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Her True Form

Alex has waited years to enter Eidolon Realms, the first truly living virtual world. He already knows exactly who he will become. A powerful warrior. An unstoppable hero. The kind of man he has always wished he could be.

The game has other ideas.

TrueForm does not let players create their characters. It looks beneath every expectation, defence and carefully constructed identity, then reveals the person they were always meant to be.

Alex is given Lyrienne, a beautiful female moon fae whose strength lies in music, enchantment and irresistible charm.

Convinced the game has made a mistake, Alex plans to report the character as a bug. Then she meets Freya, a fearless barbarian played by a warm, captivating trans woman named Erin.

Fighting beside her feels effortless. Falling for her feels inevitable. And every hour Alex spends as Lyrienne makes returning to the man outside the game more difficult.

Erin believes she has fallen in love with the woman behind Lyrienne.

Alex is beginning to wonder if he has too.

To claim the life opening before her, Alex must step beyond the safety of Aetheria and allow herself to be seen without magic, moonlight or disguise.

*** A tender and sensual transgender romance about virtual worlds, unexpected love and the courage to become the woman hiding inside your own reflection. Another emotionally charged transgender romance novella from the best-selling author, Keary Hayes. ***


One

Alex checked the download again before the train had even pulled out of the station.

Ninety-three percent.

The silver circle turned slowly on the screen of his phone, calm and indifferent to the fact that he had been waiting for this day for nearly two years. The game had begun patching while he was at work and should have finished hours ago, but apparently half the country had attempted to download the launch build at once. He had left his computer running before heading into town, stripped of every unnecessary program and threatened with violence if it decided to restart for an update. By the time he reached home, it had better be ready.

The headset in the bag between his feet made the journey feel more significant than an ordinary Friday commute. Every time the train leaned around a bend, the box shifted gently against his boots, and Alex nudged it back into place with the side of his foot. It was the newest Veyr model, not quite top of the range but close enough to make his bank account ache. He had spent months putting money aside for it, surviving with his old headset while its lenses clouded at the edges and its tracking occasionally decided his left hand belonged somewhere behind his head. This one had full facial mapping, better eye tracking and the new sensory bands that were meant to translate movement without requiring a room full of cameras.

It was excessive.

It was also completely necessary.

Alex settled deeper into his seat, though settled was perhaps generous. He was too full of restless energy to be still. His knee bounced beneath the little table. His fingers kept moving between the download screen, the group chat and the flood of launch coverage swallowing every corner of the internet. Across the aisle, a woman in a long green coat glanced at him, then at the headset box, and smiled with immediate recognition.

“Going into Aetheria?” she asked.

Alex grinned before he could help himself.

“The second I get home.”

“My son took the day off work for it.”

“I should have done that.”

She laughed and returned to her book, leaving Alex with the warm satisfaction of being part of something much larger than himself. The launch was everywhere. Advertisements filled the station screens. People were filming their first reactions and posting them before they had even finished the tutorial. The technology channels had been talking about little else for weeks, though the game itself had been anticipated for much longer.

Eidolon Realms was being called the first truly responsive fantasy world.

That was marketing language, obviously. Every major game promised living cities, intelligent enemies and choices that mattered. Most of them still ended with a shopkeeper repeating the same three lines while walking endlessly into a wall. Eidolon was different enough to make the promises feel plausible. Its world engine had been built around a new adaptive artificial intelligence that generated dialogue, quests and even whole regions in response to the players moving through them. Kingdoms could change allegiance. Villages could grow, burn or disappear. Non-player characters remembered grudges and favours. A person who saved a child from a river might meet her again years later as a knight, a merchant or a thief, depending on what had happened after the rescue.

None of that was what had caused the real frenzy.

Alex opened another article, though he had already read three versions of the same explanation since lunch.

The feature everyone was talking about was called TrueForm.

There was no traditional character creation.

No sliders. No lists of races. No agonising for an hour over whether a nose should be slightly narrower or a jaw slightly broader. Players completed a short calibration while the headset scanned their movement, voice, expressions and responses to a series of environments. The system drew on play history if permission was granted, along with reaction times, decision-making patterns and a psychological questionnaire that its developers insisted contained no right answers.

Then it gave the player a character.

Not a recommendation. Not a selection of likely options. One complete identity, designed by the game as the person’s ideal fit within Aetheria.

Race, class, appearance, starting region, magical affinity and even the opening thread of their personal story were chosen for them. The developers had spent months refusing to explain exactly what ideal fit meant. It was not necessarily the strongest build or the closest match to someone’s usual playstyle. It was supposedly the character through whom they would find the world most natural, rewarding and emotionally engaging.

Alex had assumed people would hate it.

Gamers could spend six hours debating the statistical value of a pair of gloves. They were not known for surrendering control gracefully. Yet the early access players had raved about TrueForm with an enthusiasm that bordered on religious revelation.

He scrolled through the reactions.

A woman who had played assassins in every game since childhood had been assigned a broad, cheerful dwarven priest who brewed healing ales and resolved arguments between ghosts. She had uploaded a photograph of herself crying after officiating an NPC wedding.

A competitive shooter player had expected an archer and received a blind seer whose magic revealed hidden paths for other people. His review simply read, I would have rejected this immediately if you had shown it to me in a menu. I have never loved a class more.

Someone else had posted side-by-side images of the enormous male orc warriors they normally created and the delicate elderly human witch Eidolon had given them. The caption beneath it said, I don’t understand it, but this is apparently my grandmother now and I would kill for her.

That seemed to be the pattern. Surprise followed by suspicion, then delight.

People talked about their characters as if they had been recognised rather than generated. As if the system had taken something scattered and half-known within them and shaped it into a person they could finally meet.

Alex understood the appeal, though he doubted his own result would be especially surprising. He always played the same sort of character. A large male warrior with a weapon that looked as if it should require a construction permit. Heavy melee damage, enough armour to survive the consequences of poor judgment, and very little need to stand at the back calculating spell rotations. He liked momentum. He liked the impact of a greatsword connecting and the clean satisfaction of watching an enemy’s health collapse beneath a critical hit.

His friends had mocked him for it for years.

Connor had once made a folder containing screenshots of thirty-seven separate Alex characters, all broad-shouldered men wearing slightly different arrangements of iron, fur and leather. The folder was titled The Rich Diversity of Human Imagination.

Alex opened the group chat.

ALEX: Are any of you actually in yet?

Three dots appeared almost at once.

CONNOR: define in

ALEX: Logged into the game, you absolute parasite.

CONNOR: then yes

A picture loaded beneath the message.

Alex leaned closer to the screen.

Connor’s character stood on the edge of a tiled rooftop beneath a violet evening sky. He was thin and sharp-featured, with enormous amber eyes, dark blue skin and a grin that suggested several laws had already been broken. Layers of mismatched fabric wrapped his limbs, every belt crowded with bells, knives, cards, bottles and tiny silver charms. Behind him hovered three translucent copies of himself, each pulling a different obscene gesture at the camera.

CONNOR: meet Vex

CONNOR: duskling trickster

CONNOR: illusions teleports curses traps and apparently I can steal temporary traits from monsters

CONNOR: this game has correctly identified me as a public nuisance

NOAH: You say that as though any of us required advanced artificial intelligence to reach the same conclusion.

CONNOR: I made a guard arrest his own trousers

JAMIE: How?

CONNOR: classified

ALEX: Is it actually good?

There was a brief pause, unusual enough from Connor to make the answer feel serious.

CONNOR: mate

CONNOR: it’s ridiculous

CONNOR: I thought it was going to be a gimmick but it feels like the class knows what I’m trying to do before I do it

CONNOR: combat is completely unhinged

CONNOR: also an old woman gave me a cursed spoon because I lied to her about being an inspector

CONNOR: ten out of ten

Alex smiled at the screen.

JAMIE: Just got home. Hannah is ordering food so I can set mine up without burning dinner.

NOAH: Mine is still installing. I have been informed that staring at the progress bar does not increase its speed.

CONNOR: cowardice

ALEX: Train’s just getting in. Twenty minutes and I’m there.

CONNOR: your big axe man awaits

NOAH: It might surprise you.

ALEX: It won’t.

He looked again at the TrueForm reactions filling his feed, at players laughing over impossible characters and admitting how quickly disbelief had turned into recognition. Perhaps the game would give him a different kind of warrior. A dragon-blooded berserker, maybe. Some massive northern champion carrying a hammer made from a fallen star. He was not precious about the details.

The train slowed as rows of wet brick houses came into view beyond the window. Evening light caught in the glass, laying Alex’s faint reflection over the passing streets. Pale face, fair hair falling untidily across his forehead, blue eyes made brighter by excitement. He pushed the hair back and watched it fall forward again almost immediately.

His phone buzzed.

JAMIE: Race you in.

NOAH: I will be last because civilisation has failed to provide adequate broadband.

CONNOR: hurry up losers

CONNOR: Vex requires witnesses

Alex laughed aloud, earning another amused glance from the woman across the aisle. He put his phone away and bent to grip the handles of the bag between his feet.

The train had not stopped yet, but he was already standing.
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By the time Alex reached his front door he was already fishing his keys from his pocket.

The lock clicked.

He shouldered the door open, stepped inside and let it swing shut behind him. His rucksack landed beside the shoe rack with a heavy thud, followed a moment later by the box containing the headset. The house was quiet. Just the familiar hum of the fridge somewhere beyond the kitchen and the distant ticking of a clock that always seemed louder whenever nobody else was around.

He slipped off his trainers, shrugged out of his jacket and made for the stairs before the narrow mirror beside the front door caught his eye.

He stopped.

The reflection looking back at him was achingly familiar.

Twenty-three years old. Blond hair that never quite behaved, soft enough that it curled slightly where it brushed his forehead and ears. Pale blue eyes beneath surprisingly long lashes that people had insisted on commenting on since secondary school. Fair skin that tanned reluctantly in summer and showed every hint of colour whenever he was embarrassed. His face was clean-shaven, his jaw gentle rather than square, his nose straight and fine, his mouth perhaps a little fuller than he would have preferred.

He wasn't ugly.

Nobody had ever called him ugly.

If anything, people had always reached for a different word.

Pretty.

He hated that word.

His work polo hung loosely from narrow shoulders. He was slim without looking fragile, all long limbs and lean muscle. The sort of physique that came naturally from walking everywhere and never quite sitting still. His waist was trim, his hands fine-boned, his fingers long enough that teachers had once joked he should learn the piano. Even now, standing with one hip slightly higher than the other, there was something almost graceful about the way he held himself. He had never learned to stand heavily. Never managed to fill a doorway simply by walking through it.

Without really thinking about it, he straightened.

Chest out.

Shoulders back.

He tried to occupy a little more space.

The effort lasted only a few seconds before it quietly dissolved. His shoulders settled where they always settled. His weight shifted lightly onto one foot. The pose had never felt entirely natural.

His gaze drifted briefly to the framed print hanging halfway up the stairs. A towering knight in blackened armour rested a greatsword across one shoulder, every inch the sort of impossible hero who strode into impossible battles without ever doubting he belonged there.

Alex looked back at himself.

Then away.

The kitchen yielded exactly the sort of dinner reserved for launch days. A microwave burrito, a packet of crisps and the last can of cola lurking at the back of the fridge. Healthy eating could resume tomorrow. Tonight there were dragons to kill and worlds to explore.

While the microwave counted down he wandered through to the spare bedroom that had, over the years, quietly surrendered any pretence of being anything other than his gaming room.

The familiar desk stretched beneath two monitors, one displaying the completed Eidolon Realms download, the other cycling through artwork from the collector's edition. Shelves overflowed with fantasy novels, painted miniatures from Noah's tabletop campaigns and collector's statues accumulated over years of birthdays and careful saving. Most of them shared one thing in common. Towering warriors. Broad shoulders. Massive weapons. Men built from slabs of muscle and confidence.

The silver crest of Eidolon Realms waited patiently in the centre of the screen.

Alex couldn't help smiling.

"Perfect."

The burrito disappeared in a handful of distracted bites while he unpacked the headset with almost ceremonial care. Each layer of packaging folded away neatly until the headset itself rested in his hands, lighter than he had expected. The matte shell caught the desk lamp softly. Fresh foam. Untouched lenses. The faint smell of new electronics.

He connected the base station, fitted the upgraded sensory band, paired the gloves and worked methodically through the setup process until every indicator glowed green.

His phone buzzed.

The group chat had exploded again.

NOAH: I understand now.

A screenshot followed.

Unlike Connor's gleefully chaotic duskling, Noah's character stood quietly within an immense circular library whose shelves disappeared into darkness high above. Deep blue robes embroidered with silver thread draped elegantly from narrow shoulders, a leather satchel overflowing with scrolls hanging at one hip while tiny motes of light drifted lazily around him. Behind him, an enormous raven watched silently from the back of a carved chair.

NOAH: Apparently I'm a Chronicler.

NOAH: The game has decided my greatest weapon is reading.

CONNOR: NERD

NOAH: Correct.

NOAH: I have also accidentally solved three quests because I kept stopping to read inscriptions.

JAMIE: Mine's nearly ready.

CONNOR: hurry up grandad

NOAH: Alex?

ALEX: About to log in.

CONNOR: FINALLY

Alex laughed quietly to himself before lifting the headset over his eyes.

The room vanished.

Darkness enveloped him for a heartbeat before a soft silver glow blossomed all around.

Welcome to Eidolon Realms.

A calm voice filled the empty space. Neither male nor female. Warm without sounding artificial.

"Before we begin, we'll get to know each other."

The calibration unfolded with surprising simplicity. He walked, stretched, reached, balanced and turned while invisible sensors quietly observed. He smiled when asked, frowned when prompted and read aloud from a page that dissolved into light as soon as he finished.

Then came the unexpected request.

"Please sing a single sustained note."

Alex blinked.

"I'm really not much of a singer."

"Any note will do."

Rolling his eyes despite himself, he hummed a wavering note that seemed to hang impossibly in the silver air before fading away.

The physical calibration gave way to something quieter.

A child crying beside a lonely road.

A wounded animal.

A locked chest.

A stranger asking for help.

A bridge beginning to collapse.

He simply responded. No timers appeared. No scores. No indication that any answer was better than another.

The silver world shifted once more.

There were no more instructions.

Instead, places unfolded around him.

A moonlit forest beneath impossibly tall trees. A bustling market alive with music and colour. Wind-scoured cliffs overlooking a restless sea. A ruined temple swallowed by ivy. A grand cathedral filled with shafts of golden light.

"Take a moment to explore."

There was no objective. No destination. He wandered where curiosity carried him, lingering beneath the trees before climbing the cliffs simply to watch the waves below. In the market he found himself smiling at a street musician long enough to miss the juggler performing only a few steps away. He absent-mindedly stopped to stroke a dog lying beside a fountain before noticing it wore tiny antlers.

The world dissolved.

Another appeared.

People this time.

A child offered him a flower.

A merchant accused him of theft.

An old woman asked for directions.

A frightened horse blocked a narrow bridge.

Again, there were no obvious right answers. He simply responded as instinct suggested. The conversations flowed naturally enough that he almost forgot he was still being assessed.

The scenes became stranger.

A table covered in objects.

An old key.

A silver ring.

A smooth river stone.

A feather.

A sealed letter.

"Choose one."

He reached for the stone before he had really thought about it.

The objects vanished.

Music drifted through the silver emptiness.

Not songs exactly. Fragments. Melodies that rose and fell before fading into silence. Some left him cold. One stirred something quiet in his chest that he couldn't quite name. Another made him unexpectedly smile.

The final note lingered long after the music itself had disappeared.

Silence settled around him once more.

For several long moments there was nothing except the soft rhythm of his own breathing.

Then the silver light gathered before him, thousands of luminous threads weaving themselves together like starlight caught in slow-moving water.

"Thank you."

The voice sounded almost... satisfied.

"I believe I understand you."

Elegant lettering slowly formed within the glow.

Your character is ready to meet you.

Alex felt excitement flutter beneath his ribs.

Whatever the system had found, whatever enormous warrior, battle-scarred knight or axe-wielding champion waited beyond that final prompt, it was finally time to meet him.

He smiled, rested one fingertip against the glowing word Accept, drew a slow breath and pressed it.
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Light gathered slowly around him.

Not the cold white of a loading screen or the sudden glare of a headset powering on. This was morning light, warm and diffuse, filtering through a canopy of leaves that shimmered in shades of green, silver and gold. It settled across the ground in shifting patterns, caught in beads of dew, and glowed along the edges of broad leaves stirred by a breeze Alex could somehow feel against his face.

For a few seconds he forgot that he was standing in his spare bedroom.

The forest rose around him with impossible depth. Ancient trunks climbed towards a sky almost entirely hidden by branches, their bark furrowed and dark beneath layers of moss. Roots twisted across the earth like the backs of sleeping creatures, enclosing pools of clear water and patches of tiny white flowers. Ferns spread their fronds along the path ahead, and somewhere beyond them a stream moved over stone with a soft, constant murmur.

Birdsong drifted through the trees, but even that felt richer than it should have. Calls answered one another from different heights and distances, some bright and familiar, others strange enough to make him wonder what sort of creature had made them. A pair of small blue birds darted between the branches overhead, their wings leaving brief traces of silver light behind them. When one landed upon a nearby root, Alex caught himself leaning closer.

It tilted its head at him.

Then vanished into a scatter of sparks.

He laughed.

The sound disappeared into the forest without breaking its stillness.

This was what the trailers had tried to show. The impossible scale of it. The way every part of the world seemed alive and responsive, not waiting for the player so much as continuing around them. Screenshots had made it look beautiful. Videos had made it look convincing. Neither had captured the sensation of standing beneath those trees while cool air moved across his skin and the scent of wet earth, pine and something delicately floral filled his lungs.

He looked down at the path curling away through the undergrowth. Pale stones had been set into the earth, softened at their edges by years of moss. On one side, a cluster of bell-shaped flowers folded themselves closed when his shadow passed over them. On the other, a dragonfly with transparent wings hovered above a dark pool and turned slowly towards him, its body bright as polished copper.

Alex lifted one hand, half expecting to see the familiar outline of the calibration model.

There was nothing there.

Not yet.

“Welcome to Aetheria.”

The voice came from everywhere and nowhere, the same gentle presence that had guided him through the assessment. It seemed to travel through the leaves rather than interrupt them.

Alex turned slowly, searching for a figure between the trees.

“Your path begins in the Vale of Lethwyn, where the borders between the mortal lands and the old wild places have grown thin.”

As the voice spoke, the forest changed almost imperceptibly. Pale shapes moved between the distant trunks. Ruined arches emerged beneath climbing ivy. Far above, beyond a gap in the canopy, something vast and winged crossed the sky before disappearing behind the clouds.

Alex smiled.

This was already worth the money.

“Before you take your first steps, there is someone you must meet.”

Silver light appeared in the clearing ahead.

At first it was no more than a shimmer above the moss, like sunlight reflected from water. It rose in slow threads, curling around one another until they began to suggest a shape. Feet. Legs. The fall of fabric. A narrow waist. Shoulders framed by long hair.

Alex watched with mounting anticipation.

This would be him.

Whatever warrior the system had chosen. Some battle-scarred fae knight, perhaps. A cursed champion from one of the old courts. He imagined dark armour threaded with moonlight, a sword carved with runes, a body built for violence and impossible quests.

The final threads of light settled into place.

A woman stood before him.

Alex did not understand what he was looking at.

She was barefoot upon the moss, one foot set slightly before the other as though she had only just stepped into the clearing. She was not tall, though the ease of her posture gave her a kind of presence that made height feel irrelevant. Slim shoulders rested naturally above a softly curved body, her shape delicate without being insubstantial. She had a narrow waist, rounded hips and the unmistakable fullness of a woman whose femininity required no ornament or explanation.

She was fae.

That much was obvious in the long, elegant points of her ears and in the slight, unearthly brightness of her skin. It was pale, but not colourless, touched with a faint warmth across her cheeks and the bridge of her nose as though she had been standing in the filtered sunlight for some time. The light seemed to rest upon her rather than merely strike her, gathering softly along her cheekbones, collarbones and the smooth line of her throat.

Her hair fell almost to her waist.

It was a deep, glossy black at first glance, but when she turned her head Alex saw shades of blue and violet move through it like colour beneath dark water. Most of it hung loose in long, soft waves, though several narrow braids had been drawn back from her face and woven with tiny silver leaves. The breeze stirred the ends across her waist and hips, and the movement was so natural that Alex found himself watching it long after he should have looked away.

Her face held him even more completely.

Large eyes, blue at their centre and violet around the edges, regarded him with quiet curiosity. They were framed by lashes so dark and long they seemed almost painted, though nothing about her looked artificial. Her nose was fine and straight. Her cheekbones were high but softened by the fullness of her cheeks. Her lips were generous, naturally pink, and curved into a small smile that felt less like a default animation than an expression meant specifically for him.

She was beautiful.

Not in the gaudy, exaggerated way of promotional fantasy art. There was no absurd armour exposing half her body, no impossible proportions arranged solely to be looked at. She was breathtaking because everything about her seemed balanced. The softness of her mouth against the sharpness of her ears. The delicacy of her face against the quiet confidence of her posture. The way her body was unmistakably feminine without becoming unreal.

Her dress was simple enough to belong to a new character, but there was nothing plain about it.

Pale ivory fabric wrapped neatly across her chest before drawing in beneath her breasts and falling in long, fluid layers towards her ankles. The bodice followed her shape without squeezing or displaying it, making the fullness of her figure part of the garment rather than its purpose. Long sleeves narrowed at her wrists, embroidered with silver vines and tiny white flowers that seemed almost to shift when the light touched them. A soft green overskirt opened at the front to reveal lighter fabric beneath, and a narrow leather belt rested against her waist, holding a small pouch, several glass vials and a polished wooden flute.

The dress moved when she breathed.

Alex noticed that.

The gentle rise beneath the fitted cloth. The slight settling of the fabric against her hips. The way one hand rested lightly at her side while the other brushed a strand of hair away from her face.

She looked alive.

For one strange second, Alex felt as though he had interrupted her. As though she had existed before the light gathered and would continue to exist after he looked away.

Then she smiled a little more fully.

Something tightened in his chest.

He looked down.

The same pale hands waited at the ends of his sleeves. Long fingers. Fine wrists. Woven silver cord brushing his skin. When he turned one hand over, the embroidered cuff slipped back and revealed the smooth inside of his forearm.

He flexed his fingers.

She flexed hers.

The understanding arrived slowly, then all at once.

This was not someone standing in front of him.

This was him.

Alex's breath caught somewhere beneath his ribs.

"No…"

The word escaped almost inaudibly, disappearing into the birdsong before it reached the trees. He lifted his other hand, watching the movement with growing disbelief as the woman mirrored him perfectly. Her fingers rose with effortless grace. Her wrist turned lightly. Even the tiny shift of weight through her hips as she balanced herself felt natural, fluid in a way his own body had never seemed to be.

He reached cautiously towards his face.

Cool skin met his fingertips. His thumb brushed the curve of a cheek before sliding upwards into the silken weight of black hair. It slipped through his fingers almost soundlessly, catching briefly around his knuckles before falling back against his shoulder. He stared at it, then at his hand, then back towards the still pool at the edge of the clearing.

She stared back. She was standing where he stood. She was him.

His stomach tightened.

"No."

This time it came out louder.

The forest remained serenely indifferent. A robin landed on a nearby branch while somewhere overhead leaves whispered together in the breeze. Sunlight shifted across the moss as a cloud drifted lazily beyond the canopy, dappling the clearing in moving patches of gold. The world carried on as though nothing extraordinary had happened. The birds still sang. The stream still murmured over stone. The breeze still wandered gently through the trees, stirring the hem of his dress and lifting a few loose strands of dark hair across his shoulder.

Alex felt panicked. There had to have been some kind of mistake. It was day one. There were bound to be all kinds of teething issues. He willed open the character menu to check. Maybe there was some detail he was missing. An error message explaining it. Something…

A soft chime sounded beside him.

Silver branches unfurled from empty air, twisting together into an elegant panel that seemed grown rather than built. Tiny leaves opened along its edges before dissolving into drifting points of light as graceful lettering appeared across its surface.

As the last strands of silver light faded, more of the character sheet quietly unfolded. The parchment seemed almost alive, tiny vines growing across its edges before flowering into delicate script:

Lyrienne

Moon Fae

Songstress

A Songstress is neither warrior nor mage, but something older. Their strength lies not in domination, but in invitation. Through music, movement and ancient glamour they reshape the hearts of those around them, turning enemies into uncertain foes and companions into something greater than they believed themselves capable of becoming.

Alex paused.

Invitation?

The page continued to fill.

Primary Attributes

Charisma

Dexterity

Insight

Disciplines

Songcraft

Hexcraft

Illusion

Restoration

Passive Trait

Grace Unnoticed

The wild has always known your name.

Your footsteps fall softly upon the earth. Small woodland creatures instinctively trust you, while hostile wildlife is slower to aggression. Those around you become more at ease in your presence, revealing hidden stories, forgotten paths and opportunities that remain closed to others.

"Some doors open only for those who arrive gently."

Signature Ability

Enchanting Mischief

The oldest glamour begins with a smile.

Weave voice, movement and playful charm into irresistible fey glamour. Enemies become captivated, their resolve faltering as they hesitate, laugh, blush or lose themselves in your presence. While enchanted, their defences weaken and their attacks lose focus. Allies inspired by your performance gain courage, resilience and heightened magical power.

Powerful foes cannot be fully enchanted, but even the mightiest heart may hesitate for a single precious heartbeat.

"A sword demands obedience. A smile earns invitation."

Alex stared at the words.

Charisma?

Grace?

Enchanting Mischief?

He looked from the parchment to Lyrienne and back again, waiting for the joke to reveal itself. It never did.

Alex frowned. It was all wrong. All of it. It was… a mistake. There was no other explanation. The game had made a mistake.

He looked back at Lyrienne, then at the panel, then back again. There had to be another page. He reached out impatiently, opening menu after menu. Equipment bloomed into existence beside him, followed by inventory, skills, talents, journal and map. Each appeared as beautifully illustrated pages suspended in the air, parchment edged with silver vines and tiny glowing flowers that unfurled as he selected different options.

Everything was exquisitely designed.

Everything insisted upon the same impossible truth.

Lyrienne.

Moon Fae.

Songstress.

Support.

Enchantment.

Debilitation.

Healing.

He opened Appearance.

Nothing happened.

Hair.

Locked.

Eyes.

Locked.

Body.

Locked.

Voice.

Locked.

At the bottom of the page sat a tiny silver icon. Alex selected it, and the accompanying text unfolded with gentle, infuriating calm.

Your TrueForm has been uniquely created to provide your ideal experience within Aetheria. Your appearance reflects your assigned identity and cannot be altered before beginning your journey.

"Ideal?"

The laugh that escaped him sounded brittle and unfamiliar. He looked down again, really looked this time. The dress settled softly against slender legs, embroidered skirts lifting and falling almost imperceptibly with each breath. The leather belt rested comfortably against a narrow waist while the polished flute hanging at one hip caught the morning sun with a warm amber glow. Nothing about her looked unfinished. Nothing suggested an error or a placeholder waiting to be corrected. She looked complete. Deliberate. As though someone had spent years imagining exactly this person before quietly bringing her into existence.

He opened another menu.

Delete Character

Unavailable.

Create New Character

Unavailable.

Each player receives one TrueForm.

His heartbeat had begun to climb.

No.

Absolutely not.

Every role-playing game in history let players make another character. Even if it meant deleting the old one. Even if there was a waiting period. Nobody built a game around a single permanent decision. His gaze darted through every menu again. Settings. Accessibility. Support. Help. Contact Development Team.

Relief flickered through him.

Finally.

A small writing window unfolded before him.

Please describe your issue.

His fingers hovered over the floating keyboard.

My character generated incorrectly.

He stopped.

Deleted it.

I think the AI assigned the wrong class.

Delete.

Character generation appears to have failed.

His hands fell still.

Failed.

Had it?

