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The last thing Alex remembered was rain lashing against his window, the scent of old paper from the diary in his hands, and a looping script that spoke of chilblains and endless stairs. The girl, Elara, had written of a bone-deep weariness, a wish whispered into a lumpy pillow to simply cease, to let someone else carry the burden. He’d scoffed—typical Victorian melodrama—and drifted off to the sound of thunder, his warm duvet pulled to his chin.

Waking was not a gentle process. A raw, primal cold was the first thing to register. It wasn’t the chill of a kicked-off duvet, but a damp, penetrating cold that seeped from the very mattress beneath him. A coarse, scratchy blanket, thin as a dishrag, was the only covering. His scream was a strangled gasp that died in his throat. The sound was wrong—higher, thinner.

He scrambled to sit up, his movements clumsy and alien. The weight on his chest was immediate and undeniable: two soft, heavy mounds that shifted with a momentum of their own. His hands, smaller and more delicate than he knew, flew to his chest, fingers pressing into soft, yielding flesh. A nipple, pebble-hard in the cold, met his touch. This couldn’t be real. It was a vivid, horrible fever dream. He had to wake up. He squeezed his eyes shut, fists clenching the rough blanket, and tried to force the world back to normal, his heart hammering a frantic rhythm against ribs that felt too small, too close together.

The panic crested, a wave of pure adrenaline that flooded his system. His pulse throbbed in his throat, a frantic, fluttering beat. But as the initial terror receded, it left something else in its wake: a heightened, almost electric awareness of his own skin. Every sensation was magnified tenfold. The rough texture of the blanket was an abrasive rasp against the impossibly sensitive skin of his breasts. The cool attic air felt like a physical touch on his arms and face. He could feel the weight of his hair, a heavy silk curtain against his back and shoulders. The fear was still present, but it was now interwoven with a bewildering tapestry of new physical data.

Slowly, hesitantly, he opened his eyes. In the dim pre-dawn light, he looked down. The thin blanket did little to hide the shape of his new form: the gentle curve of his hips, the soft swell of his stomach, and the two pale, round mounds of his breasts, their peaks puckered and dark in the cold. The sight was so alien, so fundamentally wrong, that it bypassed panic and landed somewhere in the realm of stunned disbelief. A tremor ran through him, a full-body shudder that was equal parts fear and a strange, terrifying, and profound curiosity about the vessel he now inhabited.

He was adrift in a sea of new sensations, his fingers tracing the shockingly sensitive skin of his inner thigh, when a sudden, brutal noise shattered the silence. *Thump-thump-thump.* A fist hammered on the thin wooden door. Alex froze, his hand clamped over his mouth to stifle a cry. His heart, which had been beating with a rhythm of shocked discovery, now pounded with pure terror.

"Elara!" a voice screeched from the other side, sharp and utterly devoid of patience, a sound like scraping slate. "Elara, you lazy slattern, are you dead in there? Get your bones downstairs this instant! Cook's stove needs lighting, and the master's boots won't polish themselves!"

The words were a cascade of ice water. *Elara.* They were calling him Elara. This wasn't a dream. This was real, and he was late for work.

Panic, cold and absolute, seized him. He scrambled off the cot, his limbs tangled in the thin blanket. The folded clothes on a stool were his only hope. He grabbed them, his hands shaking: a rough linen chemise, drawers, thick woolen stockings, a formidable-looking corset with a tangle of laces, a petticoat, and a drab grey dress. He knew, academically, how these garments worked. He had seen diagrams. But his theoretical knowledge was useless in the face of his trembling fingers and the frantic beating of his heart.

The voice screeched again, "I'm not telling you again, girl! Five minutes, or you'll get no breakfast and a slap besides!"

Five minutes. He had five minutes to assemble the armor of a Victorian housemaid and become Elara, before he faced the wrath of a world he had only ever read about in books.

His brain screamed instructions. *Chemise first, then drawers. Stockings gartered above the knee. Then the corset. Petticoat. Finally, the dress.* Reading was a calm, sterile activity. This was a frantic, clumsy scramble in the half-light. The linen of the chemise was cold against his skin, a shocking intimacy that made him flinch. He fumbled with the drawers, a bizarrely open-crotched garment his mind struggled to justify, tying the waistband in a clumsy knot. The woolen stockings were rough, and he spent precious seconds trying to get them straight over his smooth, hairless legs.

Then came the corset. It was a monster of canvas, whalebone, and steel. He wrapped it around his new, soft torso, the rigid structure feeling like a cage. He tried to recall the diagrams of lacing patterns, but his mind was a blur. He looped the laces through the eyelets, pulling them taut in a haphazard fashion. A sharp intake of breath was his reward as the garment constricted his ribs and pushed his breasts up into two prominent, sensitive mounds. He felt dizzy, his lungs struggling to expand. He grabbed the petticoat and dress, pulling them over his head. Buttons. So many tiny, impossible buttons running down the front. He did his best, but his shaking fingers missed several, leaving parts of his chemise visible. He didn't have time to check. He just had to move. He lurched towards the door, his breathing shallow, the corset a brutal reminder of
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