzed on the bench.

The sound startled me. I glanced over. A text from Nora lit the screen.

NORA: did u meet a kardashian yet or are u still wasting california

I snorted.

With one glove halfway on and the other still bare, I reached toward the plant to steady the support stake.

It was stupid.

It was careless.

It was one second.

One tiny second.

The thorn caught my finger.

Sharp pain flashed through my hand.

“Ah, damn it.”

I jerked back.

A thin red line opened along the side of my index finger. Not deep. Barely anything. But the blood welled quickly, brighter than I expected, a bead of red sliding toward my knuckle.

The greenhouse went very quiet.

I stared at my finger.

Then at the rose.

One drop of blood had landed on the dark stem.

The plant seemed to drink it.

I blinked.

“No,” I said out loud.

Because that was insane.

Plants did not drink blood. Not visibly. Not like that.

The drop was just absorbed by the rough texture of the stem. That was all. The light was weird. The greenhouse was humid. I was tired.

Then heat rushed up my arm.

I gripped the edge of the potting bench.

“Oh, no. No, no, no.”

The warmth spread from my finger to my wrist, then up my forearm in a fast, tingling line. Not burning exactly. More like stepping into a hot shower after being cold, except the heat was under my skin.

My heart kicked.

The sweet smell thickened.

For one terrifying second, I became aware of my body in a way I had never been before.

My skin felt too tight.

My lips felt sensitive.

My hair brushed my forehead, and the touch annoyed me so badly I wanted to shove it back, cut it off, wash it, fix it, something.

My shirt scratched my chest.

My jeans felt rough against my thighs.

My waist felt strange.

Not painful.

Just strange.

I backed away from the rose, hit the bench with my hip, and nearly knocked over a tray of empty pots.

“OMG,” I whispered, then immediately hated that I had said it like that.

I never said OMG.

Not out loud.

“What the hell?”

My voice sounded normal. Maybe a little strained. That was good. Normal was good.

I grabbed my phone with my uninjured hand and almost called Elias. My thumb hovered over his contact.

Then pride, stupidity, and panic all got together and made a terrible decision.

It was a thorn cut.

That was all.

I was not going to wake my rich doctor boss because I had scratched my finger on his grandmother’s spooky flower and gotten lightheaded.

I could already imagine explaining it.

Hello, Mr. Montgomery, sorry to bother you, but I think your rose drank my blood and made my jeans feel mean.

Absolutely not.

I hurried out of the greenhouse, locked the door, and went back to my room over the garage. The night air felt cool on my face, but the heat under my skin did not fade.

In my bathroom, I washed the cut with soap until it stung. The bleeding had already stopped. The mark was tiny. Ridiculous. Barely worth a bandage.

Still, my hand shook as I wrapped it.

My reflection looked tired in the medicine cabinet mirror. Same brown hair. Same sunburn at the bridge of my nose. Same jaw that needed a shave. Same Ben Trappe.

“See?” I told myself. “Normal.”

My reflection did not argue.

The tingling moved through my shoulders.

I swallowed.

Then I got annoyed because I was standing in my bathroom trying to have a meaningful moment with a mirror over a thorn prick.

I took off my boots, jeans, and shirt, tossed everything into the laundry basket, and climbed into bed in my boxers.

The sheets felt different.

Too rough.

I shifted.

Still rough.

I kicked one leg free, then pulled it back in because the air felt too cool against my skin. My body could not make up its mind. Hot, cold, itchy, sensitive, restless.

The scent of the rose seemed to cling to me.

That soft, powdery sweetness.

I pressed my face into the pillow and tried to think of normal things.

Irrigation schedules.

Mulch delivery.

Truck repairs.

My savings account.

Kansas.

Anything but Elias’s warning.

Do not touch the stem barehanded.

My finger throbbed once.

I told myself I would call him in the morning.

Then, somehow, I slept.

When I woke up, the first thing I noticed was the sheets.

They were unbearable.

I lay completely still, eyes closed, trying to understand why my own bed felt like sandpaper. The cotton dragged against my skin with every tiny movement. My legs felt too aware of the fabric. My chest felt too bare. My lips felt dry. My face felt tight.

Everything felt wrong.

I opened my eyes.

Morning light leaked through the blinds.

For two seconds, I did not move.

Then I looked down.

My body was still mine.

Mostly.

I thought that at first because panic wanted something to hold on to. Two arms. Two legs. Same room. Same bed. Same cheap alarm clock on the crate I used as a nightstand.

Then I noticed my hands.

They looked… cleaner.

Not clean like washed. Cleaner like the shape had changed. The fingers seemed a little slimmer. The knuckles less rough. The skin across the back of my hand looked smoother, almost polished in the light.

I sat up too fast.

The room tilted.

“Whoa.”

My voice sounded wrong.

Not completely different. Not cartoonish. Just lighter. Softer around the edges, like someone had taken the gravel out while I slept.

My pulse started hammering.

I shoved the sheet off and stared at my legs.

Still hairy.

But the sight of the hair hit me with such sudden disgust that my stomach flipped.

I had never cared much about body hair. It was just there. Arms, legs, chest, face. Normal guy stuff. Annoying maybe when it itched under work clothes, but not something that made me feel anything.

Now I looked at my calves and wanted to crawl out of my own skin.

“No,” I said.

My voice cracked on the word.

I scrambled out of bed and stumbled into the bathroom.

The mirror over the sink showed me someone close enough to Ben Trappe to be terrifying.

My hair was still short and messy, but it looked softer, falling differently across my forehead. My face had changed in ways that were subtle until they were not. My jaw looked less square. My cheeks looked fuller. My lips looked bigger, pinker, like I had bitten them in my sleep. My eyes seemed larger because everything around them had softened.

I leaned closer.

My stubble was still there.

And I hated it.

The feeling came so fast and so violently that I gripped the sink.

I hated the roughness on my jaw. I hated the shadow above my lip. I hated the hair on my chest visible above the waistband of my boxers. I hated the hair on my legs, my arms, my stomach.

I had never hated it before.

That made the hatred worse.

“What is happening?” I whispered.

My reflection stared back with wide, frightened eyes and a mouth that looked too soft for my face.

Then the panic shifted.

It did not go away.

It became focused.

Clear.

Urgent.

I needed to shave.

Immediately.

Everywhere.

The thought was so strong it almost drowned out the fear.

I opened the medicine cabinet, knocking over toothpaste, aspirin, and a half-empty bottle of aftershave. I found my razor. One razor. A cheap one. Good enough for my face, not for whatever full-body emergency my brain had decided this was.

I stared at it like it had betrayed me.

“OMG,” I said.

The word slipped out again, breathy and horrified.

I clapped a hand over my mouth.

Then I stared at my hand because even that felt wrong. Too soft. Too graceful. Too much.

My heart pounded so hard I could hear it.

I turned on the shower.

Steam began filling the tiny bathroom.

I looked back at the mirror, at the almost-Ben staring back at me with fuller lips, softer skin, frightened eyes, and a body that suddenly felt impossible to leave alone.

“OMG,” I whispered again, shaking.

The rose.

The thorn.

Elias’s warning.

My finger, still marked by one tiny red line.

I backed away from the sink until my shoulders hit the wall.

“OMG. OMG. What happened to me?”


Chapter 2
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THE FIRST THING I did after asking my mirror what happened to me was the least logical thing possible. I turned back toward the shower. Not my phone. Not the greenhouse. Not Elias Montgomery, who had specifically told me not to touch the rose barehanded and whose warning had apparently mattered more than I wanted to admit.

The shower.

Because every inch of hair on my body suddenly felt like a personal attack.

It was not reasonable. I knew that. Some part of me, the part that still sounded like Ben Trappe from Kansas, understood that I was probably having a medical emergency. Or a poisoning emergency. Or a haunted-rich-person-flower emergency, if that was a category anyone had bothered naming.

But the louder part of me was staring at my reflection, horrified by the shadow on my jaw and the dark hair on my chest, thinking one clear thought over and over.

Get it off.

Get it all off.

I gripped the sink and tried to breathe.

“Calm down,” I told myself.

My voice was not right. It was still mine, but it sounded lighter, softer, like it belonged in a smaller room. The edges of it had changed. That alone should have sent me sprinting to the main house, banging on Elias’s door, demanding answers.

Instead, I touched my cheek.

The stubble scratched my fingertips.

A shiver went through me so sharp I nearly gagged.

“Nope,” I said. “No. Absolutely not.”

I opened the medicine cabinet again, harder this time, and started throwing things onto the sink. Toothpaste. Bandages. Aspirin. Nail clippers. Deodorant. A comb missing three teeth. A half-empty bottle of aftershave. My cheap razor.

One razor.

One.

For my face.

I stared at it like it had insulted my mother.

“How is this supposed to do anything?” I muttered.

Steam thickened behind me as the shower ran hot. The tiny bathroom in my staff room had never felt smaller. The mirror fogged at the edges. My skin prickled under the warmth, too aware, too sensitive, too awake.

I needed supplies.

I wrapped a towel around my waist, grabbed my key, and stepped into the little hall outside my room.

Then I stopped.

The carriage house was quiet. Morning light came through the narrow stairwell window. Somewhere below, a delivery truck beeped faintly near the service gate. Normal sounds. Normal world.

I was standing there in a towel, probably poisoned by a rose, thinking about shaving my legs.

“Get it together,” I whispered.

I went back inside, pulled on yesterday’s sweatpants and a loose shirt, and immediately regretted both.

The fabric scratched.

Not scratched like it was actually rough. It was cotton. Cheap cotton, sure, but cotton. I had worn that shirt a hundred times. I had slept in worse. I had worked twelve-hour days in denim stiff with dried mud.

Now the shirt dragged across my chest and stomach like it had teeth.

My sweatpants brushed the hair on my legs, and I nearly lost my mind.

“This is not me,” I said.

I sounded angry.

Good.

Angry was better than scared.

I hurried down the stairs and into the staff bathroom by the laundry room. It was bigger than mine and stocked for the cleaning crew: extra towels, paper products, basic toiletries, a plastic bin labeled with a marker. I dug through it with both hands like I was searching for emergency medicine.

Razors.

A pack of disposable razors.

I almost thanked God out loud.

There was also shaving cream, body wash, cheap lotion, and a pair of pink exfoliating gloves someone had left in a plastic pouch.

I stared at the gloves.

Pink.

Of course they were pink.

I did not need exfoliating gloves.

I was a man from Kansas having an allergic reaction. Men from Kansas did not stand in laundry rooms at seven in the morning considering pink exfoliating gloves.

I grabbed them anyway.

Only because my skin felt weird.

That was all.

The next twenty minutes became a blur of steam, panic, and increasingly poor decision-making.

Back in my bathroom, I stripped so fast I nearly tripped over my own sweatpants. The mirror had fogged completely. I liked that. I did not want to see myself yet. I stepped into the shower, and the hot water hit my shoulders.

I gasped.

Not because it hurt.

Because it felt too good.

The water ran over my skin, and every nerve seemed to wake up and stretch. I leaned one hand against the tile, breathing through my teeth, furious at my own body for making a shower feel dramatic.

“It’s water,” I said. “It’s literally water.”

My body did not care.

I washed first, scrubbing hard with the pink gloves. Too hard, probably. I used the body wash from the staff bathroom, something floral and cheap that I normally would have avoided. It smelled like fake berries and soap, but under the hot water, the scent wrapped around me in a way that made my chest loosen.

I hated that.

I liked it.

I hated that I liked it.

“This is not me,” I muttered.

Then I started shaving.

At first, I focused on my face because that was familiar. Jaw, upper lip, chin, neck. I had shaved my face plenty of times. The only difference was that I was shaking so badly I had to slow down. The razor dragged through softened stubble, and with every pass, my reflection in the little fog-cleared patch of mirror looked less like the Ben I knew.

Softer skin. Fuller mouth. Cheeks too smooth.

I rinsed the razor.

My hand trembled.

Then I looked down at my chest.

The hair there was not heavy. It never had been. A normal amount. A little across the chest, some down my stomach. Yesterday, I would not have thought about it.

Today, it looked impossible.

I covered it with shaving cream before I could think.

White foam spread over my chest and stomach. I stared at it, heart pounding.

“This is insane,” I whispered.

I pulled the razor down carefully.

A line of bare skin appeared.

Smooth.

Pale where the sun had not reached.

Something hot and helpless fluttered in my stomach.

I froze.

No.

No, that was fear. It had to be fear. Fear could feel strange. Panic could make the body do all kinds of things. That did not mean anything.

I shaved another line.

Then another.

The hair disappeared under foam and water.

My chest looked different. Not muscular, not broad in the way I had always wished it was. Just smoother. Softer. More exposed. The faint shape of my body seemed to change when the hair was gone, or maybe I was noticing the changes more. My waist looked narrower. My stomach looked flatter, but not in a hard way. My skin had a strange glow from the heat.

I touched my own chest and immediately yanked my hand away.

“Stop being weird,” I snapped.

But I kept going.

Arms next.

Underarms.

Stomach.

Then legs.

The legs were the worst.

Not because they were difficult, though they were. The tiny shower was not built for full-body grooming. I had to prop one foot on the edge of the tub, bend awkwardly, and keep rinsing the razor every three seconds. Shaving cream slid everywhere. Water ran into my eyes. I cursed twice, almost slipped once, and nicked my ankle badly enough to hiss.

But the worst part was how satisfying it felt when the hair came away.

One slow pass of the razor, and my calf looked smooth.

Another, and my shin did.

I ran my wet palm over the newly bare skin.

The world stopped for half a second.

Soft.

So soft.

My throat tightened.

I did the other leg faster, almost frantic now. I did my thighs with shaking hands, trying not to think about why my skin there seemed more sensitive than it should have been. I rinsed, checked, found missed patches, cursed, shaved again, rinsed again.

By the time I turned the water off, the bathroom looked like a crime scene committed by a beauty salon.

Steam clung to everything. Razors littered the sink. Towels sat in a heap on the floor. Pink gloves dripped from the shower rod. My skin tingled from neck to ankle.

I stepped onto the bath mat and wrapped myself in a towel.

Then I made the mistake of looking in the mirror.

The fog had cleared enough.

I stared.

The person staring back was not a girl.

Not yet.

That was the first terrifying thought.

Not yet.

My hair was still short and damp. My shoulders were still there, though they looked less heavy somehow. My face still carried pieces of Ben Trappe. But everything had shifted. The smoothness changed me. Without stubble, without body hair, with my skin flushed from the shower and my lips pink from biting them, I looked younger. Prettier.

I hated the word.

Prettier.

My reflection looked frightened, but there was something else there too. Something awake. Something almost curious.

I touched my cheek.

Smooth.

I touched my jaw.

Smooth.

I touched my leg.

Smooth.

A sound escaped me, half laugh, half panic.

“This is not me,” I said again.

But the sentence had lost some of its force.

I found the lotion from the staff bathroom and squeezed too much into my palm. It was plain and cheap, but when I rubbed it over my arms, my skin drank it in. The relief was immediate. The tight, wrong feeling eased. I used more on my legs, then more on my chest, then more on my hands.

I should have stopped.

I did not.

I kept moisturizing until every part of me felt slick and soft and impossible to ignore.

“This is not me,” I whispered, sitting on the closed toilet lid with one leg stretched out, rubbing lotion over my shin. “This is not me. This is not me.”

My hand slowed.

The skin under my palm felt amazing.

“Why does this feel amazing?”

The question hung in the bathroom.

No one answered.

A knock sounded from downstairs.

I froze.

Another knock. Louder.

“Ben?”

Elias.

My heart tried to leave my body.

I looked around the bathroom. Towels. Razors. Lotion. Steam. My clothes on the floor. Me in nothing but a towel, shaved everywhere I could reach, smelling like berries and panic.

“No,” I mouthed.

“Ben?” Elias called again from the bottom of the carriage house stairs. “Are you there?”

I grabbed the nearest thing I could find, which was my old robe hanging from the bathroom door. It was gray, thin, and not remotely dignified. I shoved my arms into it, tied it too tight, then immediately loosened it because the fabric against my skin was too much.

“Just a second,” I called.

My voice.

Oh, God, my voice.

I sounded breathless and soft and not enough like myself.

Silence downstairs.

Then Elias said, “Are you ill?”

Of course he heard it.

Doctor ears. Rich doctor ears.

“I’m fine,” I said, which came out in the exact tone of someone who was not fine.

I looked at the mirror one last time.

My face was too smooth.

My eyes were too wide.

My lips looked ridiculous.

The tiny cut on my finger had darkened to a fine red line.

I hid that hand in the robe pocket and went downstairs.

Elias stood just inside the lower doorway, not in his usual polished morning state. He wore dark trousers and a pale blue shirt under a charcoal coat, but the coat was open, the shirt wrinkled, and his hair slightly disordered. There were tired shadows beneath his eyes. He looked like he had come straight from the hospital.

For one stupid second, I felt underdressed.

Then I remembered I had bigger problems.

His gaze moved over me.

Not in a rude way.

In a clinical way, at first. Face. Hair. Robe. Hands. Posture. Skin.

Then his expression changed.

The air between us tightened.

“Ben,” he said slowly.

I crossed my arms. “I know.”

He took one step closer. “What happened?”

“What does it look like happened?”

“It looks like you’re having a reaction.”

“A reaction?” I laughed once. It sounded awful. “That’s what we’re calling this?”

His eyes sharpened. “Did you touch the rose?”

I looked away.

That was answer enough.

Elias went very still.

“Ben.”

“It was an accident.”

“Did it cut you?”

I did not answer fast enough.

He closed the distance between us with a speed that made me step back.

“Show me your hand.”

“It’s nothing.”

“Show me.”

The command in his voice made my spine stiffen.

“I said it’s nothing.”

“And I heard you. Show me anyway.”

I hated that I obeyed.

I pulled my hand from the robe pocket and held it out. The cut looked tiny in daylight, which somehow made everything worse. Such a small mark. Such a stupid little line.

Elias took my wrist carefully.

His fingers were cool.

I should have pulled away. I meant to. Instead, I stood there while he examined my finger like the answer to my entire life was written in the cut.

The moment he saw it clearly, his face changed.

Not surprise.

Recognition.

“You knew,” I said.

His eyes lifted to mine.

“You knew this could happen.”

“No,” he said. “Not like this.”

“That is not comforting.”

“I know.”

He released my wrist. Then he caught my chin gently and tilted my face toward the light.

I jerked back. “What are you doing?”

“Checking your pupils.”

“Ask first.”

He stopped immediately.

Something like guilt moved across his face.

“You’re right. I’m sorry.” His voice softened, but the urgency remained. “May I examine you? Pulse, pupils, temperature. Nothing invasive.”

The apology threw me off.

I had been ready to be angry. I needed anger. Anger gave me walls.

“Fine,” I said.

He nodded once, professional now. “Sit down.”

“I don’t need to sit.”

“Ben.”

I sat on the bottom stair because my knees had started shaking anyway.

Elias crouched in front of me. That alone felt wrong. Men like him did not crouch in staff stairwells in front of gardeners wearing old robes and smelling like cheap lotion.

He took my wrist again, fingers pressing lightly against my pulse.

His face was unreadable.

“Your heart rate is elevated.”

“I wonder why.”

“Any chest pain?”

“No.”

“Shortness of breath?”

“No.”

“Dizziness?”

“Earlier. In the greenhouse and when I woke up.”

“Nausea?”

“No.”

“Fever?”

“I don’t know.”

He touched the back of his fingers to my forehead, then my cheek.

I tried not to react.

My skin betrayed me completely.

The contact felt too sharp. Too noticeable. Not romantic. Not anything like that. I did not think of it that way. I was a man having a medical emergency, and he was a doctor checking my temperature. That was all.

Still, my body noticed the touch in a way I did not appreciate.

Elias noticed me noticing.

His hand dropped.

“I’ll get a thermometer,” he said.

“From where?”

“The house.”

“No.”

He frowned. “No?”

“I’m not going into the main house like this.”

His gaze flicked over my robe, my damp hair, my bare legs below the hem.

Heat rushed to my face.

I yanked the robe lower.

“I didn’t mean—” he started.

“I know what I look like.”

His expression shifted again, something quieter replacing the clinical focus.

“What do you think you look like?”

“Don’t do that.”

“Do what?”

“Doctor question me.”

“I am a doctor.”

“You’re also my boss.”

That landed.

He stood slowly and stepped back, giving me more space.

“I’m trying to help you.”

“I know.”

But I did not know what help meant.

Help could mean fixing it. Reversing it. Explaining it. Calling an ambulance. Telling Mrs. Alvarez. Telling someone from a lab. Looking at me like I was no longer Ben but a problem wearing his robe.

The thought made me grip the stair rail.

Elias noticed.

“Listen to me,” he said. “No one else needs to know right now.”

I looked up.

“I need to understand what’s happening,” he continued. “I need to make sure you’re stable. But I won’t expose you. I won’t call the staff. I won’t let anyone walk in on you.”

That should not have helped.

It did.

I hated that too.

“What did your grandmother say about the rose?” I asked.

He looked toward the open doorway, where morning sun lit the service drive.

“My grandmother said many things.”

“About this.”

His jaw tightened. “She believed Vivian’s Bloom revealed hidden nature.”

I stared at him.

“Hidden nature,” I repeated.

“Yes.”

“That is rich-person nonsense.”

“I agree.”

“Do you?”

“I did.”

The word sat between us.

Did.

I laughed again, but this time there was no humor in it.

“So what, I had a hidden nature that hated leg hair?”

His eyes moved, against his will, to my bare shin.

I pulled the robe tighter.

“Don’t look.”

He looked away instantly. “Sorry.”

The apology made me feel worse. I did not want him to be kind. Kindness made everything more real.

“I can’t stay here,” I said.

“You shouldn’t leave the property.”

“I mean I can’t sit in this room waiting to mutate.”

“You may not be mutating.”

“Oh, good. Great. That solves it.”

“Ben—”

“My voice changed. My face changed. My skin changed. I woke up and shaved my entire body like it was a national emergency. So if there’s a word you like better, use it.”

His expression tightened at the edges.

Fear.

Not much. He hid it quickly, but I saw it.

That scared me more than anything.

Elias Montgomery looked like a man trained to stay calm during blood, emergencies, and rich family disappointment. If he was scared, there was a reason.

He took out his phone. “I need to call someone.”

“Who?”

“A colleague.”

“No.”

“She’s discreet.”

“She?”

“Dr. Serena Voss. She studies rare botanical compounds and neuropsychiatric response patterns.”

I blinked. “That is too specific.”

“She was a friend of my grandmother’s research circle before she became my friend.”

“Your grandmother had a research circle?”

“My grandmother had many things she shouldn’t have had.”

“That keeps getting less funny.”

“I know.”

I stood too fast. The room swayed. Elias reached for me, then stopped himself before touching me.

That restraint bothered me for reasons I did not want to examine.

“I’m fine,” I said.

“You’re not.”

“I’m not going to be studied.”

“No one is studying you without your consent.”

“But you want to call a plant-brain doctor.”

“I want to call someone who may know why a thorn prick from an unclassified rose caused systemic physical changes overnight.”

When he put it like that, arguing felt stupid.

I hated that he kept doing that. Making sense.

“What if it’s contagious?” I asked.

“I don’t know.”

“What if I get worse?”

“I don’t know.”

“What if this is permanent?”

He did not answer.

My stomach dropped.

He did not lie to me.

That was decent.

It was also terrible.

I sat back down on the stair.

Elias crouched again, slower this time, keeping distance.

“I need you where I can monitor you,” he said. “Not because you’re in trouble. Not because you did anything wrong. Because if your symptoms accelerate, I need to know.”

“Symptoms,” I said bitterly.

“I don’t have a better word yet.”

“I’m not staying in the main house.”

“Your room is too far from medical supplies and privacy if staff start arriving.”

“It’s staff quarters. I’m staff.”

“You’re also the person currently experiencing an unknown reaction connected to a plant my family owns.”

“So?”

“So let me take responsibility.”

I looked at him.

His face was tired, serious, and controlled, but there was something beneath all that. Guilt, maybe. Worry. A kind of careful intensity that made it difficult to keep seeing him as just the man who signed the checks.

I did not like that.

I needed him to stay simple.

Employer. Rich. Doctor. Problem.

Not safe.

Definitely not safe.

“What exactly are you suggesting?” I asked.