Before he realised what he was doing, her eyes drifted back towards Lyrienne. She was standing exactly where he'd left her, sunlight warming the pale fabric of her dress. One hand rested lightly around the wooden flute at her side while the other brushed an errant strand of hair behind one elegant ear. She wasn't frozen in place like a menu model. She shifted her weight naturally from one foot to the other. She glanced briefly towards the trees as another bird called overhead before looking back at him with quiet, patient curiosity.

She looked alive.

Not animated.

Alive.

A butterfly drifted lazily into the clearing and settled for a moment upon the embroidered cuff of her sleeve before lifting away again. She watched it go with the smallest hint of a smile, and Alex realised he'd been staring for far too long.

Heat flooded into his face.

He looked away so quickly it almost hurt.

Fantasy women were attractive. Of course they were. Games were full of attractive people. That wasn't unusual. So why did looking at her suddenly feel... personal?

His reflection caught his eye in the still surface of the nearby pool.

Lyrienne looked back.

The image shimmered gently beneath floating leaves, her violet eyes meeting his with the same quiet expression. He found himself kneeling almost without thinking, studying the face reflected there. She really was beautiful. Not in the exaggerated way promotional artwork often was. There was nothing crude or ridiculous about her. Every feature seemed to belong exactly where it was. She looked like someone from an old painting, or a forgotten fairy tale. Someone who belonged in forests and moonlight.

The thought arrived before he could stop it.

I wish...

His chest tightened so sharply it stole his breath. A brittle hardness there, gnawing.

"No."

He stood so quickly the reflection shattered into ripples across the water. Absolutely not. He wasn't doing this. He wasn't standing in the middle of a fantasy forest admiring a woman the game had somehow decided he should be. His friends would be waiting. Connor would already be causing trouble somewhere. Jamie would be making sure everyone survived. Noah would have read every book in the starting village. And him?

He was standing here in a dress.

Heat spread through him again, this time tangled with something far harder to ignore than confusion. Embarrassment. Shame. The instinctive certainty that if any of them saw him like this he would never hear the end of it, no matter how kind they tried to be.

No.

This was a launch-day bug.

That was all.

Millions of people were logging in today. Servers crashed. Quests broke. AI systems made mistakes. This one just happened to be spectacularly weird. He'd report it. The developers would apologise. Tomorrow he'd be swinging an enormous sword and laughing about the whole thing. That was what was supposed to happen.

He took one last look around the clearing. The path disappeared invitingly between ancient trees, sunlight spilling across worn stone as birds flitted lazily from branch to branch. Somewhere in the distance he heard laughter carried on the breeze, followed by music so faint he couldn't tell whether it came from a flute or the forest itself. For the briefest moment he wondered what lay just beyond the bend.

Then he shut the thought down before it had a chance to grow.

"Log out."

The words echoed softly through the clearing. Light dissolved into silver threads. The birds vanished. The breeze disappeared from his skin. A heartbeat later he was back in the familiar glow of his spare bedroom, breathing harder than he realised, the headset suddenly feeling far heavier in his hands than when he'd first put it on.


Two

Alex sat in the dim glow of his monitors with the headset resting on the desk beside him.

For several seconds he did nothing. The room had returned exactly as he had left it, down to the empty cola can beside the keyboard and the crumpled wrapper near his elbow, yet something about it felt altered. Smaller, perhaps. Flatter. The soft mechanical hum of the computer seemed suddenly crude after the whisper of leaves and distant birdsong. Even the air felt stale without the scent of rain and pine moving through it.

He rubbed both hands across his face and tried to slow his breathing.

It was only a game.

A character model. A bad result from an experimental system on the busiest launch night of the year. There would already be hundreds of support tickets about missing items, broken calibrations and players loading into walls. His problem was unusual, but it was not mysterious. The software had taken a wrong turn somewhere and generated the opposite of everything it should have understood about him.

That was all.

His phone vibrated against the desk.

The group chat had been filling while he was inside.

JAMIE: All right. I understand the hype now.

A screenshot followed. Jamie's character stood upon the battlements of a sunlit fortress while pale blue shields curved over the village below. He was broad without looking monstrous, dressed in layered armour of white steel and worn leather, with a great round shield strapped across one arm. Golden ivy curled around its edge, and a warm glow shone through the joins of his armour as though light lived somewhere beneath it. His face was older than Jamie's real one, steady and kind, marked by a scar across one brow that only made him look more dependable.

JAMIE: Guardian called Aurel.

JAMIE: I can intercept damage meant for other people.

JAMIE: Also the barriers get stronger if I'm protecting someone with low health.

CONNOR: fatherhood simulator

JAMIE: Hannah says it is worryingly accurate.

NOAH: It suits you.

JAMIE: I thought I'd be bored without a proper damage build, but I genuinely don't care. I spent ten minutes helping villagers rebuild a bridge.

Alex studied the screenshot longer than he meant to.

Jamie had always played tanks, though mostly because someone needed to. He was the one who checked everyone had enough healing potions before a dungeon and stayed behind when the others rushed onwards. The game had stripped away the part he tolerated and built a whole class around the thing he actually loved. Not standing at the front. Keeping everyone safe.

Another image appeared beneath it.

Noah's Chronicler stood within an underground archive lit by floating glass lanterns. His robes were deep blue and silver, elegant without being impractical, and a leather satchel hung at one hip so overfilled with scrolls that several had begun to escape. The enormous raven from his first screenshot perched upon his shoulder, one glossy black eye fixed accusingly on the camera. Behind him, symbols glowed across an ancient stone door while ghostly figures gathered to listen.

NOAH: My class progression changes depending on what I discover rather than what I kill.

NOAH: I translated a funerary inscription and unlocked a dialogue option that prevented an entire fight.

CONNOR: you bored the skeletons back to death

NOAH: They were already dead.

JAMIE: He's found his purpose.

NOAH: The raven is called Marginalia.

CONNOR: of course it is

Alex smiled despite himself. Noah had wanted a wizard, because Noah always wanted a wizard. Eidolon had given him something more exact. A class built from curiosity, memory and the conviction that every story mattered if someone bothered to read it closely enough.

Connor had sent several new images too. In one, Vex appeared to be fleeing from a market while carrying three stolen hats and pursued by a furious flock of luminous geese. In another, he stood beside five illusionary copies of himself, each wearing one of the hats. The final screenshot showed him balancing upside down from the arm of a stone statue while a town guard argued with his own boots.

CONNOR: class update

CONNOR: enemies who fall for the same trick twice develop a personal grudge

CONNOR: which means the game rewards me for inventing new nonsense

JAMIE: That feels dangerous.

CONNOR: for everyone except me

Even Connor's result made sense. He usually chose rogues because they were fast and dealt ridiculous damage, but Connor never cared about perfect stealth or efficient kills for long. He cared about what the game would let him get away with. He liked systems because systems could be bent. The AI had found the part beneath the assassin builds and given it knives, teleportation and permission to become everyone else's problem.

Three surprising characters.

Three perfect answers.

Alex glanced towards the headset.

His stomach tightened again.

The group chat continued.

JAMIE: How's yours?

The question seemed to sit on the screen for longer than the others.

Alex's thumbs hovered over the keyboard.

He could send a screenshot. He could type the words and get it over with. The game made me a female fae Songstress. Wrong class. Wrong body. Completely ridiculous.

He imagined Connor's flood of messages, not cruel but immediate and impossible to take back. He imagined Noah asking what the assessment had shown him. Jamie would try to make him feel better, which might somehow be worse than laughter. They would all see her. They would know that the game had looked at Alex, at everything it could measure and infer, and answered with Lyrienne.

Heat crept slowly into his face.

ALEX: Couldn't get in properly.

ALEX: Character generation bugged out.

JAMIE: Oh no. What happened?

NOAH: Did it crash during calibration?

CONNOR: did it make you a small wizard

Alex stared at that message, his pulse suddenly louder in his ears.

ALEX: Wrong race and class. Nothing like what I selected.

It was not quite a lie. There had been no selection, but the words made the mistake sound ordinary. Technical. Something done to him rather than something discovered.

NOAH: There aren't selections.

Alex froze.

A few seconds later another message appeared.

NOAH: Sorry. I know what you mean. Nothing like what you expected.

JAMIE: That's rubbish, mate. Send a ticket tonight. They'll probably fix it quickly.

CONNOR: we'll restart with you tomorrow

JAMIE: Absolutely.

The kindness of it landed harder than mockery would have.

They were his friends. They had known him since school, through exams, terrible haircuts, first jobs and the gradual disappearance of free evenings into adult responsibilities. They had watched him create the same broad warrior in game after game. If anyone understood what suited him, it should have been them.

ALEX: Don't stop for me.

ALEX: I'll file a report and catch up when it's sorted.

JAMIE: Are you sure?

ALEX: Yeah. Going to put a film on.

NOAH: Let us know if you want help with the ticket.

CONNOR: sorry mate

CONNOR: that actually sucks

JAMIE: We'll save you a place.

Alex put the phone face down before any more messages could arrive.

For a while he sat without moving, aware of the soft ache behind his ribs that he had been trying not to name. He had waited for this evening for months. The new headset, the launch countdown, the four of them stepping into a new world together. He had imagined Connor immediately getting them arrested, Noah wandering off after a book, Jamie trying to keep everyone alive while Alex carved through whatever stood in their path. It had all been so clear that the loss of it felt strangely personal.

He found a film and let it begin. Bright figures moved across the television while music rose and fell around them, but he absorbed almost nothing. His attention kept slipping backwards into the forest. He remembered the light gathering on Lyrienne's skin and the weight of her hair moving across his fingers. He remembered looking down at hands that were not his and feeling, beneath the shock, something too quick and quiet to catch.

Not pleasure. Certainly not that. And recognition was too strong a word.

It had been something closer to relief, though the thought made so little sense that he rejected it almost as soon as it formed.

He paused the film and looked towards the darkened window. His own reflection hovered faintly in the glass. Pale face, fair hair, narrow shoulders swallowed by his shirt. He shifted in his chair and saw Lyrienne instead, not replacing him but waiting somewhere behind the image. Wide violet eyes. Full lips curved into that gentle, knowing smile. The fitted bodice of her ivory dress. The flute resting against the soft line of her hip.

Alex looked away.

The game had assigned Jamie the protector hidden inside the tank, Noah the scholar concealed beneath the wizard and Connor the mischief that had always mattered more than the rogue. It had looked beyond what they habitually chose and found something more precise.

Did that mean it had done the same for him? Was that possible?

No… his character was an anomaly. A bug in the system. It had to be. There was no other explanation.

He reached for his phone and opened the support page, but his fingers stalled over the form. Category. Character generation. Description of fault. He typed a sentence, deleted it, then tried again.

The AI has produced an inappropriate character.

Inappropriate how?

He erased it.

The wrong character for my preferences.

That was better. Clearer. Yet even as he looked at the words, he remembered how little attention he had paid to the huge weapons during calibration. The moonlit forest. The music that had settled something inside him. The way his hand had chosen the smooth river stone before he could think of what choice a warrior might make.

His jaw tightened.

He closed the page.

It was late. Too late to deal with support properly, and there was no harm in waiting until morning. The character might reset itself overnight. A patch might correct whatever had gone wrong. For now, he could at least test the class. Gather more information. Confirm that it felt as unsuitable as it looked.

He did not have to tell the others.

Nobody would see him.

That mattered more than he wanted to examine.

Alex lifted the headset from the desk and held it for a moment between both hands. A faint trace of new plastic still clung to the foam, ordinary and reassuring. Beyond it waited the forest, the winding path, and the woman who had looked back from the water with his movements and someone else's face.

He should have put it down.

Instead, he drew it over his eyes.

"I'm only checking the bug," he said into the darkness, as though the room might otherwise misunderstand.

Silver light began to bloom around him.
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The forest welcomed him back as though he'd never left.

Silver light dissolved into morning, birdsong and the cool scent of damp earth. Lyrienne stood exactly where he had abandoned her, one hand resting lightly against the polished flute at her hip. She turned as he appeared, her expression brightening into the same gentle smile that had unsettled him before.

"Welcome back."

The words no longer sounded like a scripted greeting. They felt conversational, as though she had simply been waiting while he stepped away for a moment. Alex stood without moving, suddenly aware that nobody was watching him now. Connor wasn't here to crack jokes. Jamie wasn't quietly checking everyone was all right. Noah wasn't analysing every system the game could throw at him. There was nobody to see him standing in an ivory dress beneath ancient trees. Nobody to ask why the game had chosen this body.

The thought loosened something inside him, if only by the smallest degree.

"I'm only seeing how it plays," he murmured, almost apologetically. "Might as well understand it before they fix it."

The explanation felt practical. Sensible. He could learn the mechanics now and have a head start once support corrected the mistake. Satisfied enough with that reasoning, he stepped beyond the clearing and followed the winding path into the forest.

Earlier he had been too overwhelmed to notice how Lyrienne moved. Now every step drew his attention. Her stride was neither exaggerated nor delicate. It possessed an effortless rhythm that seemed to begin somewhere deep within her hips and ripple naturally through the rest of her body. The gentle sway of her pelvis carried through her waist into the easy counterpoint of her shoulders, the movement balanced and unconscious rather than performed. Behind, he became quietly aware of the soft weight and the subtle shift of her backside beneath the layered skirts, each step setting the fabric into a slow, graceful dance that somehow made the whole motion feel fluid instead of mechanical. The long skirts whispered softly around her legs, brushing against her calves before drifting apart again with each stride. The weight of her breasts shifted almost imperceptibly beneath the fitted bodice, balanced so naturally that after only a few moments Alex stopped noticing it consciously and simply accepted it as part of moving through the world. Behind him, the heavy fall of midnight hair swayed gently from side to side, occasionally sliding across one shoulder whenever he turned his head. He found himself absent-mindedly brushing it back into place, the gesture arriving before he'd consciously decided to make it.

Nothing felt exaggerated.

That was the strange part.

The game wasn't asking him to perform femininity. It simply presented a body that moved according to its own centre of gravity, and after only a handful of steps his own instincts quietly adapted. His posture softened. His balance shifted. He stopped trying to plant each foot heavily against the ground and instead found himself gliding over roots and stones with surprising confidence. It felt less like learning a new movement and more like remembering one he had somehow forgotten.

The path eventually widened into a woodland village nestled around a clear stream that wound lazily between moss-covered cottages. Flower boxes overflowed from windowsills, tiny wooden bridges crossed narrow channels of water and climbing roses wrapped themselves around carved timber posts. Somewhere nearby bread was baking. Somewhere else someone was playing a fiddle so gently that the music seemed woven into the birdsong rather than sitting above it.

The village wasn't waiting for him.

Children darted laughing between cottages chasing glowing insects no bigger than dragonflies. An elderly man swept fallen blossom from outside his front door while two women argued cheerfully over the quality of this year's honey. A pair of apprentices hurried past carrying armfuls of freshly cut herbs, apologising as they nearly collided with him before disappearing into a workshop whose windows glowed with amber light.

It all continued whether Alex was there or not.

That, more than the graphics or the AI, made the place feel astonishingly real.

Yet, people noticed Lyrienne as she wandered through the square. They smiled as they passed. One elderly woman paused in her weaving to offer a warm nod of recognition. A child waved enthusiastically before returning to the important business of chasing butterflies. None of them stared. None of them treated her like a legendary hero. They simply seemed... pleased she had come.

A gentle notification appeared in the corner of his vision.

Grace Unnoticed

Several villagers feel at ease in your presence.

Additional dialogue available.

Curious, Alex approached the elderly basket weaver.

"I hope I'm not disturbing you."

The woman's weathered face brightened immediately.

"Disturbing me? Child, you've brightened my morning."

The dialogue wheel unfolded before him, but unlike the rigid conversations of most RPGs it felt oddly human.

Ask about her work.

Offer to help.

Compliment the baskets.

Sit beside her.

On impulse, Alex chose the last option.

Without ceremony, Lyrienne gathered the skirts of her dress beneath her and settled onto the bench. The movement was astonishingly natural. One knee angled slightly inwards, hands resting comfortably in her lap while the fabric arranged itself around her legs in soft folds. She wasn't striking a pose. She was simply sitting, and somehow the game had animated even that with a quiet elegance that made Alex momentarily forget he was controlling her.

For a while neither of them spoke.

The old woman continued weaving while birds hopped hopefully around their feet in search of crumbs. The stream murmured nearby. Sunlight shifted lazily through the leaves overhead.

Eventually the woman began talking.

Not because a quest marker demanded it, but because shared silence had somehow grown into companionship.

She spoke about the changing seasons, the foxes that stole apples from the orchard every autumn and the strange lights sometimes seen dancing between the oldest trees. By the time Alex stood to leave he had somehow acquired directions to a hidden glade, a small woven bracelet "for luck," and the feeling that he had just spent ten peaceful minutes with an actual person.

No experience notification appeared.

No objective completed.

To his own surprise, he didn't mind.

The first combat quest waited a little further along the woodland path, where enchanted crows had begun stealing shiny objects from passing travellers. Alex accepted automatically, relieved to have something more familiar in front of him.

The first crow swooped low with an indignant shriek.

Every instinct screamed for a sword.

Instead Lyrienne smiled.

Not broadly. Just enough that warmth touched her eyes. She lifted one graceful hand while a single clear note escaped her lips, hanging impossibly in the morning air like sunlight caught inside crystal.

The crow faltered.

Its wings slowed.

It landed on a nearby branch with its head tilted in visible confusion.

Enchanting Mischief

Target Fascinated.

Alex blinked.

"That's it?"

He stepped closer. Another playful phrase floated from Lyrienne's lips as tiny silver ribbons spiralled lazily around the bird. It blinked several times, gave an embarrassed little sneeze and promptly dropped three silver buttons, a wedding ring and someone's spectacles onto the path before hopping guiltily behind a bush.

Alex burst out laughing.

The next encounters only deepened the feeling.

A pair of wolves became distracted by illusionary foxes dancing through the undergrowth. Nervous rangers fought harder after hearing Lyrienne's song. A frightened merchant found the courage to stand his ground after she simply smiled and rested a reassuring hand upon his shoulder.

Combat wasn't about overwhelming force.

It was about changing the emotional shape of the battlefield.

Lyrienne drifted around the edges of every fight with effortless confidence, skirts flowing around her legs while long black hair danced across her back. Every movement seemed connected to the next. A turn became a spell. A sidestep became a melody. A playful glance sent one enemy hesitating just long enough for an ally to land the decisive blow. Alex wasn't reacting to danger anymore. He was quietly orchestrating it, nudging encounters towards outcomes that somehow felt inevitable.

Players noticed.

"Perfect timing!"

"Beautiful buff!"

"I don't think we'd have survived that pull without you."

Each little thank-you landed more warmly than he expected.

He wasn't carrying the groups through raw damage. He wasn't the biggest figure on the battlefield demanding everyone's attention. Somehow, standing a few steps behind the front line, he felt more... present than he ever had while swinging an oversized sword.

The sensation was difficult to explain.

He felt seen.

Not because people were looking at Lyrienne.

Because the entire class seemed built around inviting others into its orbit. NPCs relaxed around her. Animals trusted her. Other players instinctively gathered nearby before difficult encounters, lingering within range of her songs and enchantments without ever needing to be told.

It was strangely soothing.

Everything clicked.

The rhythm of movement. The gentle sway of her body as she walked. The timing of songs and spells. The way every encounter rewarded observation instead of aggression. He stopped thinking about what button came next and simply responded to the flow of the world around him.

Only much later, standing before a weathered sign pointing towards the mist-shrouded Hollow Barrows, did Alex realise something unsettling.

Nearly two hours had passed.

And he hadn't thought about the bug once.
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By the time Alex reached the weathered sign pointing towards the Hollow Barrows, he had almost forgotten why he'd logged back in.

The thought should have unsettled him. He had come to gather evidence. To confirm that the AI had made a mistake before filing a proper report in the morning. Instead he had wandered through villages, sung frightened travellers to safety, distracted monsters with impossible glamour and spent an embarrassing amount of time smiling every time another player thanked him for a well-timed enchantment. Somewhere along the way, he had stopped evaluating the game.

He had simply started playing it.

The realisation crept over him so quietly that he almost missed it. He wasn't thinking about button combinations anymore. He wasn't consciously learning rotations or memorising cooldowns. Lyrienne's abilities seemed to flow into one another as naturally as conversation. Every spell invited the next. Every movement opened another possibility. Combat felt less like solving a puzzle and more like dancing with the world around him, listening carefully enough that it revealed where to step next.

It was unlike anything he had ever played. Every RPG he'd ever loved had rewarded certainty. Commit. Charge. Swing harder. Wear heavier armour. Become impossible to move.

Lyrienne asked something completely different.

Notice.

Listen.

Invite.

She was never the centre of the violence, yet somehow she became the centre of the encounter. Enemies hesitated without quite understanding why. Allies unconsciously drifted closer, timing their attacks around her songs and enchantments as though the rhythm she created made courage easier to find. Even the battlefield itself seemed to soften around her. Panic became confidence. Chaos became choreography.

It felt joyful.

The word arrived before he had a chance to reject it.

Joyful.

Not exhilarating in the familiar way of landing an enormous critical hit. Not triumphant. Something gentler than that. A quiet delight settled somewhere beneath his ribs every time another spell unfolded exactly as he'd hoped. Every time an illusion distracted an enemy at precisely the right moment. Every time an NPC smiled because she'd remembered their name or paused to ask how their day had been. He couldn't remember the last time a game had made him slow down, or smile this much.

As Lyrienne wandered deeper into the forest, Alex became increasingly aware of her body in a way that no longer felt awkward. The sensation of long hair brushing against her back had become strangely comforting, something he noticed only when the breeze caught it and carried it across one shoulder. The gentle weight and balance of her body no longer surprised him either. They had simply become part of the language through which she moved. Every turn flowed naturally into the next. Every sidestep carried a subtle shift through her hips that let the skirts of her dress bloom softly around her thighs before settling again. The easy sway of her hips rippled through her whole posture until even the movement of her backside beneath the layered fabric became part of the rhythm. The soft weight of her breasts shifted just as naturally beneath the fitted bodice, never exaggerated, simply another quiet truth of inhabiting this body. None of it felt seductive because she was trying to entice anyone. It was simply... alive. Relaxed. Entirely at home within itself.

Without realising it, Alex had begun matching that ease. His shoulders no longer carried the tension he'd felt when he first looked down and found himself wearing a dress. His posture had softened. His breathing had slowed. He wasn't thinking about how Lyrienne should stand or walk anymore.

He was simply standing.

Simply walking.

Simply being.

The thought stopped him in his tracks.

No.

That wasn't right.

He still needed to report the bug. Of course he did. The AI had generated the wrong character. That much hadn't changed just because the game happened to be brilliant. He still wanted his warrior. His proper character. Tomorrow morning he'd send the report, wait for support to apologise and then begin again.

He looked down at Lyrienne's hands. Long fingers rested lightly around the polished ashwood flute, sunlight warming the silver embroidery around her cuffs. Her nails were neatly shaped. Her skin looked impossibly soft beneath the dappled light filtering through the leaves. Somewhere, uncomfortably deep inside him, another thought quietly surfaced.

The game had understood Jamie.

It had understood Noah.

It had understood Connor.

So why hadn't it understood him?

Alex frowned and shook his head, almost physically dismissing the thought before it had a chance to settle.

Tomorrow. Definitely tomorrow.

Tonight, one more quest.

It seemed only sensible to understand what the class could really do before it disappeared.

The Hollow Barrows lay beyond a curtain of silver mist that clung low across the ground. Ancient standing stones leaned drunkenly amongst tangled roots while burial mounds rose like sleeping giants beneath blankets of moss. The birds had fallen silent here. Even the air felt heavier, carrying the scent of damp stone and old earth. A message appeared before him.

Recommended Group Size: 3–5 Players

Alex glanced instinctively at the empty party list. It was well after midnight. Most players had logged off hours ago. He considered turning back, then smiled to himself.

"How hard can it be?"

The answer arrived rather quickly.

The first enemies were manageable. Restless spirits drifted between broken tombstones, their movements slow enough that Lyrienne could keep them occupied with illusions while carefully wearing them down through hexes. They were tougher than anything she'd faced before, but not impossible. Alex settled into the familiar rhythm that had carried him through the evening. Enchant. Reposition. Buff. Distract. Heal. The encounters flowed beautifully, demanding patience rather than panic.

Then he rounded the wrong corner.

The ground disappeared beneath his feet.

He slid down a moss-covered embankment into the centre of a forgotten burial chamber with enough force to send loose stones tumbling around him. Before he had fully regained his balance, ghostly eyes began opening in the darkness.

One pair.

Then another.

Then another.

"Oh..."

Half a dozen armoured revenants emerged silently from the shadows, rusted weapons already lifting towards him. Alex reacted instinctively. A charm sent two of them faltering. A hex slowed another while an illusionary fox darted through the chamber, drawing a pair away.

It wasn't enough.

More shapes climbed from cracked stone coffins lining the walls. Skeletal archers appeared on broken walkways above, arrows already beginning to glow with sickly green light. His health dropped sharply. Alex retreated, singing desperately as silver enchantments wrapped around the nearest enemies. One revenant staggered. Another ignored the spell entirely. A heavy axe crashed into the ground where he'd been standing a heartbeat earlier, forcing Lyrienne into a graceful spin that carried her clear of the blow, skirts swirling around her legs.

There was nowhere left to go.

Stone wall.

Enemies.

Another wall.

His escape routes vanished one by one as the chamber filled. This wasn't how the class was meant to work. She needed space. Movement. People to support. Not this.

Another blow clipped his shoulder and his health plunged into the red. A warning pulse flashed urgently across his vision as the revenants closed in from every direction.

Alex swallowed.

"...Well."

The revenants advanced together. Closer.

And then something roared.

Not an animal.

Not a monster.

A woman.

The sound shook dust from the ancient ceiling before a blur of crimson hair and gleaming steel exploded through the nearest wall of enemies like an avalanche given human form.
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The roar rolled through the burial chamber like falling rock.

One of the revenants simply disappeared. Not died. Disappeared. It exploded into pale light as an axe the size of Alex's torso tore clean through it and carried on into the next, rusted armour crumpling beneath impossible force before dissolving into drifting ash. Bones shattered. Dust billowed. Before the first creature had even finished fading, the axe swept back the other way in a glittering arc that smashed another pair from their feet.

Someone laughed.

It wasn't cruel laughter or triumphant laughter. It was delighted. The kind of laugh someone made when they had spent all day hoping for exactly this sort of fight.

"Oh, now this is more like it!"

She crashed into the centre of the chamber with all the subtlety of a landslide. Well over six feet tall, broad through the shoulders and magnificently built, she moved with the easy confidence of someone who had never once questioned her own strength. Thick muscle rolled beneath sun-bronzed skin as she swung the enormous greataxe as though it weighed little more than a walking stick, momentum flowing naturally from one strike into the next until she became less a warrior than a force of nature. Dark leather, heavy furs and battered plates of armour covered her without hiding the intricate tattoos winding across powerful arms and disappearing beneath weathered pauldrons. One side of her head had been shaved close, revealing still more ink curling behind one ear, while the rest of her dark copper hair had been gathered into a thick braid that lashed behind her with every swing.

She should have looked intimidating.

She did.

But that wasn't what Alex noticed most.

She was beautiful.

Not despite her size. Because of it. There was nothing masculine about her strength, nothing borrowed from the hulking warriors Alex had spent years pretending to be. Strong hips grounded every swing. Freckles scattered generously across her face and shoulders before disappearing beneath swirling tattoos, only to reappear across the bridge of her nose where the armour left them uncovered. Brilliant green eyes shone beneath dark brows, alive with delighted mischief as she carved through the revenants surrounding him. She looked like something from an old saga. A mountain giantess. A huntress blessed by forgotten gods. Beautiful in exactly the way a thunderstorm was beautiful.

The nearest revenant lunged towards Alex before he had properly processed what was happening.

