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  Chapter one








The Opening Roll


The debate room still smelled of dry-erase markers and disappointment. I'd rolled a natural 1 on my first impression check—that much was obvious. My character sheet for Derek Brooks, Level 17 High School Student, apparently didn't include proficiency in academic rhetoric. 
I pushed through the double doors into the late afternoon sun, squinting against the light like some cave-dwelling kobold. Behind me, I could still hear Eli's voice cutting through someone's argument with surgical precision. "But that's not what you really believe, is it?" The guy wielded questions like a paladin's holy sword, and I'd been on the receiving end for exactly three minutes before retreating to the safety of silence.
My parents were smart. I knew that. Mom could calculate grocery budgets in her head faster than I could pull up a calculator app, and Dad could fix anything mechanical with just logic and stubbornness. But they'd never gone to college, never learned the special language that Eli and Caleb spoke—all those references to philosophers I'd never heard of, casual name-drops of theorems and frameworks that might as well have been ancient elvish.
Caleb had been worse, somehow. At least Eli's contempt felt honest. But Caleb had smiled at my stumbling attempt to discuss free will versus determinism, then dismantled it with this excited energy, like I was a puzzle box he couldn't wait to take apart. "But isn't that just another form of consent? Like, metaphysically?" 
I'd sat there, HP draining, watching them volley ideas back and forth in a dialect I couldn't parse. They had the stats for this—INT 18, at least, with expertise in Persuasion and History. My build was all wrong for their campaign.
The parking lot stretched out before me, empty except for a few cars belonging to the overachievers still grinding XP in various clubs. I'd thought debate would be different from D&D, a chance to level up my real-world skills. Instead, I'd discovered another dungeon I wasn't equipped for, another party that didn't need a poorly-specced wizard mumbling about dice probabilities.
Tomorrow I'd have to go back. The admission form was already filed, Mom already proud I was "branching out." But standing there in the fading light, I calculated my odds of surviving the semester in that room full of intellectual rogues.
The math wasn't encouraging.
"Yo, coming through!"
Benji's voice carried that particular frequency of casual authority—not cruel, just certain that the universe would rearrange itself for his convenience. I pressed myself against the lockers before my brain even processed the command, a practiced NPC response to main character energy.
They moved through the hallway like a coordinated raid party. Benji led the formation, all sandy hair and that too-wide grin, his letterman jacket worn with the same ease most people wore skin. The smell of Axe body spray and sunflower seeds announced his presence like a proximity alert. Behind him, Naomi walked with that specific cheer-captain stride—compact power wrapped in coconut body spray and unshakeable confidence. Her eyes swept the hallway like she was taking attendance on who mattered.
Javier followed, those square glasses catching the fluorescent lights as he said something that made Tessa laugh—that gentle, breathy sound she made when she was being polite. Tessa's legs seemed to go on forever, her cross-country build making everyone else look like they were moving through molasses. Even walking, she had that flushed-cheek vitality, like she'd just finished explaining why everyone needed more cardio in their lives.
They flowed past me without breaking formation, without acknowledgment. I might as well have been a decorative armor set—present but not interactive.
My body felt suddenly wrong, like I'd equipped gear meant for a different class entirely. These were people whose muscles had purpose, whose bodies were instruments tuned for specific victories. Benji could probably bench-press my entire weight while telling jokes. Naomi commanded space with her presence alone, a passive AOE effect that made people straighten their spines. Javier's stocky frame suggested hidden strength stats, the kind of build that looked unassuming until you saw the numbers. And Tessa—she moved like endurance was her dump stat that somehow got maxed out anyway.
Meanwhile, I stood there in my clearance-rack jeans, soft and pale as unbaked dough, shoulders curved forward from years of hunching toward screens. My body was optimized for nothing except maybe reaching the top shelf at GameStop. I'd failed every athletic check my father had ever asked me to roll, dropped every ball he'd tossed my way, until he'd stopped tossing them altogether.
The Warriors' Guild, I'd labeled them in my mental codex. They even walked in formation—tank, DPS, support, healer. A balanced party for the real-world campaign, while I stood against the lockers like a glitched texture, hoping to clip through the geometry and disappear.
Brittany Chen materialized at her locker like a summoned familiar—instant, efficient, already mid-task. Her blazer looked pressed by the gods of student government themselves, every pearl earring catching light at the optimal angle for projecting competence. I needed that room renewal for Wednesday's campaign, and she controlled the booking system like a dragon guards its hoard.
"Hey, Brittany?" My voice cracked on the second syllable. Charisma check: critical failure.
She turned with the practiced precision of someone who'd calculated the exact amount of attention each interaction deserved. Her eyes—sharp, evaluating—landed on me and immediately downgraded my priority level to somewhere between "recycling reminder" and "thermostat complaint."