“There’s a guest suite in the east wing. Private bathroom. No one uses it. I can bring medical supplies there, and you’ll have clothes, food, anything you need until Dr. Voss arrives.”

“Sounds like quarantine.”

“It’s not locked.”

“Sounds like fancy quarantine.”

His mouth almost moved.

Almost.

“Fine,” he said. “Fancy observation.”

“I don’t want Mrs. Alvarez asking questions.”

“I’ll tell her you’re handling a greenhouse issue and that the east wing is off-limits for maintenance.”

“That makes no sense.”

“It will to her if I say it seriously.”

He was probably right.

People believed rich men when they said nonsense in a calm voice.

I rubbed my hands over my face, then remembered how smooth my cheeks felt and froze.

Elias noticed.

Of course he did.

“I need clothes,” I said.

“I’ll have some brought to the suite.”

“No staff.”

“Then I’ll bring them myself.”

“Your clothes won’t fit me.”

“I know.”

The way he said it made my face heat again.

Because he was right.

My old clothes already felt wrong, but his clothes would be worse. Elias was taller, leaner, sharper. Everything about him was built for tailored lines and expensive fabric. I could not imagine wearing his shirt without feeling like a kid pretending to be someone’s father.

“I can use my own,” I said.

“You said the fabric was bothering you.”

I stared at him.

He lifted one shoulder slightly. “You kept pulling at the robe.”

“I hate that you notice everything.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Stop apologizing. It makes you harder to be mad at.”

That one escaped before I could stop it.

The silence that followed was too personal.

I looked away first.

“I’ll pack a bag,” I said.

Elias nodded. “I’ll wait outside.”

He left me alone.

That helped.

I went upstairs and tried to pack like a normal man. Jeans. Shirts. Socks. Underwear. Phone charger. Wallet. My notebook with landscaping ideas. The old business card sample Nora had mocked. A small photo of my family from two Christmases ago.

Then I stood in the middle of my room with a duffel bag in my hand and realized none of the clothes inside felt possible.

The jeans would scrape my legs.

The shirts would scratch my chest.

The underwear—

I stopped that thought so fast I almost got dizzy.

“Nope,” I said to the room.

I added the lotion to the bag.

Then the extra razors.

Then, after a full minute of glaring at them, the pink exfoliating gloves.

By late morning, I was walking across the service path toward the main house wearing sweatpants that felt like punishment, my old robe over my shirt, and boots with no socks because socks had also become unbearable for reasons I refused to respect.

Elias carried my duffel because apparently he had decided guilt meant luggage service.

“I can carry my own bag,” I said.

“I know.”

He did not give it back.

The main house felt different when I entered it as something other than staff.

I had been inside before for work. To speak with Mrs. Alvarez. To adjust patio plants. To carry arrangements in and out before events. But always through side doors, always with a purpose, always aware of where I was allowed to stand.

Now Elias led me through the east hall like I belonged there.

I did not.

My bare, freshly shaved legs brushed inside the sweatpants with every step, and the sensation was so distracting I nearly missed half the art on the walls. Oil portraits. Abstract pieces. A mirror framed in gold. Flowers in crystal vases. A runner rug so expensive-looking I was afraid my boots were committing a crime.

The east wing guest suite was bigger than my entire staff room.

Of course it was.

It had pale blue walls, a sitting area, tall windows overlooking a private garden, a bed wide enough for three people with pillows arranged like a threat, and a bathroom made of white marble and glass.

I stopped in the doorway.

“No.”

Elias turned. “No?”

“This bathroom has a chandelier.”

“It’s not a chandelier.”

“It has dangling crystals.”

“It’s a light fixture.”

“That is rich-person denial.”

The almost-smile appeared, then vanished under worry.

“I’ll bring medical supplies,” he said. “Water. Food. A thermometer. Clean towels.”

“Are you always this bossy with patients?”

“Usually, they’re less argumentative.”

“Usually, they’re wearing pants that don’t hate them.”

His gaze flickered down before he could stop it.

I pointed at him. “Don’t.”

He looked away. “Sorry.”

I walked into the suite, dropped onto the edge of the bed, then immediately stood because the bedding felt too good and that was somehow worse than if it had felt bad.

Elias set my duffel on a bench near the closet.

“I’ll call Serena,” he said. “I’ll tell her only what she needs to know.”

“And what does she need to know?”

“That you were cut by Vivian’s Bloom and experienced rapid physical and sensory changes overnight.”

I flinched at the name.

Vivian’s Bloom.

The rose sounded less like a plant now and more like a person I did not want in the room.

“Fine,” I said.

Elias paused by the door.

“Ben.”

“What?”

“I’m sorry.”

I wanted to snap at him again.

Instead, I looked at the marble floor.

“Figure out what happened,” I said. “Then be sorry.”

He nodded once and left.

For a while, I did nothing.

I sat on the edge of the bed in a rich man’s guest suite, wrapped in an old robe, with smooth legs hidden under sweatpants and a thorn cut on my finger. The room smelled faintly of linen, polished wood, and something floral I could not identify.

My phone buzzed.

Nora again.

NORA: alive?
NORA: did california finally eat u
NORA: mom wants to know if ur coming home for dad’s bday

I stared at the messages until the words blurred.

Home.

Kansas.

Dad’s birthday.

Normal things.

I imagined answering. Hey, yeah, alive, just got scratched by a rare rose and woke up looking weirdly pretty. Also I shaved my legs. How’s the weather?

I put the phone face down.

Then I started pacing.

The sweatpants bothered me more with every step. The shirt bothered me. The robe bothered me. My face felt tight again. My lips felt dry. My skin, despite the cheap lotion, wanted something more.

That was the exact thought.

Something more.

“No,” I said.

The suite ignored me.

I lasted twenty-seven minutes before I went into the bathroom.

The marble bathroom was obscene.

There was a glass shower big enough to host a meeting. A deep tub beneath the window. Two sinks. Soft white towels stacked on shelves. A tray of products arranged with frightening confidence.

At first, I only meant to wash my hands.

Then I saw the bottles.

Cleanser.

Toner.

Serum.

Moisturizer.

Eye cream.

Body oil.

Lip balm in a tiny glass pot.

I stared at them with deep suspicion.

I did not know what half of them did.

My face did.

That was the problem.

My face felt tight and dry and unfinished, like it was waiting for instructions my brain had never learned. I picked up the cleanser. It smelled faintly like cucumber and something expensive. There were directions on the back.

I read them twice.

“This is stupid,” I said.

Then I washed my face.

The cleanser foamed lightly under my fingers. My skin felt sensitive, but not painful. I rinsed with warm water and patted dry with a towel so soft it made me angry on principle.

Then came toner, because apparently I was a man who used toner now.

Then serum.

The serum slid over my skin like silk.

I closed my eyes.

The relief was immediate and embarrassing.

“OMG,” I whispered.

I opened my eyes, horrified at myself.

“No. No more of that.”

Moisturizer next.

Then lip balm.

I told myself lip balm did not count. Everyone used lip balm. Farmers used lip balm. Construction workers used lip balm. Lip balm was not a gender crisis.

This lip balm was rose-tinted and glossy.

I did not realize that until it was already on my mouth.

I leaned closer to the mirror.

My lips looked softer. Fuller. Shiny in a way that made them impossible not to notice.

I wiped them with the back of my hand.

Then I stopped.

The gloss had felt nice.

I hated my entire brain.

I put a little more on.

Only because my lips were dry.

Obviously.

The body oil was where I should have drawn the line.

I did not.

I used it on my arms first. Then my legs, because the shaved skin there still felt too aware. The oil gave it a soft sheen that looked almost unreal in the bathroom light. My calves looked smooth and delicate. My thighs looked different, the shape subtly changed by whatever the rose had done.

I touched my own leg and felt my throat tighten.

Not desire.

Not vanity.

Something more confusing.

Recognition, maybe.

Which was worse.

I backed away from the mirror.

“Nope.”

That was when I noticed the drawer under the vanity was slightly open.

I should have left it alone.

Obviously.

But the whole day had become a list of things I should have done and did not do.

Inside was a makeup bag.

Not new. Not dusty either. Probably left by some guest, cousin, girlfriend, socialite, whoever wandered through mansions with emergency cosmetics. It was pale beige leather with a gold zipper.

I stared at it.

“No,” I said.

I closed the drawer.

Then I opened it again.

“Just looking.”

The bag contained more products than I knew how to identify. Foundation. Concealer. Blush. Mascara. Brow pencil. Lip liner. A small eyeshadow palette. Brushes. A tube of something labeled soft rose gloss.

Soft rose.

Of course.

I picked up the mascara first, then put it down like it was dangerous.

“This is not me,” I said.

But my reflection was already looking at the bag.

My reflection wanted to know.

That was the worst part.

I wanted to know.

Not because I was a girl. I was not. I was Ben Trappe. I had a savings account for a landscaping company. I knew how to repair sprinkler valves. I had never once in my life wanted to wear makeup.

Except that maybe wanting did not always announce itself clearly.

Maybe sometimes it hid under disgust, curiosity, panic, and the sudden inability to look away.

I picked up the concealer.

The first attempt was terrible.

I used too much. Then not enough. Then I blended with my fingers and made a patchy mess under one eye. The blush was worse. I put it too low, then too much, then tried to wipe it off and turned one cheek pinker than the other.

The mascara was a complete disaster.

I poked myself in the eyelid, cursed, blinked, and left a black mark near my lashes.

“Great,” I said. “Beautiful. Very professional.”

The word beautiful made me freeze.

I looked ridiculous.

Mostly.

But beneath the mess, something had changed again.

The concealer softened the shadows under my eyes. The blush, badly placed as it was, made my face look more alive. The mascara made my eyes seem larger, even with the smudge. The gloss made my mouth look almost painfully pink.

I grabbed a towel and wiped most of it off.

Then I tried again.

Slower this time.

Less concealer.

Less blush.

Mascara with the hand that shook less.

Gloss.

I leaned toward the mirror.

My heart beat once, hard.

The result was not good.

Not really.

But it was not a joke either.

My face had come alive in a way I did not understand. The softness was still frightening, but with a little color, a little shine, a little attention, it looked less like something had been taken from me and more like something had been waiting under the surface.

I gripped the edge of the vanity.

“Oh, God,” I whispered.

A knock sounded at the suite door.

I nearly dropped the mascara.

“Ben?” Elias called.

Panic detonated.

I looked around for something, anything, to wipe my face with. The towel had makeup on it. My hands were slightly oily. My lips were glossy. One eye looked better than the other, but both looked undeniably touched by makeup.

“Just a second,” I called.

Too soft.

Too breathless.

The door opened a crack from the outer room, not the bathroom.

“I brought water and some food,” Elias said. “May I come in?”

May I.

He kept asking now.

That should have made me feel less cornered.

Instead, it made my chest hurt.

“Wait.”

I looked at myself one last time.

I could wash it off.

I should wash it off.

I reached for the cleanser.

Then stopped.

If I washed it off, I would still know.

That seemed unfair.

I left the bathroom and stepped into the suite.

Elias stood near the sitting area with a tray in his hands. Bottled water, a bowl of soup, crackers, a thermometer, and a small black medical bag sat on it. He looked tired enough to sit down on the floor and sleep for twelve hours, but when he saw me, all that exhaustion sharpened into focus.

His eyes moved to my face.

I waited for disgust.

Or confusion.

Or pity.

I would have taken almost anything over the silence.

The silence stretched one second too long.

I crossed my arms over my chest. “I know it looks stupid.”

Elias set the tray down carefully.

“It doesn’t.”

“Don’t lie.”

“I’m not.”

“I found it in the drawer. I don’t know why I did it. I just—” My voice caught, and I hated that too. “My face felt wrong. Everything feels wrong. And then I put it on, and that felt wrong too, but also less wrong, and I don’t know what that means.”

Elias took one slow step closer, then stopped.

He was still giving me space.

I hated how much I needed that.

“Ben,” he said softly, “you don’t look wrong.”

I looked away.

My eyes burned.

He continued, quieter now.

“You look frightened.”

That did it.

Not completely. I did not collapse. I did not sob. I did not become someone fragile and helpless in a rich man’s guest suite.

But something in my chest cracked.

Because wrong would have been easier.

Wrong could be fought.

Wrong could be fixed.

Frightened meant he saw me.

Not the makeup. Not the smooth skin. Not the weird softness or the strange voice or the thorn cut that had ruined my morning.

Me.

Terrified.

Trying not to be.

I swallowed hard.

“I don’t want this,” I said.

The words came out fast.

Too fast.

Like if I said them quickly enough, they would become true in every possible way.

Elias’s expression did not change.

“Okay,” he said.

That answer was too simple.

I looked at him. “Okay?”

“Yes.”

“You believe me?”

“Yes.”

“Even though I shaved everything and used your fancy guest bathroom like a beauty counter exploded?”

His mouth almost softened.

Almost.

“I believe that you’re scared,” he said. “I believe that you don’t understand what’s happening. I believe that whatever this is, it’s moving faster than you can process.”

I wiped at my cheek, then remembered the makeup and stopped.

His gaze followed the movement.

Not judging.

Just noticing.

“I also believe,” he added carefully, “that we need help.”

“Your plant-brain doctor?”

“Dr. Voss. Yes.”

I laughed once, weakly.

The sound almost broke into something else.

“When?”

“She’s on her way.”

My stomach dropped.

Elias saw it.

“No one will force you to do anything,” he said. “No tests you don’t agree to. No photographs. No staff. No family calls. Nothing without your consent.”

Consent.

The word steadied me a little.

I nodded.

Then, because my life had apparently become impossible, my glossy lips trembled.

“I look ridiculous,” I whispered.

Elias looked at me for a long moment.

“No,” he said. “You look like someone who survived a very strange morning.”

I should have laughed.

Instead, I sat on the edge of the sofa and covered my face with both hands.

The lip gloss smeared against my palm.

The skin of my legs felt smooth under the robe.

The thorn cut pulsed once, tiny and hot.

And somewhere far beyond the walls of the east wing, in the private greenhouse, Vivian’s Bloom kept opening.


Chapter 3
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DR. SERENA VOSS arrived at Montgomery House at 4:37 p.m. in a black SUV, wearing sunglasses, a linen blazer, and the expression of a woman who had no patience for ghosts, rich families, or men in denial.

I watched her car pull into the drive from the east wing guest suite, where I was still sitting on a sofa in Elias Montgomery’s guest robe with lip gloss on my mouth and panic sitting in my chest like a stone.

The lip gloss had survived three attempts to wipe it off.

That felt personal.

I had tried to remove it after Elias left to meet her at the front entrance. I had stood in the marble bathroom, staring at my reflection, telling myself I looked ridiculous. Then I had lifted a towel to my mouth, touched the gloss, and stopped.

Because without it, my lips looked dry.

Because with it, they looked soft.

Because apparently my medical emergency had decided to include opinions about shine.

“Not important,” I told my reflection.

My reflection looked back at me with too-soft skin, nervous eyes, and a mouth that looked like it had been kissed by a strawberry.

I hated that thought so much I had to leave the bathroom.

Now, from the window, I watched Elias step outside to greet Dr. Voss. He had changed his coat but not the tiredness under his eyes. His posture was controlled, formal, that old-money doctor way of standing that made even emergencies look scheduled.

Dr. Voss was shorter than him, probably mid-thirties, with dark red hair pulled into a low knot and a leather medical bag in one hand. Two men from the SUV unloaded hard-sided cases behind her. One case looked like it belonged in a hospital. Another looked like it belonged in a greenhouse. A third had a bright yellow warning label on the side.

That one bothered me.

A lot.

I stepped back from the window.

“Nope,” I whispered.

The guest robe shifted against my legs, and my attention dropped immediately to the fabric brushing my freshly shaved skin.

The robe was not mine. Mine was old, gray, and sad. This one had been waiting in the suite closet, still folded on a shelf, cream-colored and soft enough to make me suspicious. I had put it on because my own clothes felt impossible and because Elias had left it on the bed with a note that said:

Clean robe. No staff entered. Food on the table. Serena will arrive soon.

I had stared at that note for a long time.

Not because it was romantic.

It was not romantic.

It was practical.

The man was a doctor. He was keeping me comfortable because his family’s haunted flower had apparently turned me into someone who cared about body oil.

Still, I had read the note twice. Maybe three times.

Then I had put on the robe.

The first problem was that it felt amazing. The second problem was that I noticed it felt amazing. The third problem was that once I tied it around my waist, I looked in the mirror and my brain supplied, completely uninvited:

OMG. Rich girl spa day.

I had nearly thrown the robe across the room.

I had not.

Because it was comfortable.

There was a knock at the suite door.

I jumped.

“Ben?” Elias called. “May we come in?”

May we.

So it had begun.

I looked toward the bathroom. I could run in there and lock the door. That seemed immature. Also tempting.

Instead, I grabbed a throw pillow from the sofa and held it against my lap like armor.

“Yes,” I said.

My voice came out soft.

I cleared my throat and tried again. “Yeah. Come in.”

The door opened.

Elias entered first, careful as always, then stepped aside to let Dr. Voss in.

She removed her sunglasses and looked at me.

I braced myself.

I expected shock. Pity. Maybe academic excitement, which somehow sounded worse.

Dr. Voss gave me one swift assessment from head to toe and said, “Well, that’s inconvenient.”

I blinked.

Elias closed his eyes for half a second.

I stared at her. “That’s your medical opinion?”

“My first one.” She set her bag on the table. “My second is that you’re upright, verbal, and not in respiratory distress, so we’re already ahead of several unpleasant possibilities.”

“Oh, great. I love being ahead of unpleasant possibilities.”

Her gaze flicked to Elias. “He’s sarcastic. Good. Cognitive function intact.”

“I’m right here,” I said.

“I know. That’s why I said it where you could hear me.”

I should have disliked her immediately.

Instead, some part of me relaxed.

Not much. But a little.

Dr. Voss was not looking at me like a freak. She was looking at me like a problem, yes, but a solvable one. Or at least a problem that deserved good lighting and organized notes.

She opened her medical bag and pulled out gloves, a small flashlight, a thermometer, a blood pressure cuff, and several sealed tubes.

“I’m Dr. Serena Voss,” she said. “Botanical pharmacology, neuropsychiatry research, and, unfortunately, a long personal history with the Montgomery family’s inability to leave strange plants alone.”

Elias gave her a look.

She ignored it.

“You’re Ben Trappe?”

“Yes.”

“Twenty-four?”

“Yes.”

“Any known allergies?”

“No.”

“Medications?”

“No.”

“History of endocrine disorders, seizures, autoimmune disease, psychiatric hospitalization, major head injury, fainting episodes, unexplained hormonal changes, or family history of rare genetic conditions?”

I stared at her.

“I had strep throat when I was nine.”

She made a tiny mark on her clipboard. “We’ll put that under no.”

Elias stood near the windows, arms crossed, looking at the floor like he was trying not to hover.

Dr. Voss looked at him without turning her head. “You can stop brooding. It’s not clinically useful.”

“I’m not brooding.”

“You were born brooding.”

I nearly laughed.

The sound came out too light, almost a giggle, and I immediately covered my mouth.

Both of them looked at me.

Heat rushed up my face.

“That wasn’t—” I started.

Dr. Voss tilted her head. “Emotional lability?”

“No,” I snapped. “It was almost a laugh.”

“Almost a laugh,” she repeated, writing it down.

“Are you writing down that I almost laughed?”

“I write down many things.”

“Could you not?”

“No.”

I looked at Elias. “Your friend is rude.”

“She’s very good,” he said.

“That’s what rude people always say about other rude people.”

This time, Elias’s mouth actually softened.

Only slightly.

It bothered me that I noticed.

Dr. Voss pulled a chair closer. “May I examine you?”

Everyone kept asking permission now.

It should have made me feel better. It did make me feel better. That made me feel weak, so I nodded like I did not care.

“Fine.”

She checked my temperature first. Normal. Blood pressure next. Elevated, because of course it was. Pulse too fast. Pupils responsive. Reflexes normal. She asked me to follow her finger with my eyes, squeeze her hands, stand, sit, walk three steps, turn, and sit again.

The walking part was where things got stupid.

The robe moved around my legs when I stood, and because I had shaved, moisturized, and oiled nearly every inch of skin I could reach, the fabric slid over me in a way that made my brain short-circuit.

I took one step.

My bare leg brushed the inside of the robe.

A shiver went through me.

I stopped.

Dr. Voss noticed.

Elias definitely noticed because he immediately looked out the window like the garden had become medically fascinating.

“What?” I demanded.

“Heightened tactile sensitivity,” Dr. Voss said.

“That sounds better than being weird about bathrobes.”

“It is the clinical version of being weird about bathrobes.”

I sat down hard.

The pillow slipped from my lap. I grabbed it again.

Dr. Voss took my hand next. The one with the thorn cut.

The mark looked smaller now, barely more than a red line across the side of my index finger. If I had not known better, I would have thought I had scratched myself on a tool.

But Dr. Voss went quiet when she saw it.

That frightened me.

She pulled a magnifying lens from her bag and examined the cut under the light. Then she swabbed it, sealed the sample, and pressed around the skin with gentle fingers.

“Any pain?”

“No.”

“Tingling?”

“Not now.”

“Burning?”

“No.”

“Did the heat begin at the site of injury?”

“Yes.”

“How quickly?”

“Immediately. Like up my arm.”

She nodded as if that confirmed something awful.

I looked at Elias.

He was watching my hand.

His face had gone tight again.

I hated that face.

Not because it looked bad. It did not. That was part of the problem. Even worried, Elias looked composed in a way I found deeply unfair. But there was guilt there, and it made me feel like something had happened to both of us, not just me.

That was ridiculous.

I was the one in the robe.

“Am I dying?” I asked.

The question came out suddenly.

Both of them looked at me.

Dr. Voss did not soften, exactly, but her voice changed. It became less sharp.

“No,” she said.

I breathed for what felt like the first time in hours.

“You’re sure?”

“No one is sure of anything after one examination. But you are not showing signs of acute organ failure, respiratory compromise, anaphylaxis, seizure activity, or systemic collapse. Your body is responding. It is not shutting down.”

I nodded, though most of that barely landed.

Not dying.

Good.

Good was relative, apparently.

Elias exhaled quietly.

I looked at him before I could stop myself.

He had been holding his breath.

That knowledge did something strange to my chest.

I looked away quickly.

Dr. Voss packed the samples into a small case. “But there is a more complicated answer.”

I tightened my grip on the pillow. “Of course there is.”

She sat across from me, crossing one leg over the other. “You may not be dying, Ben. You may be becoming.”

I stared at her.

“No.”

“I haven’t explained yet.”

“You don’t need to. The answer is no.”

Dr. Voss glanced at Elias. “He leads with denial.”

“I noticed,” Elias said.

“I’m not in denial,” I snapped. “I’m being reasonable. People do not become things because roses scratch them.”

Dr. Voss looked toward the door. “Show me the plant.”

“I’m coming,” I said.

“No,” Elias said immediately.

I turned on him. “Excuse me?”

“You should rest.”

“I’m not staying here while you two go talk about me in front of a flower.”

Dr. Voss stood. “He can come if he’s stable.”

“He’s not wearing shoes,” Elias said.

I looked down.

He was right. I was barefoot.

My toes looked weirdly neat against the rug.

I tucked one foot behind the other.

“Shoes are not the issue,” I said.

“You said fabric and touch sensitivity are severe,” Elias replied. “Walking across the grounds may make it worse.”

“You’re not my father.”

“No. I’m your employer and the owner of the plant that injured you.”

“That is not better.”

Dr. Voss lifted one hand. “Children.”

We both looked at her.

She smiled thinly. “Good. We’re listening. Ben, we need to inspect the rose. You may come if you put on footwear and agree to return immediately if you feel faint, overheated, nauseous, or emotionally unstable.”

“I’m emotionally perfect.”

“No one wearing that much lip gloss against his will is emotionally perfect.”

My mouth fell open.

Elias made a sound that might have been a cough.

I touched my lips. “It’s not that much.”

The second I said it, I wanted to vanish.

Dr. Voss looked at me.

I looked at Elias.

Elias looked at the wall.

“Oh my God,” I muttered. “I hate everyone.”

But I went to find shoes.

The problem was my socks.

I stood in the bedroom with Dr. Voss and Elias waiting in the hall, staring at the socks from my duffel bag like they were wild animals. I put one on. The cotton dragged over my foot and ankle, and I immediately made a noise that no adult man should make.