The barbarian intercepted it without even looking. Her axe struck first, sending the creature crashing sideways into a stone pillar before she reached out with her free hand, caught Alex lightly by the shoulder and pulled him behind her as though he weighed almost nothing.

"You all right?"

"I..." Alex blinked. "Yes."

"Excellent."

She grinned, flashing bright white teeth beneath a scattering of freckles.

"Stay alive."

Then she threw herself back into the fight.

Alex recovered just in time to notice her health bar plummeting. She hit like an avalanche but defended herself with almost reckless confidence, trusting momentum to keep her alive where another player would have hidden behind a shield. Three revenants peeled away from the others and surrounded her while skeletal archers nocked glowing arrows on the broken walkways overhead.

Instinct finally caught up with panic.

Lyrienne sang.

Silver light spiralled around the barbarian's shoulders, weaving itself through muscle, leather and tattooed skin until faint runes shimmered beneath the surface.

Inspired

The next swing of the axe carved through two enemies instead of one.

The woman barked a delighted laugh.

"Oh!"

Her eyes flicked towards Alex for the briefest instant.

"I like you."

He smiled before he could stop himself.

Another enchantment followed almost without thought. Illusionary wolves burst snarling from the shadows, scattering the archers long enough for the barbarian to close the distance. Hexes clung to heavier enemies, slowing them just enough that her relentless momentum never faltered, while healing songs wrapped around her whenever a blade found its mark. Every spell seemed to arrive exactly when she needed it. Every charge she made somehow carried her into the space Alex had just created.

The rhythm returned.

Not the graceful dance of the earlier woodland encounters, but something larger. Wilder.

The barbarian fought like wildfire sweeping across a mountainside, unstoppable once she gathered momentum. Lyrienne became the wind feeding the flames, nudging enemies out of position, stealing their certainty, wrapping her companion in courage and impossible luck until the whole battlefield seemed to bend around the two of them. They hardly spoke. They didn't need to. Alex found himself anticipating her movements almost instinctively. A brief shift of her shoulders told him where she intended to charge next. A pause in her stride told him exactly where an illusion would be most useful. Likewise, she trusted his songs without hesitation, charging through enchantments she couldn't possibly understand because, somehow, she already understood him.

The impossible fight became strangely elegant.

One revenant stumbled as fascination stole its attention for a heartbeat. The barbarian's axe met it before the spell had even finished blooming. Skeletal archers found their aim ruined by shimmering glamour while Alex's songs carried softly through the chamber, each note seeming to strengthen his companion just a little more. What had begun as desperate survival gradually transformed into something exhilarating, not because they overpowered the dungeon but because they seemed to elevate one another. Neither was fighting at their best alone. Together, they became something neither class could have achieved separately.

The last revenant barely had time to lift its sword before the axe split it cleanly in two.

Silence settled slowly across the burial chamber. Dust drifted through pale shafts of moonlight filtering down from cracks high above while the last echoes of Lyrienne's song faded into the ancient stone. The barbarian rested the axe across one shoulder and drew a long, satisfied breath.

"Now that was fun."

Only then did she really look at Alex.

Lyrienne stood a few paces away, breathing a little harder than before. Loose strands of midnight hair had escaped their braids during the fight and now framed her face in soft waves. The silver embroidery along her sleeves caught the moonlight while faint traces of enchantment still shimmered around her fingertips before dissolving into the air like fireflies returning to the night.

The barbarian simply stared.

Not rudely.

Not hungrily.

With quiet wonder.

"Oh."

The word escaped almost reverently.

Alex felt warmth flood his cheeks.

"Um..."

She laughed softly and rubbed the back of her neck with obvious embarrassment, a strangely bashful gesture from someone who had just dismantled an army of undead.

"Sorry." Her smile softened. "I don't think I actually looked at the person who was keeping me alive."

"It was mostly you," Alex replied. "You were... incredible."

"Nah."

She waved the compliment away.

"I hit things."

Her grin returned as she pointed lightly towards him.

"You made me better at hitting things."

Alex laughed.

"I suppose we both did our jobs."

"I think," she said, taking another step closer, "we make a rather good team."

He looked around the ruined chamber, remembering how effortlessly they'd slipped into one another's rhythm.

"I think we do too."

For a moment neither of them spoke. The silence didn't feel awkward. She shifted her weight from one foot to the other, suddenly looking far less certain than she had moments earlier.

"So..." She glanced away before meeting his eyes again. "If you're not already adventuring with someone..."

Alex felt an inexplicable flutter somewhere beneath his ribs.

"...would you maybe like to play together again sometime?"

A notification shimmered into existence between them.

Freya Stoneheart has sent you a friend request.

Alex accepted almost immediately.

"I'd really like that."

Her entire face lit up.

"Brilliant."

She laughed again, slinging the enormous axe across one shoulder with practiced ease.

"I'll try not to let you get cornered next time."

"And I'll try to stop you getting yourself killed."

"Deal."

They walked together as far as the mouth of the barrows before the paths diverged. Alex watched her disappear into the silver mist, her powerful silhouette shrinking gradually between the standing stones until the last thing he saw was the gentle sway of her long braid vanishing over the ridge.

Only then did he open the menu.

Log Out.

His hand lingered over the option far longer than it should have.

The thought of leaving surprised him.

Not because there were more quests to complete.

Not because the game was beautiful.

Because somewhere over the course of the evening Lyrienne had stopped feeling like an avatar he'd been forced to inhabit. She felt real. The forest felt real. Freya felt real. Logging out no longer felt like closing a game. It felt uncomfortably close to saying goodbye.

The world dissolved into drifting silver light.

His bedroom returned.

The headset lifted away.

The room was quiet again.

Too quiet.

Alex sat motionless in the glow of his monitors, listening to the silence where moments before there had been birdsong, laughter and music. His eyes drifted automatically towards the unfinished bug report waiting on his desktop.

Tomorrow.

He would file it tomorrow.

After all, it wouldn't hurt to spend one more evening making absolutely certain there really was a bug.


Three

The next morning Alex filed nothing.

The support page remained open in a forgotten browser tab while he made coffee, answered a handful of work emails and repeatedly told himself that he ought to write the report before doing anything else. Every time he thought about it, though, his mind wandered somewhere entirely different. Not to error codes or customer support forms, but to silver forests, birdsong drifting through ancient trees and a woman whose gentle smile had somehow become easier to remember than his own reflection.

It was ridiculous. He knew it was ridiculous. He was becoming emotionally attached to what was almost certainly a launch-day bug. By lunchtime he had convinced himself there was no point filing the report until he'd gathered a little more information. Better to understand exactly how the class behaved. Better to provide support with useful evidence rather than vague complaints. It was a sensible decision. Entirely sensible.

That evening, he put the headset on almost without thinking.

Days slipped quietly into a rhythm. Work filled the daylight hours, followed by dinner, a few messages exchanged with his friends and the increasingly familiar promise that tonight he would only play for an hour. An hour became two. Two became "just until this quest finishes." Before long he was regularly watching dawn creep through the curtains while another dawn painted the forests of Aetheria gold. The strange thing wasn't how late he stayed awake. It was how completely he lost track of time while he was there. The headset disappeared. The room disappeared. There was only birdsong, distant waterfalls and the whisper of wind through ancient trees.

Freya always seemed to find him. Sometimes she'd wave from the far side of a village square, her enormous axe balanced casually across one shoulder as though it weighed nothing at all. Other evenings she'd emerge from a mountain path with that familiar grin already spreading across her freckled face, green eyes bright with excitement before she'd even reached him.

"There you are."

She always sounded genuinely pleased to have found him, as though she'd been hoping he would be online. Within minutes they would be wandering off together towards whatever impossible adventure had caught Freya's attention that day, chatting easily as though they'd known one another for years instead of a handful of evenings.

The game delighted in pairing opposites. Where Freya crashed through the front door, Lyrienne drifted quietly through the windows left open behind her. The barbarian laughed whenever a problem could be solved by hitting it harder. Lyrienne almost invariably found a stranger, subtler answer first, and Freya had begun waiting for it with open curiosity rather than impatience.

"What happens if you sing at it?"

"I don't know."

"You absolutely do."

"I genuinely don't."

"Excellent."

The answer was almost always something neither of them expected.

Alex unlocked new abilities at an astonishing pace. Some were practical. Others felt wonderfully whimsical, as though the game delighted in asking what femininity could look like if it were magical rather than performative.

Moonlit Masquerade wrapped nearby allies in shifting glamour, subtly altering how enemies perceived them. Warriors appeared larger and more terrifying. Rogues blurred almost entirely into shadow. Lyrienne herself became little more than silver moonlight and drifting silk, difficult to follow unless she wished to be seen.

Foxfire Kiss sent a tiny blue flame dancing lazily towards an enemy. It landed with all the gentleness of a butterfly before blooming into enchantment, leaving the unfortunate creature hopelessly fascinated while quietly forgetting what it had intended to attack.

Freya laughed so hard the first time Alex used it that she nearly dropped her axe.

"You blew it a kiss!"

"I did not."

"You absolutely did."

"It... may have looked that way."

"It definitely looked that way."

She was still teasing him about it three days later.

Another favourite quickly became Dance of Petals. Rather than attacking directly, Lyrienne spun gracefully through the battlefield while glowing blossoms scattered in her wake. They drifted through the air like tiny moons, lingering just long enough for allies to step through them and emerge stronger, faster and strangely more courageous, while enemies found themselves turning instinctively towards the beautiful cloud of floating petals instead of the people trying to kill them.

"It shouldn't work," Alex muttered after one particularly chaotic encounter.

"But it does," Freya replied cheerfully, splitting an ogre's helmet neatly in half. "I like magic that makes no sense."

"It makes perfect sense."

"You're throwing flowers."

"They're enchanted flowers."

"Oh."

Freya nodded solemnly.

"Entirely different."

Alex laughed.

Really laughed.

The sound escaped him so naturally that he actually stopped walking for a moment afterwards. He couldn't remember the last time a game had made him laugh like that, or when he'd last felt quite so... light. There was something intoxicating about Lyrienne's abilities. They never demanded domination. They invited participation. Every spell rewarded empathy, awareness and timing. Every illusion became an opportunity for someone else to shine. Even the animations seemed to celebrate movement rather than spectacle. Long hair swept through graceful turns before settling against her back. The skirts of her dress bloomed softly around her legs whenever she spun, while the subtle sway of her hips carried naturally through every step until moving across the world felt less like controlling a character and more like inhabiting a piece of music.

Outside Aetheria, things had become more complicated.

The group chat never really stopped. Connor posted increasingly absurd clips of Vex escaping situations that should have been impossible. Noah had apparently discovered an underground library stretching for miles beneath the capital city and insisted on sharing screenshots of books whose titles nobody else had the slightest interest in. Jamie had somehow become unofficial guardian of an entire refugee settlement after accepting what he'd thought was a simple escort quest.

Every evening they asked the same question.

Any news from support?

Alex hated answering it.

Still waiting.

Nothing yet.

Launch week, I suppose.

Each lie settled a little more heavily than the last. Jamie offered to restart from the beginning so they could all experience the game together properly once Alex's problem had been fixed. Connor suggested creating a temporary character just to mess around with until support sorted everything out. Noah dutifully forwarded every patch note, convinced each update might finally contain the answer.

Alex thanked them.

Then logged in alone.

He missed them more than he wanted to admit. He missed Connor's endless disasters and Noah's enthusiastic lectures about fictional history. He missed Jamie quietly making impossible situations feel manageable. He wanted to explore this extraordinary world with the people who had shared every other adventure of the past fifteen years.

He just...

Couldn't.

The thought of appearing beside them as Lyrienne made something twist painfully inside him. It wasn't embarrassment exactly. It wasn't even fear. It felt closer to exposure, as though they would look at her, then look at him, and somehow see something he hadn't realised was visible. They would ask questions. Connor would joke. Noah would become fascinated. Jamie would be kind. None of them would mean any harm, but somehow that only made it feel more dangerous.

So he hid.

Every evening he promised himself it was temporary. One more patch. One more night gathering evidence before filing the report properly. Yet each lie made returning to Alex feel a little harder, and slipping back into Lyrienne a little easier. He hated disappointing his friends. He hated lying to them even more. But somewhere between the songs, the forests and Freya's delighted laughter, another truth had begun quietly taking root.

He didn't want to give Lyrienne up.

That frightened him.

News about Aetheria began spilling beyond gaming websites into mainstream media. At first the headlines had been predictable.

THE AI THAT KNOWS YOU BETTER THAN YOU KNOW YOURSELF?

PLAYERS BAFFLED BY TRUEFORM SYSTEM

Within days the stories became stranger.

People spoke about rejecting their assigned characters before reluctantly trying them for a few hours, only to discover they loved classes they never would have chosen for themselves. Competitive players found themselves happily becoming healers. Quiet accountants discovered fearless explorers. Career soldiers spent evenings tending magical gardens because the game had somehow decided they were happiest nurturing living things rather than fighting. Again and again the same phrase appeared.

"I thought the game had got me completely wrong."

"Then I realised it had understood something I hadn't."

The developers seemed almost as surprised as everyone else. Interviews appeared daily. They explained the adaptive behavioural models, the psychological profiling and the training data used to build the system. Yet whenever journalists asked the obvious question—

How does TrueForm actually determine someone's ideal character?

—the answers became noticeably less certain.

"We understand how it was built."

"We don't entirely understand every decision it makes."

"It appears capable of recognising patterns beyond those we explicitly trained."

One developer laughed nervously during a livestream.

"If I'm honest... sometimes it feels like the AI understands people better than we do."

Alex watched the interview while absent-mindedly polishing Lyrienne's ashwood flute beside a campfire deep within the Moonwood. Fireflies drifted lazily between ancient trees while the flames painted warm gold across Freya's freckled face as she sat nearby sharpening her axe with slow, practised strokes.

"What are you watching?"

He closed the window almost guiltily.

"Nothing important."

Freya studied him for a moment before smiling.

"Good."

She stood, stretching powerfully enough that every tattoo across her shoulders shifted with the movement, then offered him one enormous hand.

"Come on."

"Where are we going?"

Her grin widened into something wonderfully feral.

"I found a dragon."

Alex took her hand without hesitation.
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Another few days slipped by almost without Alex noticing.

The rhythm of his evenings settled into something that felt increasingly inevitable. He would finish work, promise himself that tonight he really would file the bug report, then make dinner while reading whatever fresh article had appeared about Aetheria that day. The support page remained stubbornly bookmarked, waiting with quiet patience for him to finally explain what had gone wrong.

Every evening he closed it.

Every evening he told himself he'd do it tomorrow.

Then he put on the headset.

The familiar bloom of silver light no longer filled him with confusion. It brought relief.

His shoulders relaxed before the forest had even finished loading. The lingering tension of the day seemed to drain away as birdsong echoed through the trees and cool air brushed against his skin. By the time Lyrienne opened her eyes, Alex had already forgotten the traffic outside his window, the unanswered emails and the stack of washing waiting in the corner of the room.

He was home.

The thought arrived so casually that he barely noticed it.

Freya was waiting beside the village fountain.

She had apparently climbed onto the carved stone rim while waiting for him and was now balancing on one foot, enormous axe resting across her shoulders as children below cheered every time she nearly lost her balance.

"There you are!"

"I've been here three seconds."

"I know."

She hopped lightly to the ground.

"I counted."

Alex laughed.

"You counted to three?"

"I got bored after two."

She grinned so broadly that he couldn't help grinning back.

"Come on."

"Where are we going today?"

"No idea."

She shrugged cheerfully.

"I thought we'd find out together."

It became their habit.

Some evenings they hunted monsters through forgotten ruins. Others they wandered for hours without completing a single quest, distracted by hidden caves, curious strangers or the simple promise of seeing what lay beyond the next hill. They discovered hot springs hidden beneath waterfalls, abandoned observatories where constellations moved across the ceiling even during daylight, and tiny woodland shrines where woodland creatures gathered to listen whenever Lyrienne played her flute.

Freya invariably charged ahead first.

Lyrienne invariably noticed the things Freya missed.

Together they somehow found almost everything.

Combat grew easier too, though not because the enemies became weaker. Alex had begun understanding Freya's rhythms almost as instinctively as his own. He recognised the slight shift of her stance that meant she was about to commit completely to an attack, and she, in turn, had learned to trust the impossible magic surrounding Lyrienne without hesitation. If silver petals drifted across the battlefield, Freya ran through them without question. If illusionary foxes darted into the trees, she knew enemies would soon follow. If Lyrienne smiled...

Something wonderful was about to happen.

"You know," Freya said one evening after watching an entire patrol abandon their posts in pursuit of enchanted butterflies, "you're terrifying."

"I don't think anyone's ever called me terrifying before."

"They should."

She nodded with complete sincerity.

"You smile."

"Yes..."

"You sing."

"Generally."

"And then everyone forgets how to fight."

Alex laughed.

"When you put it like that..."

"I mean it as a compliment."

"I'll choose to believe you."

"You should."

She leaned comfortably against his shoulder as they watched the last illusion fade amongst the trees.

"I've never played with anyone like you."

The words settled somewhere unexpectedly deep inside him.

Conversations became easier too.

Not the careful exchanges of strangers deciding whether they liked one another, but the wandering sort that happened when silence had stopped needing to be filled. They talked while climbing mountain paths, while waiting for lifts operated by ancient tree spirits and while sitting beside campfires after long evenings of questing. Sometimes they spoke for an hour. Sometimes only a few sentences passed between them all night. Either way, it never felt awkward.

Freya told him about growing up on a sheep farm where she'd spent more time climbing hills than talking to people. She confessed she had an alarming habit of bringing injured animals home and currently shared her house with three rescue chickens.

"They're all called Margaret."

Alex stared at her.

"You named three different chickens Margaret?"

"They seem perfectly happy with the arrangement."

He laughed so hard he nearly missed a jump across a ruined bridge.

She grinned to herself before continuing as though it were the most ordinary thing in the world.

"I started going to the gym a few years after I transitioned."

Alex glanced towards her.

She wasn't looking at him.

She was watching the path ahead, idly rolling a pebble beneath one enormous boot as they walked.

"I kept hearing people say strong women looked masculine." She shrugged lightly. "Which felt like a strange thing to tell someone who'd fought so hard to become one. So I decided to get stronger out of pure spite."

She laughed.

"Turns out I rather enjoyed it."

Alex smiled.

"I think spite might be an underrated source of motivation."

"Oh, it's excellent."

She flexed one arm with theatrical seriousness.

"This bicep exists entirely because someone annoyed me on the internet."

He laughed again.

For a moment he considered asking another question.

The thought arrived almost automatically.

When did you transition?

Was it difficult?

Did your family...

He stopped himself.

Freya hadn't spoken as though she'd confessed something.

She'd mentioned it in exactly the same way she'd mentioned the sheep farm, the chickens and the gym.

Just another fact about herself.

The ease of it caught him unexpectedly.

He realised, with a faint sense of embarrassment, that he'd been waiting for the conversation to become serious. To shift somehow. To become about her being trans.

Instead...

It remained about Freya.

She was funny.

Warm.

Ridiculously enthusiastic.

Strong enough to split an ogre in half and gentle enough to stop and rescue an injured rabbit from a hunter's snare.

Being trans wasn't the most interesting thing about her.

It wasn't even close.

Something inside Alex relaxed.

He couldn't quite have explained why.

"So," Freya said, nudging him lightly with one broad shoulder, "what about you?"

"What about me?"

"What do you do when you're not making monsters fall in love with you?"

Alex rolled his eyes.

"I don't make monsters fall in love with me."

"No?"

She raised an eyebrow.

"You've literally solved three fights today by smiling at things."

"They were enchantments."

"You smiled first."

"...That is entirely coincidental."

"If you say so."

She looked thoroughly unconvinced.

Alex found himself smiling anyway.

"And you?" Freya asked one evening as they watched the moon rise over a quiet lake.

"What about me?"

"What do you do when you're not making monsters fall in love with you?"

Alex smiled.

"I work in IT."

Freya groaned dramatically.

"Oh no."

"What?"

"You're one of those."

"One of what?"

"The people who somehow fix computers by glaring at them."

"I've never glared at a computer."

"You've definitely glared at a computer."

"...Once."

She smirked.

"I knew it."

He found himself telling her more than he'd expected.

About school.

About his friends.

About how the four of them had been playing games together for years.

He stopped short of mentioning the bug.

Or the fact that he'd expected to be someone else entirely.

Somehow that still felt too personal.

Instead he listened while Freya talked about favourite books, terrible fantasy films and the joy of chopping wood on crisp winter mornings. She spoke with the same wholehearted enthusiasm whether discussing dragons or homemade soup, and Alex found himself looking forward to hearing whatever ridiculous story she'd tell next almost as much as the adventures themselves.

Without meaning to, he began watching the clock during the day.

Three o'clock.

Only a few hours.

Five.

Nearly home.

By six he found himself wondering whether Freya might already be online.

The thought startled him.

He wasn't just looking forward to Aetheria anymore.

He was looking forward to her.

The realisation lingered with him long after he'd logged out.

Lyrienne lingered too.

She had become strangely difficult to leave behind.

At first Alex had thought he was merely becoming accustomed to the controls. Then he'd blamed the beauty of the world, the extraordinary AI, the novelty of playing such an unusual class. None of those explanations quite fit anymore. Lyrienne no longer felt like borrowed skin. She felt like a language he'd somehow always known but had only recently remembered how to speak.

That frightened him.

Some evenings he would catch sight of himself in the dark reflection of his monitor after removing the headset and feel a brief, disorientating sense that something was missing. Not wrong. Missing.

He always shook the feeling away.

Tomorrow.

Tomorrow he'd file the report.

The headlines continued multiplying.

TRUEFORM PHENOMENON CONTINUES

THERAPISTS REPORT UNEXPECTED BREAKTHROUGHS

PLAYERS RECONSIDERING LIFE CHOICES AFTER AI CHARACTER ASSIGNMENTS

The interviews had changed too.

Psychologists spoke cautiously about the difference between the public self and the authentic self. They discussed personas, defence mechanisms and the countless unconscious compromises people made simply to belong. Several suggested that the TrueForm system might somehow be bypassing those carefully constructed identities, presenting players with symbolic versions of aspects they had long ignored or suppressed.

"It's as though," one therapist remarked during a panel discussion, "the system isn't asking people who they think they are. It's asking who they are beneath all the layers of social expectation and conditioning."

Not everyone celebrated the idea.

Editorials warned that the game was encouraging people to abandon stable lives in pursuit of fantasy. Religious groups described TrueForm as spiritually dangerous, accusing it of tempting people away from their God-given roles. Television pundits spoke gravely about broken marriages, people leaving long-established careers, young adults rejecting family expectations and vulnerable teenagers becoming confused by characters that challenged their understanding of themselves.

One particularly dramatic headline declared:

WHO IS RAISING YOUR CHILDREN? YOU OR AN AI?

Alex skimmed the articles while eating breakfast.

They felt impossibly distant.

None of those stories resembled his evenings.

He wasn't abandoning reality.

He still went to work every morning. He still spoke to his friends. He still paid his bills and forgot to water the plant on the kitchen windowsill.

He was just...

Happy.

Happier than he'd expected to be.

And when evening arrived, the arguments on television, the opinion pieces and the endless speculation all faded into irrelevance beneath birdsong and silver leaves.

By the time Lyrienne stepped once more beneath the ancient trees, Alex had already stopped thinking about the world outside.

Somewhere ahead, carried on the evening breeze, he heard a familiar laugh.

Without even checking the map, he smiled and started walking towards it.
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Weeks slipped quietly into one another.

Alex stopped counting the days somewhere around the third week. The novelty of Aetheria should have begun fading by now, replaced by familiarity in the way every other game eventually became routine. Instead the opposite seemed to be happening. The deeper he ventured into the world, the more alive it became. New paths revealed themselves where he'd sworn there had only been trees the night before. Villages changed with the weather. Travellers remembered Lyrienne by name, asking after adventures they'd shared days earlier. Even the birds seemed to learn her songs, answering with bright melodies of their own from the branches overhead.

Somewhere during those weeks the bug report simply... stopped existing. Or at least it stopped being a priority, stopped being something Alex thought about getting around to. Instead it became something that he wasn’t sure he even wanted to do anymore.

Alex couldn't have said exactly when it happened. One day he realised he hadn't thought about it for several evenings. The support page was no longer pinned in his browser. He hadn't consciously decided not to file it. The decision had quietly dissolved beneath a hundred small adventures, a growing stack of shared memories with Freya and the increasingly uncomfortable possibility that there had never been a mistake at all.

Something had begun changing too, though it was subtle enough that nobody else would ever have noticed. Nobody at work looked at him strangely. His friends didn't comment on anything beyond his increasingly flimsy excuses for avoiding them online. The changes lived in tiny moments that caught him off guard before disappearing again. He smiled more easily. He softened tense conversations instead of trying to win them. One afternoon he reached automatically to tuck a loose strand of hair behind his ear before remembering there wasn't enough hair to tuck anywhere. Another evening he caught his reflection in a shop window and found himself standing with his weight resting lightly on one hip, relaxed in exactly the same effortless way Lyrienne always seemed to stand. The moment he noticed he straightened immediately, heart beating just a little faster. Later that night, walking through Moonwood beneath silver leaves, he realised he was standing exactly the same way again.

Was he copying her?

Or had she simply given shape to something that had always been there?

The question lingered longer each day than he cared to admit.

Logging in no longer felt like putting on a costume. It felt like taking something off. The familiar bloom of silver light carried away the accumulated weight of the day almost before the world had finished loading. His shoulders loosened. His breathing slowed. The knot that always seemed to live somewhere beneath his ribs quietly dissolved into birdsong, cool forest air and shafts of moonlight filtering through ancient branches. By the time Lyrienne opened her eyes, Alex felt lighter than he had an hour earlier.

Moving as her had become second nature. Her body no longer surprised him. It welcomed him. Every step carried a quiet rhythm that began deep within her pelvis before flowing naturally through the rest of her body. The gentle sway of her hips and buttocks travelled effortlessly into her waist and shoulders, setting embroidered skirts and moon-silk whispering around her thighs as she walked. Strong legs carried her confidently across uneven ground while the soft weight of her breasts rose and settled with each breath, bouncing lightly whenever she broke into a run before finding their own easy rhythm again. Long black hair flowed down her back like dark water, brushing against her shoulders before sweeping out behind her whenever she turned. None of it demanded attention anymore. It simply felt... comfortable. Natural. Like every movement belonged exactly where it was supposed to. Sometimes, when she laughed, Alex laughed too, with the same openness and warmth. More and more often he caught himself forgetting there had ever been a distinction between the two of them, and every time that happened a flicker of fear chased quickly behind the joy.

Freya had quietly become part of the ritual as well. By the time Alex appeared in the world each evening she was often already waiting somewhere nearby, leaning against a tree or perched impossibly on a wall far too small to support someone her size. She always smiled the moment she spotted him, and Alex found himself smiling back before he'd consciously decided to.

"There you are."

"You always say that."

"Because you're always worth waiting for."

She said it with such easy sincerity that Alex wasn't entirely sure she'd realised what she'd implied. He thought about the remark for the rest of the evening.

They had become remarkably good together. Where other parties still discussed tactics before difficult encounters, Alex and Freya rarely needed more than a glance. Freya trusted him completely. If silver glamour bloomed across one side of the battlefield she charged without hesitation, knowing an illusion had already opened a path. Alex, in turn, had learned the language of her body. The slight lowering of one shoulder meant she was about to commit to a devastating overhead strike. The widening of her stance meant she intended to hold a doorway alone. He was already singing before she needed him, already weaving enchantments through the air before her axe had even begun its arc.

The game rewarded them for it. New abilities unfolded as they levelled together. Heartstring wrapped an ally in shimmering silver threads that responded to emotion rather than commands, strengthening every strike the braver they became. Moon's Invitation allowed Lyrienne to capture an enemy's attention with little more than a glance and a haunting note from her flute, leaving whole patrols wandering dreamily after impossible glamour while Freya burst into helpless laughter.

"That's cheating."

"It's crowd control."