"Yes?"
"I need to renew the study room reservation. For Wednesday? After school?" The words tumbled out like badly rolled dice. "It's for our, uh, study group. We have it until five because Tyler has frisbee practice after—"
Her laugh cut through my explanation, not cruel but worse—dismissive. The sound of someone who'd already categorized and filed me away.
"That's an office thing. Check with Mrs. Henderson." She adjusted her blazer, a gesture that somehow communicated both conclusion and dismissal. "She handles room bookings."
Before I could respond, she'd already pivoted toward her actual party—the Circle of social victory incarnate. They stood near the trophy case like they belonged behind the glass themselves. Jess Monroe floated at the center, that luminous blonde hair catching light in ways that seemed to violate physics. She had this quality of stillness, like a held breath, that made everyone else seem too loud by comparison. When she did speak—soft, economical—the entire hallway leaned in.
Avery stood beside her, designer everything, clutching what looked like a seven-dollar coffee and speaking in that dreamy cadence that suggested profound thoughts about shallow things. Talia's energy crackled around them, her phone out, probably already spinning this gathering into content. Her rapid-fire commentary provided the soundtrack: "Girl, don't even start, I saw the receipts."
And Naomi. She stood with the casual authority of someone who'd never lost a social encounter roll. When Brittany approached, Naomi's smile widened just enough to grant admission to their circle. The gap closed, sealed, like I'd never existed at all.
I stood there, quest failed, holding my invisible character sheet with its laughable social stats. Mrs. Henderson's office was three hallways away—might as well have been another dimension.
At least dungeons had clearer rules for rejection.
The auditorium doors hung open, spilling out piano music and the kind of laughter that belonged to people who'd never worried about their charisma modifiers. I slowed despite myself, drawn to the light like some moth with terrible survival instincts.
Rachel Myers commanded center stage, strawberry-blonde hair catching the spotlight in ways that seemed choreographed by the universe itself. She moved through blocking with that dancer's precision, every gesture deliberate but somehow spontaneous. Her voice carried that trained theater projection—not shouting, just filling space like she owned the air molecules themselves.
"No, no, no—" She stopped mid-scene, green eyes sharp with artistic frustration. "It's not about the line, it's about the breath between the lines."
The other drama kids orbited her gravitational pull, lesser celestials in her performance solar system. They wore black like it meant something, carried themselves with that specific theater kid confidence—part genuine talent, part desperate invention. I recognized a few faces from classes where they'd sat in clusters, speaking in inside jokes and Sondheim references, a dialect I couldn't decrypt.
Rachel spotted me hovering by the door. For a microsecond, her face did that calculation I'd seen before—placing me in her social taxonomy. Then she smiled, not unkind but definitely rationed, like she was doing charity work.
"Derek! You coming to the show?"
The question landed like a trap I hadn't noticed until the jaws closed. The other drama kids glanced over, their expressions ranging from mild confusion to complete disinterest. I was background noise interrupting their main quest.
"Maybe," I managed, already backing away. "Looks good."
"Thanks!" She'd already turned back to her scene partners, my existence deleted from her RAM. "Okay, from the top, but this time with actual emotion, please?"
I fled before anyone could roll initiative on further interaction.
* * *
The house smelled like microwave popcorn and disappointment when I got home—Mom's signature blend. Dad's car sat in the driveway at that precise angle that meant he'd parked without looking, already mentally checked out before his hand hit the door handle. I could map their positions without seeing them: Mom in the kitchen, aggressively cleaning something that didn't need it; Dad in his office-cave, door cracked just enough to claim he wasn't hiding.
Perfect conditions for a campaign.
Marcus arrived first, as always, letting himself in through the garage with the code he'd memorized in sixth grade. He dropped his overstuffed backpack by the basement door—thing must've weighed forty pounds with all his sourcebooks—and grabbed a Mountain Dew from the fridge like he lived here. Sometimes I forgot he didn't.
"Your mom seems..." He paused, searching for a word that wouldn't make things weird.
"Yeah." I didn't need him to finish. The silence upstairs had that specific frequency, like a held note right before it breaks.
Tyler showed up ten minutes later, all kinetic energy and calculated chaos. He bounded down the basement stairs two at a time, his DM screen and dice bag swinging from one hand, a gas station coffee cup leaving condensation rings on everything he touched.
"Gentlemen!" He spread his arms like a carnival barker. "Tonight, your pathetic lives continue in the Spire of Ascending Sorrow!"
Randy materialized at exactly 5:00 PM, neither early nor late, carrying his binder like a holy relic. He nodded once at each of us—the same greeting, same order, every week—then began his ritual: dice arranged by size, pencils lined up parallel, character sheet aligned with the table's edge.