Too scratchy.

Too tight.

Too much.

I ripped it off and threw it onto the floor.

“Problem?” Elias called from outside.

“No,” I lied.

I tried the second sock, because apparently I thought fabric worked differently on different feet.

It did not.

I gave up and shoved my bare feet into my old work boots.

That was worse.

The inside rubbed my ankle. The leather felt heavy. The whole thing made me feel trapped from the ground up.

I stared at my boots with actual betrayal.

Yesterday, those boots had been part of me.

Today, they felt like punishment.

I opened the bedroom door.

Elias looked down at my unlaced boots.

Dr. Voss looked down too.

I pointed at both of them. “Not a word.”

“Noted,” Dr. Voss said.

We crossed the mansion through the east hall, then went out a side door toward the greenhouse. Elias walked close enough to catch me if I stumbled but not close enough to touch. I noticed. Of course I noticed. My body had apparently become a detection system for fabric, temperature, lip texture, and Elias Montgomery’s exact distance from me.

The afternoon had cooled. The garden smelled of wet earth and roses, ordinary roses, normal roses, roses that had never done anything worse than scratch me while pruning.

The private greenhouse looked different when we reached it.

Less mysterious.

More guilty.

Elias unlocked the door.

The scent hit us immediately.

Powdery. Sweet. Warm.

Dr. Voss stopped at the threshold.

“Oh,” she said.

Elias looked at her. “What?”

She stepped inside carefully. “That is not normal volatile expression for a closed-bud rose.”

“I know.”

“I wasn’t talking to you.”

I stayed behind them, one hand clutching the robe closed at my chest. I had refused to change because my clothes still felt impossible, but now I was standing in a greenhouse wearing a silk robe and work boots with no socks.

I looked insane.

I felt insane.

The rose stood in the center of the room.

The bud had opened more since the night before. Not fully. Not even halfway. But the outer petals had unfurled enough to reveal a luminous pink center. It was not glowing. I refused to say glowing. But the color seemed to hold light differently from everything else in the room.

Dr. Voss put on gloves.

Actual gloves.

Because she was not an idiot.

She leaned close to the plant without touching it, then examined the thorned stem where my blood had fallen. The place looked darker than the rest.

She pulled out a small tool and scraped a sample into a vial.

“Serena?” Elias asked.

“Give me a minute.”

“No one ever means that literally,” I muttered.

Dr. Voss glanced back. “You’re anxious.”

“Brilliant diagnosis.”

“You’re also deflecting.”

“I’m wearing a robe in a greenhouse because a flower attacked my gender. I think I’ve earned deflection.”

Silence.

Then Dr. Voss said, “That may be the most concise case summary I’ve ever heard.”

I would have laughed if I had not been so close to throwing up.

She gathered more samples: one from the thorn, one from the sap, one from the soil, one from a fallen outer petal that had not been there yesterday. She sealed them all carefully.

Then she turned to me.

“Yes,” she said. “The plant released something through the thorn.”

My knees felt loose.

Elias noticed and reached out, but I held up a hand.

“I’m fine.”

“You are not fine,” he said.

“I am standing. That counts.”

Dr. Voss removed one glove, then replaced it with a fresh one before she approached me. “The compound likely entered through the cut and moved rapidly through the bloodstream. Based on your symptoms, it affected skin sensitivity, soft tissue distribution, vocal tone, mood, self-perception, and sensory response.”

I stared at her.

“I understood maybe half of those words.”

“Your body is changing,” she said.

“Yeah, I noticed.”

“And your brain is responding to the change. Or the change is responding to your brain.”

“That sounds like something you say when you don’t know.”

“It is. But it’s an educated don’t know.”

Elias looked at the rose, jaw tight. “Can you identify it?”

“Not here. I’ll run preliminary tests tonight. But I can tell you this is potent. Extremely potent.” She paused. “And targeted.”

The greenhouse seemed to shrink.

“Targeted how?” I asked.

Dr. Voss looked at me for a long moment.

“I don’t think this plant turns every person it scratches into the same thing.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It is the only honest one I have.”

I laughed once, because if I did not laugh, I was going to do something worse.

“Great. Amazing. The rose customizes the nightmare.”

Elias said my name softly.

I ignored him.

“Can you fix it?” I asked Dr. Voss. “That’s the actual question. Can you reverse it?”

She did not answer right away.

The pause told me everything and nothing.

“I may be able to,” she said.

May.

The ugliest word in medicine.

We returned to the east wing suite just after six.

The realistic thing about mysterious botanical transformations, apparently, was that they still involved waiting for test results.

Dr. Voss set up a small work area on the suite’s dining table because she did not want to leave me alone and Elias did not want me moved again. She had one of her assistants bring in a portable analyzer, sample racks, cooling packs, and a laptop. The assistant never saw me. Elias made sure of it.

I sat on the sofa, wrapped in the robe, knees tucked under me before I realized what I was doing.

When I noticed, I immediately put both feet on the floor and sat like a normal man.

Then the robe fell open slightly at my thigh.

I yanked it shut.

Dr. Voss watched this entire silent battle and wrote something down.

“I swear,” I said, “if that note says anything about how I sit—”

“It says posture shift.”

“Delete it.”

“No.”

“I hate doctors.”

“You’re in a room with two of them.”

“I noticed.”

Elias stood near the bookshelf, arms crossed. He looked like he wanted to speak but did not trust himself to do it.

That had become a pattern. He kept stopping himself. Before touching me. Before advising me. Before telling me what he thought. As if I had become something fragile and dangerous at the same time.

It irritated me.

It also made me feel safer.

I hated contradictions.

Dr. Voss spent nearly an hour running preliminary tests and asking questions.

Had I ever wanted to dress differently before?

No.

Had I ever questioned my gender?

No.

Had I experienced distress around masculine features before?

No.

Had I ever felt discomfort with my name?

No.

Had I ever found myself drawn to feminine things?

“No,” I said firmly.

Then I remembered the lip gloss.

And the body oil.

And the way the robe felt.

Dr. Voss raised one eyebrow.

I pointed at her. “Current symptoms don’t count.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You eyebrowed.”

“I did.”

Elias looked down.

Was he hiding a smile?

Absolutely not.

I refused to let him enjoy this.

Dr. Voss continued. “Any history of suppressing emotional responses?”

“I’m from Kansas.”

“That is not a clinical answer.”

“It should be.”

She made another note.

I leaned back against the sofa, annoyed, tired, and uncomfortably aware of how smooth my legs felt when they touched each other.

I uncrossed them.

Then crossed my ankles.

Then uncrossed those too.

Everything I did felt wrong.

Or too right.

That was worse.

At 7:19 p.m., Dr. Voss closed her laptop and looked at both of us.

“All right,” she said. “Preliminary theory.”

Elias straightened.

I gripped the edge of the robe.

“The rose produces a compound in the thorn sap. I can’t fully identify it yet, but based on initial behavior, it appears to trigger a neuroendocrine cascade.”

I stared at her.

She sighed. “It affects brain chemistry and hormonal signaling.”

“That still sounds bad.”

“It is serious. But not necessarily bad in the way you mean.”

“What way do I mean?”

“Death, psychosis, irreversible poisoning.”

I swallowed.

“Then what way is it bad?”

Dr. Voss leaned back in her chair. “It lowers psychological resistance.”

I looked at Elias.

He looked as confused as I felt, but more elegantly.

“What does that mean?” I asked.

“It means many people maintain a stable identity through habit, fear, social expectation, and repression. Most of that is useful. Some of it is protective. Some of it is a cage.”

“Nope,” I said immediately.

Dr. Voss continued as if I had not spoken.

“This compound seems to reduce resistance around self-perception while simultaneously encouraging the body toward an internally held template.”

I stared at her.

“Nope,” I repeated.

“Ben—”

“No. Absolutely not. I know where this is going, and no.”

Elias said nothing.

Dr. Voss folded her hands. “Where do you think this is going?”

“You’re going to say this is secretly what I wanted.”

“I’m going to say the plant may not be creating something from nothing.”

My throat tightened.

“It may be amplifying something buried,” she said. “A suppressed identity. A hidden self-concept. A version of you that your conscious mind never allowed to fully develop.”

I stood up.

Too fast.

The room tilted, but I stayed upright because falling would have ruined the point.

“No,” I said. “No. I am not doing that.”

“Doing what?”

“This.” I gestured to myself, to the robe, the lip gloss, the shiny legs under the hem. “Whatever this is. I’m not some perfume-wearing mansion girl. I’m not.”

My voice rose.

Softly.

Horribly.

“I’m from Kansas. I fix irrigation systems. I prune hedges. I own steel-toe boots. I want a landscaping company. I drink gas station coffee. I know how to change a tire. I’m not—” I looked down at myself and almost choked. “I’m not this.”

The room went quiet.

Because there I was.

Saying it while wrapped in a cream silk robe from an expensive guest suite.

With moisturized legs.

With rose lip gloss.

With my shaved knees pressed together because, apparently, even my panic wanted to sit pretty.

OMG.

The thought hit me so hard I almost laughed.

Not funny laughter.

Hysterical laughter.

I pressed both hands to my face.

The gloss touched my palm.

“Oh my God,” I whispered.

Dr. Voss’s voice was quieter when she spoke again. “This isn’t a moral judgment.”

“It feels like one.”

“It isn’t.”

“It feels like you’re saying I lied about who I was.”

“No,” she said. “I’m saying you may not have known the whole truth.”

“That’s worse.”

“I know.”

That honesty made me look at her.

She did not look pleased with herself. She did not look fascinated now. She looked serious in the way doctors probably did when they had to say something no one wanted to hear.

Elias still had not spoken.

I turned on him because silence had become unbearable.

“What?” I demanded.

He met my eyes.

“What do you want me to say?”

“Something.”

He looked at me for a long moment.

Then he said, “I don’t think you’re lying.”

I hated that my eyes burned.

“I think you’re scared,” he continued. “And I think Serena is saying the rose may have forced open a door you didn’t know was there. That doesn’t mean you asked for this. It doesn’t mean you were ready. It doesn’t mean anyone gets to decide for you.”

Dr. Voss nodded once, approving despite herself.

I looked away before either of them could see too much.

My voice came out smaller. “I want it reversed.”

The sentence should have felt good.

It did not.

It felt necessary.

Like grabbing a railing in the dark.

Dr. Voss looked at the samples on the table. “Then we need to discuss the cure.”

The word cure landed in the room like a dropped glass.

I sat down slowly.

Elias did not move.

Dr. Voss took off her glasses and rubbed the bridge of her nose.

“There may be a way to reverse the process. Your grandmother’s notes, Elias. I need them.”

His jaw tightened. “They’re in the archive.”

“Good. I’ll need them tonight.”

“What kind of cure?” I asked.

“A reversal serum, if the notes are useful and if the plant produces the necessary counter-compounds in the unopened leaves and root fibers.”

“That’s a lot of ifs.”

“Yes.”

“Would it work?”

“Maybe.”

I hated that word again.

Dr. Voss’s gaze settled on me. “The timing matters. The bloom is not fully open. Based on the rate I observed, you may have a narrow window. A few days. Possibly less. Once the bloom fully opens, the process may stabilize.”

I gripped the robe.

“Stabilize,” I repeated.

“As in become much harder, possibly impossible, to reverse.”

My stomach dropped.

Elias turned toward the window.

For some reason, I noticed that too.

“Then make it,” I said.

Dr. Voss watched me. “I need you to understand something first.”

“No, you need to make it.”

“I will try. But you need to understand what it may do.”

“It reverses this.”

“It may reverse the physical changes.”

“Good.”

“And it may also restore the psychological resistance the rose lowered.”

I stared at her.

“English.”

“It may close the door.”

The room became too quiet again.

The door.

That was what Elias had called it too.

A door I did not know was there.

I did not want a door. I wanted my old body back. My old voice. My old skin that did not need body oil. My old brain that could look at a robe and think robe instead of OMG so soft.

“What does that mean?” I asked.

“It means the comfort you’re feeling from certain things—the smoothness, the grooming, the softness, the lip gloss, the robe—may become inaccessible again. Or buried. Or distressing in a different way.”

“Good,” I said immediately.

Too immediately.

Dr. Voss did not react.

Elias did.

Not much. Just a tiny shift in his face, barely there and gone before I could name it.

Almost sadness.

That bothered me.

It had no right to bother me.

He should have been relieved. I was his gardener. His employee. A man injured by his family’s plant. The cure was the solution. Obviously.

So why did he look like I had said something painful?

“Good,” I repeated, harsher this time. “That’s what I want.”

Elias looked at me.

“Then that’s what we’ll pursue,” he said.

No argument.

No pressure.

No selfish wish.

Just support.

I should have appreciated it.

Instead, I felt weirdly angry.

Because part of me wanted him to say something else.

Not don’t take it. Not stay like this. That would have been insane. Inappropriate. Wrong.

But maybe I wanted him to look less relieved by the idea of Ben coming back.

Except he did not look relieved.

That was the problem.

Dr. Voss stood. “I’ll need access to the archive and the greenhouse. I’ll also need to take additional samples later tonight. Elias, with me.”

Elias nodded.

Then he looked at me. “Will you be all right here for a few minutes?”

A few minutes had become a meaningless phrase in this house.

But I nodded.

“Fine.”

Dr. Voss started packing the samples into a cooler.

Then she looked at my robe, my bare legs, and the old work boots still sitting by the sofa where I had kicked them off.

“Also,” she said, “he needs clothing that doesn’t distress him.”

My head snapped up. “Excuse me?”

“Textile sensitivity is obvious. His old clothes may aggravate his symptoms. Give him access to softer garments.”

Elias paused.

I knew before he spoke that I was going to hate the answer.

“There are clothes in the west storage room,” he said carefully. “Family items. Some unused. Some preserved.”

“What kind of clothes?” I asked.

He hesitated.

That was enough.

“No.”

“You don’t know what I was going to say.”

“Women’s clothes. You were going to say women’s clothes.”

“Some of them, yes.”

“No.”

Dr. Voss looked at me. “You’re wearing a women’s robe.”

“It’s a guest robe.”

“From a women’s guest suite.”

“Why are you like this?”

“Efficient?”

“Evil.”

She smiled faintly. “Comfort is not commitment, Ben. Clothes are not a diagnosis.”

That sounded reasonable.

I hated it.

Elias stepped in before I could argue more. “You don’t have to wear anything you don’t want.”

“Good.”

“But Serena is right. You need options that don’t make your skin worse.”

I crossed my arms.

The robe sleeve slid down my forearm. I noticed how pale and smooth my skin looked in the warm lamplight.

I yanked the sleeve back down.

“Fine,” I said. “Options. But no dresses.”

Dr. Voss picked up her case. “Of course.”

Something about the way she said it made me suspicious.

By the time Elias came back to get me, the sun had set.

Montgomery House was different at night from inside. The halls were softly lit. The windows reflected gold lamps and dark gardens. Somewhere far away, Mrs. Alvarez was speaking quietly to someone, but the east and west wings were empty.

Elias led me through corridors I had never seen. Past framed photographs. Past a closed music room. Past a staircase with a curved banister. The house seemed endless, not in a haunted way exactly, but in the way of places where families had stored secrets for generations because they had enough square footage to misplace guilt.

I walked beside him in the cream robe and tried to look like a man who wore borrowed silk with authority.

I did not succeed.

The fabric brushed my thighs with every step, and because my skin had apparently become a traitor, I kept getting distracted.

Once, I stumbled slightly because I was too busy thinking about how soft the robe felt against the back of my knee.

Elias reached out.

His hand stopped an inch from my elbow.

I saw the restraint.

Again.

“You can touch my arm if I’m falling,” I said.

His gaze met mine.

“That’s good to know.”

Something in my stomach fluttered.

Probably nausea.

Definitely nausea.

“Don’t make it weird,” I said.

“I wasn’t.”

“You have a face.”

“I apologize for having a face.”

I snorted before I could stop myself.

It sounded almost cute.

I wanted to die.

Elias looked away, but not before I saw the corner of his mouth move.

“Don’t,” I warned.

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You thought something.”

“I think many things.”

“Think less.”

“That would make my job difficult.”

“Then think uglier.”

That surprised a laugh out of him.

A real one.

Quiet, brief, but real.

I stopped walking.

He stopped too.

For half a second, the hallway did something strange around us. The air shifted. The house got quieter. Elias looked almost human, almost young, almost not my employer.

Then I remembered I was barefoot inside slippers he had found somewhere, wearing lip gloss I kept pretending I hated.

I kept walking.

“Storage room,” I said. “Before this gets worse.”

The west storage room was not a room.

It was a museum of feminine temptation.

That was my first thought, followed immediately by horror that I had used the words feminine temptation like a person in a shampoo commercial.

The space was long and climate-controlled, with covered racks of clothing, cedar drawers, labeled boxes, mirrors, and shelves of handbags wrapped in cloth. A chandelier hung overhead. This one was definitely a chandelier. I did not care what Elias called it.

He turned on the lights slowly.

Soft gold filled the room.

“Oh,” I said before I could stop myself.

Not because I wanted anything.

Because it was a lot.

Rows of fabric waited under protective covers. Cream. Blush. Navy. Black. Pale blue. Rose pink. Satin, wool, silk, chiffon, cashmere. Even covered, the clothes seemed to glow with old money and dangerous softness.

Elias stood near the door, careful again.

“These belonged to my grandmother, my mother, and a few relatives who stored things here over the years. Some are vintage. Some were never worn. You do not have to take anything.”

“Good.”

“I can look for simple pieces first.”

“Pants.”

“Of course.”

“And shirts.”

“Yes.”

“No dresses.”

“I heard you.”

I stepped farther into the room.

A covered rack stood closest to me. I should have ignored it. Instead, my hand lifted toward the first garment bag like it had its own brain.

I stopped.

Elias noticed.

I dropped my hand. “I’m looking for pants.”

“Okay.”

“Don’t say okay like that.”

“Like what?”

“Like you’re letting me discover myself in your dead relatives’ closet.”

His face went still.

I winced.

“Sorry.”

“It’s all right.”

“No, that was—”

“It’s all right,” he said again. Quieter. “My grandmother would probably enjoy the drama.”

Despite myself, I looked at the garment bag.

“What was she like?”

“Difficult. Brilliant. Excessive. She believed beauty had power and that most people were cowards about wanting it.”

“That sounds exhausting.”

“She was.”

There was affection in his voice.

I turned away from it because affection made the room feel too intimate.

Elias opened a drawer and pulled out a folded pair of soft black leggings.

I stared.

“No.”

“They’re not denim.”

“They’re leggings.”

“They’re soft.”

“They’re leggings.”

“You said fabric hurts.”

“I didn’t say I wanted to look like I do Pilates.”

“Do you do Pilates?”

“I fix sprinklers.”

“Then no one will be confused.”

I glared at him.

He held out the leggings.

I took them like they were evidence.

They were soft.

Of course they were soft.

I hated them immediately.

Then he found a loose gray sweater. Fine. Masculine enough, maybe, if I ignored how expensive and soft it was. Then a simple white camisole that made me step back like he had pulled out a snake.

“No.”

“It goes under the sweater.”

“I know what it does.”

“It may help with skin sensitivity.”

“It has tiny straps.”

“Yes.”

“Tiny straps are not medical.”

“No. But irritation prevention can be.”

I looked at the camisole.

It was plain. White. Soft. Not lace. Not pink. Not ridiculous.

Still.

Tiny straps.

Bimbo warning bells went off somewhere in my head, which made no sense because there was nothing bimbo about a white camisole. But my brain had begun categorizing everything feminine as either terrifying or secretly fascinating, and apparently this qualified as both.

“I’ll try the sweater only,” I said.

Elias set the camisole aside without argument.

Good.

Great.

I won.

Then we reached the robe section.

That was where the trouble started.

Because one robe was silk.

Not just soft like the one I wore.

Actual silk.

Pale pink. Long. With a sash. Elegant and ridiculous and so glossy it caught the light like water.

I stopped walking.

Elias followed my gaze.

I looked away instantly.

“No,” I said.

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You were going to.”

“I wasn’t.”

“The answer is no.”

“To the thing I didn’t ask?”

“Yes.”

He did not touch the robe.

That should have helped.

It did not.

Because now I knew it was there.

We found pants that were not pants but “wide-leg lounge trousers,” according to the label. I rejected them on principle until I touched the fabric, then rejected them with less confidence. We found a soft button-down blouse that Elias tried to call a shirt, which was insulting to shirts everywhere.

“It’s a blouse,” I said.

“It has buttons.”

“So do blouses.”

“So do shirts.”

“That is not the point.”

“What is the point?”

“The point is I know when I’m being tricked by fabric.”

Elias’s expression was very serious, but his eyes were not.

“You think the blouse is tricking you?”

“Yes.”

“Into what?”

I opened my mouth.

Nothing came out.

Because the answer was looking pretty, and I was not going to say that.

I moved on.

Then I touched a dress.

By accident.

Mostly.

It hung at the end of one rack, uncovered, maybe because someone had taken it out recently or because the house was evil. It was not flashy. That made it worse. A soft sweater dress in a pale oatmeal color, long sleeves, gentle waist, fabric so fine it looked like it would forgive every body that wore it.

My fingers brushed the sleeve.

The fabric slid under my touch.

My whole brain went quiet.

OMG.

No.

I snatched my hand back.

Elias, curse him, had seen everything.

“I said no dresses,” I said.

“Yes.”

“That was an accident.”

“All right.”

“I don’t want it.”

“I didn’t say you did.”

“Stop being calm.”

“I’m trying to be respectful.”

“Be disrespectful for one second so I can be mad at you.”

His gaze softened in a way that made me want to run.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I can’t.”

I looked back at the dress.

The sleeve hung there, harmless and devastating.

“It’s probably scratchy,” I said.

“It’s cashmere.”

“Of course it is.”

“Ben—”

“No.”

But I touched it again.

Just with two fingers.

The softness made my chest hurt.

It was not like the robe. The robe was obvious luxury. This was quieter. Warmer. Something you could wear on a morning when you did not want the world to ask too much of you. Something that would fall over the body gently and make everything feel less sharp.

That was a stupid thing to think about a dress.

I pulled my hand away.

“I’ll take the leggings,” I said, as if accepting leggings proved something. “And the sweater.”

Elias nodded. “Okay.”

“And the camisole,” I added quickly, because my skin had started itching just thinking about wearing the sweater without something underneath. “For medical reasons.”

“Of course.”

“And not the dress.”

“Not the dress.”

We left the storage room with an armful of clothing that did not count as women’s clothes if I refused to categorize them.

Back in the suite, Elias left me alone to change.

I stood in the bedroom staring at the pile.

Leggings.

White camisole.

Soft gray sweater.

Silk robe I was already wearing.

No dress.

Good.

I could do this.

I untied the robe and slipped it off.

The air touched my skin, and I shivered.

The camisole went on first. I expected to hate it. I needed to hate it. Instead, the fabric slid down over my chest and stomach with barely any friction at all. The tiny straps sat on my shoulders, light as thread.

I looked in the mirror.

Mistake.

The camisole softened everything.

My shoulders looked less broad. My arms looked smoother. My waist looked undeniably narrower. The white fabric clung just enough to show that my body was not shaped quite the way it had been yesterday.

I looked away.

Then looked back.

“This is medical,” I whispered.

The leggings were worse.

They slid up my legs like they had been designed by someone who hated my denial. After a full day of rough sweatpants and robe adjustments, the smooth stretch felt like relief. They hugged my calves, my thighs, my hips.

My hips.

I stopped with the waistband halfway up.

My hips were different.

Not huge. Not dramatic. But there was a curve there that had not been there before. A softness under my hands when I pulled the leggings into place.

My throat went dry.

“No,” I whispered.

But no did not change the mirror.

The sweater came next. Oversized, soft, gray, falling past my waist. It should have helped. It should have hidden things.

Instead, paired with the leggings and camisole straps peeking at my shoulders, it made me look like some delicate mansion girl recovering from drama.

The thought arrived fully formed.

Delicate mansion girl.

I stared at myself.

Then, because my brain had officially been ruined, another thought followed:

Cute though.

I actually slapped my own forehead.

“Ow.”

Someone knocked.

I nearly jumped out of my skin.

“Ben?” Elias called from the other side. “Are you all right?”