"It's flirting."

"It's not flirting."

"You literally invited them over."

Alex rolled his eyes.

"They're trying to kill me."

"They seem very polite about it."

Hours disappeared. They climbed frozen mountains whose peaks pierced the clouds, explored ruined cities swallowed by flowering vines and descended into crystal caverns where underground rivers glowed with their own pale moonlight. Sometimes they spent entire evenings accomplishing almost nothing because Freya insisted on investigating every suspicious cave entrance while Alex became distracted helping strangers or talking to wandering musicians. Neither minded. More and more, the adventures themselves were becoming secondary. Being together had quietly become the point.

Outside the game, the world continued arguing. Headlines grew steadily louder. Some people celebrated stories of unexpected authenticity, describing masks falling away and lives becoming more honest after years spent performing versions of themselves they'd never consciously questioned. Therapists discussed false selves and authentic selves on podcasts and television panels, wondering whether TrueForm had somehow bypassed conscious identity altogether.

Others were horrified. Editorials accused the game of encouraging people to abandon marriages, careers and faith. Parents worried about children becoming confused. Religious leaders warned of temptation. Politicians demanded investigations. Every week another furious opinion piece declared that the AI was rewriting society one player at a time.

Alex stopped reading before finishing most of them.

None of it seemed to have anything to do with his evenings.

He still went to work. He still met deadlines. He still forgot to buy milk and left washing-up until the morning. He wasn't running away from reality.

He just looked forward to night.

One rainy Saturday neither of them had plans.

"We should see how far we can get."

Freya's grin was infectious.

"I was hoping you'd say that."

They played for almost twelve hours.

By now they scarcely resembled the adventurers who had met in the Hollow Barrows. Freya wore dark steel chased with bronze layered over rich leather and heavy furs that framed the intricate tattoos climbing across her arms and shoulders. Charms and feathers hung from her thick braid, each one earned through some forgotten adventure they'd completed together. Lyrienne had become almost ethereal, moon-silk and fitted travelling leathers flowing together into elegant armour embroidered with living silver vines that flowered beneath starlight. Delicate jewellery shimmered at her throat and wrists while translucent sleeves drifted behind graceful movements like trailing mist.

She was beautiful.

Alex no longer flinched admitting that to himself.

More than that, she felt wonderful to inhabit. Running through forests, dancing between enemies, feeling the easy sway of her hips carry naturally into every stride, the gentle bounce of her body settling into its own effortless rhythm, thick hair flowing across her shoulders as she turned... none of it felt like acting anymore. It felt like moving through the world exactly as this body wanted to move. The thought frightened him enough that he buried it almost immediately.

The dungeon was enormous. Crystal roots hung from cavern ceilings while rivers of blue-white light wound beneath impossible bridges suspended over endless darkness. They fought for hours, talking all the while.

"My real name's Erin."

She said it almost absent-mindedly while they waited for an ancient lift carved into the heart of the mountain.

Alex looked across at her.

"You don't have to tell me."

"I know."

She smiled.

"I wanted to."

Warmth spread quietly through his chest.

"I'm Alex."

She blinked.

"Alex?"

"Yeah."

"I like it."

He laughed.

"So do I."

Neither of them noticed the misunderstanding.

Hours later the final guardian collapsed beneath a storm of silver light and roaring steel. Silence settled over the cavern for the briefest heartbeat before brilliant gold radiance burst from the creature's chest. Something enormous slowly rose into the air, turning lazily as ancient runes ignited across its surface.

A greataxe.

Legendary.

Freya simply stared.

"No..."

Her eyes darted between the weapon and the notification hovering beside it, then back again as the reality finally caught up with her.

"No way..."

She threw her head back and laughed.

"I GOT IT!"

The sound echoed around the crystal cavern before she charged across the room, wrapped both powerful arms around Lyrienne and lifted her clean off the ground. Alex laughed helplessly as the world spun around him, moon-silk and crimson braid whirling together while Freya practically danced in celebration.

"We actually did it!"

"You actually did it!"

"We did it."

She finally lowered him back onto his feet, still grinning so broadly it looked as though her face might hurt. The excitement lingered between them, bright and infectious, refusing to settle. Neither stepped away immediately. They simply stood there, still laughing, still breathing a little too hard after the fight.

Alex became aware of how close they were. He could see every freckle scattered across Erin's nose, the tiny scar beneath one eyebrow and a loose strand of copper hair that had escaped her braid during the battle. Her bright green eyes still sparkled with delighted disbelief, only now there was something else there too. Something quieter. Something searching.

Neither of them seemed entirely certain who moved first.

Erin leaned forward almost imperceptibly.

Alex met her halfway.

The kiss arrived with all the impulsiveness of the hug that had preceded it, born from relief, joy and twelve hours spent sharing impossible adventures. It was warm, enthusiastic and wonderfully unplanned. Alex felt sparks race through his chest before he'd even realised he was kissing her back, one hand rising instinctively to the back of Erin's neck while the other rested against the leather covering her shoulder. For one suspended heartbeat the cavern, the loot and the game itself all seemed to disappear.

Then Erin drew back. Colour flooded her freckled cheeks and she laughed nervously, suddenly looking much younger than the fearless barbarian who had spent the last hour charging headlong into dragons.

"I'm... sorry."

Alex couldn't stop smiling.

It felt effortless.

"Don't be," he said.

He held her gaze for another long heartbeat before giving the smallest shake of his head.

"I'm not."


Four

The next evening Alex hovered over the login button long enough for the screen to dim.

He had spent the entire day trying not to think about the kiss. It had followed him through everything anyway, surfacing in the quiet spaces between meetings, while he waited for the kettle to boil, while he stood in the supermarket trying to remember whether he needed bread or milk. It returned with impossible clarity every time. Erin's delighted laugh as she'd lifted Lyrienne clean off the ground. The warmth of her embrace. The brief, impulsive kiss that had somehow felt both astonishing and inevitable. Alex had kissed people before. There had been awkward dates at university and one relationship that had lasted almost a year before fading gently into friendship. None of them had occupied his thoughts like this. None of them had left him smiling to himself in the middle of the day, only to catch himself and wonder what on earth was happening.

The thought that unsettled him wasn't the kiss itself. It was everything that surrounded it.

Erin had kissed Lyrienne.

Not Alex.

He'd repeated that sentence to himself so many times during the day that it had begun to lose its meaning. Every time it resurfaced another thought quietly followed behind it.

Would she have kissed Alex?

He rubbed both hands over his face and laughed softly at himself.

"You're catastrophising."

Nothing had actually gone wrong. They had shared one wonderful moment together. The sensible thing to do was simply log in and see what happened next.

The headset settled over his eyes.

Darkness.

Then silver.

The world unfolded around him like a memory rather than a destination. Cool evening air filled his lungs, carrying the scent of damp earth, moss and pine, while somewhere beyond the trees a stream whispered steadily over smooth stones. Tiny white moths drifted lazily between moonlit flowers, their wings catching the soft glow that seemed to live inside every leaf. Alex felt his shoulders loosen before he consciously realised they had been tense. The weight of the day slipped quietly away, replaced by a calm that had become so familiar he no longer questioned it.

Lyrienne drew a slow breath.

She stretched, long black hair cascading over one shoulder before settling against her back like cool silk. The embroidered sleeves of her travelling clothes slid lightly towards her wrists as she raised her arms, and she shifted her weight absent-mindedly onto one hip while the last fragments of the world resolved themselves around her. Weeks ago every sensation had felt impossibly foreign. The graceful balance of her body, the gentle sway of fabric around her legs, the soft movement of her chest as she breathed, the effortless way she occupied space had all demanded his attention because they were so different from the body he'd inhabited his entire life. Now he barely noticed them. Not because they had become ordinary, but because they had become familiar. Comforting, even. Existing as Lyrienne no longer felt like pretending to be someone else. It felt like setting down a weight he hadn't realised he'd been carrying.

Then he saw her.

Freya sat on the low stone wall beside the shrine, apparently studying a map with great concentration despite the fact she was holding it upside down. One heavy boot swung idly above the grass while the evening breeze teased loose strands of copper hair from her braid. Her armour still bore scratches from yesterday's battle, and she'd tied fresh wildflowers through the leather straps crossing one broad shoulder.

Alex smiled before he was even aware he was doing it.

Somewhere over the past few weeks the highlight of entering Aetheria had quietly stopped being Aetheria itself. It wasn't the quests or the beautiful forests or the thrill of discovering somewhere nobody had visited before. It was knowing that somewhere in this vast world Erin was already waiting for him. The realisation should probably have frightened him.

Instead it filled him with a warmth so immediate and complete that it almost hurt.

As though sensing his arrival, Freya looked up.

Their eyes met across the clearing.

Neither moved.

Neither seemed entirely certain what happened next. Then they both spoke at exactly the same moment.

"So..."

"So..."

Silence.

Freya dissolved into helpless laughter first.

"Oh, thank God."

Alex laughed with her, relief bursting through him so suddenly that he had to lean against the carved stone archway for support.

"I've been dreading this all day."

"You too?"

"I was convinced I'd made everything weird."

"So was I."

"I kept replaying it."

"I've replayed it about three hundred times."

Freya dropped the map altogether and hopped down from the wall. Despite the size of her armour she landed with surprising lightness, crossing the clearing with easy confidence until only a few feet separated them. She stopped there, studying him with an expression that was equal parts hopeful and embarrassed.

"I thought maybe..." she began before shaking her head.

"What?"

"I thought maybe you'd decide it was just excitement."

Alex considered that.

"I did wonder."

"You did?"

"I wondered if you'd just got caught up in finally getting your legendary axe."

She winced theatrically.

"...I mean..."

"I knew it."

"No, listen."

She laughed, rubbing the back of her neck.

"I was absolutely caught up in finally getting my axe."

"I knew it."

"But..."

Her voice softened.

"I kissed you because I wanted to."

The words settled gently into the quiet between them.

Not dramatic.

Not heavy.

Simply true.

Alex found himself looking down at the wildflowers growing between the ancient paving stones before lifting his eyes to meet hers again.

"I wanted you to."

He almost hadn't said it.

The admission had hovered somewhere behind his teeth for several long seconds while fear and hope wrestled quietly inside him. Fear that he'd misunderstood everything. Hope that perhaps he hadn't. The moment the words left him, the knot he'd been carrying since yesterday loosened all at once.

Freya's shoulders visibly relaxed.

"Oh."

She smiled.

"Good."

"Good."

They stood looking at one another with matching expressions of faint disbelief before both of them started laughing again.

"I think," Freya said, wiping a tear from the corner of one eye, "we've both massively overcomplicated this."

"We absolutely have."

"I spent half the day preparing a speech."

"You prepared a speech?"

"It was terrible."

"Can I hear it?"

"No."

"Please."

"No."

"I'll show you mine if you show me yours."

"You prepared one too?"

Alex covered his face.

"...Maybe."

Freya grinned triumphantly.

"I knew it."

"It was also terrible."

"I believe you."

"I deleted it from my notes app three times."

"I practised mine in the shower."

They laughed until neither of them could quite breathe properly.

The nervousness that had haunted Alex all day evaporated so completely he found it difficult to remember why it had seemed so overwhelming only minutes earlier. It hadn't really been about the kiss. It had been about uncertainty. About not knowing whether yesterday had been the beginning of something or simply a beautiful accident that neither of them would acknowledge again.

Apparently it had been the beginning.

Freya wandered over to stand beside him beneath the flowering trees. Neither of them seemed in any hurry to start a quest. Around them the forest continued its quiet evening rhythm. Birds called softly overhead before settling into their nests. Fireflies drifted through the undergrowth in slow spirals of pale gold, while somewhere nearby deer stepped cautiously into the clearing, watching Lyrienne with calm, trusting eyes before lowering their heads to graze.

"I've missed you," Freya said.

The words were so simple that they slipped straight past every defence Alex possessed.

"It's only been a day."

"I know."

She smiled sheepishly.

"I still missed you."

Alex looked at her for a long moment.

He realised, with equal parts delight and terror, that he understood exactly what she meant.

"I missed you too."

The confession felt strangely easy.

Easier than admitting it to himself had been.

He watched her smile widen until it transformed her entire face, softening every hard line carved by years of lifting weights and climbing mountains. She looked radiant. Beautiful in exactly the same way she'd always been beautiful, not despite her strength but because of it. The broad shoulders that had first intimidated him now felt reassuring. The huge hands that could effortlessly wield an axe taller than Lyrienne seemed impossibly gentle whenever they reached towards him. Every freckle across her face had become familiar enough that he felt he could have traced them from memory.

Something inside him settled.

He had spent weeks falling in love with adventuring beside Freya. Somewhere along the way, almost without noticing, he'd started falling in love with Erin as well. Not with an idea of her or the fantasy of an online romance, but with the woman who laughed too loudly at her own jokes, stopped to rescue imaginary ghosts because they seemed lonely and somehow made him feel safer simply by standing nearby.

The discovery should have been frightening.

Instead it felt astonishingly peaceful.

Almost as peaceful as the quiet certainty growing inside him whenever he looked down and saw Lyrienne's slender fingers resting against embroidered silver sleeves. Erin had fallen in love with this version of him. The version who laughed easily, who smiled at strangers, who stopped to help lost travellers and sang songs to frightened spirits instead of drawing a sword. Once, Alex would have believed those things belonged to someone else entirely.

Now he wasn't so sure.

Perhaps Lyrienne wasn't becoming him.

Perhaps she had simply given him permission to become himself.
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Over the next few weeks, something between them quietly became obvious to everyone except Alex and Erin.

They were together almost every evening. Sometimes they had a plan waiting before either of them logged in, some sprawling dungeon or half-finished quest chain they had promised to return to. More often they simply found one another and began walking. Aetheria was vast enough that there was always somewhere new to go, but Alex gradually realised that the destination mattered less than it once had. They took the longer roads because the forests were beautiful. They abandoned quests halfway through because Freya had spotted lights moving across a distant hillside and wanted to investigate. They sat beside ruined fountains, watched storms roll over mountain ranges and spent whole evenings helping villagers with problems so small they offered almost no experience at all.

None of it felt wasted.

Freya was waiting for him more often than not. Sometimes she stood at the edge of the nearest settlement with her arms folded and a grin already beginning the moment she saw Lyrienne. Sometimes Alex arrived first and found himself looking towards the path every few seconds, pretending he was merely checking the road. The anticipation had become part of the pleasure. The brief flutter in his chest when her name appeared online. The warmth that spread through him when he finally saw her. The easy certainty that whatever happened next would be better because she was there.

Other people began noticing.

The first time it happened, they had stopped at a riverside inn after spending hours clearing corrupted spirits from an ancient orchard. The innkeeper glanced up as they entered, smiled with the warm familiarity Aetheria's characters somehow made convincing, then reached beneath the counter for a key.

"Your usual room?"

Alex stopped.

"Our..."

Freya leaned one elbow against the bar.

"Apparently we have a usual room now."

The innkeeper looked between them with patient amusement.

"The room overlooking the water. One bed. Extra blankets."

Alex felt heat rise into Lyrienne's face so quickly that he almost laughed from embarrassment.

"We haven't..."

Freya turned towards him, eyes gleaming.

"Do you want the room overlooking the water?"

The question was playful, but there was something gentle beneath it. Something that made Alex's answer catch briefly in his throat.

"Yes."

The innkeeper handed Freya the key without further comment.

Later they stood on the small balcony together, listening to the river move through the darkness below. Freya rested her forearms on the railing while Lyrienne leaned beside her, their shoulders touching. Neither mentioned the single bed. Neither needed to. They logged out without sleeping there, but Alex thought about the room the following morning and wondered why the idea of sharing it had felt comforting rather than frightening.

After that, the world seemed determined to recognise them.

A flower seller in the capital offered Freya a bundle of pale blue blossoms for her sweetheart. Freya bought the entire basket and presented it to Lyrienne with such exaggerated ceremony that Alex laughed until his stomach hurt. An elderly woman they rescued from a flooded road squeezed both their hands and told them they reminded her of herself and her wife when they were young. A child in a mountain village asked whether Freya was Lyrienne's knight, and Freya immediately dropped to one knee, swore eternal loyalty and promised to defend her from dragons, wicked sorcerers and badly designed fetch quests.

Alex had covered his face, laughing.

"You are ridiculous."

"I am devoted."

"You promised to defend me from fetch quests."

"The greatest evil in all Aetheria."

The people they played with noticed too. A healer they teamed up with during a raid asked how long they had been together. Freya answered before Alex could panic.

"Depends whether you ask us or the NPCs."

The healer laughed.

"The NPCs are usually right."

Another player watched them dismantle a difficult encounter without speaking, Lyrienne's enchantments opening paths before Freya even moved, Freya shifting into danger before Alex needed to ask. When the last enemy fell, the player simply shook their head.

"You two have absurd chemistry."

Alex had laughed it off, but the words remained with him long after the group disbanded. Chemistry. It seemed too light a word for what was happening, yet he had no better one. He and Erin had begun fitting into one another's lives with a quiet inevitability that felt less like something new and more like discovering a shape that had always been waiting for them.

The relationship no longer ended when they logged out.

Their messages began as practical things. Links to quest guides. Complaints about work. Screenshots of ridiculous armour. A reminder that a world event started at seven. Then, without either of them deciding it, the conversations spread across the day.

Erin sent him a photograph of the sky outside her office because the clouds looked like a dragon. Alex sent back a picture of his coffee because the barista had drawn a face in the foam. She messaged him from the gym, complaining that someone had left every weight plate in the wrong place. He sent her updates from the train whenever it was delayed, which was often enough that she began inventing increasingly elaborate reasons for the disruption.

Erin: Goblin strike.

Alex: Again?

Erin: Poor working conditions.

Alex: Fair. I support them.

She sent him good morning messages. He started checking his phone before he had even properly opened his eyes. Sometimes they exchanged only a few lines before work swallowed them both. Sometimes the conversation continued for hours in small fragments, one message arriving while Alex made lunch, another while he waited at a crossing, another just as he was wondering whether enough time had passed to send one himself.

Her presence began threading through the ordinary parts of his life. He thought of her whenever he saw someone walking an enormous dog because Erin loved large animals and distrusted anything small enough to conceal its intentions. He passed a climbing centre on the way home and wondered whether she had ever been there. Songs became associated with things she had said. Shops made him think of gifts he could buy for a person he had never met outside a world made of light.

The strangeness of that should have troubled him more than it did.

Instead it made his days feel fuller.

Aetheria continued spilling into the wider world around them. The stories became impossible to avoid. They appeared on screens in stations, in articles people shared at work and in videos that played automatically while Alex scrolled through his phone waiting for Erin to reply.

Some were joyful.

A middle-aged man had left a career he hated after TrueForm assigned him a healer whose abilities came from listening rather than fighting. A woman who had spent her entire life believing she lacked imagination had become one of the game's most celebrated world-builders after being given the rare Dreamsmith class. Couples met inside the game and discovered new ways of understanding one another. Families spoke about people becoming calmer, kinder or more confident after spending time as the selves Aetheria had chosen for them.

One interview showed a shy teenager sitting beside their mother, both of them crying as they explained that TrueForm had given the teenager a body and name they had never previously found the courage to ask for. Another featured an elderly woman who had begun painting for the first time in forty years because her character was an artist who cast magic through colour.

The criticism grew alongside the praise.

Commentators accused the game of manipulating vulnerable people. Parents demanded restrictions. Religious groups organised protests outside the developer's offices. Politicians called for investigations into the psychological effects of identity assignment. One newspaper ran the headline WHO ARE YOU WHEN AN ALGORITHM KNOWS YOU BETTER THAN YOU KNOW YOURSELF?

The developers gave increasingly careful interviews.

They insisted that TrueForm was not reading thoughts. It worked through accumulated behavioural data, preference patterns and unconscious decisions made during calibration. The system had been designed to identify qualities players consistently suppressed or overlooked, then build a form around them. That much they understood.

The rest was becoming harder to explain.

"We know what information the model receives," one of the lead developers said during a televised interview. "We understand the architecture and the training process. What we don't always understand is why certain patterns result in particular outcomes, or why those outcomes appear to have such profound effects on some players."

The interviewer leaned forward.

"Are you saying the AI is changing people?"

The developer paused for long enough that the silence became uncomfortable.

"I'm saying people are changing."

Alex watched the clip twice before closing it.

He wasn't sure whether Aetheria had changed him. The question felt both enormous and strangely irrelevant. Lyrienne had not forced anything into him. She had not rewritten his thoughts or taken something away. If anything, she had removed resistance. Every evening he entered her body and found parts of himself waiting there with such patience that he could no longer believe they had only recently appeared.

He was happier.

That was the simplest truth.

He was happier when he laughed with Erin. Happier when Lyrienne's skirts moved around her legs as they crossed open fields. Happier when strangers smiled at her, when animals came close without fear, when she solved problems through charm and tenderness rather than force. Happier when Freya reached for her hand as naturally as breathing.

They continued levelling. New regions opened around them, each more elaborate than the last. They crossed a desert where glass flowers rang softly beneath the wind and descended into drowned temples beneath a black inland sea. Freya acquired armour etched with glowing runes that flared whenever she protected Lyrienne. Alex learned songs that could calm entire battlefields or turn enemy anger into bewildered affection.

They became stronger, but their favourite moments were rarely the victories.

Alex loved the way Erin celebrated everything. A rare item. A ridiculous hat. A view from the top of a mountain. He loved how easily she became excited and how little shame she carried about showing it. Erin loved Lyrienne's habit of becoming distracted by every animal they encountered and the way Alex always tried diplomacy even when the game clearly expected violence. They teased one another constantly, but there was no sharpness beneath it. Alex never felt he had to protect himself around her. He could be ridiculous. Tender. Dramatic. Soft. Erin received every version of him with the same bright affection.

Falling in love did not arrive as a revelation.

It gathered.

A hundred messages. A hundred evenings. A hundred tiny moments of being known and wanting to know more. Alex felt it taking shape inside him, exciting and frightening in equal measure. He had not said the word. Neither had Erin. Yet every time she called him before logging in, just because she wanted to hear his voice, the word became harder to avoid.

One Thursday afternoon, while Alex was pretending to concentrate during an online meeting, his phone vibrated beside his keyboard.

Erin: I have realised something.

Alex glanced at the faces arranged across his laptop screen, waited until he was certain nobody was speaking to him, then typed beneath the table.

Alex: That sounds dangerous.

Erin: Rude.

Alex: What did you realise?

The typing bubble appeared, vanished, then returned.

Erin: We've kissed.

Alex smiled before he could stop himself.

Alex: I remember.

Erin: Good. Would have been embarrassing otherwise.

Another message followed almost immediately.

Erin: But I've never actually seen your face.

Alex's smile faltered.

The meeting continued around him, someone discussing deadlines while another person nodded with grave concentration. Alex stared at the message and felt an unease he could not immediately name. Of course they had never seen one another. He knew that. They had exchanged voices, names, stories and hundreds of hours, but their bodies outside Aetheria remained almost entirely abstract.

Before he could decide how to respond, another message appeared.

Erin: Hang on.

There was a pause.

Then a photograph arrived.

Alex opened it.

For a moment he simply stared.

Erin stood in what looked like the changing room of a climbing gym, one arm raised to hold the phone while the other rested against her hip. She wore a faded black vest that exposed broad shoulders and muscular arms covered in tattoos. Without Freya's armour she looked slightly smaller, though only by comparison, and less like someone who might charge through a stone wall. The side of her head was shaved close, while the rest of her dark red hair had been swept loosely to one side. Silver rings climbed one ear. A small hoop pierced her nose. Freckles spilled across her cheeks, shoulders and the bridge of her nose in a way Aetheria had captured almost perfectly.

Her eyes were the same.

Bright green, open and alive with humour.

She was smiling, not posing. There was sweat at her hairline and chalk dust on one hand. The photograph was entirely ordinary, which somehow made it more intimate than anything Alex had expected.

She was beautiful.

Not because she looked like Freya.

Because Freya looked like her.

Alex's chest tightened with a rush of affection so powerful it left him almost breathless. Here was the person behind every message, every laugh and every hour spent wandering beside him. She was real. Warm and solid and standing somewhere beneath the same sky.

His thumbs moved before caution could interfere.

Alex: You're beautiful.

The typing bubble appeared immediately.

Erin: Smooth.

Alex: I'm serious.

A longer pause this time.

Erin: Thank you.

Then, a few seconds later:

Erin: Your turn

Alex stopped breathing.

The meeting disappeared. The office disappeared. Every small sound in the room seemed to move further away as he stared at those two words.

Your turn.

Of course she wanted to see him. It was natural. Reasonable. After everything they had shared, it would have been stranger if she hadn't asked.

Alex opened his photo gallery.

He scrolled.

There were pictures taken at birthdays, work events and holidays. Photographs with Jamie and Connor. A few reluctant selfies. In every one he looked stiff. Shoulders squared. Chin raised. Smile pulled into something broader and harder than it naturally wanted to be. His hair was pushed back or flattened down. Loose clothing obscured the narrowness of his body. He had spent years learning how to arrange himself for cameras, subtly correcting everything he feared appeared too delicate.

None of the photographs looked like the person Erin knew.

The thought came so quickly and clearly that it frightened him.

He kept scrolling, searching for something softer, but every image carried the same strained performance. Alex trying to appear older. Broader. More certain. More masculine. He did not think he looked ugly. That would have been easier. He looked unfamiliar.

His phone vibrated again.

Erin: No pressure. I just realised I was curious.

Alex's fingers hovered over the keyboard.

He could tell her the truth.

The thought rose immediately, followed by a surge of panic so sharp that his hands began to tremble. What truth would he even tell her? That Lyrienne was supposed to be a bug? That the woman Erin had kissed and fallen for existed only while Alex wore a headset? That he had allowed her to believe something neither of them had ever said aloud?

He looked back at Erin's photograph.

At her open expression. Her hopeful, unguarded smile.

He could not bear the thought of that smile disappearing.

Alex: Let me find a good photo.

The reply came with a heart.

Alex locked his phone and placed it face down on the desk.

For the rest of the meeting he heard almost nothing.

When it finally ended, he carried his phone into the bathroom and stood beneath the harsh overhead light, staring at himself in the mirror. Blonde hair falling untidily around his forehead. Pale skin. Blue eyes made wide by fear. A narrow face he had spent most of his life wishing were stronger. A slim body hidden beneath a shapeless grey sweatshirt.

Erin thought he was a woman.

The realisation settled fully for the first time.

Why wouldn't she?

She knew Lyrienne. She had held her hand, listened to her sing and kissed her beneath the light of a crystal cavern. She knew Alex's voice, but it was light enough that she had never questioned it. His name had clarified nothing. He had never lied directly, but he had allowed the assumption to grow around them until it had become part of the shape of their relationship.

His first instinct was to find some way out.

A photograph from a flattering angle. Soft light. A filter, perhaps. Something androgynous enough to preserve what Erin believed.

The idea made his stomach twist.

Not because it felt entirely dishonest.

Because a deeper part of him wanted to do it.

He looked again at his reflection.

Slowly, almost experimentally, Alex lifted one hand and loosened the collar of his sweatshirt. He brushed his fringe away from his eyes, then let it fall differently, softer across his forehead. His face changed immediately. Not dramatically. Nothing magical happened. He was still himself.

Yet the person in the mirror seemed less guarded.

He tilted his head.

For the briefest moment, he saw something familiar.

Not Lyrienne's violet eyes or long black hair. Not her perfect skin or pointed ears. Something quieter than that. A softness in the mouth. A grace in the angle of the neck. The beginning of an expression he recognised because he had worn it so often in another world.

Alex raised his phone.

Then lowered it again.

What was he going to do?
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Alex left work early.

He told himself it was because he hadn't been concentrating anyway. The afternoon had passed in a blur of unfinished emails, half-heard conversations and repeated glances at the photograph waiting in his messages. Erin's smile seemed to follow him whenever he looked away from the screen. Beneath it sat his reply, deceptively casual.

Let me find a good photo.

The words had bought him a little time, though not much. He could hardly disappear for days after she had sent hers so openly. She would wonder what was wrong. Perhaps she would realise why he was hesitating. Perhaps she would ask the question directly, and then he would have to find an answer before he even understood what the truth was.

He walked through the city with his hands buried in his pockets, moving quickly without any clear destination. Evening traffic hissed over wet roads. People flowed around him beneath umbrellas and shop lights, everyone apparently certain of where they belonged and what they were doing. Alex felt as though the ground beneath him had tilted slightly. He kept seeing his own reflection in windows as he passed. A narrow young man in a shapeless grey coat, shoulders drawn in against the rain, blonde hair flattened untidily across his forehead. Nothing about him looked remarkable. Nothing suggested the person who sang beneath silver trees, smiled at frightened animals or stood beside a towering red-haired woman with their fingers entwined.

He had promised Erin a photograph.

He could send one of the images already on his phone. That would be the honest thing, surely. Pick the least terrible, send it before fear had time to grow, then explain whatever needed explaining afterwards. Yet every time he imagined her opening one, he felt something close inside him. It was not simply fear that she might be disappointed. It was the certainty that she would be looking at the wrong person.

The thought stopped him outside a pharmacy.

Alex stared through the brightly lit window at shelves of cosmetics arranged in neat, colourful rows. He had read enough online over the past few hours to know the basics. Foundation. Concealer. Mascara. Something for the lips. He had skimmed tutorials with the sound off while pretending to work, absorbing hurried lessons about matching skin tones and softening features. None of it had seemed real while it remained trapped behind a screen.

Now the automatic doors slid open in front of him.

He stood there for several seconds before stepping inside.

The shop was warm and aggressively bright. Every reflective surface seemed designed to catch him from an unkind angle. He moved quickly through the aisles, trying to appear as though he knew exactly what he wanted. A light foundation close to his skin tone. Concealer. Brown mascara because black might look too harsh. A soft cream blush. Tinted lip balm. He added a small eyeshadow palette after reading the back twice, then nearly returned it before dropping it into the basket again.

Nobody was watching him.

That should have helped. Instead the absence of attention made him painfully aware of his own. Every item he picked up felt charged with meaning. He imagined the cashier looking from the makeup to his face and understanding everything he himself did not. Shame rose hot beneath his collar, irrational and immediate. He almost abandoned the basket beside a display of shampoo.

Then his phone vibrated.

Erin: Hope your day wasn't too awful

Alex stared at the heart until his breathing steadied.

He kept shopping.

The costume jewellery shop two doors down had clip-on earrings tucked into a revolving stand near the back. He chose small silver drops that caught the light without looking theatrical, along with a delicate necklace bearing a crescent moon. The symbol felt embarrassingly obvious. He bought it anyway. In another shop he found a deep green top with a wide, softly draped neckline that would show only his face, collarbones and shoulders in a photograph. He held it against himself in the changing-room mirror and nearly laughed from nerves. The cut was unmistakably feminine, but simple enough that he could pretend it was merely stylish if anyone challenged him.

Hair product came last. A light styling cream and a packet of slim silver clips. Just enough to arrange his fringe and give shape to hair he had always regarded as annoyingly soft.

By the time he reached home, the rain had become heavy. Alex locked the door behind him and stood in the hallway with four small shopping bags cutting into his fingers. The silence of the flat felt suddenly enormous.

He carried everything to his bedroom and tipped it onto the bed.

Makeup rolled across the duvet. The necklace landed in a loose silver coil beside the earrings. The green top remained folded inside tissue paper, too deliberate and intimate to expose immediately. Looking at the collection all at once made his stomach turn.

What was he doing?

The question arrived with all the force he had managed to outrun in the city. This was absurd. Worse than absurd. It was dishonest. Erin had asked to see Alex, and instead he had assembled a disguise. Makeup, jewellery, carefully chosen clothes. He was preparing to construct a person she already believed existed.

The shame came quickly after that. It tightened his throat and made the objects on the bed seem cheap and embarrassing. He imagined Jamie finding them. Connor laughing. His colleagues seeing the final photograph and recognising him beneath everything he had done. He imagined Erin discovering the truth later and looking back at the image as evidence that he had deliberately deceived her.

Alex sat on the edge of the bed and covered his face with both hands.

The headlines returned to him.

WHO ARE YOU WHEN AN ALGORITHM KNOWS YOU BETTER THAN YOU KNOW YOURSELF?

Players abandoning old lives. People discovering names, desires and futures they had never allowed themselves to imagine. Developers insisting the game was not changing anyone, while admitting they no longer understood why its choices had such profound effects.

Was Aetheria doing this to him?

The possibility frightened him more than he wanted to admit. Perhaps the game had planted something in him. Perhaps weeks spent inhabiting Lyrienne had softened the boundaries of his identity until he no longer knew which thoughts were his. Perhaps none of this would have occurred to him before TrueForm placed him inside a woman's body and rewarded him for embracing it.

Yet that explanation felt incomplete.

Aetheria had not chosen the green top. It had not guided him into the pharmacy or made his hand reach for the silver earrings. No system message had told him that he wanted Erin to look at a photograph and recognise the same warmth she saw in Lyrienne.

That desire belonged to him.

The realisation did not remove the fear, but it changed its shape.

Alex lowered his hands and looked at the things spread across the bed. They no longer resembled a disguise quite so clearly. They were tools. Crude ones, perhaps. A collection of small choices made in panic. Yet each had been chosen because it pointed towards something he wanted to express.

He did not want to invent a woman for Erin.

He wanted her to see what he saw when he was Lyrienne.

No. That was not quite right.

He wanted her to see what being Lyrienne allowed him to see in himself.

Alex stood before he could lose his nerve.

There was no time to resolve the larger question. He could not decide what TrueForm meant, whether he was changing or discovering, whether this was a phase, a revelation or something in between. Those questions were too large and he felt too fragile to touch them. All he had to do was take one photograph.

He showered first, washing away the city and the sweat gathered beneath his shirt. Afterwards he stood wrapped in a towel before the bathroom mirror, studying his face with an unfamiliar seriousness. His skin was pale and mostly clear. His eyebrows were light. His mouth was softer than he usually allowed himself to notice. Without clothes or posture to distract from it, his face appeared more delicate than masculine.

He had hated that delicacy for years.

Now it seemed useful.

The tutorials had made everything look effortless. Reality was messier. The foundation went on too heavily at first, gathering around his nose until he wiped it away and began again. Concealer brightened the shadows beneath his eyes. He blended the blush with trembling fingers, terrified of using too much, then added another careful touch when the first disappeared completely. Mascara was worse. He blinked too soon and marked his eyelid, swore softly, cleaned it away and tried again.

Slowly, almost imperceptibly, his reflection changed.

The makeup did not transform his features so much as redirect attention towards them. His blue eyes looked larger beneath darkened lashes. The soft flush across his cheeks made his skin appear alive and warm. Tinted balm brought colour to his mouth without making it look painted. He brushed a faint wash of shadow over his lids, barely visible except when he turned his head and the light caught it.

Alex leaned closer to the mirror.

He was still there.

That surprised him.

He had expected to feel hidden beneath the makeup, as though every layer would carry him further away from himself. Instead he felt revealed. Features he had always regarded as failures of masculinity now seemed to arrange themselves into something harmonious. His narrow jaw looked elegant. His pale lashes no longer disappeared. His mouth was not weak. It was lovely.

The thought struck him with such force that he stepped back.

Lovely.

He changed in the bedroom, pulling the green top carefully over his head so as not to smear anything. The fabric settled softly against his chest and shoulders, its wide neckline exposing his collarbones and the fine pale skin at the base of his throat. There was no curve beneath it beyond the slight shape of his natural body, but the cut altered the whole line of him. It made his shoulders appear narrower and his neck longer, gathering the delicacy he had spent years trying to conceal and presenting it as something intentional.

The clip-on earrings pinched. He adjusted them until they hung evenly, then worked a small amount of styling cream through his hair. Rather than pushing it firmly away from his face as he usually did, he allowed the soft blonde strands to fall forward and sweep gently across his forehead. Two silver clips held back the opposite side, revealing the curve of one cheek and the small earring trembling beneath his ear.

When he finally looked up, he did not understand what he was seeing.

The person in the mirror was not Lyrienne. There was no black hair, no violet eyes, no pointed ears or impossible fae perfection. The person before him was human and nervous, their makeup slightly uneven and one earring hanging a fraction lower than the other. A faint shadow remained along the jaw where Alex had shaved too quickly. Nothing magical had happened. Every feature was still recognisably his.

Yet the face looking back at him was unmistakably feminine.

Alex stared, scarcely breathing. Every small choice had gathered into something larger than he had imagined. The softness of the green fabric, the sweep of blonde hair and the warmth blooming across his cheeks seemed to loosen the masculinity he had spent years forcing onto his reflection. He could still find it if he searched deliberately enough, but it no longer dominated what he saw. His narrow jaw looked elegant. His blue eyes appeared wide and luminous beneath darkened lashes. His lips were soft and gently coloured, parted now in astonishment.

He was pretty.

The word came without permission, so simple and certain that Alex felt it settle somewhere deep inside him.

Not handsome. Not merely androgynous. Not passable, a word he had encountered repeatedly during his frantic reading and disliked without understanding why.

Pretty.

He stepped closer. The person in the glass moved towards him, earrings stirring gently as they tilted their head. Alex lifted one hand and touched trembling fingertips to the bare hollow of his throat. Something was missing.

His gaze moved towards the bed.

The necklace lay among the discarded packaging, its fine silver chain curled around the tiny crescent moon. He had chosen it impulsively, almost embarrassed by how obvious it seemed. Lyrienne belonged to moonlit forests and silver magic. Her armour flowered beneath starlight. Her name had become inseparable from pale moons hanging above ancient trees. Buying the necklace had felt almost childish, as though he were collecting a souvenir from a person he could never truly be.

Now, looking at his reflection, it felt like something else.

Alex picked it up carefully. The chain slipped cool and delicate between his fingers as he brought it around his neck. Fastening the clasp took three attempts because his hands would not stop shaking. When it finally caught, the crescent settled into the hollow of his throat, a tiny silver curve resting against his skin just above the green fabric.

He looked up again.

The change was almost nothing.

A glimmer of silver. A small moon.

Yet the moment it appeared in the mirror, something inside Alex aligned.

The person before him was no longer merely a feminine version of the face he had always known. The necklace drew a line between this body and the one he inhabited beneath Aetheria’s silver trees. Not because it made him Lyrienne, but because he had chosen it for the same reason he had chosen the soft neckline, the earrings and the way his hair framed his face. He wanted some part of her here. He wanted to look into an ordinary mirror in an ordinary bedroom and recognise the tenderness, grace and beauty he had only allowed himself inside the game.

The crescent rested against his pulse.

Alex touched it with one fingertip.

For one strange, suspended moment he felt as though he were introducing two parts of himself that had spent his entire life separated by something neither had known how to cross.

His reflection smiled.

She became prettier.

Joy opened inside him.

It began as warmth beneath his ribs, then spread through his chest and throat so quickly that his eyes filled with tears. He laughed, startled by the sound and embarrassed even though there was nobody there to hear him. The woman in the mirror laughed too, one hand still curled around the tiny moon at her throat, her expression bright with a happiness Alex had never before seen on his own face.

Perhaps that was what astonished him most.

Not the femininity.

Not even the beauty.

He looked happy.

He had never liked photographs of himself. Every camera had felt like an accusation, capturing evidence of a body he had failed to discipline into the shape he wanted. He always posed too deliberately, shoulders squared, smile broad and false. He knew exactly how to hide everything soft.

Now softness was the point.

He lifted his phone.

The first photograph was terrible. His expression was stiff with concentration and the angle exaggerated his nose. The second caught him blinking. In the third he tried too hard to imitate Lyrienne's serene smile and looked faintly haunted.

By the sixth, he started laughing.

The laughter loosened him. He sat beside the window where the remaining daylight fell gently across his face and held the phone slightly above eye level. He tilted his head, let one shoulder angle towards the camera and thought of Erin waiting on the other side of the screen.

His smile changed.

There she was.

Alex took dozens. Some were playful. Some shy. In one he touched the crescent at his throat. In another he let his hair fall partly across one eye. Each image revealed a different version of the same person, and for once he did not immediately search for flaws. He saw warmth. Vulnerability. A little mischief. The softness Erin already knew.

He chose one in which he was sitting against the headboard with the green neckline visible around his shoulders, blonde hair falling loosely across his forehead and a small, almost secret smile curving his tinted lips. The light caught his eyes and the silver earrings. He looked nervous.

He also looked happy.

Alex stared at the photograph for several minutes.

Was it a lie?

The question remained, but it no longer had an easy answer. The makeup was real. The clothes were real. The pleasure warming his chest was real. He had arranged himself deliberately, but he had been arranging himself deliberately in every photograph he'd ever taken. The only difference was that this time he liked the result.

This was what he wanted Erin to see.

Before fear could return, he opened their conversation and pressed send.

The photograph left his phone.

Alex's entire body went cold.

For several seconds nothing happened. Then the small icon beneath the image changed to show it had been seen.

The typing bubble appeared.

Vanished.

Appeared again.

Alex clutched the phone with both hands.

Erin: Oh my god.

His stomach dropped.

Another message arrived.

Erin: You're so cute!

Alex read it three times.

Then came a heart, followed by another message.

Erin: Thank you for trusting me.

The joy returned so powerfully that he had to sit down. He pressed one hand to his mouth, unable to stop smiling. Erin had seen him. Not Lyrienne's perfect body, not a magical construction created by TrueForm, but this. His face. His room. The person he had assembled from parts that had always belonged to him.

She thought he was cute.

His phone vibrated again.

Erin: I can't wait to meet you.

Alex's smile remained for one suspended heartbeat.

Then the meaning of the words reached him.

Meet.

Not in Aetheria.

Not beneath silver trees or inside ruined temples where he could be Lyrienne simply by putting on a headset.

Meet him.

Alex looked up at the mirror across the room.

The pretty stranger stared back, eyes suddenly wide.

"Oh no."


Five

For the next week, Alex kept promising Erin he would check his calendar.

It became a small joke between them at first. Whenever she mentioned meeting, he would tell her work was unusually chaotic or that he needed to confirm whether Connor had planned something for the weekend. Erin never pressed. She only sent a heart, or told him there was no rush, or changed the subject so gently that the kindness of it made his guilt worse. There was no reason he could give her that would not sound thin. His weekends were mostly empty. His calendar could have been checked in seconds.

The truth was that Alex wanted to meet her so badly he sometimes felt the longing as an ache beneath his ribs.

He wanted to hear Erin laugh without a headset filtering the sound. He wanted to see whether she moved like Freya when she was excited, with the same enormous gestures and complete absence of self-consciousness. He wanted to sit opposite her in a café or restaurant and watch her bright green eyes move across his face. He wanted to discover the ordinary details Aetheria could not provide. How she took her coffee. Whether she talked with her hands. Whether her tattoos disappeared beneath her sleeves or continued all the way along her shoulders.

He wanted Erin to kiss him again.

That was the problem.

Inside Aetheria, kissing her felt easy. Lyrienne fit against Freya with a naturalness Alex no longer questioned. Her slender hands rested comfortably on Freya's broad shoulders. Her face tilted upwards to meet her. Her long hair fell around them, silver light catching in the black strands whenever Erin drew her closer. There was no moment in which Alex had to decide what to do with his body. Lyrienne already knew. Her softness belonged beside Freya's strength. Her femininity answered Erin's without diminishing it, two women made beautiful through contrast.

Outside the game, Alex did not know what shape he would take beside her.

He knew the photograph had not been a complete lie. Every detail in it had been real. The makeup had been on his face. The green top had rested against his shoulders. The silver earrings had pinched his ears, and the crescent moon had lain cool against his skin. More importantly, the happiness in his expression had been real. He had not manufactured the warmth Erin saw in him. He had discovered it.

Yet he had discovered it alone, in a locked bedroom, beneath carefully chosen light.

Meeting Erin meant carrying that person into the world.

The thought terrified him.

Their life inside Aetheria continued as though nothing had changed. If anything, they became more obviously a couple with each passing day. The uncertainty that had once coloured every touch gradually disappeared. Freya reached for Lyrienne's hand without hesitation. Lyrienne leaned against her while they waited for other players to join a raid. They kissed in taverns, on mountaintops and beneath the branches of trees heavy with glowing fruit. Sometimes the kisses were brief and playful. Sometimes Freya caught Lyrienne around the waist and kissed her until Alex forgot there was a world beyond the game.

They finally used the room overlooking the river.

There was no sex. Aetheria allowed intimacy, but neither of them seemed in any hurry to discover its limits. They removed their armour, climbed beneath the blankets and lay together while moonlight moved across the ceiling. Freya's enormous body curved protectively around Lyrienne's, one muscular arm resting across her waist. Alex listened to Erin breathe through the headset and felt a peace so complete that logging out seemed almost cruel.

Other players no longer asked whether they were together. They assumed it.

Invitations arrived addressed to both of them. Guild members referred to Freya and Lyrienne as a single unit. When Alex logged in alone, people asked where Freya was. When Erin arrived first, she apparently spent the time telling everyone Lyrienne would be there soon.

Even the game seemed to understand. A quest giver offered them a paired blessing usually reserved for married characters. A travelling bard wrote a dreadful song about the Stoneheart and the Moon Fae, which Erin insisted on performing whenever Alex became too serious. An innkeeper in the northern capital greeted them by placing a single key on the counter before either had spoken.

They were a couple.

The word made Alex smile whenever he allowed himself to think it.

He and Erin were a couple.

During the day, their messages became increasingly affectionate. Erin sent photographs of anything that reminded her of him. Moon-shaped jewellery in shop windows. Black flowers. A cat sitting regally on a garden wall. Alex sent her pictures of clouds, cups of tea and the tiny absurdities of his commute. Their conversations drifted easily between flirtation and ordinary life.

Erin: I miss your face.

Alex touched his phone screen with one thumb.

Alex: Which one?

There was a pause.

Erin: Both.

He carried that reply with him for hours.

The necklace never came off.

At first Alex wore it only in the evenings. He would return from work, change clothes and fasten the silver chain around his neck before logging into Aetheria. Soon he began forgetting to remove it before bed. Then one morning he dressed for work and realised the crescent was still resting against his throat.

He should have taken it off.

Instead he tucked it beneath his shirt.

The hidden weight of it comforted him. During difficult conversations, her fingers found the small curve through the fabric. While waiting for Erin to reply, he pressed it gently against his chest. It connected things he did not yet know how to name. Erin. Lyrienne. The mirror. The person in the photograph. The strange, bright happiness that had opened inside him when he first saw himself as pretty.

The necklace became a private secret he carried everywhere.

Unlike the photograph, it did not demand an answer. It simply existed against his skin, quiet and constant.

Alex began dressing again.

The first time was almost accidental. He had spent a difficult day feeling restless and vaguely wrong, unable to identify what he wanted. The moment he arrived home, he changed into the green top and put on the earrings. Relief moved through him before he had even opened the makeup bag.

After that, he stopped pretending it was only for Erin.

He bought another top, pale blue this time, with sleeves that gathered softly at the wrists. Then a cream cardigan. A pair of dark jeans cut to sit higher on his waist and follow the narrow line of his hips rather than hiding it. Each purchase felt reckless while he stood in the shop, but natural once he wore it at home. His body responded to the clothes with an ease that unsettled and delighted him. Fabrics moved differently against him. Necklines changed the shape of his shoulders. The simple act of letting clothes acknowledge the delicacy of his body seemed to release something he had spent years holding tight.

His makeup improved slowly.

He learned that foundation looked better when he used less. He bought a proper brush for blush and discovered the difference between colouring his cheeks and shaping them. Mascara stopped being an ordeal. He learned to curl his lashes, soften his eyebrows and use a little shimmer at the inner corners of his eyes. His first attempts at eyeliner were disastrous, but failure began to feel funny rather than shameful.

Sometimes he took photographs without sending them to anyone.

He studied them afterwards, not searching for flaws but looking for the moments when the person he felt inside became visible. A particular tilt of the head. A softer smile. The way his hair curved around one eye when he stopped forcing it back. He was beginning to understand that femininity was not a mask he applied over himself. It appeared most clearly when he stopped trying so hard.

His searches changed too.

At first they were practical.

How to make a masculine face look feminine.

Makeup for beginners.

Clothes for narrow shoulders.

Then the questions became less comfortable.

Why do I feel happy dressing as a woman?

Can gender euphoria happen before dysphoria?

How do you know if you are trans?

He read everything.

Personal essays. Medical pages. Forum posts written at three in the morning by people frightened of their own questions. Videos by trans women discussing the first time they saw themselves in a mirror. Guides explaining that there was no single way to know, no test that could reveal the truth, no required level of suffering.

Some stories felt distant from him. Others reached into places he had avoided his entire life.

People wrote about hating photographs because cameras captured the person they were expected to be. About mistaking discomfort for shyness. About believing every man secretly wished he were beautiful. About the shock of discovering that envy was sometimes longing.

Alex closed pages whenever they became too accurate.

He always returned later.

The headlines about Aetheria followed him through all of it. TrueForm was changing lives. TrueForm was manipulating people. TrueForm was revealing buried identities. TrueForm was creating them. Developers continued insisting the system reflected patterns already present in its users, though even they seemed increasingly uncertain where reflection ended and transformation began.

Alex did not know what to believe.

Lyrienne had not existed before the game.

That was true.

Yet Alex had.

The softness had existed. The longing to be pretty had existed, buried beneath years of resentment towards every feature that made him look less masculine. The pleasure he found in dresses, jewellery and graceful movement had not been installed by an algorithm. The game had given those feelings a body and called it authentic.

What did that mean?

He did not know whether he was a woman. The word still seemed enormous, too certain for something so new. When he tried it silently, fear rose alongside a strange pulse of recognition.

Woman.

Girl.

Alex looked at himself in the mirror and wondered who Erin believed she was waiting to meet.

A woman, surely.

Not a man who happened to look feminine in photographs. Not someone using makeup as a clever disguise. Erin believed Lyrienne's womanhood continued beyond Aetheria because Alex had never given her a reason to think otherwise.

The knowledge hurt.

It also clarified something.

That was who Alex wanted her to meet.

The admission arrived quietly one evening while he sat before his mirror in the pale blue top. He had not logged into Aetheria yet. His hair was still damp, his makeup half finished, the moon necklace visible against his bare collarbone.

He wanted Erin to meet a woman.

Not necessarily Lyrienne. Lyrienne was magic and moonlight, a body designed from impossible beauty. Alex could not become her and no longer needed to. What he wanted was to stand before Erin and feel the same recognition he felt inside the game. He wanted her eyes to move across him and find softness, femininity and warmth. He wanted her to call him pretty while looking at his real face.

More frighteningly, he wanted to believe her.

The problem was no longer how to deceive Erin convincingly.

The problem was how to become visible.

Once he understood that, the fear did not disappear. It simply stopped being the only thing guiding him.

Alex began preparing.

He chose clothes with the possibility of leaving the flat in mind. Nothing dramatic. Nothing that felt like costume. A dark skirt that fell just above his knees, which he loved in the mirror but could not yet imagine wearing on a train. A soft black top with a modest neckline. An oversized burgundy cardigan that made him feel protected without hiding his shape completely. Low ankle boots that gave him a little height and changed the way he carried himself.

He practised walking around the flat.

The first attempts felt ridiculous. He became too aware of his hands, his shoulders, the length of every step. Guides told him to take up less space, move from the hips, soften his posture. He tried until he looked so artificial he burst out laughing.

Lyrienne never thought about how to be feminine.

She simply was.

Alex stopped rehearsing and let his body settle.

His shoulders dropped. His steps shortened naturally. One hand brushed the edge of his cardigan. In the mirror, the movement looked unremarkable.

That pleased him more than perfection would have.

Days passed.

Erin asked once more about his calendar.

Erin: Still no pressure, but I should warn you that I am extremely charming in person.

Alex smiled.

Alex: I assumed Freya was toning it down.

Erin: Freya is the restrained version.

He almost chose a date then.

His fingers hovered over the keyboard before fear closed around his chest. He typed that he would check after work and hated himself immediately.

That evening, Erin did not mention it.

They spent hours helping a village rebuild after a dragon attack. Freya lifted fallen beams while Lyrienne sang healing magic into scorched earth. Afterwards they climbed onto the roof of the half-repaired inn and watched artificial stars appear across the sky.

Freya leaned against her.

"I really do mean it, you know."

Alex knew what she meant.

"I know."

"Whenever you're ready."

Lyrienne turned towards her.

Freya's face held no suspicion. No frustration. Only affection.

Alex kissed her.

The game translated pressure and warmth with startling intimacy. Freya's hand came to rest against Lyrienne's cheek, holding her as though she were something precious. Alex felt the kiss through his entire body.

Love moved through him with a certainty fear could not match.

The following evening, he dressed carefully.

The black top first, then the burgundy cardigan. He chose fitted jeans instead of the skirt, wanting to feel feminine without becoming too frightened to recognise himself. His makeup took almost an hour, though the finished result looked light. Soft skin. Warm cheeks. Defined lashes. A blurred rose colour on his lips.

He styled his hair in a loose side part and secured one section with a silver clip.

The moon necklace remained where it always was.

When Alex looked at himself, he felt the familiar surprise, but not the shock of the first time. He knew this person now. She was still awkward and frightened. Her eyeliner was slightly thicker on one side. The cardigan sleeve had caught on one of her rings.

She was also blossoming.

The word felt almost embarrassingly sentimental, yet it was true. Each attempt had opened something further. His face appeared softer because he no longer fought its shape. His body looked graceful because he had stopped demanding that it appear broad. Femininity did not erase him. It gathered the pieces he had rejected and made them beautiful.

Alex touched the crescent at his throat.

Pride rose inside him.

Small, fragile, but real.

He did not want to hide this from Erin.

He wanted to show off.

The realisation made him laugh.

He picked up his phone and stood near the bedroom window, where the last of the evening light softened the room. The first few photographs were too serious. In another he looked frightened. Then he thought of Erin's ridiculous grin whenever she landed a critical hit and imagined the expression she might make when the photograph arrived.

Alex smiled.

Not the shy, uncertain smile from the first picture.

This one held a little challenge.

He tilted his head, let the cardigan slip slightly from one shoulder and rested two fingers against the moon at his throat. His eyes looked bright beneath his lashes. The rose tint on his lips made the smile appear almost flirtatious.

He took the picture.

For a moment he stared at it in disbelief. He looked cute.

More than cute.

He looked like someone who knew she was being looked at and enjoyed it. The thought sent a thrill through him.

Before he could retreat, Alex opened the conversation. His hands trembled, but not entirely from fear. He attached the photograph and typed beneath it.

Alex: I finally checked my calendar.

Alex: Are you free next Saturday?

He read the messages once.

Then pressed send.

The response arrived so quickly that Erin must already have been holding her phone.

Erin: YES

Another message appeared.

Erin: Oh my god look at you!!

Erin: You are so pretty.

Alex's face burned.

A stream of hearts followed, then:

Erin: Next Saturday is perfect.

Erin: I cannot wait to see you.

Erin: And kiss you.

Alex covered his mouth, laughter escaping between his fingers.

Her excitement moved through the screen with such force that it became impossible not to share it. He imagined her pacing somewhere, grinning at the photograph, perhaps showing it to nobody because it belonged to them. He imagined the moment they would recognise one another in a station or outside a restaurant. Erin's real arms around him. Her real mouth against his.

The fear remained.

It gathered beneath the joy, dark and persistent. Erin did not know everything. She did not know what Alex had been assigned at birth, what his body looked like beneath carefully chosen clothes or how recently the person in the photograph had begun to exist. A date did not solve any of that.

But the date was real now.

Next Saturday.

Alex looked again at the photograph he had sent.

For once, he did not wonder whether Erin would be disappointed.

He wondered what he would wear.
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Saturday arrived quietly.