“No,” I said, then added, “I mean yes. I’m dressed.”

The door opened slowly.

Elias stepped in.

He stopped.

Not dramatically. Not like a man in a romance novel seeing someone transformed. Nothing that obvious. He simply stopped walking, and for half a second, his eyes took me in.

The leggings.

The sweater.

The camisole strap that had slipped down one shoulder.

My smooth face.

My glossy mouth.

Me, standing there with my arms crossed like that could hide all of it.

His expression changed before he controlled it.

My stomach flipped.

Not attraction.

Not mine.

His.

Maybe.

No.

I did not know.

“What?” I demanded.

“Nothing.”

“Liar.”

He looked away, then back. “The clothes seem more comfortable.”

“That is not what your face said.”

“My face has been causing problems today.”

“It really has.”

The words came out before I could stop them.

We both went quiet.

My face burned.

Because that sounded like flirting.

It was not.

It was panic with better timing.

I tugged the sweater lower. “This is temporary.”

“I know.”

“I still want the cure.”

“I know.”

“I’m not becoming some—” I waved a hand at myself. “Some soft, glossy, robe-wearing, lotion-addicted thing.”

Elias’s eyes flicked to my hand.

I had gestured with my wrist bent.

Not much.

Just enough.

I dropped my hand instantly.

“Don’t look at that.”

“I wasn’t judging.”

“I am. I’ll judge for both of us.”

He stepped into the room and placed a small stack of folded clothes on the chair.

“I found a few more options. No dresses.”

“Good.”

“And slippers that may be more comfortable than the boots.”

I looked at the slippers.

Cream. Soft. Open at the back.

I hated that I wanted them.

I looked at him.

He knew.

I could tell he knew.

“I hate this house,” I said.

“I understand.”

“No, you don’t. Everything here is soft and expensive and waiting to make me weird.”

He almost smiled. “The house does have that effect.”

I sat on the edge of the bed, careful not to move too quickly because the leggings were still giving my legs too much information.

Elias remained by the chair.

“Serena is in the archive,” he said. “She found my grandmother’s notes. She thinks she can begin formulating something tonight.”

“The cure.”

“Yes.”

The word should have brought relief again.

It did, partly.

But less than before.

I rubbed my palms over my thighs, then realized how smooth the leggings felt and stopped.

Elias saw.

Of course.

I hated everything.

“How long?” I asked.

“She needs to compare the notes with the samples. Maybe tomorrow for a first attempt, if she can identify the counter-compound.”

Tomorrow.

That was good.

Tomorrow meant this could end soon.

Tomorrow meant Ben could come back.

Real Ben.

Normal Ben.

Kansas Ben.

I looked at the mirror across the room.

The person looking back did not feel like normal Ben.

Not completely.

That was the problem.

The camisole strap had slipped again. My lips were still glossy. My face looked soft and tired and prettier than it should have. My legs looked long and smooth under the sweater. The whole outfit should have made me feel humiliated.

It did.

But not only humiliated.

That was the part I did not know how to survive.

“I should be happy,” I said quietly.

Elias did not pretend not to understand.

“About the cure?”

“Yeah.”

“You don’t sound happy.”

“I am.”

“All right.”

“Don’t all right me.”

He said nothing.

I looked at him then, irritated by his patience.

“Aren’t you going to tell me I’m confused?”

“No.”

“Or that it’s the rose?”

“It may be.”

“Or that I don’t know what I want?”

“You may not.”

I laughed once, bitter and shaky. “Wow. Very comforting.”

“I don’t want to comfort you with lies.”

That shut me up.

He looked tired again. Worse than tired. Responsible.

I did not want him to look that way.

The thought annoyed me.

“I touched a dress,” I said.

I had no idea why I said it.

Elias blinked.

Then he nodded. “Okay.”

“It was an accident.”

“All right.”

“It was soft.”

“I know.”

“You know because you’re rich and all your clothes are probably soft.”

“That is only partly true.”

“I didn’t take it.”

“I know.”

“I wanted to.”

The room changed.

There.

I had said it.

Not loudly. Not proudly. Not like confession in a movie. More like someone dropping a breakable thing and waiting for it to shatter.

Elias did not move.

My heart pounded.

“I don’t know why,” I said. “I don’t know if it’s the rose or my brain or whatever Dr. Voss said about doors. I don’t know if wanting to touch a dress means anything. I don’t want it to mean anything.”

Elias’s voice was very soft. “It doesn’t have to mean everything tonight.”

My eyes burned again.

I looked at the mirror because looking at him felt dangerous.

In the mirror, the sweater slipped off one shoulder just enough to reveal the white strap underneath.

I should have fixed it.

I did not.

For one quiet, terrible second, I just looked.

That was not Ben in women’s clothes.

Not exactly.

It was not even a joke version of Ben. Not a costume. Not a punishment.

It was someone softer.

Someone scared.

Someone who looked like he had been waiting for permission to be seen and hated himself for wanting it.

My breath caught.

Elias stood behind me in the reflection, far enough away to be respectful, close enough to feel real.

I touched the camisole strap with two fingers.

The gesture looked delicate.

Girly.

Mine.

OMG.

I lowered my hand.

“Tomorrow,” I said, because I needed the cure to still exist. I needed an exit door.

“Tomorrow,” Elias said.

But he did not sound certain.

Neither did I.

Outside the suite, the mansion settled into evening silence. Somewhere in the west wing, Dr. Serena Voss studied old Montgomery notes and rare rose samples, trying to build a cure from science, family secrets, and whatever had entered my blood through that thorn.

In the private greenhouse, Vivian’s Bloom continued to open.

And in the mirror, under soft lamplight, I stood in leggings, a sweater, and lip gloss, telling myself I wanted everything reversed while some terrifying, glossy little part of me wondered what the dress would have felt like.


Chapter 4
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BY THE NEXT morning, I had learned two things. One, sleeping in leggings was not as uncomfortable as I wanted it to be. Two, waking up with smoother legs, soft fabric against my skin, and lip balm still faintly slick on my mouth did not make a man feel normal.

It made him feel like he had lost an argument while unconscious.

I opened my eyes at 7:12 a.m. to pale sunlight slipping through the curtains of the east wing guest suite. For a few seconds, I forgot where I was. The bed was too large. The sheets were too soft. The ceiling was too high. Nothing smelled like the staff quarters over the garage. There was no faint scent of motor oil from the service drive, no rumble of the old pipes in the carriage house bathroom, no cheap cotton scratching my shoulders.

Instead, I smelled clean linen, roses, and the expensive moisturizer I had used before bed because my face had felt dry again.

My face.

Of course.

I lay very still.

Maybe if I did not move, nothing else would have changed.

That thought lasted until my legs shifted under the sheets and the leggings slid over my skin.

A shiver went straight up my spine.

“Absolutely not,” I whispered.

My voice sounded softer than it had yesterday.

Not hugely. Not enough to be someone else’s voice. But enough that I heard it and wanted to cough, deepen it, drag it back into place by force.

I sat up too quickly.

The room tilted.

My hair fell into my eyes.

It was longer.

Not dramatically longer. Not waist-length. Not magical-princess ridiculous. But it was definitely longer than it had been two days ago, falling forward in soft brown pieces that brushed my forehead and cheekbones. I grabbed a handful and stared at it.

“No,” I said.

Then, because apparently my body enjoyed humiliating me, I thought:

At least it looks shinier.

I dropped the hair like it had burned me.

“OMG, shut up,” I told myself.

I had started saying OMG too much.

That was also new.

I used to say normal things when stressed. Damn. Hell. What the hell. Now my brain kept throwing OMG at every crisis like some glittery emergency alarm.

I hated it.

I also could not stop.

A knock sounded at the suite door at 7:20.

I froze, one hand still tangled in my slightly-too-long hair.

“Ben?” Elias called. “It’s me.”

Of course it was him.

No one else knocked like that. Elias knocked as if he had been taught by a private etiquette tutor during childhood and then had medical consent training layered on top of it.

“Yes,” I called.

Then I winced at my voice.

“May I come in?”

I grabbed the gray sweater from where I had thrown it on the chair and pulled it over the camisole I had slept in. Slept in. Like that was something I did now. Like I was just a soft little mansion guest who wore camisoles to bed and woke up dewy.

“Just a second.”

I dragged my fingers through my hair, immediately realized that made it fall softer around my face, and gave up.

“Okay,” I said.

Elias entered carrying a tray.

He had changed into dark trousers and a white shirt with the sleeves rolled to his forearms. No coat yet. No hospital badge. He looked tired but more alert than yesterday, like he had slept two hours and decided that was a personality.

He stopped just inside the door.

His eyes went to my hair.

I touched it defensively. “Don’t.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You looked.”

“I did.”

“It grew.”

“Yes.”

“That is bad.”

“It is information.”

“Everything is information to you people.”

He set the tray down on the coffee table. Toast, fruit, coffee, water, and something in a little bowl that looked suspiciously healthy.

“Serena wants you to eat before she draws more blood.”

“More blood?”

“She needs updated levels.”

“I’m not a science project.”

“No,” he said. “You’re a patient.”

“I didn’t agree to being a patient.”

“You agreed to monitoring.”

“I agreed under duress.”

“You were wearing lip gloss.”

“That is not duress.”

“No,” he said carefully. “That’s a separate matter.”

I narrowed my eyes.

His mouth did the almost-smile thing.

It should not have made me feel better.

It did.

I hated him for that.

Dr. Voss arrived ten minutes later with a tablet, two sealed kits, and the same energy as a woman who considered feelings an inefficient delivery system for data. She looked me over, noticed my hair, noticed the sweater, noticed the way I was sitting with my knees too close together, and wrote something down.

I pointed at her with my toast. “No.”

“I haven’t said anything.”

“You wrote.”

“I often write.”

“What did you write?”

“Progression continuing.”

“That sounds bad.”

“It’s neutral.”

“Nothing about this is neutral.”

Dr. Voss took blood, checked my vitals, examined the thorn cut, and asked if I had experienced new urges, sensory changes, emotional swings, body image distress, comfort in feminine presentation, or increased grooming fixation.

I said no to grooming fixation while holding a butter knife and staring at the slight dryness of my cuticles with genuine concern.

She waited.

I put the butter knife down.

“I might need hand lotion,” I said.

Dr. Voss wrote again.

“Do not write that down.”

“Too late.”

Elias stood by the window, looking like a man trying very hard not to react.

I turned on him. “You too. Stop silently diagnosing my hands.”

“I was looking at the garden.”

“You were not.”

“I was trying to.”

“That’s worse.”

Dr. Voss snapped off her gloves. “Your vitals are stable. The physical changes are still progressing but not rapidly enough to suggest immediate danger. The compound appears active, but the process is organized.”

“Organized transformation. Great. Love that for me.”

She ignored that. “I’ll continue working on the reversal formula. Elias retrieved the journals, and I found references to counter-extraction from the roots and unopened leaf nodes. But I need fresh material from the plant, and I need time.”

“How much time?”

“Best case? Tonight for a viable base compound. Tomorrow for something I would consider safe enough to administer.”

Tomorrow.

The cure had moved from maybe to tomorrow.

I should have felt relieved.

I did.

Mostly.

Then my gaze drifted to the mirror over the fireplace and caught my reflection: soft hair, sweater slipping off one shoulder, lashes darker than I remembered, lips still faintly shiny from last night’s balm.

I looked away.

Dr. Voss saw.

Of course she saw.

“Also,” she said, “you need properly fitting clothes.”

I groaned. “We did that last night.”

“You borrowed emergency comfort items last night. Today you need functional options. Your proportions are shifting. Clothing that is too tight, too rough, or emotionally distressing will make you more agitated.”

“Emotionally distressing clothing,” I repeated.

“You nearly argued with socks.”

“I won that argument.”

“You are not wearing socks.”

“Exactly.”

Elias cleared his throat. “I placed orders.”

My head snapped toward him. “You what?”

“Medical accommodations,” he said.

I stared at him.

He looked too calm.

Suspiciously calm.

“What kind of orders?”

“Clothes. Shoes. Basic undergarments. Skin-care items. Wigs.”

My brain stopped at the last word.

“Wigs?”

“Your hair is changing inconsistently. You keep touching it, and it seems to distress you. I thought options might help.”

“Options,” I echoed.

“Yes.”

“Options like wigs.”

“Yes.”

I looked at Dr. Voss. “Is this medically necessary?”

She did not even blink. “Comfort and identity presentation can reduce distress during active transformation.”

“That is not a no.”

“It is not a no.”

I looked back at Elias. “What kind of wigs?”

For one second, his face changed.

Just a little.

Like he knew the question itself was a problem.

“A few styles,” he said. “Nothing extreme.”

Nothing extreme arrived at 11:46 a.m. in eight boxes, three garment bags, two shoe boxes, a cosmetics organizer, a sealed package of underthings I refused to look at directly, and one blush-pink shopping bag that made my entire nervous system say OMG before my mouth could.

I stood in the sitting room while Elias brought the packages in himself. No staff. No assistants. No witnesses. Just Elias, the boxes, and my dignity dying quietly in the corner.

“This is too much,” I said.

“It can be returned.”

“Why are there so many?”

“Sizing uncertainty.”

“Why is that bag pink?”

“Branding, I assume.”

“Why does it have ribbon?”

“Also branding.”

“Why is the ribbon cute?”

The question left my mouth before I could catch it.

Silence.

Dr. Voss, who was working at the dining table with samples, looked up.

Elias paused with a box in his hands.

I felt my whole face go hot.

“I mean manipulative,” I said quickly. “The ribbon is manipulative.”

“Of course,” Elias said.

Dr. Voss looked back down at her notes. “Acute aesthetic susceptibility.”

“I will throw a pillow at you.”

“You may feel better if it’s silk.”

I grabbed the nearest pillow.

It was silk.

I put it down.

“I hate this mansion,” I whispered.

The first box contained skin care.

Not just moisturizer. A full lineup of expensive bottles and jars in cream and gold packaging, arranged like they expected applause. Gentle cleanser. Hydrating serum. Body cream. Hand cream. Cuticle oil. Lip mask. Face mist.

“Face mist?” I said.

Elias rubbed the back of his neck. “The consultant said it might help with dryness.”

“What consultant?”

“A personal shopper.”

I stared at him.

“You told a stranger about me?”

“No. I said I had a guest with severe skin sensitivity who needed fragrance-light, soft-texture products and comfortable clothing in multiple sizes.”

I wanted to be angry.

That was annoyingly reasonable.

I picked up the face mist.

The bottle was frosted pink glass.

I had never wanted to spray water on my face from a fancy bottle.

Apparently, that was over now.

“Don’t,” I warned the room.

“No one said anything,” Elias said.

“I felt judgment.”

“That was internal,” Dr. Voss said.

I sprayed the mist once.

It settled over my face in a cool, delicate cloud.

My eyes closed before I could stop them.

“Oh my God,” I breathed.

The room went silent.

I opened my eyes.

Elias was looking at me.

Dr. Voss was absolutely writing.

“It’s just water,” I said.

“With humectants,” Dr. Voss said.

“Shut up.”

The next box was makeup.

I should have pushed it away.

Instead, I sat on the floor in front of the coffee table like the boxes had gravity and pulled out item after item. Concealer. Tinted moisturizer. Mascara. Brow gel. Blush. Highlighter. Gloss. Lip liner. A little palette of soft browns, pinks, and champagne shimmer.

Shimmer.

No.

Absolutely not.

I touched the champagne shadow with one finger.

It sparkled.

My heart did something embarrassing.

“This is evil,” I whispered.

Elias sat in the chair across from me, not too close. “You don’t have to use any of it.”

“I know.”

I touched the shimmer again.

“Ben.”

“What?”

“You’re smiling.”

I stopped immediately.

“No, I’m not.”

“You were.”

“I was horrified.”

“You looked pleased.”

“I can be horrified and pleased. It’s called complexity.”

Dr. Voss murmured, “That is actually not wrong.”

The undergarments came next, and that was where I drew a very firm line.

“No.”

Elias did not argue. He simply set the package aside. “When you’re ready.”

“I won’t be ready.”

“All right.”

“Don’t all right me like I’m going to change my mind.”

“All right.”

“Elias.”

His name came out too easily.

Too familiarly.

We both noticed.

I had been calling him Mr. Montgomery for months. Then the rose cut me, and suddenly I was in his guest suite saying Elias while sitting on the floor beside a blush-pink shopping bag, with face mist on my cheeks and lip gloss in my hand.

Great.

Beautiful.

Very masculine.

I looked away first.

The wigs were in three long boxes.

I did not touch them at first.

Clothes were one thing. Lotion was one thing. Makeup was insane, but at least I could pretend it was skin-related. Wigs were different.

Wigs meant looking.

Wigs meant trying.

Wigs meant answering a question I had not agreed to hear.

Elias seemed to understand, because he did not open them. He only said, “They’re there if you want options.”

“Medical accommodations,” I said.

“Yes.”

“For psychological stability.”

“Exactly.”

“Not because I want to play dress-up.”

“No.”

I looked at the boxes.

My palms tingled.

“Fine,” I said. “Open one.”

Elias opened the brunette wig first.

It was long, softly waved, dark brown with lighter pieces around the face. Not dramatic. Not costume-like. Expensive-looking, which made sense because this house was allergic to cheapness.

He lifted it carefully.

I stood.

Then sat.

Then stood again.

“I don’t know how to put that on.”

“I watched a tutorial.”

I stared at him. “You watched a tutorial?”

“Yes.”

“When?”

“Early this morning.”

“You woke up and watched wig tutorials?”

“After speaking with Serena.”

I pressed my lips together.

I did not know what to do with that.

It was not romantic.

It was practical.

Medical accommodation.

Still.

There was something deeply unfair about Elias Montgomery, tired doctor, heir to haunted roses, watching wig tutorials before breakfast because I was afraid of my own hair.

“Okay,” I said quietly.

He helped from behind, careful and clinical at first. He showed me the cap, adjusted the edge, guided the hair around my face without touching my skin more than necessary. His hands were steady. Mine were not.

The first time I looked in the mirror, I forgot how to breathe.

The brunette waves fell past my shoulders. They softened my face instantly. The fuller lips, the smoother cheeks, the slightly bigger eyes from whatever the rose was doing—all of it made more sense framed by hair.

I looked like Ben’s prettier cousin.

That was the first thought.

Not a girl yet.

Not completely.

But close enough to make my chest tighten.

I lifted one hand and touched the ends of the hair.

Soft.

“OMG,” I whispered.

Elias stood behind me in the mirror.

He did not say anything.

I turned my head slightly.

The hair moved over my shoulder, and something inside me fluttered.

Not panic this time.

Not only panic.

“Take it off,” I said quickly.

He did.

The black bob came next.

I told myself I hated it before it even touched my head.

Then Elias adjusted it, and I looked into the mirror, and the world changed again.

The bob was sleek, chin-length, with a slight curve under. It made my face look sharper. More expensive. Less scared. The gloss on my lips suddenly looked intentional. The sweater looked styled instead of borrowed. Even the leggings looked like part of a rich-girl-off-duty outfit.

I blinked.

The girl in the mirror blinked too.

No.

Not girl.

Person.

Reflection.

Problem.

My throat worked.

“I look like I charge too much for candles,” I said.

Elias made a sound behind me.

I turned. “Are you laughing?”

“No.”

“You are.”

“Only slightly.”

Dr. Voss looked up from her table. “It suits your bone structure.”

“Do not encourage my bone structure.”

I looked again.

The bob did suit my bone structure.

That was the issue.

I tilted my chin, just a little, and the person in the mirror looked confident for half a second.

Then I ruined it by whispering, “Oh my God, she’s kind of cute.”

Silence.

Horror rolled through me.

“I meant it. The wig. The wig is cute.”

“Of course,” Elias said.

His voice sounded too careful.

The honey-blonde wig was last.

I almost refused.

I should have refused.

The brunette had been dangerous. The black bob had been worse. Blonde felt like walking into a room with a spotlight and pretending not to enjoy it.

The wig came out of the box in glossy waves, warm honey with pale ribbons through the front. It looked soft, glamorous, and completely unreasonable.

“No,” I said.

Elias nodded. “Okay.”

He started to put it back.

I hated that.

Not because I wanted it.

Because I wanted to see.

“Wait,” I said.

He paused.

I swallowed. “Just for information.”

“Information,” he repeated.

“Medical information.”

“Of course.”

The blonde wig changed everything.

Not slowly.

Immediately.

The second it settled around my face, the room seemed to tilt.

Elias adjusted the front gently. His fingers brushed near my temple, careful, barely there. The blonde waves fell over my shoulders, lighter than the brunette, softer than the black bob, bright enough to make my skin look warmer and my lips pinker.

I turned toward the mirror.

And Ben disappeared.

Not fully. Not in some magical puff of smoke. But enough that my mind reached for him and missed.

The person staring back looked like a girl with secrets.

That was the only way I could think it.

A soft, glossy, dangerous little thing with wide eyes, honey-blonde hair, smooth legs under gray sweater and leggings, and a mouth that looked like it knew how to say OMG and mean it.

I lifted my hand to my lips.

The gesture looked natural.

Too natural.

My heart pounded.

“No,” I whispered.

But the girl in the mirror did not look wrong.

She looked frightened.

She looked pretty.

She looked like she had been waiting.

I turned away from the mirror and found Elias looking at me.

He had gone completely still.

Not doctor still.

Not employer still.

Man still.

The kind of stillness that happened when someone forgot to hide a reaction.

I crossed my arms. “What?”

He looked at the mirror, then at me.

His voice was low when he answered.

“I think you know.”

The room got too warm.

I should have been angry.

I should have snapped at him, told him not to look at me like that, told him this was the rose, the compound, the medical emergency, the wig tutorial, the whole ridiculous haunted jewelry disaster.

Instead, I stared at him with blonde hair around my face and my heart beating in places it had no business beating.

Dr. Voss cleared her throat from the dining table.

“Emotional spike noted.”

I ripped the wig off.

“Stop noting!”

The afternoon became worse.

Not worse like danger.

Worse like options.

Once the wigs had been opened, the clothes followed. Not all of them. I refused half on sight. Anything lace, anything too short, anything with bows, anything obviously called “babydoll” or “satin sleep set” went into the absolutely not pile.

The absolutely not pile became suspiciously organized by color.

I did not mean to do that.

“It’s easier to return things this way,” I said when Elias noticed.

“I didn’t ask.”

“You looked.”

“I was appreciating the system.”

“I have always been organized.”

“Yes.”

“With masculine things.”

“I didn’t say otherwise.”

Dr. Voss did not look up from her laptop. “Color grouping is not gendered.”

“Thank you,” I said.

Then she added, “But the pink pile is unusually precise.”

I threw the silk pillow at her.

She caught it without looking.

Unfortunately, the packages had included things that fit.

Soft lounge trousers. Fine. More leggings. Suspicious but practical. Oversized sweaters. Acceptable. A silky black camisole that made me hold it at arm’s length like it might purr. A pair of cream slippers. Comfortable. Annoyingly. A soft pink robe that I called medically unnecessary and then touched six times.

The shoes were the real problem.

The first pair were simple flats.

I rejected them because they looked too delicate.

Then I tried them on because my feet still hated socks.

They fit.

They also made my feet look small.

I stared down at them.

“Why do my feet look cute?” I asked.

No one answered quickly enough.

“Forget I said that.”

The next pair had a low heel.

“No,” I said.

Elias closed the box.

I looked at it.

He opened it again.

“Stop understanding me,” I muttered.

The heels were pale nude, not dramatic, barely two inches. I told myself I was only testing balance.

When I stood, my posture changed.

My weight shifted forward. My calves tightened. My body adjusted. The heel was small, but the effect was not.

My back straightened.

My hips moved.

I took one step and immediately grabbed the chair.

“Nope.”

Elias reached out, then stopped. “Careful.”

“I’m fine.”

“You’re holding the chair like it owes you money.”

“The chair is supportive.”

I took another step.

The heel clicked softly against the floor.

Something happened in my stomach.

Click.

Another step.

Click.

The sound was ridiculous.

It was also powerful.

“Oh my God,” I whispered. “Why is the sound kind of—”

I stopped.

Elias raised an eyebrow.

“Kind of what?” Dr. Voss asked.

“Nothing.”

“Empowering?” she suggested.

“No.”

“Feminizing?”

“No.”

“Addictive?”