Alex woke before the alarm, not because he had slept well but because his mind had refused to sink deeply enough for dreams to take hold. Pale morning light filtered through the curtains, turning the bedroom into a wash of soft greys and golds, while the familiar sounds of the street beyond the window drifted lazily into the flat. A delivery van reversed somewhere nearby. Someone laughed. A dog barked twice before falling silent again. The world carried on with complete indifference to the fact that, for Alex, everything felt poised upon a knife edge.

Today he was going to meet Erin.

The thought settled over him with such weight that he remained motionless beneath the duvet, staring at the ceiling while his heartbeat slowly gathered speed. It wasn't simply a date. It wasn't even the first time he would meet someone he'd fallen in love with online. Those things were true, but they felt almost incidental beside the real significance of the day.

Today someone was going to see him.

Not Lyrienne.

Not the version of himself that only existed beneath silver trees and impossible moons.

Him.

His hand slipped beneath the collar of his sleeping T-shirt, finding the familiar curve of the little crescent moon resting against his chest. The necklace had stopped feeling like jewellery days ago. It had become a habit so deeply ingrained that he often reached for it without noticing, the smooth silver warming beneath his fingertips whenever he was frightened or thoughtful or simply missing Erin. Sometimes he imagined Erin's fingers brushing against it. Sometimes he imagined Lyrienne smiling quietly at the absurdity of a tiny piece of metal carrying so much meaning. Most often, though, it simply reminded him that there was a thread connecting all three of them. Erin, who loved him. Lyrienne, who had shown him another way of existing. And the person slowly emerging somewhere between them.

He closed his hand around the moon.

"I can do today."

The words barely reached the air.

They weren't a promise about the future. They weren't a declaration that everything would somehow make sense by tonight. They were much smaller than that, and infinitely kinder. He didn't need to understand the rest of his life before breakfast. He didn't need answers to every question that had kept him awake over the past month. He only had to live this one day honestly enough that, when he looked back upon it years from now, he would know he hadn't run away.

The shower filled the bathroom with warmth until the mirror disappeared completely behind a veil of steam. Alex stood beneath the water longer than usual, letting it run over his shoulders while his breathing gradually slowed to match its rhythm. There was comfort in the ritual. Shampoo worked gently through his hair. Soap over skin. Familiar movements repeated often enough that his hands barely needed instruction. Yet today each gesture seemed to carry an unfamiliar tenderness, as though he were no longer rushing through the necessities of inhabiting a body but pausing to acknowledge it.

The razor waited beside the sink.

He hesitated before picking it up.

Shaving his face had always felt transactional. A small, reluctant concession to appearances. Something to be completed quickly before getting on with the day. This felt entirely different. He rested one foot against the side of the bath and drew the razor slowly along his calf, watching dark blond hairs disappear to reveal pale skin beneath. The movement demanded patience. Care. Every stroke left a smooth trail glistening with water, and when he reached down to touch it he felt an unexpected shiver of delight travel through him.

His skin felt...

Not different.

Revealed.

He laughed quietly at himself and continued, working carefully down one leg and then the other, taking almost forty minutes to finish because he kept stopping simply to run his hands across the newly smooth skin. It was such a small thing. Entirely ordinary. Millions of women probably did this every week without thinking twice about it. Yet for Alex it felt strangely ceremonial, as though he were stripping away another layer of armour he had never realised he was wearing.

Wrapped in a towel afterwards, he worked moisturiser into his legs with slow, absent-minded circles of his hands. The lotion disappeared almost instantly, leaving behind only softness and the faint scent of almond. His palms glided effortlessly over skin that suddenly seemed impossibly responsive beneath his touch, and he found himself smiling again. There was nothing performative about the moment. Nobody was watching. Nobody would ever know he had spent several blissfully quiet minutes simply appreciating the feeling of caring for himself.

Perhaps that was what surprised him most.

For years his body had been something to negotiate with. Something to hide inside practical clothes, to criticise in photographs, to apologise for whenever its softness seemed too obvious beside other men. He had spent so long trying to correct himself that genuine kindness towards his own body felt almost revolutionary.

The bedroom greeted him with familiar anticipation.

Over the past few weeks it had slowly transformed without him quite noticing. Makeup brushes stood neatly in a mug on the dresser. Foundation, blush and mascara lay arranged in careful rows instead of being hurriedly shoved into drawers after each experiment. The burgundy cardigan hung beside the wardrobe. The black top waited folded on the bed, alongside fitted jeans and the silver earrings Erin had once called adorable.

It no longer looked like someone hiding a secret.

It looked like someone building a life.

Alex settled before the mirror.

His reflection gazed back with damp hair curling untidily around his face and faint pink marks where the towel had rubbed against his skin. He looked young. Softer than he had ever allowed himself to notice. The years of trying to harden his features suddenly seemed oddly distant, as though they belonged to another person who had spent a lifetime arguing with a mirror instead of listening to it.

Foundation first.

The brush moved with easy confidence now, blending light layers until his skin looked simply... rested. Concealer brightened the shadows beneath his eyes. A touch of blush warmed his cheeks, followed by the familiar sweep of mascara that transformed his pale lashes into elegant frames around startlingly blue eyes. He added the smallest wash of colour to his eyelids, enough that it caught the light when he blinked without announcing itself as makeup.

Each step was gentle.

Measured.

Almost meditative.

There had been a time, not so long ago, when every brushstroke carried panic. He had worried about looking foolish, about doing something wrong, about crossing a line he couldn't uncross. Those fears hadn't disappeared entirely, but they had been joined by something stronger. Anticipation. Every stage brought him closer to the face he had begun recognising in photographs, the face Erin smiled at through her phone, the face that seemed to bloom whenever Alex stopped asking it to be masculine.

His hair took longer.

He dried it carefully before working a little styling cream through the fine blonde strands, coaxing them into the now familiar shape that framed one side of his face while revealing the other. A silver clip held everything neatly in place, catching the morning light whenever he turned his head.

Automatically, almost without thinking, his fingers reached for the necklace.

The little moon rested exactly where it always did.

He smiled.

"Still here."

The words escaped with surprising affection.

He lifted the crescent gently between finger and thumb, feeling its reassuring weight before letting it settle back against his skin. It disappeared beneath the neckline of his top as he dressed, hidden from the world yet somehow making him feel less alone.

The clothes slid naturally into place.

The black top skimmed his body without hiding it, acknowledging the gentle slope of his shoulders instead of disguising them. The cardigan softened his outline further, its oversized sleeves gathering around his wrists whenever he moved. The skirt hugged his hips more closely than anything he had worn a month earlier, subtly changing the way he stood until his posture seemed to relax of its own accord.

Nothing about the outfit felt theatrical.

Nothing looked like costume or disguise, nor like somebody else's idea of femininity borrowed for an afternoon. Every decision he had made over the past few weeks had quietly led to the next until, without ever intending it, he had assembled something that felt entirely his own. The burgundy cardigan softened the line of his shoulders, while the black top framed the graceful curve of his neck. The little silver moon rested beneath the fabric against his skin, invisible to anyone else yet somehow the centre around which everything else had gathered.

He looked down.

The black skirt fell a little above his knees, the soft fabric settling into gentle folds around his thighs. Tentatively, he smoothed his hands over it, feeling the material glide beneath his palms before letting them fall away again. The movement was entirely unnecessary. There wasn't a wrinkle to remove. He simply liked touching it.

It still felt new, but it didn’t feel strange anymore.

Just... wonderfully present.

As he shifted his weight from one foot to the other, the skirt moved with him, brushing lightly against his legs before settling again. It changed the way he stood, the way he turned, even the way he thought about his own body. He found himself moving with a quiet awareness he had never possessed before, not because he was trying to appear feminine but because the clothes invited a different kind of gentleness. There was no need to force anything. They simply encouraged him to inhabit himself differently.

Cool air kissed his freshly shaved legs where the hem lifted ever so slightly as he walked the short distance to the mirror. The sensation caught him by surprise, so subtle and ordinary that it made him smile. Millions of women experienced that feeling every day without a second thought. For Alex it felt quietly extraordinary, another small piece of a life he had spent decades imagining belonged to someone else.

For a long moment he remained exactly where he was, eyes fixed somewhere beneath the mirror, watching the slow rise and fall of his own breathing. He smoothed the skirt once more, fingertips lingering on the soft fabric before brushing a loose strand of blonde hair behind one ear. Almost automatically his hand drifted to the necklace beneath his top, tracing the familiar curve of the little moon before letting it rest once more against his chest.

He wasn't delaying because he thought he looked wrong.

He was delaying because, somehow, he already knew he didn't.

The photographs had been one thing. They had existed at a comfortable distance, flattened into pixels that could be cropped, deleted or forgotten if the courage that had created them ever deserted him. He could always tell himself they were just flattering angles, just good lighting, just a lucky moment.

A mirror couldn't be explained away.

A mirror didn't choose the best photograph.

It simply reflected whoever stood before it.

His heartbeat thudded steadily against his ribs as he slowly raised his eyes.

For a heartbeat he couldn't understand what he was looking at.

The bedroom was familiar. The dressing table. The brushes. The little collection of makeup. Morning sunlight spilling softly across the floorboards.

Only the person standing in front of the mirror seemed impossible.

He stared.

The woman staring back stared too.

She wasn't Lyrienne.

That thought came first, carrying with it an unexpected tenderness. Lyrienne belonged to another world. She had been born beneath silver trees with moonlight in her eyes. She had never doubted herself. Never fumbled with mascara. Never stood nervously smoothing the hem of a skirt before daring to look in a mirror.

She had always been complete.

The woman standing in Alex's bedroom had not.

She had earned every inch of herself.

A loose strand of blonde hair curved against one cheek. Her blush sat ever so slightly higher on one side than the other. The cardigan had slipped from one shoulder. Tiny freckles still showed through the foundation along her collarbone. She looked real. Not polished. Not magical.

Just... real.

Alex stepped closer until only the glass separated them.

For years every glance into a mirror had been an act of correction. Stand straighter. Square the shoulders. Smile less. Hide the softness. Search for the man everyone else seemed able to see.

He had never found him.

Not once.

Instead, every compromise had carried a tiny ache he had never understood.

Now there was no comparison.

No correction.

No performance.

Only recognition.

The memories arrived quietly, one after another. School photographs that had always felt faintly wrong. Haircuts that left him inexplicably miserable. Watching girls getting ready together before parties and feeling an ache he had mistaken for envy. Every compliment about looking handsome landing with the smallest sting of disappointment. Erin calling him pretty. Becoming Lyrienne. The impossible peace that had settled over him every time he allowed himself to soften.

None of those moments had created this woman.

They had all been pointing towards her.

Alex felt tears gathering before he realised he was crying.

He looked at the woman in the mirror.

Really looked.

Then, very softly, he smiled.

"No," he whispered.

His voice trembled.

"Not 'he'."

The word hung in the quiet room.

She had clung to it for years because it was familiar. Because it was expected. Because letting go of it had always felt too frightening to imagine.

But standing here, looking at the woman who had waited so patiently for her, it no longer felt truthful.

She took a slow breath.

"I'm not a he."

The words were almost impossibly gentle.

Not a rejection.

Not an argument.

A recognition.

Her reflection smiled through tears.

"So..."

She laughed shakily, wiping at her eyes.

"So it's 'she'."

The word settled over her like a blanket she hadn't realised she'd been cold without.

She didn't have to force it.

She didn't have to earn it.

She simply accepted it.

She lifted trembling fingers towards the glass.

"I'm sorry," she whispered.

The apology wasn't for today.

It was for every year she'd spent looking into mirrors and asking them to show her somebody else.

"I didn't know you were here."

The woman in the mirror smiled with quiet forgiveness.

And so did she.

She closed her eyes as another tear rolled down her cheek.

When she opened her eyes again, the woman in the mirror hadn't changed.

She still wore the slightly uneven blush. The escaped strand of blonde hair. The cardigan slipping a little lower on one shoulder. The tiny silver earrings catching the morning light.

She looked exactly the same.

Only now Alex understood why she seemed so familiar. She wasn't looking at somebody she hoped to become. She was looking at somebody who had been waiting for her all along.

Her phone buzzed softly on the bedside table, the sound seeming almost impossibly distant after the silence that had settled over the room.

She glanced down.

Erin: Heading out now

Another message appeared before she'd finished smiling.

Erin: I am ridiculously excited.

Then, a few seconds later.

Erin: You don't have to be anything except you today. See you soon.

Alex laughed, the sound wet with tears she no longer felt embarrassed by. Of course Erin would write exactly that. Of course the woman who had fallen in love with Lyrienne without ever asking her to be anything else would somehow know precisely what she needed to hear.

She looked back towards the mirror one last time.

The fear was still there.

How could it not be? Today was enormous. Today was the first step into a future she hadn't dared imagine even a few months ago.

But fear was no longer standing alone.

Hope stood beside it.

Love stood beside it.

And reflected in the glass was a woman wearing a little silver moon against her heart, smiling through tears with the quiet, impossible relief of somebody who had finally been introduced to herself.

She rested her fingertips against the hidden necklace beneath her cardigan, feeling the reassuring curve of the crescent through the fabric.

"I'll keep going," she whispered.

This time, the promise wasn't made out of determination.

It was made out of recognition.

She picked up her bag, took one last steadying breath, and stepped out of the flat carrying not a performance, nor a disguise, but herself.
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The café was tucked into the corner of an old stone building, its broad windows glowing amber against the cool afternoon. Steam misted the glass from within, softening the silhouettes of people chatting over mugs that looked almost too large for their hands. It smelled of roasted coffee, warm cinnamon and fresh bread, the sort of smell that wrapped itself around you before you had even crossed the threshold. Alex paused outside for a moment, fingers finding the little silver moon beneath the cardigan almost by instinct.

The necklace was warm from resting against the skin of her chest.

One breath.

He took it.

Then another.

When she pushed open the door, a little brass bell chimed overhead.

Erin looked up immediately.

There wasn't even a flicker of uncertainty. Her face lit with recognition before surprise bloomed into a smile so genuine it transformed her completely. Alex had thought she was beautiful on video calls, but the camera had flattened her somehow, stolen all the little movements that made her feel so alive. In person she smiled with her whole face. Tiny lines gathered at the corners of her eyes. A scatter of freckles stretched across her nose, and loose auburn curls escaped from behind one ear every few seconds until she tucked them back absent-mindedly. She wasn't impossibly beautiful.

She was wonderfully real.

For a second neither of them moved.

Then Erin laughed.

"Oh thank God."

Alex blinked.

"I was terrified we wouldn't recognise each other."

"I know." She laughed too, feeling the knot in her stomach loosen just enough to breathe. "I kept thinking I'd walk past you."

"You absolutely would have."

"I probably would."

She stepped around the table, stopping just close enough that they were suddenly aware of how little distance remained between them.

"Can I hug you?"

Alex nodded.

"I'd really like that."

The embrace was tentative for all of half a heartbeat before something relaxed in both of them. Erin was warm beneath her jumper, softer than Alex had imagined, and she smelled faintly of vanilla and rain. Neither held on too tightly. Neither wanted to presume too much. But there was affection in it all the same, quiet and immediate, like greeting somebody who had been absent rather than somebody they had never met.

When they stepped apart they were both smiling.

"That was less awkward than I'd prepared for," Erin said.

"I'd prepared for catastrophic."

"I had a whole contingency plan."

"You had a contingency plan?"

"I was going to wave."

Alex laughed.

"I'd have waved back."

"I know."

Their eyes met again.

Neither looked away.

The conversation found them almost immediately, as though they had simply resumed one that had paused the evening before. They ordered coffee together, laughing over the fact that they already knew each other's drinks, then settled by the window while people drifted lazily past outside. Alex noticed little things he'd never seen through a webcam. Erin stirred her coffee three times before every sip, whether it needed stirring or not. She spoke with her hands, sketching shapes in the air as though thoughts were easier to explain if they occupied space. Every so often she'd tilt her head and simply watch her speak with an expression that made her feel as though there were nowhere else she'd rather be.

It should have felt strange.

Instead it felt astonishingly familiar.

They slipped effortlessly from stories about work to ridiculous memories of guild disasters in Aetheria. Erin reminded her of the time Lyrienne had confidently led twenty players into entirely the wrong dungeon, insisting she knew a shortcut that had turned out to be a cliff.

"You swore you'd read the map."

"I did read the map."

"You held it upside down."

"That's... entirely possible."

"It is exactly what happened."

"I maintain the cartographer was incompetent."

Erin laughed so suddenly that coffee almost escaped through her nose.

"Oh my God."

"What?"

"I forgot how funny you are in person."

"I'm funnier online."

"I disagree."

"You've known me for seventeen minutes."

"I stand by my assessment."

Alex shook her head, smiling into her cup.

The ease of it unsettled her almost as much as it delighted her.

This was supposed to have been awkward. They were supposed to spend an hour stumbling over conversation before gradually relaxing into one another's company. Instead it felt as though the months between their first quest together and this little café had simply folded in half. She wasn't getting to know Erin.

She already knew her.

That realisation should have been comforting.

Instead it sharpened the weight pressing quietly against her chest.

Because Erin knew Lyrienne.

She knew the version of Alex who had seemed so certain. So effortless. So complete.

The version Alex wasn't sure was real.

She found himself drifting in and out of the conversation, smiling and laughing at all the right moments while another dialogue unfolded silently inside her.

Tell her.

Not yet.

Tell her now.

You're ruining today.

Erin paused halfway through a story.

"You've gone quiet."

Alex blinked.

"Sorry."

"What are you thinking?"

She forced a smile.

"Nothing."

She raised an eyebrow.

"I've played enough poker games with you to know that's a lie."

He laughed despite himself.

"I don't have a poker face."

"You have an appalling poker face."

The moment passed.

But the knot remained.

When the cups were empty neither of them suggested leaving. They shared a slice of lemon drizzle cake instead, arguing playfully over who deserved the larger half before eventually splitting it with exaggerated precision.

Eventually Erin glanced towards the window.

Alex followed her gaze.

Outside, pale sunlight had broken through the clouds, leaving the pavement shining.

"We could walk?"

"I'd like that."

The nearby park still glistened after a light shower. Water clung to leaves and gathered in tiny pools beneath benches, while the scent of wet earth rose warmly from the flowerbeds. Families wandered the paths with children chasing pigeons across the grass, and somewhere nearby somebody was attempting to play the violin with considerably more enthusiasm than accuracy.

They walked without deciding where they were going.

Sometimes their shoulders brushed.

Sometimes they fell into comfortable silence before one of them remembered another story.

Alex found herself telling Erin about a friend who had a theory that pigeons held weekly committee meetings. Erin laughed until she had tears in her eyes.

"I wish I could sit in on one of those meetings."

"He was very committed."

"I believe it."

Alex watched her smile.

Gods.

She adored her.

Which only made the truth feel heavier.

Every step they took made it harder to interrupt this easy happiness with uncertainty. Yet every minute she delayed made the omission feel larger.

By the time they reached the lake, the guilt had become impossible to ignore.

She stopped walking.

Erin turned immediately.

Her smile faded, replaced not with alarm but gentle concern.

"What is it?"

Alex looked out across the water instead of at her. Ducks drifted lazily across the surface, leaving widening ripples behind them. It would have been so easy to keep talking about anything else.

Instead she took a slow breath.

"I need to tell you something."

She waited.

Not filling the silence.

Not rescuing her.

Simply waiting.

"I've been trying to work out when to say it all day."

"You don't have to rush."

"I think I do."

He laughed softly, though there wasn't much humour in it.

"If I don't say it now… I'll spend the rest of the afternoon pretending I'm not thinking about it."

Erin nodded.

"Okay."

Alex stared at her hands.

"When we met... you met Lyrienne."

"I did."

"And..." She swallowed. "The person you've fallen in love with... I'm scared she isn't real."

Erin frowned, not in disagreement but confusion.

"What do you mean?"

"I mean..." She searched desperately for words that refused to arrange themselves. "I'm not sure I'm who you think I am."

She remained silent.

"You know how excited everyone was about the personality AI?"

Erin nodded.

"I was excited too. I was excited for it to tell me who I was. Only… the person I saw, the person it told me I was, wasn’t who I thought I was. I’d spent my life playing a different character. But TrueForm saw someone else."

She let out a quiet, humourless laugh.

"It looked at me... and gave me Lyrienne."

His eyes drifted towards the lake.

"I remember thinking it had to be wrong. That there'd been some mistake. But there wasn't. The AI insisted she'd been assigned correctly."

She swallowed.

"So I played. Just a little. I was going to report it as a bug, but the more I played the more I kept putting that off. It all felt…"

“Right?” Erin said.

Alex nodded.

His fingers found the little silver moon beneath her cardigan.

"I kept telling myself she was just a character. Just a game. But every time I logged in, everything seemed to... fit. I wasn't trying to be her. I just... was."

Her voice grew quieter.

"And every time I logged out..."

She smiled sadly.

"I missed being her."

She looked down at the skirt, smoothing the fabric almost absently beneath trembling fingers.

"I got ready this morning… and none of this felt like dressing up."

He looked back at Erin, eyes bright with tears.

"It felt like I'd stopped pretending."

His throat tightened.

"It felt like taking armour off."

The tears arrived before she could stop them.

"I don't know what that means."

Her voice cracked.

"I don't know if I'm a woman. I don't know if I'm not. I don't know who I am."

She finally looked at Erin.

"I just know I couldn't let you keep loving me without telling you."

"I'm terrified of lying to you."

For a long moment Erin said nothing.

Then she smiled.

Not because her fear amused her. Because she understood it.

"When we first met," she asked quietly, "were you pretending?"

Alex frowned.

"What?"

"When we first met in Aetheria."

She took a small step closer.

"Were you pretending when we spent hours questing together?"

"...No."

"Were you pretending when we'd stay online until two in the morning talking about everything except the game?"

"No."

"Were you pretending when I kissed Lyrienne?"

Alex felt another tear escape.

"No."

"When you sent me that photograph?"

"No."

"When you agreed to meet me today?"

She shook her head.

"No."

She smiled again.

"And this morning?"

She nodded gently towards her outfit.

"When you stood in front of the mirror getting ready... were you pretending then?"

Alex closed her eyes.

"No."

Her voice barely existed.

"I don't think I was."

"And right now?"

She opened her eyes again.

"No."

Erin reached out slowly enough that she could have stepped away if she'd wanted. Instead Alex let her take her hands.

"So where's the lie?"

Alex stared at her.

"I..."

Nothing came.

"I don't know who you are," Erin said softly. "But neither do you."

She gave a tiny, broken laugh.

"I suppose not."

"And that's okay."

She squeezed her hands.

"I've been getting to know someone who's thoughtful, funny, ridiculously compassionate, and who somehow remembers exactly how I take my coffee after I mentioned it once."

"You remembered mine too."

"I know."

Alex laughed properly this time.

"I've fallen in love with the person who's been showing up every day. The one who's made me laugh, made me think, stayed awake with me when I couldn't sleep and celebrated every tiny victory with me."

Her thumb brushed gently across the back of her hand.

"I don't know what your future looks like. I don't know what name you'll have. I don't know what pronouns you'll use. But I know you've never stopped being you."

Alex's vision blurred completely.

"I've had to figure myself out too," Erin continued. "Not in the same way. But I know what it's like to think that if people knew the whole truth, they'd stop loving you."

She smiled, eyes shining now too.

"They don't."

A lump formed in Alex's throat.

"I want to keep getting to know you."

She laughed quietly.

"I was hoping you'd say that."

"No…" She smiled through tears. "I mean... I want to keep getting to know me too."

"I think that's a wonderful idea."

Silence settled between them.

Not empty. Peaceful.

Alex took a shaky breath.

"Thank you."

"You don't have to thank me."

"I do."

He looked down at their joined hands.

"You've just made the scariest day of my life feel... possible."

Erin leaned forward slightly.

"So..."

He smiled.

"So?"

"Second date?"

Her answer came so quickly it surprised even her.

"Definitely."

This time, when she kissed her, neither of them hesitated.

There was still gentleness, still care, but the uncertainty had gone. Alex met her halfway, one hand finding the curve of her cheek while Erin smiled against her lips, her fingers resting lightly over the little silver moon beneath her cardigan. The kiss lingered, warm with relief, carrying not the excitement of strangers but the promise of two people choosing each other despite the uncertainty that lay ahead.

When they finally drew apart, Erin rested her forehead lightly against hers.

"I've wanted to do that properly all afternoon."

Alex laughed.

"So have I."


Six

Alex woke before her alarm with a smile already spreading across her face.

For a few blissful moments she lay beneath the duvet without opening her eyes, wrapped in the strange certainty that something wonderful had happened. The feeling arrived before the memory, warm and effortless, until yesterday returned in a rush so vivid she laughed aloud. The lake. Erin's smile. The picnic. The way the afternoon had unfolded so differently from the hundred anxious versions Alex had rehearsed in her head. Telling her. Crying. Kissing her. Being kissed back.

She rolled onto her back and stared at the ceiling, pressing the heels of her hands against her cheeks in a hopeless attempt to stop herself grinning.

It had been real.

She hadn't imagined the softness in Erin's eyes or the warmth of her hand. She hadn't imagined hearing herself speak words she'd hidden for months, or the relief that had followed when they were finally out in the open. Most of all, she hadn't imagined the way Erin had looked at her afterwards. Not with pity. Not with confusion. Not as though she'd lost someone she cared about. She had looked at Alex as though she'd finally been trusted with something precious.

Beautiful.

The word still made her chest ache.

She buried her face in the pillow, replaying every second she could remember. The hesitant first kiss. The second, lingering one that neither of them had wanted to end. Walking back towards the station with their shoulders brushing together. Erin squeezing her hand before they parted. Their messages afterwards, each one making Alex smile afresh as she climbed into bed.

She had slept like someone who had finally put down a weight she'd been carrying for years.

The alarm began to ring on her bedside table. Alex silenced it almost immediately, still smiling to herself as she climbed out of bed. She padded across the room, opened the curtains and blinked into the morning light. The world outside looked exactly as it had yesterday. The same terraced houses. The same grey sky threatening rain. The same neighbours walking to work with coffee cups in hand.

Everything was the same, and yet everything was different.

She caught sight of herself as she crossed the room again and instinctively stopped before the mirror.

Yesterday she had stood here paralysed, terrified that Erin would see through the careful makeup and the borrowed confidence. Every brushstroke had felt like a question. Every choice of clothing another opportunity to get something wrong. She had spent so much of the morning worrying about whether she looked convincing enough that she'd barely allowed herself to imagine what might happen if Erin simply... saw her.

Now she looked at the woman reflected in the glass and found herself smiling instead of analysing.

Her hair was a little messy from sleep. The traces of yesterday's makeup had long since been washed away. She looked tired around the eyes, and the oversized T-shirt she'd slept in did nothing to flatter her figure.

None of that seemed to matter.

For the first time, she wasn't searching the reflection for proof that she was failing. She simply recognised herself.

The thought settled so quietly that she almost missed it.

Not Lyrienne. Not the woman created by Aetheria's impossibly accurate algorithms.

Herself.

Alex rested a hand against the silver moon pendant that still hung around her neck. She hadn't taken it off before bed. Somehow it no longer felt like a reminder of the game. It felt like part of her life now, carrying with it not only the woman she'd discovered within Aetheria, but the afternoon beside the lake when another woman had looked at her and said she was beautiful.

Her phone buzzed on the bedside table.

Erin: Good morning, beautiful. I hope you're smiling as much as I am.

Alex laughed softly.

She typed three different replies before deleting them all.

Morning

I am.

A moment later the bubbles appeared.

Good. I was worried I might have dreamt yesterday.

Alex snorted.

Me too.

I checked.

You're still amazing.

Heat spread across Alex's face.

Flirt.

Only with very pretty girls.

Alex groaned dramatically into the empty room before setting the phone down against her chest.

"This is ridiculous," she muttered to herself.

It was.

She was twenty-three years old and blushing because a woman she'd kissed yesterday had called her pretty over text.

She loved every second of it.