I pointed at her. “You are banned from adjectives.”

But she was not wrong.

The shoes changed the way I felt in the room. Not safe, exactly. Not stable. I wobbled every few steps. But taller. Presented. Like my body had to perform being seen.

I hated being seen.

I also took three more steps.

That evening, Dr. Voss found the name.

It was 5:58 p.m., and I was sitting cross-legged on the sofa in soft leggings, an oversized sweater, the low heels kicked off on the rug, and the honey-blonde wig on a stand across the room because I had refused to wear it again and then positioned it where I could still look at it.

For information.

Elias was in the library attached to the suite, speaking quietly on the phone with someone from the hospital. Dr. Voss sat at the dining table surrounded by photocopied journal pages, her laptop, and three empty coffee cups.

She said, “Vivian.”

My head snapped up.

“What?”

“Vivian,” she repeated, reading from a page. “Vivian Harrow. 1919. Elias, come here.”

Elias entered from the library, phone still in hand. “What did you find?”

Dr. Voss turned the old journal carefully. “Your grandmother didn’t name the rose. She inherited the name from an earlier record. The first documented transformation was a woman named Vivian Harrow. Or rather, someone who became Vivian Harrow after being cut by the thorn.”

My skin prickled.

“No,” I said.

Neither of them looked at me.

Good.

Bad.

I stood and walked over despite myself.

The journal page was yellowed, the handwriting narrow and sharp. I could not read all of it upside down, but I saw the name.

Vivian.

Pretty name.

I hated that thought immediately.

Dr. Voss read aloud, carefully, not too much, as if the page itself might object.

“‘The subject, formerly known by another name, rejected the change until the third day, when she requested silk stockings, rouge, and the blue walking dress. After the seventh day, she answered only to Vivian.’”

My mouth went dry.

“Silk stockings?” I said.

That was the part my brain chose?

Elias glanced at me.

I crossed my arms. “Historically relevant.”

Dr. Voss continued, “There are later references suggesting Vivian lived openly as a woman afterward. Married, perhaps. Or kept by someone wealthy. The language is irritatingly vague.”

“Old rich people being vague?” I said. “Shocking.”

But the name would not leave me.

Vivian.

It slipped around the room like perfume.

Dr. Voss looked at me then. “The rose was called Vivian’s Bloom because of her.”

“No,” I said again.

“It’s just information.”

“I hate information.”

“You say that often for someone who asks many questions.”

I stepped back from the table. “So what, this happened before?”

“Something happened before,” she said. “The details are incomplete, and the language is dated. But yes, the record suggests a similar progression.”

“And did she take a cure?”

Dr. Voss’s face told me before her words did.

“No.”

Elias looked at the page.

I looked at him.

A stupid part of me wondered if he was imagining it. Me. Not taking it. Staying like this. Becoming—

No.

Nope.

Absolutely not.

“I’m not Vivian,” I said.

The name sounded different when I said it.

My voice softened around it.

Vivian.

The room heard it.

I knew the room heard it.

Elias looked up.

His eyes found mine.

I turned away.

“I’m tired,” I said. “I’m going to lie down.”

I did not lie down.

I went into the bedroom, shut the door, and stood in front of the mirror for a full minute without moving.

The blonde wig sat in the outer room.

Good.

I did not need it.

I had the leggings, the oversized sweater, the camisole strap visible because the sweater kept slipping, and my soft brown hair falling longer around my face. I still looked partly like Ben. Mostly like Ben if Ben had been filtered through expensive skin care and a crisis.

But the name would not stop circling me.

Vivian.

I laughed under my breath.

“No.”

The mirror watched me.

I leaned closer.

My lips were bare now except for balm. My lashes looked darker, maybe from the mascara I had put on earlier “to see if yesterday had been a fluke.” It had not been a fluke. One coat of mascara made my eyes look bigger and more startled, which should have annoyed me but instead made me spend six minutes trying to make both eyes even.

I touched my cheek.

“Ben,” I said.

The name landed like a tool dropped on concrete.

Familiar. Solid. Mine.

Then, very softly, so softly I almost did not hear myself, I said, “Vivian.”

My chest tightened.

Not with fear.

That would have been easier.

The name felt like slipping into warm water.

It fit somewhere I did not know had been cold.

I covered my mouth.

“OMG,” I whispered against my palm.

My eyes burned.

“No. Nope. No.”

I said it three times.

But I did not take the name back.

I stayed in the bedroom until I was sure my face looked normal enough, then returned to the sitting room. Elias was alone now, arranging the returned items into neat stacks while Dr. Voss worked somewhere downstairs in the temporary lab she had set up near the archive.

He looked up when I entered.

I could tell instantly that he noticed something had changed.

That was the problem with Elias.

He noticed too much and asked too little.

“What?” I said.

“Nothing.”

“Liar.”

His mouth softened. “You look different.”

“I changed nothing.”

“I didn’t say you did.”

I touched my hair. “Is it the hair?”

“No.”

“The makeup?”

“No.”

“The leggings?”

“No.”

“The fact that my life is collapsing in designer packaging?”

“A little.”

Despite myself, I smiled.

Then stopped.

Elias saw that too.

“You don’t have to hide every reaction,” he said.

“Yes, I do.”

“Why?”

“Because they’re all suspicious now.”

He considered that. “Suspicious to whom?”

“Me.”

He nodded slowly, like that answer mattered.

It bothered me that he did not push. It made me want to tell him more.

I did not.

By 7:30 p.m., I had lost another argument with my body.

It started with hand cream.

My hands felt dry. That was all. I used the cuticle oil because Dr. Voss had said the skin changes might cause tightness around the nails. Medical. Sensible. Practical.

Then I filed one nail because it had a rough edge.

Then I filed the rest because uneven nails looked careless.

Then I found a clear gloss polish in the makeup organizer and applied it because my nails looked dull after filing, and dullness had apparently become an emergency.

I stared at my shiny nails in horror.

“They look pretty,” I whispered.

Then immediately, “That is not the point.”

But it was the point.

That was the terrifying thing.

I kept choosing.

Not always. Not fully. Not without blaming the rose first. But more and more, the urge arrived, and instead of fighting it, I helped.

My legs were already smooth, but I checked them after my shower and shaved the tiny missed patches near my knees.

I used the expensive body cream instead of the cheap lotion.

I sprayed the face mist twice.

I brushed the blonde wig even though I was not wearing it.

I applied mascara again because my eyes looked “unfinished” without it.

I tried the soft rose gloss, wiped it off, then reapplied it because the first layer had been uneven.

I found perfume in the pink bag.

That nearly broke me.

It was a small bottle, pale gold liquid, with a label that said peony, vanilla, white musk. I sprayed it once into the air, intending only to smell it.

The scent floated down around me.

Soft. Sweet. Warm. Girly in a way that made my brain go blank.

I stood there with my eyes closed like an idiot.

OMG OMG OMG.

It smelled like the kind of girl who got carried through doors and owned tiny purses and never had dirt under her nails unless it was in a tasteful gardening photo shoot.

I sprayed one tiny mist at my wrist.

Then another at my neck.

Then I panicked and opened the windows.

Too late.

I smelled amazing.

I hated it.

I loved it.

I hated that I loved it.

When Elias returned after checking on Dr. Voss, he stopped in the doorway.

I was sitting at the vanity in the bedroom, wearing the soft pink robe over the camisole and leggings, the blonde wig on my head again because I had decided it needed to be “tested under evening light,” clear gloss on my nails, mascara on my lashes, and one heel on my right foot.

One heel.

Not both.

Because one heel was an experiment.

Two heels would have been a choice.

Elias looked at me.

I looked at him through the mirror.

The silence was devastating.

“What?” I asked, softer than I meant to.

His gaze moved from the blonde waves to the gloss on my mouth, then to the single high heel.

“Is that comfortable?”

“Don’t be medical right now.”

His eyes returned to mine in the mirror.

“All right.”

My pulse jumped.

I turned back to the vanity and pretended to adjust the wig. “It’s the rose.”

“What is?”

“This.” I gestured at myself. The robe sleeve slipped again. I fixed it, then hated myself for fixing it so delicately. “The hair. The gloss. The perfume. The stupid heel.”

“The heel is stupid?”

“It’s high.”

“That doesn’t make it stupid.”

“It makes me stupid because I like it.”

There.

Again.

Words escaping.

Truth leaking everywhere.

Elias came no closer. “Why does liking it make you stupid?”

“Because yesterday I was normal.”

He was quiet.

I met his eyes in the mirror.

He did not say the obvious thing.

He did not say maybe you were never normal, or what is normal, or any of the gentle nonsense people used when they wanted to sound wise.

Instead, he said, “Yesterday you were uninjured.”

That made something in me soften.

Because it allowed both things to be true.

I had changed.

I had also been hurt.

I looked down at the heel. It was higher than the test pair. Blush nude, narrow, elegant, with a pointed toe and a heel that made me feel like one wrong move would kill me beautifully.

“I want to walk in them,” I said.

Elias blinked.

“I mean, I need to know if I can,” I added quickly. “For balance. Symptoms. Medical accommodations.”

“Of course.”

“Stop saying of course like that.”

“How am I saying it?”

“Like you’re humoring a girl who wants to play with shoes.”

The sentence landed.

Girl.

I had said girl.

Neither of us moved.

I wanted to take it back.

I wanted him not to let me.

Elias’s voice was low. “Do you want me to help you practice?”

I should have said no.

Instead, I put on the second heel.

Standing was a disaster.

The first few seconds were all ankle, panic, and regret. I grabbed the vanity with both hands, making a sound that was absolutely not masculine and absolutely not dignified.

“Oh my God.”

Elias stepped closer. “Easy.”

“Easy? I am six inches from death.”

“They’re not six inches.”

“They feel six inches.”

“Closer to four.”

“That is not comforting.”

I took one step.

The heel clicked.

My knee wobbled.

Elias offered his hand.

I stared at it.

Then took it.

His hand was warm.

Steady.

Not clinical this time.

The difference went through me so fast I almost lost balance again.

“Careful,” he murmured.

“I am being careful.”

“You’re gripping my hand very tightly.”

“You’re rich. You’ll survive.”

He laughed softly.

I liked the sound too much.

We practiced in the sitting room because the rug cushioned the danger. Then the hallway because the marble made the heels click properly. I hated that I cared about the click.

I loved the click.

Each step changed me a little.

At first, I moved like a newborn deer with a panic disorder. Then I learned to place one foot more carefully in front of the other. Shoulders back. Chin lifted. Weight controlled. Not too fast. Not too stiff.

Elias walked beside me, one hand ready at my elbow.

“Shorter steps,” he said.

“I know how to walk.”

“In work boots.”

“These are also shoes.”

“Technically.”

“Do not get technical with me while I’m fighting gravity.”

His mouth twitched. “Shorter steps.”

I tried.

It helped.

Of course it helped.

The heels forced my posture to change. My legs looked longer. My hips moved differently. The robe swayed. The blonde hair brushed my shoulders. The perfume rose from my skin every time I moved.

I caught sight of myself in the long hallway mirror and stopped.

A blonde girl in a pink robe and high heels stared back.

Not fully. Not perfectly. But close enough.

Pretty enough.

Super girly enough that my mind went bright and blank for a second.

OMG.

I lifted one hand to my hair.

The movement was soft. Almost vain.

The girl in the mirror looked like she was learning how to enjoy being looked at.

Elias stood beside her, tall and controlled and too beautiful in his restraint.

I whispered, “This isn’t me.”

But the words sounded tired now.

Elias did not answer.

I looked at him through the reflection. “Say something.”

“What do you want me to say?”

“I don’t know. That it’s the rose. That it’s temporary. That I’m being ridiculous.”

His eyes held mine in the mirror.

“You’re not ridiculous.”

My throat tightened.

“I’m wearing a pink robe, blonde hair, lip gloss, and heels in your hallway.”

“Yes.”

“That’s ridiculous.”

“No,” he said. “It’s a lot. But it isn’t ridiculous.”

The softness in his voice hurt worse than mockery would have.

I turned too quickly.

The heel slipped.

For one sharp second, I was falling.

Then Elias caught me.

His hands closed around my waist.

Not my arm.

Not my elbow.

My waist.

The contact burned through the robe.

I grabbed his shoulders.

The world stopped.

We were too close.

His face was inches from mine. I could see the tiredness under his eyes, the dark edge of his lashes, the exact moment he realized where his hands were.

My waist.

My narrower, softer waist.

His fingers tightened for half a breath before he forced them still.

I should have moved away.

I did not.

The perfume around me seemed too sweet. My heart beat too fast. The heels made me taller but still not as tall as him, and the difference between us felt suddenly impossible to ignore.

I looked at his mouth.

Not on purpose.

Not fully by choice.

But I looked.

His eyes changed.

I saw it.

My voice came out small. “Are you attracted to me?”

The question shocked us both.

Elias let go immediately and stepped back as if the words had burned him.

I hated that.

More than I should have.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

That made it worse.

“For what?” I asked. “For catching me?”

“For not stepping back sooner.”

I laughed once, brittle. “Wow.”

“Ben—”

“No, that’s fine. Very respectful. Very medical.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

“What did you mean?”

He looked genuinely torn.

That should have satisfied me. It did not. I wanted him to say it. I wanted to hear something reckless from the most careful man in the world.

I wanted that while wearing a wig and heels and a robe that made me smell like peony vanilla, which made no sense and therefore made me angry.

“Are you?” I demanded.

He looked away.

That was answer enough.

But I wanted words.

“Elias.”

His name came out differently this time.

Softer.

Almost pleading.

He closed his eyes for a second.

“Yes,” he said.

The word hit me everywhere.

I could not breathe.

Then he opened his eyes.

“And that is exactly why I have to be careful.”

The warmth inside me collapsed into something cold.

“Because I’m a medical accident.”

“No.”

“Because I’m confused.”

“Because you were injured by something from my family’s greenhouse less than forty-eight hours ago.”

“So yes. Medical accident.”

His jaw tightened. “Because you’re vulnerable.”

I hated that word.

Vulnerable.

It sounded like weak. Like fragile. Like patient. Like problem.

“You don’t know what I feel,” I said.

“I know I can’t trust myself to separate what I want from what is right for you.”

“What if I can?”

“You told me this morning that you wanted the cure.”

“I do.”

The answer came too fast again.

He noticed.

I noticed.

The hallway felt too long, too bright, too full of mirrors.

I stepped back carefully on the heels.

For once, I did not wobble.

“I get it,” I said.

His face softened with concern. “Ben—”

“No. I get it. You’re ethical. You’re careful. I’m unstable. The rose is doing whatever the rose does. My feelings are symptoms. My clothes are symptoms. My makeup is symptoms. This whole thing is one big glossy symptom with stupid heels.”

“That isn’t what I said.”

“It’s what everyone means.”

“No, it isn’t.”

I turned away before my eyes could betray me.

The blonde hair swung over my shoulder.

I hated how dramatic it felt.

I hated that I liked the drama.

“I’m tired,” I said.

The phone rang before Elias could answer.

Not mine.

His.

He looked at the screen, and his expression changed instantly.

“Serena.”

The cure.

The word appeared in my mind like a locked door.

Elias answered. “What did you find?”

I stood in the hallway in heels and a pink robe, arms wrapped around myself, trying not to care that he had admitted attraction and then stepped away like I was something he had to protect himself from wanting.

His face went still as he listened.

“How viable?” he asked.

A pause.

“And the timing?”

Another pause.

He looked at me then.

Not like a doctor.

Not like an employer.

Like a man who had just heard the clock start ticking.

“All right,” he said quietly. “We’ll come down.”

He ended the call.

I swallowed. “What?”

“Serena identified the counter-extraction pathway. The ingredients are viable.”

My heart kicked.

“That’s good.”

“Yes.”

“Right?”

“Yes.”

He did not sound like yes.

I hated him for that too.

“And?”

He looked toward the dark windows at the end of the hall, where the garden reflected back in broken pieces.

“The bloom accelerated. It’s almost halfway open.”

The hallway seemed to tilt.

Elias’s voice was careful.

“She thinks the window is shorter than she hoped.”

I looked at myself in the mirror again.

Blonde hair.

Pink robe.

Glossy mouth.

High heels.

Smooth legs.

A girl with secrets, looking back at me like she already knew the cure was no longer just a cure.

It was a choice.

I forced myself to say, “Then we don’t waste time.”

Elias nodded.

But neither of us moved right away.

Because somewhere in the greenhouse, Vivian’s Bloom was opening faster.

And somewhere inside me, Vivian was too.


Chapter 5
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DR. SERENA VOSS made the first dose of the cure at 9:42 the next morning. She did not call it a cure at first. She called it a reversal serum, which sounded less magical and more expensive. Then she called it a counter-compound, which sounded like something that came with a warning label and a government grant. Then, when I stared at the small glass vial in her gloved hand and felt my stomach drop into my borrowed heels, she sighed and said, “Fine. The cure.”

The word should have saved me.

It should have opened the windows, cleared the perfume from the air, scrubbed the gloss from my mouth, dragged my voice back down into my chest, and returned me to the useful, practical, uncomplicated body I had known before the thorn.

Instead, I looked at the vial and wanted to cry.

That was how I knew I was in trouble.

Real trouble.

Not rose trouble. Not medical trouble. Not the kind of trouble that came with blood draws, weird plant chemistry, and Dr. Voss writing notes about my posture while I tried not to sit too prettily.

This was worse.

This was choice trouble.

The morning had begun badly because I had woken up feeling beautiful.

Not normal.

Not cured.

Beautiful.

I hated the word, but it had been there before I could stop it.

I had opened my eyes in the east wing guest suite, the honey-blonde wig still on its stand across the room, the soft pink robe folded at the foot of the bed, and my body wrapped in a silky sleep set that I had absolutely not planned to wear. I had put it on at 2:15 a.m. because the camisole from before felt too warm, the leggings felt too tight, the robe felt too heavy, and the sleep set had been sitting in the “not yet but maybe if everything gets worse” pile.

Everything had gotten worse.

Or better.

That was the problem.

The sleep set was pale blush satin. Shorts and a camisole. Tiny straps. Soft fabric. No lace, because I had refused lace on moral grounds, but there was a little bow at the waist that I had considered cutting off until I realized it looked cute.

Cute.

I had stood in front of the bathroom mirror at two in the morning, smooth legs bare, pink satin skimming my hips, lip mask shining on my mouth, and whispered, “This is just because everything else feels bad.”

Then I had turned slightly to see how the shorts looked from the side.

OMG.

I had slept in it.

Worse, I had slept well.

By morning, my body had changed more. Not dramatically enough to make me scream, but enough to make me go quiet. My waist had drawn in another little bit. My hips looked softer. My chest, which I had been aggressively ignoring, had a faint tenderness and fullness beneath the satin that made me press a hand there and freeze.

“No,” I had whispered.

But it had not felt like no.

It had felt like terror staring at possibility.

My face was softer too. My lips fuller. My eyes somehow larger, helped by lashes that looked darker even without mascara. My hair had grown enough overnight to brush the top of my neck in uneven pieces, so I had solved the problem by putting on the blonde wig before breakfast.

Solved.

That was the word my brain used.

Like honey-blonde waves were a practical solution.

I had stared at myself for too long again.

Not because I wanted this.

Because the girl in the mirror looked awake.

Because the pink satin looked right in a way that made no sense.

Because I had raised one hand to fix the wig and accidentally tilted my head like some soft, spoiled little thing checking if she looked pretty before going downstairs.

Then I had whispered, “OMG, stop being such a bimbo,” and immediately clapped both hands over my mouth.

Because that word should not have made my cheeks warm.

Because some ridiculous part of me liked the sound of it.

Not stupid. Not empty. Just soft. Girly. Overwhelmed by gloss and hair and heels and feelings I did not know what to do with.

I had thrown a sweater over the satin after that.

For dignity.

The sweater slipped off one shoulder anyway.

By the time Elias knocked at 8:10 a.m., I had mascara on.

Just one coat.

For emotional stability.

I told myself that as I opened the door.

Elias stood outside with coffee, toast, and the kind of expression that tried very hard not to react and failed in the smallest possible way.

His eyes went to my hair first.

Then my face.

Then the shoulder where the sweater had slipped, revealing one thin blush strap.

Then back to my face.

“Don’t,” I said.

He lowered his gaze immediately. “Good morning.”

“That sounded careful.”

“It was.”

“I am wearing this because my skin hates everything else.”

“All right.”

“And the mascara is because my eyes looked weirdly unfinished.”

“All right.”

“And the wig is because my actual hair is doing something emotionally criminal.”

His mouth softened.

I pointed at him. “No smiling.”

“I wasn’t.”

“You were internally smiling.”

“I’ll try to stop.”

“That’s not a real thing.”

“No.”

The almost-smile vanished when Dr. Voss appeared behind him with a metal case and said, “The serum base stabilized.”

Just like that, my little war with mascara became irrelevant.

The cure existed.

Within an hour, we were downstairs in the east wing sitting room, where Dr. Voss had turned the dining table into a clean, terrifying little lab. Elias had not slept much. I could tell. His sleeves were rolled up, his hair was less controlled, and there was a faint crease between his brows that had become familiar over the last three days.

Three days.

That was all.

Three days since I had been Ben Trappe, full-time gardener, future landscaping company owner, man who owned two pairs of jeans and no opinions about lip gloss.

Now I sat on a velvet chair in a pink satin sleep set under an oversized sweater, wearing a blonde wig, mascara, lip oil, and cream slippers, watching a woman prepare to reverse my life in a glass vial.

Dr. Voss held it up to the light.

The liquid inside was pale green with a faint gold shimmer when it moved.

Of course it shimmered.

Even the cure was prettier than it needed to be.

“How does it work?” I asked.

“The simplified version?” Dr. Voss said.

“Please.”

“It should bind to the active rose compound still circulating in your system and disrupt the neuroendocrine feedback loop before the bloom reaches full expression.”

I stared at her.

“That was simplified?”

“Very.”

“Can you simplify it like I’m a man in lip gloss who has had a rough week?”

Elias looked away.

Dr. Voss did not. “It tells your body to stop following the rose’s instructions.”

My throat tightened.

Instructions.

The rose had instructions for me.

That sounded terrifying.

It also sounded, in a horrible way, like someone had finally handed my body a map.

“How fast?” I asked.

“If it works, the acute changes could begin reversing within hours. Full reversal might take twenty-four to forty-eight hours. Possibly longer.”

“So I take it, and I go back.”

“Maybe.”

I hated her maybes.

“Maybe?”

“It is the first dose. I believe it is viable. I do not know how complete the reversal will be.”

“Will it hurt?”

“Possibly. Hormonal and neurological shifts are not gentle processes.”

“Great.”

“Temporary fever, chills, skin sensitivity, mood disturbance, dissociation, grief response, body distress, and fatigue are possible.”

“Grief response?” I repeated.

Dr. Voss looked at me over her glasses.

My fingers tightened around the armrest.

“Why would there be grief?”

“Because the physical reversal may feel like a loss,” she said.

“No. It would be a fix.”

“It may be both.”

I laughed once.

No humor. Just air.

“It can’t be both.”

“Many things are both.”

I looked at Elias because I wanted him to disagree with her.

He did not.

He stood near the window, silent, careful, letting the decision stay mine.

I hated him for being good.

Dr. Voss placed the vial in my hand.

It was cold.

So small.

That offended me too. Something this life-changing should have been bigger. Heavier. It should have required a machine or a ceremony or a dramatic thunderstorm. Instead, it fit between my fingers like a perfume sample.

I held it and waited for relief.

Relief did come, but it was thin.

Behind it was something bigger.

Grief.

The word Dr. Voss had used.

I stared at the vial and thought about Ben.

Ben had a life.

Ben had a family in Kansas. A mother who called too often because she worried and a father who believed in work because emotions embarrassed him. Ben had a sister who mocked his business name because that was how she loved people. Ben had a truck. Boots. A savings account. A plan.

Ben was simple.

Not easy. Nothing had been easy. But simple.

He worked. He saved. He sweated. He fixed things. He kept his head down. He knew what kind of man he was supposed to become, and even if the outline never fit perfectly, it was at least familiar enough to survive inside.

Then there was Vivian.

I had not said the name out loud again since last night.

Not to anyone.

But she had followed me into the morning anyway.

Vivian had mirrors.