The morning passed in a pleasant haze. Coffee somehow tasted better than usual. Music drifted through the flat while she made breakfast, and she found herself humming without realising it. Twice she caught herself smiling at absolutely nothing. Once she laughed aloud simply because she remembered the expression on Erin's face after their second kiss.

At some point she realised she was happy. Not excited. Not relieved. Just… happy.

The distinction mattered.

Excitement faded. Relief was temporary. This felt steadier than either of those things. It settled somewhere deep inside her, quiet and reassuring, like discovering she'd been standing on solid ground all along without realising it.

She thought about Lyrienne.

For months the game had felt like the only place she could breathe properly. Logging in had been an escape from the exhausting performance of everyday life. Logging out had always carried a faint sense of grief, as though she were abandoning the person she wanted to be.

That feeling was gone. Not because Lyrienne mattered any less, but because she wasn't trapped inside Aetheria anymore.

Alex stood in the middle of her kitchen, mug warming her hands, as the realisation unfolded. Lyrienne wasn't waiting behind a login screen. She was here. She was making coffee. She was texting her girlfriend. She was smiling at the rain outside her own kitchen window.

The thought stole her breath.

Yesterday hadn't simply changed her relationship with Erin. It had changed her relationship with herself.

For the first time since creating her character, there wasn't Alex on one side and Lyrienne on the other. There was only one person.

A pulse of exhilaration ran through her, quickly followed by something colder.

If she was real...

If this wasn't just something that existed between her and Erin...

Then she couldn't stay hidden forever. The idea frightened her immediately.

She thought about her parents and dismissed the possibility almost before it had formed. Work felt equally impossible. The wider world could wait. She wasn't ready for that.

Then, unexpectedly, another group of faces came to mind.

Her friends. Connor, Jamie, and Noah.

People she'd known for years.

The people who had laughed with Alex, adventured beside one enormous warrior after another, celebrated victories with her and mourned fictional tragedies with entirely real emotion. They'd spent countless evenings together. They'd talked about relationships, jobs, family, illness and grief. They knew one another's birthdays. They checked in when someone disappeared for a few days.

Her best friends. They'd talked excitedly about playing Aetheria together before launch, but Alex had drifted away instead. She hadn't known how to explain why. Every invitation to join them had come with another excuse, because she couldn't bear the thought of pretending to be someone she no longer recognised. She missed them terribly. The truth was, they knew only the version of herself she had spent years trying to maintain, the person she’d thought she was supposed to be. They had never met her like this.

They knew so much of her, but they did not know this part. She wanted them to meet Lyrienne. Maybe then… maybe they could finally play together. They could meet Freya. Could meet her. The real her.

Alex sat down slowly.

That thought refused to leave her alone.

Her stomach twisted.

They might reject her. They might think she'd lied to them. They might not understand.

The fear was immediate and overwhelming, but something else stood beside it now.

Hope.

She opened the group chat before she could lose her nerve and stared at the familiar list of names. Fingers hovering over the keyboard, she hesitated for almost a full minute.

Then she began to type.

Is everyone free this evening?

I'd really like us all to meet in Aetheria.

I have something I need to show you.

Within moments she’d got a reply.

CONNOR: YOU FINALLY GOT IT FIXED

CONNOR: Vex has been deprived of a large axe man for long enough

JAMIE: Of course. We’ll all be there.

NOAH: I admit I am now extremely curious.

Alex felt her heart skip. There was no going back now.
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Erin's reply came almost immediately.

You've got this!!!

Alex smiled despite the knot tightening beneath her ribs.

I don't feel like I do.

The typing bubble appeared before she had even lowered the phone.

I believe in you. No matter what you can do this. They sound like good people, and if they really care about you then they'll still be your friends.

Alex stared at the screen for a long moment, her thumb resting lightly against the edge of the phone.

She wanted to believe that. More than anything, she wanted to deserve it. Connor, Jamie and Noah had been part of her life for years. They had survived university together, impossible landlords, dead-end jobs, birthdays, breakups and the slow, inevitable drifting that adulthood inflicted upon even the closest friendships. They had laughed until they cried, argued over games, sat together through heartbreak and funerals, and somehow always found their way back to one another. If there were three people in the world she trusted, it was them.

The thought made what she was about to do even more frightening.

They knew her. They knew her habits, her humour, the way she overthought everything and apologised too often. They knew the man they believed her to be. They had watched her create the same broad-shouldered warrior in game after game for more than a decade, teasing her mercilessly whenever another heavily armoured axe-wielding hero appeared on screen.

Tonight they were expecting him again.

Instead, they were going to meet Lyrienne.

She typed one final reply.

Thank you. I'll message you afterwards.

Another heart appeared almost immediately.

I'll be waiting. Good luck, beautiful.

Warmth spread through Alex's chest. She set the phone carefully on the desk and looked at the headset waiting beside it.

It had become an ordinary object over the past few weeks, something she reached for almost absent-mindedly at the end of the day. Tonight it felt different. Heavier. Significant. She rested her fingertips against the smooth casing before lifting it, surprised to find her hands trembling.

"This is happening," she whispered.

The familiar darkness settled over her eyes.

Then silver.

A heartbeat later the forests of Aetheria welcomed her home.

Cool evening air brushed across Lyrienne's skin as she opened her eyes beneath the ancient trees of the Vale of Lethwyn. The scent of pine and damp earth filled her lungs. Somewhere nearby a stream murmured softly over stone while white moths drifted lazily through shafts of moonlight. As always, the tension she carried dissolved almost immediately. This body fit her now with an effortless familiarity. The gentle balance of her weight, the fall of dark hair across one shoulder, the soft movement of her dress as she walked no longer felt remarkable.

It simply felt like coming home.

Then she remembered why she was here and her stomach tightened.

The meeting place lay only a short walk away. They had agreed on the little stone square outside the starting village weeks ago, back when Connor had confidently declared it impossible for Alex to miss.

As the rooftops came into view through the trees, she slowed almost without thinking.

They were already there.

Vex sprawled across the edge of the old fountain with theatrical disregard for dignity, three translucent copies of himself arguing noisily with one another while the real Connor lazily tossed a knife from hand to hand. Noah stood beside the village notice board, his raven perched upon one shoulder while he read something with complete concentration despite having almost certainly read it before. Jamie sat on the low stone wall nearby, quietly watching the flow of new adventurers passing through the square.

Alex stopped for a moment simply to look at them.

Gods, she'd missed them.

She started walking again.

Connor glanced directly towards her.

His eyes passed over Lyrienne without the slightest flicker of recognition before drifting towards the road behind her.

It shouldn't have hurt.

She hadn't expected him to recognise her. Why would he? To Connor she was simply another high-level player crossing the square. Yet something inside her tightened all the same. For years these three men had been able to pick her out instantly in any crowd. Now they were searching for someone who no longer existed.

"He's late," Connor muttered.

Jamie shrugged.

"He said eight."

"It's three minutes past."

"It's Alex."

Connor nodded thoughtfully.

"Fair."

Noah fed the raven on his shoulder a scrap of meat.

"I imagine he's still choosing between two identical axes."

Connor snorted.

"If he's spent an hour adjusting shoulder armour I'm logging off."

Alex laughed before she could stop herself.

The sound made all three of them turn.

Jamie's polite smile appeared first.

"Hi. Lyrienne?"

Connor looked up too.

"The songstress? I’ve heard about you."

He smiled briefly before looking back towards the village gate.

"You haven't seen a massive warrior or barbarian stumbling about, have you?"

Alex's pulse hammered in her ears.

This was the moment.

She had imagined speeches all afternoon. Careful explanations about TrueForm. About the bug. About what the game had uncovered. About the weeks she'd spent trying to understand herself.

Standing before them now, every rehearsed sentence vanished.

There wasn't a speech that could make this easier.

Only the truth.

"I..." she began, her voice almost disappearing.

Three familiar faces looked back at her with mild curiosity.

She swallowed.

"I'm Alex."

Silence settled over the square.

Connor blinked.

Noah frowned slightly.

Jamie's expression became utterly still.

Nobody laughed.

Nobody accused her of making a joke.

Connor looked instinctively towards the road behind her again, then back to Lyrienne.

"...What?"

"My character wasn't a bug," Alex said quietly. "I thought it was. I really did. I even contacted support because I was convinced the game had made a mistake."

"You… you told us that," Noah said.

"I know."

"They said everything was working correctly."

"I know. You told us. But…"

Connor looked between the three of them, searching for someone else to explain what was happening.

"I don't..."

He stopped.

"I don't understand."

Jamie did.

Alex saw the moment it happened.

His eyes widened just slightly before softening with something that looked remarkably like compassion.

"The headlines," he said quietly.

Alex felt tears prick unexpectedly behind her eyes.

"The people whose TrueForm characters weren't what they expected."

She nodded.

"I thought it had got me completely wrong."

"But it didn't."

"No."

Jamie held her gaze.

"It saw something you couldn't."

The words landed with astonishing gentleness. Alex felt herself nodding before she'd even realised she was crying.

Connor rubbed both hands slowly over his face.

"So..."

He looked at Lyrienne again.

"You're saying..."

"I don't have all the words yet," Alex admitted with a shaky laugh. "I just know that being Lyrienne never stopped feeling right. Every time I logged out I missed her. Eventually I realised I wasn't missing a character."

She looked down at her hands.

"I was missing myself."

Nobody spoke.

The sounds of the village continued around them. New players hurried between quest givers. Merchants called out cheerful greetings. Somewhere a bard began playing a flute.

The little square carried on as though nothing extraordinary had happened.

For Alex, the entire world had changed.

Noah was the next to speak.

"You've played the same type of character for fifteen years."

"I know."

"Huge warriors."

"I know."

"Axes."

A watery smile appeared.

"So many axes."

Connor managed a weak laugh.

"There really were."

The tension eased just enough for everyone to breathe again.

Connor looked at her carefully.

"Can I ask something?"

Alex nodded.

"Are you..."

He hesitated.

"...happy?"

Of all the questions she'd expected, it wasn't that one.

She looked down at the silver moon resting against her chest.

She thought about waking that morning smiling before she'd even opened her eyes. About Erin calling her beautiful. About recognising herself in the mirror instead of searching for flaws. About the quiet certainty that Lyrienne no longer lived inside a game.

When she looked back at her friends, the answer felt wonderfully simple.

"I don't think I've ever been this happy."

Connor's shoulders dropped.

"So that's why you disappeared?"

"I couldn't face you."

"Why?"

"Because I thought you'd only ever known..." She hesitated. "...him."

Jamie shook his head almost immediately.

"We knew you as Alex."

The words struck her harder than anything else that evening.

Not him. Alex. The name they'd always used. The person they'd spent years laughing with, supporting and caring about.

She realised with sudden clarity that they weren't mourning someone who had vanished. They were trying to understand the friend who had finally trusted them enough to tell the truth.

Connor stepped forward.

"You absolute idiot."

Alex laughed through her tears.

"I know."

"I've been worried sick."

"So have we," Noah said quietly.

"You could have told us."

"I was terrified."

"I know."

Connor smiled.

"You absolute idiot."

Then he wrapped his arms around her.

Alex froze for only a heartbeat before returning the embrace with surprising desperation. Connor had hugged her countless times over the years. After birthdays. After breakups. After impossible raid victories. This felt different. He wasn't pretending nothing had changed. He knew exactly what she had just told him.

And he hugged her anyway.

Something inside her finally gave way.

She buried her face against his shoulder, laughing and crying at the same time as years of fear dissolved into the simple familiarity of someone who had chosen to stay.

Jamie joined them next, followed by Noah with only the briefest hesitation, and suddenly the four of them were tangled together in the middle of the starter village while bewildered new adventurers threaded around them.

Eventually they stepped apart.

Connor wiped theatrically at one shoulder.

"I think you've cried on my armour."

"I definitely have."

"Worth it."

Jamie smiled.

"I'm really excited."

Alex blinked.

"What?"

"To finally play together."

Connor pointed at her.

"You owe us weeks."

"Months," Noah corrected.

"Fine. Months."

Alex laughed, wiping the last of the tears from her cheeks.

"I know."

Connor folded his arms.

"Only one problem."

"What?"

"We're going to need another axe man."

Alex smiled.

"Actually..."

Three pairs of eyes turned towards her.

She opened her friends list.

"About that..."

A grin spread slowly across her face.

"I have someone I'd really like you all to meet."
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The notification appeared almost immediately.

Freya has joined the party.

A ripple of silver light shimmered beside Lyrienne as another player materialised within the village square. Freya straightened, brushed an imaginary crease from her deep blue coat and smiled with unmistakable warmth the moment she spotted Lyrienne.

"There you are."

Lyrienne crossed the few remaining steps between them almost without thinking. The anxiety that had gripped her all evening melted beneath Freya's familiar smile, and she found herself laughing softly as Erin reached for her hands.

"You survived."

"I think I did."

"I knew you would."

Lyrienne leaned forward until their foreheads rested together for a brief, quiet moment.

"I couldn't have done it without you."

"I know."

Connor cleared his throat with theatrical exaggeration.

"We're all still standing here, you know."

The two women sprang apart, both laughing.

"So," Connor announced, pointing accusingly between them. "This is Freya."

"This is Freya," Lyrienne confirmed.

Freya gave a graceful little bow.

"It's lovely to finally meet you all. I've heard quite a lot about Connor."

Connor grinned.

"Excellent. Only the good bits?"

Freya glanced innocently at Lyrienne.

"There were good bits?"

Lyrienne snorted.

Connor clutched dramatically at his chest.

"Oh, she's funny."

"I like her," Jamie said.

Noah nodded once.

"As do I."

Connor folded his arms.

"Fine. We're keeping her."

The easy laughter settled the last of the tension that had lingered over the evening. Alex hadn't realised until that moment how afraid she had been that the two halves of her life might never fit together. Instead they seemed to slot naturally into place, conversations flowing effortlessly as introductions gave way to familiar teasing.

Jamie opened the party interface.

"Shall we?"

Connor cracked his knuckles.

"I've been waiting weeks."

"You've been waiting to carry Alex through the early dungeons."

"I absolutely have."

Lyrienne smiled.

"I don't think that's going to happen."

Connor frowned.

"What?"

Freya's eyes sparkled.

"Oh..."

Lyrienne looked sideways at her girlfriend.

"You've been plotting."

"Maybe."

Connor sighed.

"I don't like that face."

Moments later the five of them stood before the moss-covered gates of the Hollow King's Crypt, one of the first cooperative dungeons most players attempted. It wasn't particularly dangerous for Lyrienne and Freya anymore, but for Connor, Jamie and Noah it remained exciting enough to demand attention. Stone doors groaned open before them, breathing cold air scented with damp earth and ancient dust.

Connor rested his daggers across his shoulders.

"Formation?"

Lyrienne smiled.

"Same as always."

Connor frowned.

"...You've done this before."

"We've done quite a few."

Jamie laughed.

"I think we're the beginners now."

The first chamber erupted into movement almost immediately.

Skeleton soldiers clawed themselves from broken graves, rusted swords scraping across ancient stone as they surged towards the party. Jamie stepped forward on instinct, shield raised, but Lyrienne was already moving, smiling.

A flick of her wrist sent ribbons of violet thread drifting lazily through the chamber. They looked impossibly delicate until they brushed across the leading skeletons. The creatures slowed instantly, limbs suddenly heavy as though they were trying to fight through deep water. Another graceful gesture scattered shimmering petals that dissolved into silver mist. Three more skeletons turned towards her, empty eye sockets glowing faintly as enchantment clouded whatever remained of their ancient minds.

Connor disappeared before she'd even finished the spell.

He emerged behind the distracted enemies in a blur of daggers and laughter.

"Oh, that's filthy."

Freya moved.

The ground seemed to tremble beneath her boots.

She wasn't graceful in the way Lyrienne was. She was immense. A walking mountain wrapped in leather and steel, carrying an axe so absurdly large it looked as though it belonged mounted upon a castle wall rather than balanced comfortably across one broad shoulder.

The legendary weapon described a single glittering arc.

Three skeletons exploded into clouds of splintered bone.

Connor stopped attacking long enough to stare.

"...She's terrifying."

A fourth skeleton lunged for Freya's unprotected side.

Lyrienne danced.

Black vines burst from the stone floor around its ankles, binding it in place as ghostly chains wrapped around its arms. Before it could struggle free, Freya's backswing reduced it to drifting ash.

The battlefield settled into an effortless rhythm.

Lyrienne never seemed hurried. She drifted across the edges of the fight with quiet confidence, weaving charms, curses and shimmering threads through the battlefield as though composing music only she could hear. Enemies hesitated just long enough to create openings. Others turned upon one another beneath whispered enchantments. Heavy blows lost their strength beneath layered hexes, while violet sigils bloomed beneath armoured feet, draining speed, resolve and fortune with equal indifference.

Only occasionally did warm golden light spill from her hands, knitting Jamie's wounds closed before he had properly realised he'd been struck.

Freya was something altogether different.

Where Lyrienne reshaped the battlefield, Freya simply ended it.

Every swing of her legendary axe carried astonishing weight, the weapon carving through monsters with irresistible certainty. Shields shattered. Ancient stone cracked beneath her boots. One charging skeleton raised both hands in a desperate attempt to block the descending blade.

It accomplished nothing.

The creature disappeared beneath a single devastating strike.

Connor whistled.

"I was expecting Alex to have found herself a girlfriend."

Another wave of undead burst through a doorway.

Lyrienne's threads wrapped around them before they had taken three steps. Their armour blackened beneath spreading curses while confusion rippled through the group, half of them suddenly turning towards the others as though unable to remember who the enemy truly was.

Freya charged.

One enormous swing.

Four health bars vanished.

Connor watched the silence left behind.

"...Alex has found herself a terrifying girlfriend."

Freya looked over with an innocent smile.

"Thank you."

"I wasn't complimenting you."

"I know."

Jamie laughed so hard he nearly missed the next attack.

The deeper they ventured into the crypt, the more natural everything became. Conversation flowed between battles. Connor continued narrating his increasingly ridiculous plans as though he were directing an epic adventure rather than stumbling cheerfully into avoidable danger. Noah paused every few rooms to examine ancient inscriptions, somehow managing to explain forgotten history while everyone else looted treasure chests.

It felt wonderfully familiar.

Alex realised she had missed this almost as much as she'd missed them.

Not simply playing games together.

Belonging.

The final chamber housed the Hollow King himself, a towering knight encased in black iron, violet fire spilling from the cracks in his ancient armour. He rose slowly from a stone throne, dragging an impossibly long sword behind him as echoes rolled through the cavern.

Connor drew both daggers.

"This'll go well."

It did.

Jamie intercepted the King's opening charge, shield ringing beneath the impact. Golden light washed briefly across his armour as Lyrienne closed the deepest cracks before they could become injuries, but her attention had already shifted elsewhere.

The King's movements slowed.

Barely at first.

Then more noticeably.

Silver threads spiralled around his limbs like strands of moonlight. Dark sigils blossomed beneath his feet, each one stealing a little more speed, a little more strength. His furious roar faltered as a whispered curse clouded his thoughts, causing his next strike to bite harmlessly into empty air while Connor slipped laughing beneath his guard.

Freya was already there.

She didn't wait for instructions.

She trusted Lyrienne completely.

The instant the opening appeared, she stepped into it with unstoppable certainty. Her axe struck the King's breastplate with a sound like a falling tree. Black iron buckled. Violet fire burst from widening cracks.

Noah's spells landed a heartbeat later, precisely where Lyrienne's enchantments had left the ancient king vulnerable.

The fight became almost hypnotic.

Lyrienne seemed to conduct the battle rather than participate in it, every charm and curse quietly rearranging the flow of combat until enemies stood exactly where Freya wanted them. Freya, in turn, never hesitated or second-guessed the path unfolding before her. She simply trusted that if Lyrienne had created an opening, it was real.

Watching them together felt less like watching two skilled players.

It felt like watching a conversation.

The Hollow King staggered.

Freya planted one foot, lifted the legendary axe high above her head and brought it crashing down with all the certainty of an avalanche.

The ancient monarch shattered.

Silence echoed through the chamber.

Connor slowly lowered his daggers.

"...What even was that?"

"A dungeon," Freya replied.

"No."

He pointed between the two women.

"You."

Jamie smiled.

"I've never seen two people play like that."

"You hardly said anything."

"We didn't need to," Lyrienne admitted.

Freya slipped her hand into hers.

"I know where she's looking."

"And I know exactly what she needs."

Connor made a face.

"That's disgustingly adorable."

Noah shook his head thoughtfully.

"Most parties compensate for one another's weaknesses."

Freya looked across.

"We don't?"

"No."

His gaze remained fixed on the two women.

"You amplify one another's strengths."

Neither of them answered.

They didn't need to.

As they stepped back into the cool moonlit evening, Freya fell naturally into step beside Lyrienne while the others wandered a little ahead, already debating which dungeon to tackle next.

"They love you," Freya said quietly.

Lyrienne smiled.

"I know."

"I can see it now."

Ahead of them Connor was enthusiastically describing an obviously impossible strategy while Jamie laughed and Noah patiently explained why none of it would work.

"They weren't deciding whether to accept you," Freya continued softly. "They were trying to understand something important that had happened to someone they already loved."

Lyrienne felt her throat tighten.

"I spent weeks convincing myself I'd lost them."

"I know."

Freya squeezed her hand.

"You didn't."

Connor turned around.

"You two coming?"

Lyrienne laughed.

"We're coming."

Connor grinned.

"Good."

He pointed dramatically towards the distant mountains.

"Adventure awaits."

Jamie rolled his eyes.

"He's been waiting all evening to say that."

"I absolutely have."

The five of them set off together beneath the silver sky, laughter carrying across the hills.

For the first time since TrueForm had changed everything, Alex realised she wasn't walking between two separate lives anymore.

She was simply walking forward, surrounded by people who loved her.


Seven

A week later, Connor was still complaining that Freya killed bosses too quickly.

“It isn’t a fight if the health bar disappears before I’ve finished insulting it.”

Freya rested the haft of her legendary axe against one broad shoulder and looked down at the smouldering remains of the Warden of Ash.

“You were taking too long.”

“I was building tension.”

“You were standing behind a pillar.”

“It was tactical.”

Lyrienne laughed, the sound escaping before she could soften it. Connor turned towards her at once, pointing one accusing dagger in her direction.

“Don’t encourage her.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You laughed.”

“That was involuntary.”

“It was betrayal.”

Jamie stepped around the shattered remains of the boss and opened the treasure chest while Connor continued protesting. Noah’s raven circled once above them before settling onto a broken column, watching with the grave suspicion of a creature that had already concluded everyone else was an idiot.

It had become a familiar rhythm.

Three or four evenings a week, the five of them met somewhere in Aetheria. Sometimes they followed long quest chains into frozen valleys or ruined cities. Sometimes they chose a dungeon simply because Connor had heard there was a cloak inside that produced smoke whenever the wearer moved dramatically. Once they spent nearly an hour trying to help Noah reach a sealed archive beneath an abandoned monastery, only to discover that the final door required a key from a quest none of them had started.

Connor declared the entire expedition an act of profound scholarship.

Noah called it avoidable.

Jamie brought snacks.

Freya was no longer introduced.

No one said, “This is Alex’s girlfriend,” when they joined another party or encountered someone Connor knew. No one explained how she and Lyrienne had met. She was simply Freya, the walking mountain with the impossible axe and a habit of reducing carefully designed encounters to brief, violent punctuation.

“Freya’s coming tonight?” Jamie would ask in the group chat.

“She’d better,” Connor would reply. “Someone has to ruin the balancing.”

Or Noah would message Lyrienne a dungeon map and add:

Freya will be useful here. The lower tunnels are full of armoured constructs.

There was no ceremony to it. No conscious decision. She had simply become part of them.

Alex noticed because she noticed everything now.

She noticed how Connor no longer hesitated before calling her Lyrienne in-game, even when they were talking about something that had happened years earlier. She noticed how Jamie checked in without making every conversation about gender. She noticed how Noah asked careful questions and then accepted the answers without turning them into evidence for some private theory.

Jamie messaged one afternoon while Alex was eating lunch at her desk.

You doing okay?

She looked at the words for a moment.

Yeah. I think so.

His reply came almost immediately.

Good. No pressure to explain. Just checking.

That was all.

No demand for reassurance. No invitation to confess more than she wanted. Just a quiet hand resting briefly against the door of her life.

Noah was different.

His questions came thoughtfully spaced, sometimes hours apart, as though he had examined each one from several angles before deciding whether it was safe to ask.

Does Lyrienne feel like an idealised version of you, or simply a more recognisable one?

Alex read that three times.

Then she typed:

Both, maybe. She’s beautiful and powerful and impossible, but she also feels more ordinary than I expected. Like I’m not performing her.

Noah took nearly twenty minutes to respond.

That distinction seems important.

A little later:

Do you think TrueForm created her, or revealed her?

Alex stared at that one for longer.

She had no answer.

Not yet.

She told him so.

Fair. I’m sorry if that was too much.

It wasn’t. I like that you ask.

His next message came more quickly.

I’m trying not to make you feel studied.

She smiled.

You don’t.

The truth was that Noah’s curiosity comforted her because it had never once felt greedy. He did not ask questions so he could claim understanding. He asked because this mattered to her, and therefore it mattered to him.

Outside Aetheria, time with Erin became less like a series of dates and more like the gentle expansion of a shared life.

Coffee became dinner.

Dinner became wandering through bookshops long after they had both admitted they weren’t looking for anything in particular. Erin would drift towards history while Alex lost herself among fantasy novels, and eventually they would meet somewhere in the middle carrying too many books and pretending surprise.

“You don’t need another one,” Erin said one evening, glancing at the novel in Alex’s hands.

“It has a map.”

“They all have maps.”

“This one has two.”

Erin considered that.

“Compelling.”

They bought it.

Later they sat together in a small café near closing time, sharing a slice of cake because neither of them wanted a whole one and both of them ate more than half. Erin had powdered sugar at the corner of her mouth. Alex noticed it, reached across the table and brushed it away with her thumb.

The movement felt so natural she didn’t realise how intimate it was until Erin kissed the pad of her thumb.

Heat rose through Alex’s face.

Erin smiled and returned to her coffee as though she hadn’t done anything at all.

Holding hands stopped being an event.

At first Alex had been aware of every point of contact. The warmth of Erin’s palm. The slight pressure of their fingers fitting together. The visibility of it. The possibility that someone might look.

Then, gradually, awareness softened into habit.

One rainy afternoon they stepped from the pavement towards a crossing just as the lights changed. Erin reached for her hand without looking, guiding her between two puddles as traffic slowed around them. Alex took it just as casually.

Neither of them said anything.

They crossed the road together, shoulders brushing beneath the shared shelter of Erin’s umbrella. Halfway across, Alex realised she hadn’t checked whether anyone was watching. The thought came without panic. It was simply an observation, almost a curiosity.

She squeezed Erin’s hand.

Erin squeezed back.

That was all.

Alex found herself laughing more easily too.

Not the careful laugh she had once used to fill silence or reassure other people that everything was fine. This laughter arrived from somewhere lower in her body. It surprised her. It bent her forward. It sometimes left her breathless and embarrassed while Erin watched with obvious delight.

One night, Connor attempted to use an illusion to frighten Freya while the party rested outside a dungeon. He created an enormous spectral dragon behind her, complete with smoke, wings and a roar powerful enough to shake the trees.

Freya didn’t turn around.

She simply lifted one hand, caught Connor by the back of his coat as he tried to sneak away and threw him into a pond.

Lyrienne laughed so hard she had to sit down.

Connor surfaced, dripping and offended.

“This is abuse.”

“You tried to summon a dragon behind me.”

“It wasn’t real.”

“The pond is.”

Alex continued laughing long after the others had moved on.

She caught herself doing it in the real world too. In restaurants. On pavements. Curled against Erin on the sofa while some terrible film collapsed beneath the weight of its own plot.

She began buying clothes she would once have admired and then left hanging on the rail.

Nothing dramatic at first.