Vivian had smooth legs and glossy lips and a body that made every touch feel new. Vivian had silk against her skin, pink satin straps, mascara darkening her lashes, perfume at her wrists, heels waiting in boxes, and a terrible, glittering hunger to be seen.

Vivian had Elias looking at her like he was trying not to want something.

Vivian had feelings that did not behave.

Vivian had a body that finally felt exciting to live in.

That was the part I could barely admit.

Exciting.

Not safe. Not simple. Not easy.

But alive in a way Ben had not been.

I swallowed hard.

“I thought I’d feel happy,” I said.

My voice sounded small.

Dr. Voss said nothing.

Elias did not move.

The vial warmed slightly in my hand.

“I want to feel happy,” I added.

“That’s not the same thing,” Dr. Voss said.

I looked down at my lap. The sweater had slipped again, and the blush strap showed. I fixed it with fingers that looked too delicate now, nails still clear-glossed from last night.

Even my hands looked like they had chosen a side.

“When do I have to take it?” I asked.

“Soon.”

“How soon?”

“The bloom is approaching the midpoint. The compound progression suggests your window may narrow significantly tonight. By tomorrow morning, reversal may be less predictable.”

Tonight.

Of course.

A deadline.

Because apparently my gender crisis had a schedule.

“I need time,” I said.

Dr. Voss nodded. “You have some.”

“Some is not a number.”

“No. It isn’t.”

Elias finally spoke. “No one will rush you.”

I looked at him.

That was the wrong thing for him to say because it made my eyes burn.

“If no one rushes me,” I said, “I might not do it.”

The room went still.

There.

The truth.

Ugly and soft and terrifying.

I waited for Elias to react. To look relieved. To look pleased. To look guilty. To look anything.

He only said, “Then we’ll talk about that too.”

We.

It should not have mattered.

It did.

My phone rang at 11:23 a.m.

I knew it was my mother before I even saw the screen because she had a talent for calling exactly when my life was least explainable.

The name MOM flashed across the table.

My whole body went cold.

I had ignored her calls yesterday. I had ignored Nora’s texts. I had typed three versions of “busy with work” and sent none of them because my thumbs had looked too glossy and my brain had chosen to spiral about that instead.

Now my mother called again.

The phone buzzed in my hand.

Elias, Dr. Voss, the cure, the rose, the wig, the satin, the entire insane mansion seemed to pause around the sound.

I should have let it go to voicemail.

I almost did.

Then I imagined her face when she saw multiple missed calls. Her worry. Nora making jokes to cover it. My father pretending not to care but checking the weather in Los Angeles because that was the only way he knew how to say he loved me.

I answered.

“Hey, Mom.”

The moment the words left my mouth, I knew it was a mistake.

My voice gave me away.

Not completely. Not in some cartoonish, unrecognizable way. But softer. Lighter. There was a breathiness there I could not control, especially when I was nervous. And I was very, very nervous.

A pause.

“Ben?”

My stomach twisted.

“Yeah,” I said quickly. “Yeah, it’s me.”

“You sound strange.”

“I’m sick.”

Elias looked down.

Dr. Voss watched me with the clinical intensity of a woman observing a live emotional injury.

“Sick how?” Mom asked. “You have fever? Sore throat? Are you eating?”

“Just a throat thing. Maybe allergies.”

“In June?”

“California is weird.”

“That’s true,” she said, but she did not sound convinced.

I heard dishes in the background. Home sounds. A faucet. A cabinet closing. My mother was probably in the kitchen, phone tucked between her ear and shoulder, making lunch or coffee or something ordinary.

The normality hurt.

“How’s work?” she asked.

I looked around at the east wing suite. The vial of cure sat on the table. My blonde wig brushed my shoulders. My bare legs were tucked under me in the chair because I had forgotten to sit like Ben. The pink satin shorts had ridden up slightly under the sweater, and my lips were glossy enough that I could feel them when I spoke.

“Work is fine,” I said.

“Your sister says you are ignoring her.”

“Nora says a lot.”

“She also says your company name is still bad.”

Despite everything, I laughed.

The laugh came out too light.

Too girly.

Mom went quiet again.

My smile died.

“Ben,” she said slowly, “are you all right?”

No.

No, Mom, I got cut by a rare rose in a mansion greenhouse and woke up smooth and soft and confused. No, Mom, I shaved my legs and liked it. No, Mom, a rich doctor is trying very hard not to touch me, and a woman with too many degrees made a cure that I am suddenly afraid to take. No, Mom, I said the name Vivian alone in a mirror, and it felt like my chest opened from the inside.

No, Mom, I don’t know if your son is disappearing or finally telling the truth.

“I’m okay,” I lied.

“You sure?”

“Yeah.”

“You can come home if you need to.”

That did it.

Not loudly.

Not dramatically.

But something inside me cracked.

Home.

I could picture it. The kitchen table with the worn edge. My dad’s boots by the back door. Nora’s old college hoodie on the chair even though she did not live there anymore. My mother’s little herb pots in the window, half of them alive through sheer optimism.

Could I walk into that house like this?

Pink satin. Soft voice. Glossy lips. Blonde hair. Smooth legs.

Would they still know me?

Would I?

“I can’t,” I said.

The words came out before I could soften them.

Mom heard it. Of course she did.

“Ben?”

“I mean, I can’t right now. Work is busy. There’s a big greenhouse issue.”

That was not even fully a lie.

“A greenhouse issue?”

“Yeah.”

“You sound upset.”

“I’m tired.”

Another pause.

Then her voice softened in a way that made me feel six years old.

“Baby, if something is wrong, you can tell me.”

Baby.

She had not called me that in years.

My eyes filled so fast I barely had time to turn away.

“I know,” I said.

But I did not tell her.

I could not.

Not yet.

Maybe not ever.

“I have to go,” I said. “Mr. Montgomery needs me.”

Elias flinched faintly at his name.

“All right,” Mom said slowly. “Call me later? With your real voice this time.”

She tried to make it a joke.

It landed like a knife.

“Yeah,” I whispered. “Love you.”

“Love you too, Ben.”

The call ended.

Ben.

The name sat on the screen.

I stared at it until the letters blurred.

Then I stood up too fast and left the room.

I did not know where I was going until I found myself in the west storage room.

The closet of dangerous dresses.

The lights came on automatically, soft gold over covered racks, cedar drawers, garment bags, shelves of purses, boxes of shoes, and all those beautiful, dangerous fabrics waiting like they knew I would come back.

I shut the door behind me.

For a while, I just stood there breathing.

Then I walked straight to the cashmere dress.

The oatmeal one.

The first dress I had touched.

It still hung at the end of the rack, soft and quiet and unfair. I took it down with hands that shook.

“I don’t want this,” I whispered.

The room did not believe me.

Neither did I.

I changed there because I could not bear going back to the suite. I pulled off the sweater, the satin shorts, the camisole, everything, and slipped the dress over my head.

The fabric fell down my body like forgiveness.

I closed my eyes.

OMG.

It was warm and soft, hugging gently at the waist, skimming my hips, ending above my knees in a way that made my smooth legs look longer than they should have. The neckline was modest, but it made my collarbones look delicate. The sleeves were long and soft over my arms.

I looked in the mirror at the end of the room.

The blonde wig. The dress. The bare legs. The glossy lips. The mascara. The soft face.

My knees went weak.

Not because I hated it.

Because I loved it.

I loved it so suddenly and completely that I had to grip the edge of a drawer to stay standing.

“No,” I whispered.

But the girl in the mirror looked back at me with wet eyes and a mouth trembling under rose gloss.

I looked like someone’s secret girlfriend.

Someone’s pretty mistake.

Someone’s soft little rich-house disaster.

And even through the shame, one stupid thought sparkled up:

This dress is everything.

I laughed and cried at the same time.

The sound was awful.

Then I tried another dress.

Because apparently heartbreak had turned me into a bimbo with a dressing-room addiction.

A pale pink wrap dress came next. Too much. Too obviously feminine. Too pretty. The second I tied it at the waist, I burst into tears harder because it made me look soft and sweet and date-ready, like a girl who expected someone to open doors for her.

Then a black knit dress.

Then a silky blue blouse with a cream skirt because I found the skirt and suddenly needed to know.

Then heels.

Not the low ones.

The high blush heels from last night.

I put them on while crying, which should have been impossible and was definitely ridiculous. One hand braced on a cedar drawer, one foot sliding into a pointed toe, tears slipping down my cheeks, mascara probably smudging, and all I could think was:

Careful, don’t ruin the makeup.

That made me cry harder.

By the time Elias found me, I was sitting on the floor between racks of dresses, wearing the pale pink wrap dress, one heel on, one heel lying on its side, blonde hair over my shoulders, makeup streaked under my eyes, and the cure still waiting somewhere in the refrigerator like a threat.

He opened the door slowly.

“Ben?”

I almost corrected him.

The urge rose so fast I stopped breathing.

Not Ben.

Vivian.

I did not say it.

But I felt it.

Elias stepped inside and closed the door behind him.

He took in the scene: the dresses, the discarded sweater, the smudged mascara, the heel, me on the floor like some melodramatic girl in a movie who had tried on half the closet and lost her entire identity somewhere between pink cashmere and blush satin.

His face softened.

I hated how much I wanted that softness.

“Don’t,” I said.

He stopped. “Don’t what?”

“Tell me what to do.”

“I wasn’t going to.”

“Don’t tell me to take it.”

“I won’t.”

“Don’t tell me not to take it.”

“I won’t.”

My mouth trembled.

“Don’t look relieved if I stay like this.”

His expression changed.

“I wouldn’t.”

“Don’t look disappointed if I don’t.”

“I wouldn’t do that either.”

I believed him.

That was what broke me.

I covered my face, but my nails were glossy and my fingers smelled like hand cream and perfume, so even crying into my own hands felt like something Vivian would do.

“I talked to my mom,” I said.

Elias sat on the floor across from me without touching me.

Old-money doctor in a storage closet full of dresses, sitting on the floor because I was there.

Something in my chest hurt.

“She noticed your voice?” he asked.

I nodded.

“I lied. I said I was sick.”

“That was understandable.”

“No, it was cowardly.”

“It was a lot to explain over the phone.”

I wiped under my eyes, probably making the mascara worse. “If I choose this, I’m betraying them.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I’m betraying Ben.”

His eyes held mine.

“Are you?”

I wanted him to stop being gentle.

Gentle was worse than judgment.

“Ben had a dream,” I said. “Ben had plans. Ben had a family that knew him. Ben was supposed to go home for Dad’s birthday and build a company and be normal enough that nobody had to ask hard questions.”

Elias listened.

He did not interrupt.

He did not save me from my own words.

“And now I’m sitting in your family’s closet in a pink dress and one heel, crying because a cure exists and I don’t know if I want it. How is that not betrayal?”

His voice was quiet. “Maybe Ben got you this far.”

I looked up.

“What?”

“Maybe he worked, survived, saved, dreamed, and brought you here. Maybe choosing Vivian doesn’t mean betraying him. Maybe it means he didn’t do all of that for nothing.”

The name hit the room.

Vivian.

He had said it.

Not as a theory.

Not as the rose.

As me.

My breath caught.

Elias realized what he had done a second later.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I shouldn’t have—”

“No,” I whispered.

The word surprised us both.

“No?” he asked.

I looked down at the pink dress, at my smooth knees, at the single heel still on my foot.

The name was still ringing inside me.

Vivian.

I wanted to crawl toward it and hide from it at the same time.

“I said it last night,” I admitted.

Elias did not move.

“Alone. In the mirror. I said the name.”

“How did it feel?”

I laughed shakily. “Like trouble.”

His mouth softened.

“Like it fit,” I added, almost too quiet to hear.

The admission sat between us.

Elias did not smile. He did not look pleased. He did not look triumphant.

He only nodded, as if I had handed him something fragile and he knew better than to squeeze.

“Then I’ll be careful with it,” he said.

I cried again.

Not loudly.

Just enough that he reached into his pocket, pulled out a handkerchief, and offered it to me.

Of course he had a handkerchief.

Of course Elias Montgomery was the kind of man who could sit on the floor of a closet and hand a crying almost-girl a clean handkerchief like the world still had rules.

I took it.

“Your life is weird,” I said.

“Yes.”

“Mine is weirder.”

“Recently, yes.”

I laughed through tears.

The laugh sounded soft and broken and almost pretty.

That made me cry again because apparently everything was a trap now.

Dr. Voss found us at 3:36 p.m.

She opened the storage room door, saw me on the floor in the pink dress with mascara smudged under my eyes, saw Elias sitting at a respectful distance, and said, “I’m either interrupting a breakthrough or a breakdown.”

“Both,” I said.

“Efficient.”

Elias stood.

I did not. One heel was still on, and dignity was no longer part of my brand.

Dr. Voss stepped inside and closed the door.

She did not comment on the dress.

That helped.

She sat on a padded bench near the shoe shelves, because apparently everyone was sitting in closets now.

“The serum is stable,” she said. “But we need to talk before you decide.”

“I thought you already explained the risks.”

“I explained the biochemical risks. I didn’t fully explain the psychological stakes.”

I leaned back against the cabinet.

My dress rode up a little on my thigh. I tugged it down and then hated that the gesture looked modest.

Dr. Voss noticed.

Of course.

I closed my eyes. “Please don’t write anything.”

“I left my clipboard outside.”

“Thank God.”

She folded her hands. “Taking the cure may reverse the body’s physical response. It may reduce the sensory shifts, the heightened comfort around feminine presentation, the emotional disinhibition, and the compulsion toward certain grooming behaviors.”

“Compulsion,” I said.

“Urge, if you prefer.”

“Urge sounds less crazy.”

“All right. Urges.”

I looked at the racks of dresses around me.

Urge felt too small for what had happened.

Urge was wanting fries.

This was different.

This was my whole body leaning toward pink, softness, gloss, shape, name, and feeling seen.

Dr. Voss continued, “But there is something the cure cannot do.”

“What?”

“It cannot make you un-know what happened.”

The storage room went very quiet.

I looked at her.

She held my gaze.

“You now know that feminine presentation gave you relief. You know that the name Vivian affected you. You know that being seen this way by Elias mattered. You know that your distress is not simply about becoming feminine. Some of your distress is about possibly losing access to it.”

My mouth went dry.

Elias looked down.

I hated that she was saying it in front of him.

I needed her to say it in front of him.

Both were true.

“The cure may reverse a chemical reaction,” Dr. Voss said. “It cannot prove that the person you became was false.”

My throat tightened.

There it was.

The sentence that did not let me hide.

She waited, then added, softer, “The rose may have forced the door open. But you walked through it.”

“No,” I said automatically.

But the no had no strength left.

“Maybe not willingly at first,” she said. “Maybe not safely. Maybe not fairly. I am not romanticizing what happened to you. You were injured. Your consent was taken from the process. That matters.”

I looked at her then.

Really looked.

For the first time, I realized she was not trying to push me toward Vivian.

She was trying to make sure I did not mistake fear for truth.

“But,” she continued, “once the door was open, you made choices. You shaved again. You used the gloss again. You chose the perfume. You put the wig back on. You tried the dress.”

I looked down at myself.

Pink wrap dress.

One heel.

Mascara tears.

A walking confession.

“I don’t know if those choices count,” I whispered.

“Why wouldn’t they?”

“Because the rose made me brave.”

Dr. Voss was quiet for a moment.

Then she said, “Or the rose was brave for you first.”

That sentence hit harder than it should have.

I closed my eyes.

Was I only brave because of the rose?

Or had the rose only been brave for me first?

Had it pushed me, poisoned me, forced me, frightened me?

Yes.

Had it also opened a door I might have spent my entire life pretending not to see?

Also yes.

That was the unbearable part.

Elias spoke quietly. “Serena.”

She looked at him.

“Give us a minute?”

Dr. Voss stood. “I’ll be downstairs. The serum remains viable, but do not leave the decision until morning.”

“Because of the bloom?” I asked.

“Yes. I checked it again. It’s opening faster.”

My heart kicked.

“How fast?”

“Fast enough that tonight matters.”

Then she left.

The door clicked shut behind her.

I sat on the floor and stared at my hands.

The clear gloss on my nails caught the light.

Elias did not speak for a long time.

When he finally did, his voice was careful.

“Do you want to go back to the suite?”

“No.”

“Do you want me to leave?”

“No.”

The second answer came faster.

He heard it.

I did too.

I looked up.

He was standing near a rack of gowns, surrounded by silk and shadow, his face tired and serious and beautiful in a way I still did not have language for. Not beautiful like me. Not soft. Not glossy. Beautiful like restraint. Like a locked door. Like a man who wanted something and considered wanting it dangerous.

I was so tired of his restraint.

I was tired of everyone treating my feelings like a lab result.

I stood, forgetting about the one heel.

My balance tipped.

Elias stepped forward but stopped himself.

I grabbed the rack and kicked off the heel.

“Don’t,” I said.

His hand dropped.

“No, not that.” I wiped at my face. “I mean don’t stop yourself like I’m made of glass.”

“You’re not made of glass.”

“Then stop acting like I’ll shatter if you want me.”

His expression changed.

I had not meant to say it like that.

Or maybe I had.

My heart pounded so hard I felt it in my throat.

The pink dress suddenly felt too soft, too obvious, too honest. My body under it felt unfamiliar and mine. My wig brushed my shoulders. My lips tasted faintly of rose gloss and salt from crying.

“I need air,” I said.

Then I walked out before he could answer.

I went to the greenhouse because of course I did.

Where else was I supposed to go? The rose had started this. The cure was somewhere in the mansion refrigerator. My mother’s voice was still in my head. Vivian’s name was still in my chest. Elias was still behind me, and I knew without looking that he would follow at a distance unless I told him not to.

I did not tell him not to.

The garden was cool at dusk. The sky had gone lavender over the hills, and the first lights of Los Angeles glittered below like someone had spilled jewelry across the dark. I walked barefoot because I had left both heels in the storage room and could not stand the thought of shoes. The path stones were cold under my feet.

My pink dress moved around my thighs.

The blonde hair shifted in the breeze.

I probably looked insane.

I also felt more like myself than I had in years.

That thought scared me so badly I almost turned around.

The greenhouse smelled stronger than before.

Sweet. Powdery. Warm.

Vivian’s Bloom was almost half open now. The petals had unfurled in layers of deep pink and soft blush, the center still hidden, the thorned stem dark and elegant beneath it. It was beautiful in a way that made me angry.

“You ruined my life,” I told it.

The rose did not apologize.

The door opened behind me.

Elias stepped in.

For a moment, neither of us spoke.

The greenhouse lights glowed softly above us. Leaves pressed dark against the glass. The fountain in the corner trickled, quiet and uselessly peaceful.

Elias stopped a few feet away.

I looked at the rose, not him.

“What do you want?” I asked.

He inhaled slowly. “For you?”

“No.” I turned to face him. “Not the noble answer. Not the doctor answer. Not the employer answer. You. Elias. What do you want?”

His jaw tightened.

“My wants don’t matter if they pressure you.”

I laughed, but it hurt.

“Of course you’d say that.”

“It’s true.”

“It’s also convenient.”

His brows drew together. “Convenient?”

“If you never say what you want, you never have to be responsible for wanting it.”

That hit him.

I saw it.

Good.

I was glad.

I was tired of being the only exposed thing in the room.

“I am responsible,” he said quietly. “That’s the problem.”

“No, the problem is everyone keeps acting like my feelings are symptoms.”

His face softened. “Vivian—”

I froze.

The name slipped from his mouth so naturally that the greenhouse seemed to pulse around it.

Vivian.

Not Ben.

Vivian.

He realized it immediately. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be.”

My voice shook.

He held still.

I took one step toward him.

“Say it again.”

His eyes searched mine. “Are you sure?”

“No.” I gave a tiny, broken laugh. “But say it anyway.”

He swallowed.

“Vivian.”

The name went through me like warmth.

My eyes burned again, but I refused to cry. I had cried enough in dresses for one day.

“I like it,” I said.

My voice was small but clear.

Elias did not move.

“I like being Vivian,” I continued, because if I stopped, I would lose courage. “I like the name. I like the dresses. I like the stupid high heels even though I walk like a baby deer in them. I like the gloss. I like smelling pretty. I like my legs smooth. I like my skin soft. I like looking in the mirror and seeing someone who looks excited to be alive.”

My breath shook.

“And yes, maybe the rose did something. Maybe it pushed too hard. Maybe it made everything too fast and too pink and too much. But I’m tired of pretending every single thing I feel is just a symptom.”

Elias’s eyes were dark on mine.

I stepped closer.

“I like being pretty,” I said.

That one hurt the most.

Because it was simple.

Because it was true.

“I like being soft. I like that when I walk in heels, I feel powerful and delicate at the same time. I like that when I wear lip gloss, you look at my mouth and then pretend you didn’t.”

He closed his eyes briefly.

Good.

I was not the only one suffering.

“And I like you,” I said.

The greenhouse went silent except for the fountain.

There.

All of it.

No more hiding behind medical accommodation.

No more blaming face mist.

No more pretending the blonde wig was for information.

I stood in front of him in a pink dress, barefoot, smudged makeup repaired only by courage, and told the truth.

Elias looked like it cost him something not to touch me.

“Vivian,” he said, rougher this time.

My heart broke a little at the sound.

“What?” I whispered.

“If I kiss you, I need you to know it does not decide anything.”

“It decides that you want to kiss me.”

“Yes.”

“And I want to kiss you.”

His control cracked.

Just enough.

He stepped closer.

Not fast. Not dramatic. He gave me time to step back, to say no, to remember the cure in the refrigerator, the rose behind me, the fact that forty-eight hours ago I had been Ben in work boots and dirt-stained jeans.

I did remember.

I remembered all of it.

Then I stepped toward him too.

Elias lifted one hand, stopped, then touched my cheek.

His fingers were warm.

Careful.

Not clinical.

My eyes closed.

The contact felt like an answer my body had been waiting for.

He brushed his thumb beneath my eye, wiping away a trace of mascara I had missed.

“Still frightened?” he asked softly.

“Yes.”

“Wrong?”

I opened my eyes.

“No.”

That word changed his face.

Then he kissed me.

Gently.

So gently it almost hurt.

His mouth touched mine like he was afraid of taking too much, and for one second, I froze because kissing a man should have felt impossible. It should have felt shocking, wrong, like one more thing the rose had forced into my body.

It did not.

It felt careful.

Warm.

Real.

My hands lifted to his shirt before I could think. The fabric was smooth under my fingers. His heart beat hard beneath my palm, and that knowledge made something inside me melt.

He started to pull back.

I made a tiny sound of protest.

Tiny.

Girly.

Desperate.

Mortifying.

He heard it.

His restraint snapped a little more.

The second kiss was deeper.

Still gentle, but not distant now. His hand slid to the back of my neck, beneath the blonde wig, careful not to pull. My body moved closer, soft dress brushing his trousers, bare feet lifting slightly because I wanted to be nearer and had no heels to help me.

OMG.

I was kissing Elias Montgomery in a greenhouse because a rose had ruined my life and given it back to me with lip gloss on.

The thought was so absurd that I almost laughed into his mouth.

Instead, I kissed him harder.

For a moment, there was no cure.

No Kansas.

No Ben versus Vivian.

Only Elias’s hand at my cheek, the scent of roses, the soft dress against my skin, and the impossible relief of being wanted as the person I was terrified to become.

When he finally drew back, his forehead rested against mine.

Both of us were breathing too hard.

He kept his hands careful.

Even now.

Especially now.

“You know this doesn’t mean you have to refuse the cure,” he said.

I closed my eyes.

Reality returned like cold air.

Of course he would say that.

Of course Elias, beautiful ethical disaster that he was, would kiss me like that and then remind me I still had a choice.

“I know,” I whispered.

“And it doesn’t mean you have to take it.”

My throat tightened.

“I know.”

“I will not let what I want become a cage for you.”

I opened my eyes.

There were many things I could have said.

That it was too late.

That wanting him already felt like a cage and a key at the same time.

That I was tired of doors, roses, chemistry, fear, and everyone being reasonable when I wanted someone to be selfish for once.

Instead, I said, “You really are annoying.”

A smile touched his mouth.

Soft.

Private.

Mine, maybe.

“Frequently,” he said.

I laughed, and this time I did not hate how girly it sounded.

We left the greenhouse together just after 8:30 p.m.

He did not hold my hand on the path.

Not at first.

Then my bare foot caught on a cold stone, and he offered his arm.

I took it.

That was all.

A hand on his sleeve.

A girl in a pink dress walking through the dark garden beside a man who wanted her carefully.

It felt like too much.

It felt like not enough.

Inside the mansion, Dr. Voss was waiting in the east wing sitting room. She looked up from her laptop, saw our faces, and said nothing.

For once.

The cure sat in a small temperature-controlled case on the dining table.

One vial.

Pale green and gold.

Waiting.

I stood in the doorway, Elias beside me, the taste of his kiss still on my mouth and the name Vivian still warm in my chest.

I had thought the cure would ask one question.

Do you want to go back?

But now I knew the real question was harder.

Who gets to decide which version of me was real?

The rose in the greenhouse had no answer.

The vial on the table had no answer.

Elias did not try to give me one.

And for the first time since the thorn cut my finger, I understood that no one else could.

The cure waited.

So did I.


Chapter 6
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THE FINAL WINDOW arrived at 11:18 p.m. Dr. Serena Voss announced it in the east wing sitting room with the emotional warmth of a weather report. “The bloom has entered final-stage opening,” she said.

I sat on the sofa in the pink wrap dress, knees pressed together, fingers wrapped around the cure vial so tightly the glass had started to warm in my palm. Elias stood near the fireplace with one arm folded across his chest, his other hand at his mouth like he was trying to hold words in by force.

That had become his specialty.

Not saying things.

The cure looked almost pretty under the lamp. Pale green, faint gold shimmer, tiny bubbles suspended in the liquid like it had been made from moonlight and bad decisions. It should not have been pretty. Cures should have looked serious. Bitter. Medical. The kind of thing that sat in clear bottles with ugly labels and punished the body back into sense.

This one looked like perfume.

Of course it did.

Everything that had threatened to change my life recently had either smelled like flowers or shimmered.

I hated the pattern.

I also could not stop staring at the vial.

“How long?” I asked.

Dr. Voss looked at her watch, then at the notes on her tablet. “Hours. Possibly less.”

“Hours,” I repeated.

“Yes.”

“And if I take it now?”

“The best probability of physical reversal remains now. Your body will likely attempt to return to its previous baseline. I cannot promise complete reversal, but this is the strongest window you have left.”

Previous baseline.

Ben.

Work boots. Stubble. Rough hands. No lip gloss. No soft robe. No blonde hair spilling over my shoulders from a wig I kept forgetting was not attached to me. No pink dress. No Elias looking at me like wanting me was the most careful sin he had ever considered.

My hand tightened around the vial.

“And if I don’t?” I asked.

Dr. Voss’s eyes softened in a way I did not trust because she almost never softened.

“Then the transformation may stabilize. The active compound will likely integrate into the new neuroendocrine pattern. Your physical changes may continue slightly, then settle. The psychological resistance may not return to its previous level.”

“That means Vivian stays.”

I had not meant to say the name so plainly.

But I did.

Vivian.

The name did not shake anymore when I said it. It still scared me, but not because it felt wrong. It scared me because it had started to feel like home.

Dr. Voss nodded. “Most likely.”

Most likely.

Her favorite way to make me suffer.

I looked at Elias.

He met my eyes immediately, and that made it worse. If he had looked away, if he had hidden, if he had given me a reason to be angry, maybe this would have been easier.

But he stood there, tired and beautiful and honorable in the worst possible way.

“Say something,” I told him.

His jaw moved slightly. “I’ll support either choice.”

I almost threw the vial at him.

Not because I wanted the cure gone.

Because I wanted him to be selfish.

I wanted him to beg.

That was the ugly truth sitting under all my gloss and perfume. I wanted Elias Montgomery, serious doctor, careful employer, rich man with haunted roses and tragic restraint, to stop being noble for one second. I wanted him to say don’t take it. Stay Vivian. Stay soft. Stay pretty. Stay the girl I kissed in the greenhouse.

I wanted him to make the choice easier by making it partly his fault.

But he would not.

Of course he would not.

“Either choice,” I repeated.

“Yes.”

“How generous.”

His expression tightened. “Vivian.”

There it was again.

My name in his mouth.

It almost undid me every time.

“Don’t Vivian me,” I said. “You kissed me.”

“Yes.”

“You want me.”

His face changed, but he did not deny it. “Yes.”

“You want this version of me.”

“I want you,” he said.

“That is a very pretty answer.”

“It is the true one.”

“It is also the careful one.”

“I am trying to be careful.”

“I know,” I snapped, and my voice broke on the words. “That’s why it’s making me crazy.”

Dr. Voss looked between us and stood.

“I’ll give you privacy.”

“No,” I said quickly.

She paused.

I swallowed. “Stay nearby. Please.”

The please came out soft.

Too soft.

But I had stopped hating every soft thing that left my mouth.

Dr. Voss nodded once and moved into the attached library, leaving the door open. Close enough to hear if I panicked. Far enough to let the room breathe.

Elias did not move toward me.

That almost made me angrier.

I stood, holding the vial. The pink dress shifted around my thighs. I had repaired my makeup after crying in the closet and after kissing Elias, which had felt absurd at the time and necessary anyway. My mascara was clean again. My lips were glossy again. My cheeks were still a little flushed from everything that had happened in the greenhouse.

Everything about me felt too feminine to be accidental.

The dress. The hair. The perfume. The way I held the cure delicately between two fingers like a girl in an old movie holding a secret. The way I wanted to cry and throw things and ask if my lip gloss still looked good.

Super girly.

That was what I had woken up as.

At first, it had felt like the problem.

Now the thought of losing it made my ribs ache.

“You won’t tell me to stay?” I asked.

Elias’s eyes did something painful.

“No.”

“Because of ethics?”

“Because if you stay, I need you to know it was yours.”

“What if I want you to be part of it?”

“I am part of it,” he said quietly. “But I won’t be the reason.”

My mouth trembled.

I hated him.

I loved that he was good enough to refuse me.

I hated that I loved it.

“You’re impossible,” I whispered.

“I know.”

“You do not know. You are standing there being moral while I’m holding my whole life in a vial and wearing a dress that makes me feel pretty enough to do something stupid.”

His mouth almost moved.

Not quite a smile.

Not now.

“You are pretty,” he said.

The words landed softly.

Not like pressure.

Not like a hook.

Just truth, offered carefully and set down between us.

My eyes burned.

“That doesn’t help.”

“I’m sorry.”

“It helps a little.”

His face softened.

I turned away before I walked into his arms and made everything messier.

“I need to think.”

“Of course.”

“Alone.”

His nod was immediate.

That should have comforted me. It did not. I wanted him to protest, and I wanted him to let me go. I wanted every answer at once.

That, apparently, was also part of being Vivian: wanting too much and feeling all of it at full volume.

I walked out before I could say anything worse.

The mansion was quiet as I crossed through the east hallway and down toward the garden doors. I did not bother with shoes. The high heels had been abandoned in the sitting room after I decided I could not make a life-altering choice while also balancing on four inches of blush nude danger. The marble floor was cold beneath my bare feet.

In one hand, I held the cure.

In the other, I lifted the hem of my pink dress so I would not trip.

A practical girl.

A ridiculous girl.

Both.

Outside, the night air touched my skin, cool and clean. Los Angeles glittered below the property like a field of distant stars. The gardens stretched around me, darker now, familiar paths turned silver by moonlight and mansion lamps.

I walked.

At first, I did not know where I was going. Away from the vial. Away from Elias. Away from Dr. Voss and her almost-kind truths. But my feet found the path through the rose walk, then the lavender terrace, then the citrus trees behind the kitchen wing.

I knew this garden.

Ben knew it.

That was the first thought that did not hurt.

Ben knew which rose bushes needed more air circulation. Ben knew the irrigation line near the west terrace had a weak connection because the soil stayed too damp after morning watering. Ben knew the lemon tree by the kitchen had scale insects starting on the underside of two leaves. Ben knew the lavender needed cutting back. Ben knew the bougainvillea on the south wall was one good rain away from becoming a legal problem.

Ben had learned this place with hands, sweat, and stubbornness.

I stopped beneath the citrus trees and looked down at my bare feet on the path.

My toenails were still plain.

That bothered me for half a second.

Then I almost laughed.

“Seriously?” I whispered to myself. “This is the moment we’re thinking about pedicures?”

But the laugh faded into something softer.

Because yes.

Apparently, this was also the moment.

I could stand under a lemon tree holding a magical cure, remembering Kansas and my old life, and still think my toes would look cuter painted pale pink.

That did not make me less real.

Maybe it made me more real.

I kept walking.

The garden path curved toward the service side of the property. From there, I could see the carriage house where I had lived before all of this. My little staff room above the garage was dark. The window looked small from here. Smaller than I remembered.

For three months, that room had been enough. More than enough. It was free. It was private. It was practical.

Ben had been good at practical.

Ben had been good at surviving.

I remembered waking before sunrise, pulling on stiff jeans, pushing my feet into work boots, checking my phone for missed messages from home. I remembered gas station coffee in Kansas. Summer heat. Sunburn on the back of my neck. Dirt under my nails. My father’s voice telling me to quit dreaming too fancy and get steady work. My mother putting sandwiches in foil when I left for long days. Nora rolling her eyes and telling me Trappe Landscaping sounded like a company that installed bear traps.

I remembered saving money five dollars at a time.

I remembered wanting a truck with my own logo on the side.

I remembered sketching garden layouts in the margins of old notebooks. Not because anyone paid me to. Because I liked it. Because I could see what empty spaces wanted to become.

That was Ben’s dream.

For days, I had treated that like evidence against Vivian.

Ben wanted a landscaping company. Therefore Vivian could not be real.

Ben fixed irrigation. Therefore Vivian could not wear heels.

Ben came from Kansas. Therefore Vivian could not smell like peony vanilla and cry over cashmere.

But standing there in the garden, holding the cure, I finally saw how stupid that was.

Not stupid like silly.

Stupid like cruel.

Who had decided Vivian could not build gardens?

Who had decided a woman could not know soil?

Who had decided soft hands could not become strong again, or glossy lips could not say smart things, or a pink dress meant I had to abandon every hard-earned piece of myself?

Not the rose.

Not Elias.

Me.

I had been using Ben’s dream as a cage because I was afraid that if I became Vivian, everything Ben had survived would disappear.

But maybe Ben had not disappeared.

Maybe Ben was the root system.

Maybe Vivian was the bloom.

A laugh broke out of me then, shaky and tearful and soft.

“God, that is so cheesy,” I whispered.

But it was true.

I looked down at the vial.

The cure gleamed in my hand.

I thought of taking it. Fever. Chills. Reversal. My face sharpening again. My voice lowering. Hair gone. Curves gone. The dress wrong on my body. The gloss embarrassing instead of exciting. The name Vivian pushed back behind whatever wall had kept her quiet for twenty-four years.

I imagined waking as Ben.

Safe.

Simple.

Survivable.

The word stopped me.

Survivable.

That was what Ben had been.

Not false. Never false. I would not insult him that way. Ben had worked. Ben had loved his family. Ben had dreamed. Ben had carried me to this exact garden.

But maybe he had also been the version of myself I could survive being.

Not the version I wanted to be.

The cure became heavier.

I walked toward the formal rose walk, then past it, toward the private greenhouse. Each step made the dress move around my legs. The night air cooled my skin. My wig shifted against my shoulders. My hand, the one with the thorn scar, tingled faintly.

By the time I reached the greenhouse, I knew.

Not everything.

Not how to tell my family.

Not what my body would become by morning.

Not how I would build a company as Vivian Trappe.

Not whether the world would be kind.

But I knew enough.

The greenhouse glowed from within.

Elias and Dr. Voss were already there.

Of course they were.

They stood on either side of the central pot, not speaking. The rose between them had opened almost completely. Its petals layered outward in impossible shades of pink, blush at the edges, deep rose at the center, touched with a faint golden warmth that looked too alive. The scent was everywhere. Powdery, sweet, rich, like perfume and rain and warm skin.

Vivian’s Bloom.

The final bloom.

Dr. Voss looked at me first.

Then at the vial in my hand.

Elias looked only at my face.

That almost broke me.

Not my body. Not the dress. Not the cure.

My face.

“Is it time?” I asked.

Dr. Voss’s voice was quiet. “Yes.”

I stepped closer to the rose.

The thorn that had cut me was still there, dark and curved, innocent as a needle. I could almost see the girl I had been three nights ago. Not girl. Not yet. Ben, tired and curious, reaching without gloves, dismissing every warning because he thought the world still followed rules he understood.

I wanted to hug him.

That surprised me.

After all the fear, all the denial, all the disgust I had thrown at the mirror, I did not hate Ben. I did not want to erase him either.

I wanted to thank him.

I looked at Dr. Voss.

“If I don’t take it, what happens to the cure?”

“It remains viable for a short time, but after stabilization it may have little to no effect. It could become medically risky to attempt later.”

“So this is it.”

“Yes.”

I turned the vial in my fingers.

Elias remained silent.

Good man.

Awful man.

My man, maybe.

“I thought I wanted you to beg,” I told him.

His expression shifted, pain and restraint together.

“I know.”

“Of course you know.”

“I hoped I was wrong.”

“You weren’t.”

The corner of his mouth moved sadly.

“I wanted you to say, stay. I wanted you to make it romantic and easy and dramatic. I wanted you to be selfish so I could blame you later if I got scared.”

He swallowed.

“I couldn’t.”

“I know.”

I looked back at the rose.

The center had opened now.

Fully.

The scent deepened.

My whole body seemed to listen.

Not obey.

Listen.

That difference mattered.

I lifted the vial.

For one second, both Elias and Dr. Voss went very still.

Then I set it on the edge of the stone basin beside the greenhouse fountain.

Untaken.

My hand shook after I let go.

“I don’t want it,” I said.

The words came out clearly.

Not loud.

Not dramatic.

Clear.

Elias closed his eyes.

Dr. Voss exhaled once.

I kept going because I needed to hear myself say it.

“Not because I’m hypnotized. Not because Elias kissed me. Not because the rose forced me. Maybe it opened something. Maybe it made everything too fast. Maybe I’ll be angry about that for a long time.”

My voice trembled.

“But going back would mean living as a version of myself that feels smaller than the truth now.”

I touched the thorn scar on my finger.

Then I looked at Elias.

“I woke up super girly, and I thought that was the problem. But the problem was that I had spent my whole life waking up as someone I could survive being, not someone I wanted to be.”

The greenhouse went so quiet I could hear the fountain.

My eyes filled, but I smiled through it.

A real smile.

Terrified.

Glossy.

Mine.

“My name is Vivian Trappe.”

The rose seemed to release one final breath of scent.

That was probably imagination.

I did not care.

Dr. Voss nodded once, formal as a witness. “Vivian.”

Elias opened his eyes.

There was so much in his face that I almost looked away.

I did not.

“Vivian,” he said.

This time, I did not break.

This time, I bloomed.

Morning came gently.

I expected drama when the cure window passed. Fever. Collapse. A burst of pink light. Something. Instead, I fell asleep in the east wing guest suite sometime after 2 a.m. with Elias sitting in the chair nearby and Dr. Voss checking my vitals every hour like a very expensive guardian demon.

When I woke at 8:43 a.m., I was still Vivian.

More Vivian, maybe.

My body had settled into itself overnight. My face in the bathroom mirror was softer than before, but not strange to me now. My lips were fuller. My eyes looked brighter. My waist curved under my hands. My skin felt delicate, but not painfully so. My own hair had grown to a soft, uneven bob, though I still preferred the blonde wig because, honestly, if the universe handed a girl a glam era, who was I to be rude?

I stood at the mirror wearing the pink satin sleep set, no wig, no makeup, hair messy around my face.

I looked tired.

I looked scared.

I looked like a woman.

The thought did not knock me over.

It made me cry.

Just a little.

Then I washed my face, used serum, moisturizer, eye cream, lip balm, and body lotion with the focused seriousness of someone preparing for battle.

Because apparently womanhood had steps.

And I loved steps.

At 10 a.m., Elias told me about the donor event.

He did it badly.

He stood in the sitting room holding a folder, looking like a man about to deliver a diagnosis.

“What?” I asked.

“There is an event tonight.”

“No.”

“You don’t know what I’m asking.”

“You have a folder face.”

“A what?”

“A face that says there are logistics in a folder.”

He looked down at the folder, then back at me. “There is a Montgomery family hospital donor reception scheduled here tonight. I tried to postpone it.”

“Tried?”

“It would raise questions. My mother is already suspicious. The hospital foundation is involved. Staff will arrive this afternoon.”

I stared at him.

Then I looked down at myself.

I was wearing a soft white robe, fuzzy slippers, lip balm, and a towel wrapped around my freshly washed hair. My nails were glossy. My legs were smooth. My entire life was being held together by moisturizer and denial of logistics.

“People are coming here?”

“Yes.”

“Tonight?”

“Yes.”

“To the mansion where I am currently hiding from gender, family, and your staff?”

“Yes.”

“Love that for us.”

“I can keep you in the east wing,” he said quickly. “No one has to see you. I can assign security. Food can be sent up. You do not have to be involved.”

I knew he meant to comfort me.

It did not.

Because the idea of hiding suddenly felt worse than being seen.

That realization scared me more than the event.

“Who will be there?” I asked.

“Hospital donors. Family associates. My mother. Some board members. A few residents and department heads.”

“Your mother?”

“Yes.”

“The pearl woman in the photos?”

His mouth twitched despite himself. “Yes.”

I touched my towel-wrapped hair.

“And what would I be?”

He went still.

“What do you mean?”

“If I went.”

The folder lowered in his hands.

“You don’t have to.”

“I know. That is not what I asked.”

He looked at me with that carefulness again, but this time it did not annoy me as much. Maybe because I understood it now. His restraint was not rejection. It was respect, even when respect was frustrating enough to ruin my mascara.

“If you went,” he said, “you would be my guest.”

My heart tripped.

“Not your patient.”

“No.”

“Not your gardener.”

“No.”

“Not your greenhouse incident.”

“Never.”

I swallowed.

“What name?”

His answer came immediately.

“Vivian Trappe.”

Something in me steadied.

There was the choice again.

Not the cure this time.

The door.

I could stay hidden in the east wing, soft and safe and unseen.

Or I could step into the house as myself.

The idea made me dizzy.

It also made a very super girly, terrifying little part of my brain whisper:

What would I wear?

By 3 p.m., the mansion had become chaos.

Elegant chaos, but chaos.

Florists arrived with arrangements that offended me because some of them were structurally lazy. Caterers took over the kitchen. Staff moved through the halls with trays, linens, glassware, and the quiet terror of rich people entertaining other rich people. Mrs. Alvarez coordinated everything like a general in sensible shoes.

No one came into the east wing.

Elias made sure of that.

Dr. Voss stayed, officially as a family consultant, unofficially because she did not trust my stabilized body not to surprise us with one last scientific inconvenience. She checked my vitals, declared them “remarkably steady,” then looked at my open wardrobe and said, “The blue dress.”

I stared at her.

“You did not even pretend to be medical.”

“It’s the best neckline.”

“That is not science.”

“Proportion is math.”

“I hate you.”

“You’ll wear the blue dress.”

I did not wear the blue dress.

At first.

The final dress-up scene of my life, apparently, required suffering.

We tried the blue dress. It was beautiful. Deep powder blue, fitted waist, soft skirt, elegant neckline. I looked like a rich girl at a garden luncheon. Lovely. Safe. Too sweet.

“No,” I said.

Dr. Voss made a note.

“Do not document my neckline journey.”

“Too late.”

We tried a black cocktail dress. Sleek, fitted, grown-up, dangerous.

I stared at myself and whispered, “OMG.”

Elias, who had been sitting in the outer room trying to respect the fitting process and failing because the door was open, looked up.

I saw his face in the mirror.

That dress was a weapon.

Which was exactly why I could not wear it.

“Too much?” Dr. Voss asked.

“Too much for their event. Perfect for ruining Elias’s concentration later.”

The room went silent.

My whole face went hot.

“I said that out loud.”

“Yes,” Dr. Voss said.

From the sitting room, Elias coughed.

I covered my mouth. “Bimbo brain. Sorry.”

Dr. Voss gave me a flat look. “Vivian.”

“What?”

“Wanting to look desirable is not brain damage.”

That shut me up.

I looked back at the mirror.

The girl in the black dress looked desirable.

I let myself enjoy that for three full seconds.

Then we moved on.

The final choice was not pink.

That surprised me.

It was a soft champagne gown with blush undertones, not full-length but formal enough, fitted through the bodice with a gentle flare at the hips and a slit that made my smooth leg look like it had signed a modeling contract without telling me. The neckline was feminine but not too revealing. The fabric caught light softly. Not sparkly. Luminous.

It made my skin glow.

With the honey-blonde wig styled in polished waves, my face fully made up, lashes lifted, cheeks softly flushed, lips glossy rose, and tiny pearl earrings Elias said had belonged to his grandmother, I looked at myself and forgot to be afraid for a moment.

I looked ultra-feminine.

Not costume feminine.

Not borrowed feminine.

Mine.

The high heels were blush satin and terrifying. Four inches, pointed toe, delicate ankle strap. I put them on and instantly became the kind of woman who could not run from her problems but could absolutely make them watch her arrive.

I stood in front of the mirror.

Dr. Voss stood behind me with her arms crossed.

“Well?” she asked.

I touched my hair.

Then my waist.

Then the necklace at my throat.

The girl in the mirror looked glossy, soft, expensive, and alive. Every hidden part of me had a spotlight. Every fear had mascara on it. Every surviving piece of Ben stood underneath the champagne dress, holding Vivian upright.

“I look like trouble,” I whispered.

Dr. Voss smiled faintly. “You look like a decision.”

Elias appeared in the doorway.

He had changed into a black suit.

That was rude of him.

Deeply rude.

He stopped when he saw me.

This time, I let him look.

Not because I needed approval.

Because I wanted to be seen.

His eyes moved over me slowly, then returned to my face with visible effort.

“Vivian,” he said.

My knees almost forgot their job.

“Is it too much?” I asked.

“No.”

“Is it enough?”

His mouth softened.

“Yes.”

The donor reception began at 7 p.m.

I stayed upstairs until 7:46.

Not because I was late on purpose.

Because descending a staircase as Vivian Trappe required emotional preparation, heel confidence, and one emergency reapplication of lip gloss after I whispered “OMG OMG OMG” too many times and smudged the edge.

Mrs. Alvarez saw me first.

She was arranging something near the east hall when I appeared beside Elias at the top of the smaller staircase. Her eyes widened. Not rudely. Not cruelly. Just with the shock of a woman who knew every person in the house and had not expected a glamorous blonde in champagne satin to emerge from a restricted wing on Elias Montgomery’s arm.

Elias spoke before the silence could stretch.

“Mrs. Alvarez, this is Vivian Trappe.”

My heart stopped.

Not Ben.

Not the gardener.

Not a patient.

Vivian.

Mrs. Alvarez looked from him to me.

Then, because she was a professional and possibly an angel, she smiled.

“Good evening, Miss Trappe.”

Miss Trappe.

I nearly cried on the spot.

Instead, I smiled like I had practiced in the mirror.

“Good evening.”

My voice was soft but steady.

Elias offered his arm.

I took it.

We entered the reception together.

The main hall had transformed into a world of candlelight, flowers, champagne, polished shoes, black dresses, pearl earrings, low conversations, and people who looked like they donated money in complete sentences. The string quartet near the library played something elegant and expensive-sounding. Waiters passed with trays. The fountain outside reflected through the open terrace doors.

For one terrible second, I wanted to run.

Then a woman near the doorway looked at me and smiled.

Not because she knew.

Not because she understood.

Because she saw a woman arriving with Elias Montgomery and accepted the image without question.

That did something to me.

I straightened.

The heels clicked.

My dress moved.

Vivian stayed.

Elias kept me close but did not cling. Another careful kindness. He introduced me to people by name, never overexplaining, never hesitating.

“This is Vivian Trappe.”

“My guest, Vivian.”

“Vivian, this is Dr. Hale from the foundation.”

“Vivian, my colleague Dr. Reyes.”

Every time he said it, the name sank deeper into me.

I shook hands. I smiled. I answered simple questions. Where was I from? Kansas. How long had I been in Los Angeles? Not long. What did I do? I hesitated only once.

Then I said, “Landscape design.”

Not gardening.

Not staff.

Not hiding.