A soft grey jumper that slipped slightly from one shoulder. A long cardigan that moved around her legs when she walked. A blouse with small pearl buttons and sleeves loose enough to gather at the wrists.

The fabrics mattered.

She had spent years dressing as though the purpose of clothes was to prevent anyone from noticing a body beneath them. Heavy denim. Dark cotton. Straight lines. Nothing that moved.

Now she found herself drawn to softness.

One Saturday, Erin ran her fingertips along the sleeve of Alex’s new jumper while they waited for coffee.

“This is lovely.”

Alex looked down.

“It felt nice.”

“It looks nice too.”

The compliment no longer produced the same reflexive urge to argue. Alex still felt warmth rise beneath her skin, but she let the words remain.

“Thank you.”

Erin smiled as though that answer pleased her.

Later that afternoon, Alex bought lipstick.

She almost didn’t.

She stood in front of the display for so long that an assistant came over twice. The first time Alex pretended she was just browsing. The second time she admitted she wanted something warm but not too bright, visible without feeling theatrical.

The assistant selected a muted rose.

Alex tested it against the back of her hand, though she had no idea what that was supposed to tell her. Erin leaned closer, studying the colour with serious concentration.

“That one.”

“You think?”

“I do.”

Alex bought it before she could talk herself out of it.

Outside, she applied it using the tiny mirror inside the lid while Erin held the shopping bags. Her hand trembled slightly, but the colour went on smoothly enough.

“Well?” Alex asked.

Erin looked at her.

For a moment she didn’t answer.

The expression on her face made Alex’s stomach flutter.

“You’re beautiful.”

Alex lowered the mirror.

“Even though I’ve probably put it on badly?”

“You haven’t.”

“And it isn’t too much?”

“No.”

Alex pressed her lips together, feeling the unfamiliar softness of the colour.

“Okay.”

They continued walking.

A few streets later, Alex caught her reflection in the dark window of a closed shop.

She almost looked away.

That had always been the instinct. Reflections were warnings. Sudden, uninvited proof of a shape she never quite recognised. She had spent years avoiding glass at night because it turned every window into a mirror.

This time she stopped.

The woman reflected there wore a soft grey jumper and a muted rose lipstick. Her hair moved lightly in the wind. Erin stood beside her, close enough that their shoulders touched.

Alex smiled.

The woman in the glass smiled too.

She didn’t look like Lyrienne.

Not exactly.

Lyrienne was silver moonlight and impossible beauty, violet curses wound around delicate fingers, eyes capable of making monsters forget their own names.

This woman was real.

She had slightly uneven eyeliner. Her jumper had caught awkwardly against the strap of her bag. The wind had blown hair across one side of her face.

She was beautiful anyway.

That evening, Alex had to complete a form.

It was nothing important. A registration page for a local event Erin had suggested, the kind of form she had filled in a hundred times without thinking. Email address. Contact number. Accessibility requirements.

Then...

Preferred Name

Alex placed her fingers on the keyboard.

She typed:

Alex

The name sat inside the white box.

Familiar.

Comfortable.

Hers.

She looked at it for several seconds, then pressed backspace until the field was empty.

Her pulse quickened.

She typed a single letter.

L

She stopped.

The cursor blinked beside it.

Lyrienne was hers too, but not in the same way. Lyrienne belonged beneath silver skies. She belonged to the Vale of Lethwyn, to violet thread and whispered curses, to Freya’s hand reaching for hers after battle. Carrying that name into a coffee shop or doctor’s waiting room felt impossible. Too grand. Too exposed. Like wearing ceremonial armour to buy groceries.

Still, the letter remained.

L.

There were names inside it.

Soft ones. Bright ones. Names she had heard in passing and carried secretly for years without understanding why. Names that might fit a woman who laughed too loudly when Connor fell into ponds. A woman who bought rose lipstick and held her girlfriend’s hand across busy roads. A woman who was still learning how much of herself had always been waiting.

Alex deleted the letter.

The field became empty again.

For a moment she felt something close to disappointment, but it passed.

She wasn’t ready.

Not because she doubted what was happening. That uncertainty had begun to loosen its grip. She no longer woke wondering whether she had imagined everything. She no longer needed Aetheria to prove that Lyrienne existed.

But names mattered.

A name would be spoken by Erin. Written by Jamie in messages. Shouted by Connor across some crowded pub. Held carefully in Noah’s thoughtful questions. It would arrive in letters, appear on forms, perhaps one day belong to a version of herself she had not fully met yet.

She didn’t want to choose one simply because she felt she ought to.

She wanted the right one.

Alex returned to the field and typed…

Alex

This time she left it there.

Then she submitted the form and sat back, listening to the quiet hum of her laptop.

Nothing had been decided.

Even so, something had begun.
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The invitation came on Tuesday evening while Erin was rinsing two coffee mugs.

Dinner had been eaten. The plates were drying beside the sink. Rain tapped softly against the windows while music drifted from the living room. It was such an ordinary evening that Alex barely noticed when Erin spoke.

"Would you like to stay over on Friday?"

Alex stopped drying the same plate she'd been holding for the last twenty seconds.

Erin glanced over.

"You don't have to."

"No." Alex swallowed. "I know."

"I just thought it might be nice."

"It would."

The answer escaped before she'd properly thought about it.

Erin smiled.

"So... yes?"

Alex looked down at the plate in her hands.

Friday.

Sleeping over.

The obvious implication arrived first, making warmth bloom through her stomach. She had imagined making love to Erin often enough that it no longer embarrassed her. The thought of kissing her, undressing her, discovering one another... none of that was what made her pulse race.

It was morning.

Morning meant waking beside someone.

Morning meant being seen before she'd brushed her hair, before she'd put on makeup, before she'd chosen clothes that made her feel like herself. There would be no retreat to the bathroom to compose herself. No careful construction. No opportunity to become the version of herself she wanted Erin to see.

She would simply...

...wake up.

It felt strangely more intimate than sex.

"No escape," she murmured before she realised she'd spoken aloud.

Erin frowned gently.

"What?"

Alex shook her head.

"Nothing."

She took a slow breath.

"Yes."

"Yes?"

"I'd like to stay over."

Erin's smile widened with such uncomplicated delight that some of Alex's fear dissolved immediately.

"Good."

She stepped forward and kissed her, softly enough that it felt less like desire than welcome.

"Friday," Erin said.

"Friday."

By Wednesday morning Alex had packed an overnight bag twice.

By lunchtime she'd unpacked it again.

Thursday somehow became worse.

She spent forty minutes choosing pyjamas before settling on a simple navy camisole and shorts that felt feminine without looking as though she'd raided a lingerie catalogue. She shaved again despite having shaved two days earlier. She bought expensive chocolate, then worried expensive chocolate implied seduction. She googled what do people bring on a first sleepover and found an article recommending a toothbrush, deodorant and "confidence."

Alex stared at the screen.

"Brilliant," she muttered. "I'll just pack that next to the socks."

Every time she thought she'd finished preparing, another impossible question appeared.

Should she wear makeup before bed?

Would taking it off in front of Erin feel vulnerable?

Should she leave some on?

Was that ridiculous?

Almost certainly.

She changed outfits three times on Friday afternoon before eventually returning to the first one she'd chosen.

Her distraction became obvious that evening.

Halfway through the Sunken Observatory, Lyrienne walked directly into an enormous spinning blade trap.

Connor stopped moving.

"...Alex."

"What?"

"You just walked into the glowy death wheel."

"I was distracted."

"You," Connor repeated slowly, "walked into the glowy death wheel."

Jamie looked over more carefully.

"You okay?"

"I'm fine."

Connor snorted.

"No one who voluntarily hugs rotating blades is fine."

Freya's deep voice arrived calmly through the headset.

"She's thinking about tomorrow."

Alex froze.

Connor immediately became interested.

"Tomorrow?"

"Nothing," Alex said far too quickly.

"That definitely wasn't nothing."

Jamie interrupted before Connor could continue.

"Leave her alone."

"I'm expressing concern."

"You're hunting gossip."

"They're not mutually exclusive."

Noah cleared his throat.

"They usually are."

Connor complained for the rest of the dungeon that his friends were suppressing important investigations. Alex barely heard him.

Freya had known immediately.

Of course she had.

By Friday evening the bag was finally packed.

Pyjamas. Toothbrush. Phone charger. Clean clothes. Chocolate.

She checked everything twice, zipped it closed and immediately opened it again to make sure she hadn't forgotten anything.

She hadn't.

Her bus arrived before she could invent another reason to delay.

The overnight bag rested between her feet for the entire journey, somehow making everything feel impossibly real. Until now, staying over had existed as an idea. Something distant. Something abstract.

Now the bag was real. The toothbrush inside it was real. Tomorrow morning was becoming real.

By the time she reached Erin's street her hands had gone cold.

Erin opened the door almost immediately.

"You came."

"I said I would."

"I know."

She stepped aside with a smile, and Alex walked inside.

The flat looked exactly as it always had. The same books. The same blanket thrown over the sofa. The same lamp casting warm amber light across the room.

Only tonight there was an overnight bag standing by the front door.

Somehow that changed everything.

Dinner was already simmering gently on the hob. Garlic and rosemary filled the kitchen. Music played quietly from another room.

It should have calmed her.

Instead it made the evening feel wonderfully, terrifyingly real.

Alex handed over the chocolates.

"I brought these."

Erin laughed.

"You didn't have to."

"I know."

"They look expensive."

"They're... moderately expensive."

"I'll treasure every bite."

Alex smiled.

For a while she managed to forget herself.

They cooked together, bumping shoulders as they moved around the kitchen. Erin teased her about chopping vegetables too neatly. Alex retaliated by criticising Erin's complete disregard for measuring spoons. They ate slowly, talking about books, work and Connor's latest attempt to convince the guild that every dungeon could be solved faster by "strategic recklessness."

Alex laughed. Really laughed.

Then dinner ended.

The plates were carried into the kitchen. The overnight bag was still by the front door. The bedroom was still at the end of the hallway.

Morning was still coming.

The words escaped before she could stop them.

"I'm terrified."

Erin turned off the tap and looked at her.

"I know."

"You... know?"

"I thought you might be."

Alex looked down at her hands.

"You're remarkably calm."

Erin smiled.

"I've wanted you to stay over for weeks."

Alex blinked.

"Weeks?"

"I nearly asked you after our third date."

"Why didn't you?"

"You weren't ready."

"You knew that?"

"I knew you wanted to."

Erin stepped closer.

"But every time it got late you started checking the clock."

Alex laughed weakly.

"I thought I was subtle."

"You really weren't."

Silence settled comfortably between them.

Eventually Alex looked up again.

"I'm frightened you'll see me in the morning..."

She struggled to find the words.

"...before I'm me."

Understanding filled Erin's face.

She crossed the remaining distance between them and took both of Alex's hands.

"You think the woman I love only exists after she's done her hair."

Alex felt tears prick unexpectedly.

"I know it sounds silly."

"It doesn't."

Erin squeezed her hands.

"It sounds like someone who's spent a very long time believing she had to earn being seen."

Alex couldn't speak.

Erin smiled, warm and impossibly gentle.

"I don't want the version of you that's finished getting ready."

She lifted one hand and brushed Alex's hair behind her ear.

"I want the woman who's standing in my kitchen."

Alex's eyes filled.

"I've been looking forward to waking up beside her for weeks."

The fear didn't disappear.

But it shifted.

It no longer felt like something she had to carry alone.

Alex let out a slow breath she'd been holding for days.

"Okay."

Erin leaned forward and kissed her.

Not with urgency.

Not with expectation.

Simply with quiet certainty.

"Good," she whispered.

"We've got all night."

[image: ]

The bedroom was exactly as Alex remembered it, and yet it felt different somehow. Smaller. Softer. The rain against the window blurred the world beyond the glass until it seemed there was nothing outside these four walls at all. Just the amber glow of the bedside lamp. Just Erin. Just the impossible fact that they had arrived here together.

Neither of them hurried.

Erin closed the door behind them without taking her eyes from Alex, then leaned back against it for a moment with an almost disbelieving smile.

"I feel like I should say something," she laughed quietly.

Alex smiled back. "You don't have to."

"I know."

Silence settled between them again, but it wasn't awkward. It was full. Like a held breath neither of them wanted to break.

Alex became suddenly aware of herself. Of her cardigan. Her jeans. The way she was standing. She'd imagined this evening so many times that reality almost felt stranger than fantasy. In fantasy there had never been uncertainty. No awkwardness. No history. No body carrying decades of fear.

Reality was infinitely better because Erin was here.

She stepped closer.

It was a small movement, but it broke something open.

The distance between them disappeared almost without either of them deciding it should. Erin reached for her hand, not to lead her anywhere, simply because she wanted to hold it. Their fingers settled together as naturally as breathing.

"I've wanted this for so long," Erin whispered.

"I know."

"No, I don't think you do."

Alex looked down.

"I've spent months wondering if I was imagining you."

She frowned.

"What do you mean?"

"You've always felt..." Erin searched for the words. "...like someone standing behind frosted glass. I could see you. I knew you were there. I loved you. But I always felt like you were waiting for the moment I'd look properly."

Alex felt something tighten painfully inside her chest.

"I was."

"I know."

"And I thought..." Her voice cracked. "I thought if you did..."

She couldn't finish.

Erin lifted their joined hands and kissed Alex's knuckles.

"I know."

There it was again. Not fixing. Not contradicting. Knowing. Understanding.

Alex had spent years trying to explain herself before anyone could reject her. Trying to soften every sharp edge. Trying to apologise before anyone else decided she ought to.

Erin never asked her to. She simply waited.

Alex reached up and brushed a loose strand of hair behind Erin's ear.

"You make me feel brave."

"I don't."

"You do."

Erin shook her head gently.

"I think you're brave already."

Alex closed her eyes.

"No."

The word escaped almost as a sigh.

"I've spent my whole life being frightened."

When she opened them again Erin was still there. Still smiling.

Not because Alex had said the right thing. Because she had told the truth.

That somehow felt even more intimate.

Alex took a slow breath.

Then another.

Her hands found the buttons of her cardigan. She stopped. Her pulse filled her ears.

How many changing rooms? How many mirrors? How many mornings standing sideways because straight on hurt too much? How many photographs deleted before anyone else saw them? How many years spent trying to negotiate with a body that had always felt like a conversation interrupted halfway through?

She realised she was holding her breath.

Erin hadn't moved.

She wasn't watching Alex's hands. She was watching Alex.

Waiting.

Giving her all the time in the world.

Alex slipped the cardigan from her shoulders.

It landed softly across the end of the bed. Nothing changed.

The world didn't crack open.

Erin's smile didn't falter.

Alex felt absurdly close to tears. She laughed instead.

"I'm acting like I've just climbed Everest."

Erin smiled.

"I think maybe you have."

The laugh dissolved into something much more fragile.

Alex looked away.

"I still don't believe you can love all of me."

There.

She'd finally said it. The sentence she'd been carrying since the day they'd met.

Erin stepped close enough that Alex could feel her warmth. She lifted a hand slowly enough that Alex could have stepped back at any moment. Instead Alex leaned into it.

Erin cupped her cheek.

"I don't love you despite your body."

Alex looked at her.

"I love you."

Nothing else. No qualifications. No corrections. Just that.

Alex felt another wall inside herself give way. Her fingers drifted to the hem of her top.

Again they stopped.

The old instinct returned with astonishing force. Hide. Fold your arms. Turn sideways. Apologise. Disappear before someone else makes you disappear.

She felt her shoulders curling inward.

Erin noticed.

Very gently she rested her hands over Alex's forearms. Not pulling them away. Simply reminding her she didn't have to hold herself together alone.

"I don't think," Erin said quietly, "you've ever really let anyone look at you."

Alex shook her head.

"No."

"I'd like to."

The tears came before Alex understood why. Because Erin hadn't asked to inspect her.

She'd asked to witness her.

Alex lowered her arms. Slowly. Tentatively. As though every centimetre was another year of fear falling away.

Erin looked. She didn't scan. She didn't appraise. She didn't search for flaws.

She simply looked at the woman she loved with such open, uncomplicated wonder that Alex felt something inside herself rearrange forever.

"You’re beautiful," Erin whispered.

Alex broke. Not dramatically. Not violently.

She simply folded into Erin, every careful defence dissolving as sobs she'd spent decades postponing finally found somewhere safe to land.

"I'm sorry..."

Erin shook her head immediately.

"No."

"I've wasted so much time."

"You survived."

"I hated myself."

"I know."

"I thought..."

Her breathing caught.

"I thought if someone really saw me..."

Erin kissed her forehead.

"They'd leave?"

Alex nodded.

Erin smiled with tears in her own eyes.

"I came closer."

Alex stared at her.

Then she laughed through her tears because there was nothing else she could do. For the first time in her life the thing she had feared most had happened.

She had been seen.

And instead of walking away...

Erin had reached for her.

They stood together for a long time after that, saying very little. Words suddenly seemed much smaller than what had passed between them. Alex found herself tracing the line of Erin's jaw with quiet curiosity, as though she too was learning that love could survive close inspection. Every time she looked into Erin's face she found the same expression waiting for her. Not relief. Not triumph.

Joy.

The kind that asks for nothing except permission to remain.

When they finally kissed again, it felt different. Not like a beginning. Like coming home.

Alex reached for Erin first.

That mattered. She did not wait to be reassured or invited. She curled one hand around the back of Erin’s neck and drew her close, kissing her with all the desire she had spent weeks containing. Erin made a quiet sound of surprise before answering with equal hunger, one hand settling against Alex’s waist while the other slipped into her hair.

The kiss deepened slowly. Neither of them rushed it. Their mouths opened together, warmth and breath passing between them as Alex allowed herself to want without immediately questioning whether she was allowed. Erin’s body pressed against hers, strong and wonderfully solid, yet every movement remained careful. Even desire did not make her stop listening.

Alex drew back just far enough to breathe.

“I want this.”

Erin searched her face.

“Are you sure?”

Alex nodded, then realised she wanted to say it aloud.

“Yes.”

She kissed Erin again.

They moved towards the bed without breaking apart, stumbling when Alex’s heel caught against the rug. Erin caught her around the waist before she could fall, and they dissolved into laughter against one another’s mouths. The nervousness did not disappear, but it changed. It became something bright and shared instead of something Alex had to conceal.

Erin sat on the edge of the bed and drew Alex gently between her knees. Alex stood before her with her cardigan and top lying where she had discarded them, every part she had been afraid to reveal already visible. For a moment Erin simply looked up at her. There was no appraisal in her expression. Only affection, desire and the same quiet wonder that had undone Alex moments earlier.

Erin reached towards her, then stopped.

“May I?”

Alex took her hand and placed it against her chest.

Erin’s palm rested over her heartbeat. She did not pretend Alex’s body was something it was not, and she did not treat it as evidence against the woman standing before her. She touched her as though every part belonged. Her thumb moved slowly across Alex’s skin before she leaned forward and pressed a kiss beneath her collarbone.

Alex shivered.

Another kiss followed, then another, each one travelling gently across the body she had spent years refusing to inhabit. Erin kissed the hollow beneath her throat, the centre of her chest and the small crescent moon resting against her skin. She lingered there, lips brushing the silver before looking up.

“Beautiful.”

The word no longer felt impossible.

Alex cupped Erin’s face and kissed her, harder this time. Her hands found the hem of Erin’s shirt and tugged with sudden impatience until Erin laughed and lifted her arms. Beneath it waited warm skin, powerful shoulders and the familiar tattoos Alex had admired in photographs. She traced them with her fingertips, following dark lines over muscle and across the faint ridges of old scars.

Erin became still.

Alex looked at her.

“Is this all right?”

“Yes.”

The answer emerged more quietly than before.

Alex bent and kissed one of the scars.

Erin’s breath caught. The sound sent a pulse of tenderness through Alex so strong it was almost painful. She kissed it again, then followed the line of another with her lips, learning Erin’s body through the places where it had healed.

“You’re beautiful too,” Alex whispered.

Erin drew her down onto the bed.

They undressed one another slowly after that. Every new inch of skin brought another question, spoken or unspoken. A pause. A nod. Fingers guiding rather than assuming. Alex discovered that Erin laughed when kisses tickled her ribs and became wonderfully breathless when Alex’s mouth moved along her throat. Erin learned that touching the inside of Alex’s thigh made her whole body tense with anticipation.

When Erin’s hand moved higher, Alex caught her wrist.

Both of them stopped.

The part of her body beneath Erin’s fingers seemed suddenly enormous. Alex had spent weeks avoiding the question of how it belonged within her womanhood. Desire had made it impossible to ignore, her body responding openly despite all her fear. Shame stirred, quick and familiar.

Erin did not pull away.

“Tell me what you need.”

Alex looked down at their joined hands.

“I don’t want you to pretend it isn’t there.”

“I wouldn’t.”

“But I don’t know what words feel right yet.”

“That’s okay.”

Alex raised her eyes.

“Just touch me as me.”

Erin kissed her.

“Always.”

Alex released her wrist and guided Erin’s hand herself.

Pleasure arrived tangled with vulnerability. Erin touched her patiently, watching Alex’s face and learning each response without treating her body as strange or contradictory. When Alex flinched, Erin slowed. When she pressed closer, Erin followed. Nothing was assumed. Nothing was taken. Every movement asked a question that Alex answered with her breath, her hands and the increasingly desperate way she whispered Erin’s name.

Alex touched Erin in return. She explored the softness of her breasts, the strength of her stomach and the warmth between her thighs. Erin guided her when she hesitated, showing her what pressure she liked and laughing softly when Alex became too concerned with doing everything perfectly.

“You can stop thinking,” Erin murmured against her mouth.

“I don’t know how.”

“I’ll remind you.”

Erin kissed her until thought became impossible.

They moved together without choreography, sometimes awkwardly, sometimes with a rhythm that seemed to arrive from somewhere beyond either of them. Alex lost herself in Erin’s warmth and the quiet sounds she made when pleasure caught her by surprise. She loved being able to create those sounds. Loved the way Erin’s strength dissolved beneath her hands, not disappearing but becoming vulnerable enough to trust her.

When Alex’s pleasure tightened towards something overwhelming, fear flashed through her again. Her body felt too visible. Every response escaped before she could soften or disguise it. Erin saw the panic and leaned close, pressing their foreheads together.

“Stay with me.”

Alex opened her eyes.

Erin was there.

Not Freya. Not a fantasy created from light. Erin, flushed and breathless, her hair tangled around her face and her eyes fixed upon Alex with unmistakable love.

“I’ve got you,” she whispered.

Alex believed her.

The pleasure broke through her with a cry she could not contain. She clung to Erin, trembling as wave after wave moved through her body. There was no shame inside it. No distance. Only the astonishing discovery that this body, her body, could carry joy without betraying who she was.

Erin held her until the trembling softened.

Then Alex kissed her and reached for her again.

She wanted to give, not from obligation but desire. She listened to Erin’s breathing, followed the movement of her hips and adjusted whenever Erin’s fingers tightened around hers. Watching Erin lose control beneath her touch filled Alex with a fierce, tender pride. When Erin finally came, she buried her face against Alex’s neck and spoke her name like something precious.

They remained tangled together afterwards, neither willing to move far enough apart for the room to feel cold again. Erin pulled the duvet over them and gathered Alex against her chest. Their skin was damp, their breathing uneven and Alex’s hair had become hopelessly tangled.

“I’ve wanted this for so long,” Erin whispered.

Alex smiled and tucked herself more closely into the curve of her body.

“Me too.”

Outside, the rain had stopped. Cool air drifted through the cracked window, carrying the clean scent of wet pavement and summer leaves. Somewhere in the darkness, a blackbird offered a few uncertain notes before falling silent again.

Neither of them spoke for several minutes.

Alex did not want to.

For once, her mind was not racing ahead, searching for evidence she had imagined everything or waiting for reality to correct itself. Erin had seen her. Not a perfected version. Not a body remade by magic. Her.

She simply existed.

Erin's thumb drew absent-minded circles across the back of her hand.

"So..." Erin murmured eventually.

"So."

"You okay?"

Alex considered the question.

For years she had answered automatically.

I'm fine.

Don't worry about me.

Sorry.

Instead she smiled into Erin's shoulder.

"I think..."

She stopped, surprised by the lump in her throat.

"I think I'm meeting myself."

Erin kissed the top of her head.

"I was wondering when you'd arrive."

Alex laughed quietly.

"I spent so long trying to become someone worth loving."

She looked up.

"You've been loving me while I was still becoming."

Erin smiled.

"I never needed you to finish."

Alex felt tears prick her eyes again, but they were different now. They carried no panic. No grief.

Only relief.

Outside, dawn would come eventually. Tomorrow there would still be mirrors. There would still be strangers. There would still be days when old fears returned without invitation.

None of that had disappeared.

But something had changed.

For the first time in her life, the story she'd told herself, that being completely seen would end in abandonment, had been proven wrong.

It had ended here instead. Wrapped in warm sheets. Listening to the heartbeat of the woman she loved. Knowing that nothing had been lost.

Only found.

THE END
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A Changing Moon

Elliot was supposed to board the cruise with the woman he planned to marry. Instead, he arrives alone, carrying a useless engagement ring and the ruins of the only life he has ever known.

Surrounded by happy couples and trapped in a body that has never felt entirely his, Elliot expects to spend the voyage hiding in his cabin. Then, beneath the moonlight, he discovers a group of lost souls gathering at the edge of the ship. They say the sea can reveal what the heart truly wants, if you are brave enough to offer it the truth.

Among them is Eliza, a beautiful, uncertain woman sailing towards a marriage she cannot bring herself to want. As Elliot and Eliza are drawn together, their growing connection awakens desires neither has dared to name.

Under the light of the full moon, the sea offers them the chance to become something new. But accepting its gift will mean letting go of the lives they were given and finding the courage to claim their bodies, their desires, and each other.


A Girl on Stage

Simon has spent his life trying to be the son everyone wanted.

Working alongside his father by day and quietly enduring a life that never quite fits, he has learned to survive by making himself smaller. Then an amateur theatre production changes everything.

Cast as Gem, a woman discovering the courage to live authentically, Simon expects to be acting. Instead, every rehearsal feels less like performance and more like recognition. Beneath the stage lights, in dresses and makeup, he discovers a joy he has never known and begins to wonder whether the role isn't changing him at all, but revealing who she has always been.

Offstage, Tom, the actor playing opposite her, sees the truth long before she is ready to admit it herself. As their friendship deepens into romance, Simon must confront the terrifying possibility that the happiest moments of her life are not happening in character. They are happening because, for the first time, she is becoming herself.

As opening night approaches, the walls between performance and reality begin to crumble. With her family watching, her father's expectations weighing heavily on her heart, and a future she never dared imagine within reach, Simon must decide whether to return to the life she has always known or step into the light as Sapphire.


Princess Charming

Harry thought it was just a costume.

One night. One borrowed identity. One chance to escape himself for a few hours.

Then someone kissed him, kissed her.

What begins as a harmless party disguise becomes the start of an impossible journey. As Hattie steps further into the life she never dared imagine for herself, she discovers that some truths refuse to stay hidden.

Especially when someone sees them.

Skye is kind, funny, and devastatingly easy to fall for. More importantly, she sees Hattie not as a joke, a costume, or a fantasy, but as a person worth knowing.

As friendship blossoms into romance, Hattie must decide whether she is brave enough to stop pretending and begin becoming.


The Art of Becoming

Ravenia changes lives.

People arrive at her door carrying regrets, desires, and questions they cannot answer. They leave with new names, new futures, and sometimes new faces.

No one seems to know exactly what she does, or how she does it.

When struggling thief Ryan is caught trying to steal from her, he expects her to call the police.

Instead, Ravenia offers him a job.

Six months.

Six months working at her side. Six months helping clients who arrive broken and leave transformed. Six months under the gaze of a woman who seems to know him better than he knows himself.

But the longer Ryan remains in Ravenia's world, the harder it becomes to ignore a question that haunts every mirror and every lingering touch.

Why did she choose him?

Because Ravenia doesn't offer second chances to everyone.

And whatever she sees when she looks at Ryan, it's changing him...
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