Landscape design.

A woman in emerald silk lit up and asked if I took private clients.

I almost laughed.

“I’m building toward that,” I said.

Elias looked at me then.

Pride.

That was what I saw.

Not attraction. Not guilt.

Pride.

I held onto it like a railing.

Then Elias’s mother arrived.

I knew her immediately from the photographs. Lydia Montgomery. Blonde, elegant, pearl earrings, a cream suit that looked like it had never met a wrinkle. She stood across the room, looking at Elias first, then at me.

Her gaze sharpened.

Mothers always knew when something was happening.

Even rich ones.

She approached with a champagne flute in hand.

“Elias,” she said.

“Mother.”

Her eyes moved to me.

I felt every inch of myself under that gaze. Wig. lashes. gloss. dress. heels. name. choice.

Elias’s hand touched lightly at my back.

Not pushing.

Just there.

“Mother,” he said, “this is Vivian Trappe.”

A pause.

Only a small one.

But I felt it.

Then Lydia Montgomery smiled.

“Vivian,” she said. “How lovely to meet you.”

I breathed again.

Maybe she knew something was strange. Maybe she did not. Maybe Elias would have to answer questions later. Maybe I would. But in that moment, she gave me courtesy, and courtesy was enough.

“It’s lovely to meet you too, Mrs. Montgomery.”

Her eyes flicked to my earrings.

A softness crossed her face.

“Those were my mother-in-law’s,” she said.

I touched one pearl. “Elias told me.”

“They suit you.”

I almost lost the ability to speak.

“Thank you.”

Across the room, Dr. Voss stood near the library doors with a glass of sparkling water, watching everything like she was pretending not to be emotionally invested.

I caught her eye.

She lifted her glass slightly.

I lifted my chin.

The evening did not become easy.

My feet hurt by 9 p.m. I forgot one donor’s name immediately after hearing it. I laughed too brightly at a joke because nerves turned me into a glossy social disaster. I checked my reflection in a dark window three separate times and whispered “stop being such a bimbo” under my breath before realizing I liked how my hair looked each time.

But I did not hide.

When someone complimented my dress, I said thank you.

When someone asked about Kansas, I did not make myself smaller.

When Elias looked at me from across a circle of doctors and donors, I let myself look back.

At 10:14 p.m., he found me on the terrace, pretending my feet were not seconds from mutiny.

“You’re limping,” he said.

“I am gliding with distress.”

“You’re in pain.”

“I am in glamour.”

He smiled.

A real smile.

That one was mine.

He offered his arm. “Come with me.”

“Where?”

“Somewhere you can take those shoes off.”

“I may marry you for that sentence alone.”

His eyes warmed.

I realized what I had said and flushed from my neck to my hairline.

“Hypothetically,” I added.

“Of course.”

“Don’t look pleased.”

“I’ll try not to.”

He led me away from the terrace and down the side path toward the rose garden. Behind us, the party continued in gold light and murmured voices. Ahead, the garden waited cool and dark, fragrant from the day’s warmth.

The formal rose walk was quiet.

Elias stopped beneath an arch of pale climbing roses.

I immediately reached down, unfastened one ankle strap, then the other, and stepped out of the heels with a groan so heartfelt it should have been private.

“Oh my God,” I whispered. “I love them, but they are evil.”

“They looked beautiful.”

“Do not defend them. They know what they did.”

He laughed softly.

I stood barefoot in the grass, champagne dress brushing my legs, heels dangling from one hand, and looked back at the mansion. Through the windows, I could see people moving, candles glowing, the life I had stepped into and somehow survived.

“I did it,” I said.

“You did.”

“You introduced me.”

“Yes.”

“As Vivian Trappe.”

His gaze held mine. “That is your name.”

I looked down at the grass beneath my feet.

Then at the rose beds around us.

Then at the mansion where Ben Trappe had once been staff, invisible unless something needed pruning.

“I thought I’d feel like I was pretending,” I said.

“And?”

“I felt like I was arriving.”

Elias came closer.

Slowly.

Always giving me room.

This time, I closed the room myself.

I stepped toward him, barefoot and aching and happy in a way that felt too big for my body. He reached for my hand. I let him take it.

The cure was still inside the house.

Unused.

Probably already becoming useless by Dr. Voss’s standards.

For a moment, I imagined it sitting in that little case, pale green and gold, a door I had chosen not to open. I did not hate it. I did not even hate the possibility of Ben returning. But I knew now that I was not losing him by staying Vivian.

I was carrying him forward.

Elias brushed his thumb over my knuckles.

“Are you all right?” he asked.

I laughed.

Soft. Girly. Mine.

“I’m barefoot in a couture-adjacent dress after surviving a donor event, my feet are dying, my lip gloss needs reapplying, and I have no idea how to tell my mother any of this.”

“That sounds like a no.”

I smiled up at him.

“It’s a yes.”

His expression changed.

Tender.

Relieved.

Still careful.

But less afraid now.

I lifted my free hand to his cheek. “You can kiss me, Elias.”

His eyes darkened. “Can I?”

“I said it, didn’t I?”

“I like hearing you say things twice.”

“That is greedy.”

“Yes.”

The word sent warmth through me.

Finally.

A little selfishness.

A little want.

He kissed me beneath the roses.

Not like the greenhouse kiss, which had been careful and trembling and full of questions. This one was still gentle, because Elias was Elias, but it was open now. Certain. His hand settled at my waist, and I leaned into him without flinching from being touched there. My dress moved between us. The roses smelled clean and sweet around us. My bare feet pressed into the grass.

I kissed him back as Vivian.

Not as an accident.

Not as a symptom.

Not as someone waiting for permission.

When we parted, I was smiling.

Probably too brightly.

Probably with lip gloss smudged.

I did not care.

The mansion glowed behind us. The rose garden spread around us. Somewhere inside, the cure waited unused, a small vial of the life I had not chosen.

I rested my head against Elias’s chest, listening to his heartbeat under his perfect suit.

Then I looked out over the garden and imagined it differently.

My company.

My designs.

My name.

Vivian Trappe, landscape designer.

Soft and strong.

Glossy and hardworking.

Kansas and Los Angeles.

Dirt under manicured nails.

Roses without cages.

For the first time, the dream did not belong to someone I had lost.

It belonged to me.

And under the roses, with Elias holding me like I was rare but not fragile, I let myself bloom.


Epilogue
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ONE YEAR LATER, I still got dirt under my nails. The difference was that now the nails were almond-shaped, painted pale pink, and cost more to maintain than Ben Trappe would have ever admitted out loud.

I knelt in the rose garden at Montgomery House with a trowel in one hand, white gardening gloves on, a wide-brimmed straw hat shading my face, and my phone buzzing in the pocket of my floral sundress. The dress was not practical. I knew that. It had tiny blue flowers printed over soft white cotton, a fitted waist, and a skirt that spread prettily around my knees every time I crouched.

But I had learned something important in the last year.

Practical was useful.

Pretty was allowed.

And when I could have both, I took both.

“Vivian,” Elias called from the terrace, “your client is calling again.”

I looked over my shoulder.

He stood by the stone railing in dark trousers and a white shirt, sleeves rolled to his forearms, hair slightly messy from running his hand through it while reading. A year ago, I would have pretended not to notice those forearms. A year ago, I had pretended not to notice many things.

Now I smiled openly.

“Which client?”

“The Brentwood terrace.”

I groaned and sat back on my heels. “She wants the roses moved again.”

“She said she had a revelation about symmetry.”

I closed my eyes. “Rich people should not be allowed to have revelations before lunch.”

Elias’s mouth softened. “You work almost exclusively for rich people.”

“Yes, but professionally, I support their growth. Privately, I judge them.”

“You are very balanced.”

“I am a business owner.”

He lifted my phone slightly. “Do you want me to answer?”

“No, absolutely not. You’ll sound reasonable, and then she’ll expect me to be reasonable too.”

“That would be unfortunate.”

“Exactly.”

I stood, brushing soil from the front of my dress. Some of it smeared near my hip. I looked down, sighed, and then decided it was charming. Garden dirt was basically professional glitter.

The phone buzzed again.

I pulled off one glove with my teeth, took the call, and shifted into my work voice.

Not Ben’s voice.

Not the terrified soft voice from the week the rose changed me.

My voice.

Warm, feminine, confident, with just enough sweetness to make difficult clients feel understood before I charged them for their indecision.

“Hi, Marjorie,” I said. “Yes, I saw the photos. No, I don’t think the rose arch should move to the east side. Because if we move it to the east side, it blocks the view you specifically paid me to frame. Yes. Exactly. The arch is not being stubborn. It is doing its job.”

Elias turned away, shoulders shaking.

I pointed at him even though he was not looking.

“Now,” I continued, “what we can do is add a secondary floral moment near the steps. Something softer. Maybe white climbing roses with pale pink foxgloves. Romantic, but not chaotic. Yes. Very estate wedding, but without looking like you’re trying too hard.”

That did it.

Marjorie loved anything described as romantic but not trying too hard.

By the time I ended the call, the rose arch was safe, the secondary floral moment had been approved, and I had sold a revision package that Ben would have called highway robbery and Vivian called knowing my worth.

My company was called Vivian Bloom Gardens.

Nora said the name sounded like a candle brand owned by a woman who drank champagne at noon.

I told her that was the target demographic.

In one year, Vivian Bloom Gardens had grown faster than I had dared to imagine. At first, I took small consultations from people Elias knew. A terrace refresh. A rose bed redesign. A container garden for a Hollywood Hills balcony. Then someone posted photos of a blush-and-white garden dinner I designed for a charity event, and suddenly my inbox filled with women named things like Celeste and Margot asking if I could make their outdoor spaces feel “feminine but architectural.”

I could.

I loved it.

I loved stone paths, rose arches, hidden seating areas, moon gardens, flowering vines, and terraces that made people feel like they had stepped into the softest version of their own lives. I loved designing gardens with romance and structure, softness and strength.

I loved telling men with too much money that no, a black marble fire pit did not belong beside lavender unless they wanted the patio to look like a luxury funeral.

Most of all, I loved that the dream had survived.

Not untouched.

Transformed.

Ben had wanted a landscaping company because he wanted to build something of his own.

Vivian built it.

With glossy lips, silk scarves, spreadsheets, supplier calls, dirt on her knees, and a pink measuring tape I bought as a joke and then used every day because it was cute.

The truck had my logo on the side now: Vivian Bloom Gardens in elegant gold lettering over a deep green background, with a small rose icon curling around the V.

The first time I saw it, I cried in the driveway.

Then I took forty-seven photos because crying was one thing, but marketing was another.

“Are you nervous?” Elias asked.

I looked up from brushing soil off my gloves.

“About the Brentwood client?”

“About today.”

Right.

Today.

My stomach fluttered.

I looked toward the long drive where, any minute now, a rental car would come through the gates carrying my mother, father, and Nora.

Kansas was coming to Los Angeles.

Kansas was coming to meet Vivian.

Not over video. Not through careful phone calls. Not through text messages where my mother sometimes wrote “Ben—sorry, Vivian” and then sent three heart emojis like punctuation could fix fear.

In person.

At Montgomery House.

The place where Ben had disappeared and Vivian had bloomed.

“I’m fine,” I said.

Elias tilted his head.

I sighed. “Fine. I am emotionally wearing four-inch heels inside.”

He glanced at my feet.

I was wearing cream gardening clogs.

“Metaphorically,” I said.

“I assumed.”

The truth was, my family knew now.

Mostly.

The first call had been awful. Not hateful. Not cinematic. Just awful in the way real things could be awful. My mother cried because she was confused and afraid she had missed something important. My father got quiet, which was worse than anger at first. Nora asked too many questions too fast, then cried when I cried, then made a joke so bad it saved us both from drowning in the moment.

Nobody understood everything.

I did not either.

For months, my mother stumbled over my name. Sometimes she got it right. Sometimes she corrected herself. Sometimes the pause before Vivian hurt more than the mistake. My father avoided pronouns until Nora told him he sounded like he was discussing a suspicious neighbor.

But they kept calling.

That mattered.

They kept trying.

That mattered more.

And today, they had flown to Los Angeles for the first time in their lives because my mother said, “I want to see your garden, honey.”

Not Elias’s garden.

Not the mansion.

My garden.

The rental car appeared at the bend in the drive at 11:08 a.m.

I immediately forgot how to breathe.

Elias stepped beside me.

“You don’t have to perform,” he said.

I laughed once. “Sweetheart, I am wearing waterproof mascara. I prepared for battle.”

His hand touched mine.

I let him hold it until the car stopped.

Then I pulled away, smoothed my dress, adjusted my hat, and whispered, “OMG, okay.”

The driver’s door opened first.

My father stepped out wearing jeans, a short-sleeved plaid shirt, and the expression of a man who had just driven through Los Angeles traffic and no longer trusted civilization.

He looked at the mansion.

Then the fountain.

Then the gardens.

Then me.

For one long second, he said nothing.

I stood still under his gaze, every part of me suddenly too visible. The sundress. The glossy hair falling over my shoulders. The soft makeup. The pink nails. The body he had not watched become mine.

Then my mother got out of the passenger seat and burst into tears.

“Oh, honey,” she said.

She crossed the driveway faster than I expected and hugged me so tightly my hat nearly fell off.

For one second, I was a child again.

Not a son. Not a daughter yet in the way she fully understood.

Just her child.

I held onto her and cried too.

“Hi, Mom,” I whispered.

She pulled back, touched my face, and tried to smile through tears.

“Vivian,” she said carefully.

The name shook in her mouth.

But she said it.

My heart broke open.

“Yeah,” I said. “That’s me.”

Nora climbed out of the back seat wearing sunglasses and a denim jacket, took one look at me, and said, “Well, damn. You’re too fancy for Kansas now.”

I laughed so hard I almost sobbed.

“You said that on purpose.”

“Obviously. I rehearsed on the plane.”

She hugged me next, tight and fierce.

“You look good,” she whispered in my ear. “Like, annoyingly good.”

“Thank you.”

“I still think Vivian Bloom Gardens sounds like a luxury soap line.”

“It is called brand expansion.”

She pulled back and looked me over. “Are you wearing gardening clogs with a sundress?”

“Yes.”

“Okay, that part is still Kansas.”

My father approached last.

He stopped in front of me, hands in his pockets.

My mother watched him like she was prepared to commit violence if necessary.

He cleared his throat.

“Vivian,” he said.

Roughly.

Awkwardly.

But he said it.

I smiled, and my eyes filled again.

“Hi, Dad.”

He looked at the garden behind me.

“You did all this?”

“Some of it was here before. I redesigned the rose walk, the west terrace, and the lower beds. The irrigation system was a mess, so I redid that too.”

That helped.

Gardens, he understood.

Irrigation, he trusted.

He walked past me toward the rose beds, crouched near the line of soil, and looked at the drip system.

I waited.

My father could inspect an irrigation line like other people inspected art.

Finally, he nodded.

“Clean work.”

It was not a hug.

It was not a speech.

It was not perfect.

It was love in his language.

My throat tightened. “Thanks.”

He stood, looked uncomfortable with the amount of feeling in the air, and added, “Roses look good too.”

Nora leaned toward me. “That was basically Shakespeare from him.”

“I heard that,” Dad said.

“Good,” Nora replied.

Elias introduced himself properly after that, although my mother already knew too much about him from our calls and clearly had opinions. She shook his hand, looked him up and down, and said, “So you’re the doctor.”

Elias, to his credit, did not flinch. “Yes, ma’am.”

Nora coughed. “Hot doctor.”

“Nora,” Mom hissed.

I covered my face.

Elias looked politely at the fountain like he had heard nothing.

Dad looked at Elias, then at me, then back at Elias.

“You taking care of her?” he asked.

The question landed so heavily that everyone went quiet.

Her.

Not him.

Not Ben.

Her.

My father had said her.

Elias did not rush his answer.

“She takes very good care of herself,” he said. “But yes. I try.”

Dad studied him for a moment, then nodded once.

“Good.”

Nora whispered, “He passed the dad test, unfortunately.”

The visit was not perfect.

Of course it was not.

Mom called me Ben twice before lunch, then looked so devastated that I had to hug her and say, “It’s okay. Try again.” Dad stared too long at my hands when I took off my gloves and revealed the manicure. Nora asked if my heels hurt and then demanded to try them on after seeing the closet. My mother cried again when she saw the staff suite where I had lived before. Dad got quiet near the private greenhouse and did not ask all the questions I knew he had.

But they stayed.

They ate lunch on the terrace.

They walked through my gardens.

They listened when I talked about clients, design plans, and the company. My mother took photos of me near every rose arch like I was graduating from something. Nora made fun of rich people’s outdoor furniture. Dad fixed a loose latch on the service gate without asking permission, because some things never changed.

Late in the afternoon, I found myself standing with him near the citrus trees.

For a while, neither of us spoke.

Then he said, “You happy?”

The question was simple.

Too simple.

I looked toward the terrace, where Mom and Nora were laughing about something with Elias. My mother’s hand touched his arm as she spoke. Nora had stolen one of my hats. Dr. Voss, who had dropped by “briefly” and stayed for coffee, was explaining something to my mother with unnecessary seriousness.

Was I happy?

I was scared often.

I missed things sometimes.

I grieved Ben in strange moments, not because he was gone, but because I finally understood how hard he had worked to get me here without knowing I existed.

I worried about my family. My body. My future. My clients. My name on legal documents. My voice on bad days. My reflection on worse ones.

But happiness did not mean never being afraid.

It meant the fear was no longer the biggest thing in the room.

“Yes,” I said. “I am.”

Dad nodded.

Then he looked at the rose beds. “Company’s good?”

“Getting there.”

“You need a second truck soon.”

I laughed. “I know.”

“Don’t buy used if the transmission’s bad.”

“I know that too.”

He glanced at me. “Still my kid, then.”

My breath caught.

I smiled before I cried.

“Yeah,” I said. “Still your kid.”

That evening, after my family left for their hotel with promises to come back the next day, I changed out of the sundress and into a soft cream dress that hit just above my knees. I kept the makeup light, refreshed my gloss, and slipped my feet into old work boots because the lower garden needed checking after the new irrigation schedule.

The combination made me smile.

A year ago, I would have thought the dress and boots contradicted each other.

Now they made perfect sense.

Elias found me kneeling near the rose bed just before sunset.

The same rose bed where he had first spoken to me directly, back when I was Ben in dirty jeans, convinced that noticing his face was just observation and nothing more.

He stood at the edge of the path, watching quietly.

“You know,” I said without looking up, “hovering is not helping.”

“I’m admiring.”

“That is allowed.”

“Generous.”

“I’m in a good mood.”

“I noticed.”

I tucked a loose strand of hair behind my ear and adjusted the soil around a young rose bush. My gloves were dirty. My dress had a faint smudge near the hem. My lips were glossy. My boots were scuffed.

I felt whole.

Elias crouched beside me, not caring about his trousers.

That was love, probably.

Or bad judgment.

He looked at the rose, then at my hands.

“Do you ever resent it?” he asked.

I knew what he meant.

The rose.

The thorn.

The speed of it.

The choice I had been forced to make before I was ready.

Sometimes, Elias still worried about that. He was further along in endocrinology now, working under a specialist who respected him and frightened hospital administrators. He understood more about bodies than he had a year ago, but understanding did not always soothe guilt.

Sometimes I caught him looking at Vivian’s Bloom in the greenhouse like it had given him a miracle and a crime at the same time.

I set the trowel down.

“Sometimes,” I said honestly.

His face tightened.

I touched his wrist with my gloved hand.

“I resent that I didn’t get to go slowly. I resent that I was scared. I resent that I had to make choices while everything was changing.”

He looked down.

“But I don’t resent being Vivian.”

His eyes lifted to mine.

I smiled softly.

“The rose may have started it,” I said. “But I chose the rest.”

His breath eased.

I leaned closer and kissed him once, gentle and quick.

Then, because I was still me, I added, “Also, if I had transitioned slowly, I probably would have had a worse wardrobe for the first year. So there are silver linings.”

He laughed.

The sound warmed me every time.

The sun lowered behind the mansion, turning the windows gold. Somewhere near the terrace, my phone buzzed with another client message. The gardens smelled of roses, citrus leaves, warm soil, and the faint vanilla perfume I had sprayed before coming outside.

I went back to the rose bush.

Elias stayed crouched beside me, watching with that quiet devotion I still did not know how to deserve but had learned to accept.

My work boots sat firmly in the dirt.

My dress spread prettily over my knees.

My hat rested on the path beside me.

My lips were glossy.

My hands were busy.

And beneath my gloves, there was soil under my nails.

The rose had not stolen Ben Trappe from me.

It had only pricked the skin of the life I was using to hide, and beneath it, Vivian had been waiting to bloom.

~THE END~

Did you enjoy Woke Up Super Girly? In that case, I hope you can check out my second full-length Transgender Transformation novel, Creating The Lady.
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“My best friend needed a glamorous fake fiancée to sell the power couple fantasy and lure more investors. Neither of us expected me to transform into her for real.”

Creating the Lady is Lilly Lustwood’s second full novel. It’s a glamorous, high-stakes feminization romance about luxury beauty, body transformation, trans awakening, scandal, obsession, surgery, power, and a love story of more than 50,000 words, fierce enough to survive the world finding out the truth.

Read Creating The Lady

Can’t get enough? Let’s multiply that urge more with this bundle that contains some of my chart-topping illustrated feminization and transgender transformation steamy romances.
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“Five deliciously girly transformations.”

Step into a world of glamour, temptation, and irresistible feminization in this illustrated romance collection from Lilly Lustwood. Inside are five standalone feminization stories, each paired with beautiful images and packed with transformation, seduction, and girly fantasy.

No repeats. No cross-additions. These stories are exclusive to this collection and do not appear in Lilly Lustwood’s other collections.

Included in this collection:

His First Skirt

The Pink Mask

Seven Girly Sins

Girly Weekends

Trapping My Boss

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

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

Read Secret Girly Transformations
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Want to really immerse Lilly’s world? How about a long gender swap romance of over 130,000 words!? Yes! It’s truly epic!

“Again?! Not another gender swap! Take me back to my body!”

Not Another Gender Swap is Lilly Lustwood’s debut gender swap long romance with over 130,000 words. It revolves around ego, redemption, transgender becoming, and true love.

Read Not Another Gender Swap
 


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

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

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

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

CLICK HERE TO LISTEN

(Not working? Simply search on Fansly(lillylustwood)


Book Bundles

∞∞∞

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

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

∞∞∞

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

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

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

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

Get Your Own Story


Audiobooks

∞∞∞

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

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


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

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

We have over 44,000 ACTIVE MEMBERS from around the world!

✓    44 Free Messages Daily

✓    View 44 Profiles/day

✓    Faster PHP system

✓    Support replies in 24–48h

App version in the works!

You don’t even need to upgrade to VIP to enjoy most of it.

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

Visit Find Femboys


Latest & Other Titles

Here’s the latest book from Lilly Lustwood…
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“Doctor Park, I must catch up with the filters and the AI version of myself. Pump it up!”

I made Hannah Baker to fool the internet.

After getting fired from my ad agency job in Los Angeles, I did what I did best: I built something irresistible. Hannah was supposed to be a perfect brunette fantasy. Sexy. soft. profitable. A fake online bombshell designed to pull in subscribers, empty wallets, and prove that I understood desire better than anyone.

At first, she was just strategy. Then the money got too good. The fans wanted more of her. More body. More reality. More proof. So I started changing myself to match the woman I created—lip filler, curves, breasts, beauty, all of it—telling myself every step was just business.

Until it wasn’t.

Because the more real Hannah became, the more impossible it felt to go back. And then there was Dr. Jackson Park—devastatingly handsome and way too smart to fall for my lies. He was supposed to be just my surgeon. Just another man helping me build the fantasy. Instead, he became the only person who saw through me.

The only one who wanted me as Hanson… and as Hannah. But when I decide I want to go too far, too fast, Jackson is the first man brave enough to tell me no.

Read Internet Girl

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

Thank you very much for purchasing and reading Woke Up Super Girly.

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

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

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

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

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

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

Home Page (www.lillylustwood.wordpress.com)

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

Facebook | Twitter |(@LillyLustwood)

TikTok @LillyLustwoodTok

Goodreads (www.goodreads.com/lillylustwood)

Fansly(www.fansly.com/lillylustwood)

.
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