Tyler cracked his knuckles. "Last session, you discovered the Crimson Guard wasn't just collecting taxes—they were collecting names. Every citizen who couldn't pay had their true name recorded in a ledger that disappeared into the High City."
I leaned forward, already feeling Derek Brooks dissolve into Prince Valdris, my character, the disinherited son trying to reclaim what was stolen. "The book. They're using it for something."
"Roll Investigation."
The d20 clattered across the table. Seventeen.
Tyler's grin turned predatory. "Your contacts whisper two possibilities. The High Wizard's keep, where they say strange lights burn all night in the eastern tower. Or..." He paused for effect, because Tyler lived for effects, "the Void Cells beneath the prison, where they keep things too dangerous to destroy."
Marcus's barbarian, Gronak, scratched his head—Marcus actually scratched his head, commitment to character. "Wizards lie. Prison guards just drink."
"Prison makes no sense," I countered, feeling Valdris's aristocratic certainty flow through me. "You hide power where power lives. The Wizards have it."
"Unless they want you to think that." Marcus's eyes lit up with that specific intensity he got during theory-crafting. "Classic misdirection. The obvious choice is never—"
"The prison has anti-magic wards," Randy interrupted, not looking up from his notes. "Established in session fourteen. A spellbook would be inert there. Tactically unsound."
Tyler watched us argue with the satisfaction of a god who'd just set two philosophies against each other for entertainment.
"Wizards wouldn't keep something that valuable in plain sight," Marcus insisted. "Too risky."
"They're wizards. Risk is just another variable to control." I could feel my voice taking on Valdris's haughty tone. "Besides, my family's grimoire—if it's really there—it belongs in a place of power, not some dungeon."
We spiraled into debate, Marcus and I building elaborate theories while Tyler dropped cryptic hints and Randy fact-checked our logic against his comprehensive session notes. This was the sweet spot, where the game became real enough to fight over but safe enough that losing didn't matter.
* * *
The basement door closed behind Randy at 9:47 PM—he always left at 9:47, something about optimal traffic patterns—and the house immediately felt too big. I climbed the stairs into the kitchen's fluorescent interrogation lighting, where Mom stood at the sink, scrubbing a pan that already gleamed.
"There's a plate in the microwave." She didn't turn around. The pan received another round of punishment.
The leftovers looked like a quest reward nobody wanted—Tuesday's chicken breast, now fossilized, beside green beans that had given up their structural integrity. I hit the reheat button and watched my dinner rotate like a sad carnival ride.
The radio droned from Mom's phone, propped against the backsplash. Some NPR segment about that virus everyone kept talking about—the one that supposedly gender-swapped people overnight. Total urban legend material, like those old chain emails about kidney thieves.
"Yeah, a boy asked me to the prom and I guess I'm going," a voice crackled through the tiny speaker. Former quarterback, if I remembered the story right. Now apparently wearing heels.
Mom finally turned, catching me mid-chew. "Can you imagine? Poor kids." But her tone carried more fascination than pity, like she was watching a nature documentary about exotic birds.
I shrugged. Another hoax, another news cycle. The microwave beeped—round two for the chicken corpse.
"How was school?" Mom asked the dishwater.
"Fine."
"And that debate thing?"
"It was okay." No point explaining how Eli had dismantled my argument about renewable energy with the casual precision of a level 20 rogue picking a novice lock. Or how Caleb quoted philosophers I'd never heard of like they were personal friends.
The microwave beeped. I grabbed the plate, the ceramic burning my fingers in that specific way that wasn't quite enough to let go.
"Your father's working on something important." She said it to the wall, maybe to herself. Through the hallway, I could see the strip of light under Dad's office door—his usual fortress of solitude, defended by silence and the occasional mutter at whatever YouTube video he'd fallen into. "Some project with the Hendersons' transmission."
Translation: He'd rather rebuild an entire engine than sit through another dinner where Mom's sighs punctuated every bite.
"Marcus seems well." She finally turned, drying her hands on a towel she'd probably wash later. "Is he still planning on State?"
"Yeah."
"Good for him." The words carried weight—Marcus had a plan, a future that computed. Not like her son, the one who spent Friday nights pretending to be royalty in a basement.
She picked up her phone, thumb already scrolling through whatever Facebook group currently held her attention. "Don't stay up too late."
I took my plate upstairs, past Dad's door where I could hear the faint sound of someone explaining carburetor problems. In my room, I set the food aside—appetite had failed its Constitution save—and stared at my character sheet. Prince Valdris, exiled but not broken, searching for the power to reclaim his birthright.
At least his problems had hit points.
My head hit the pillow like a failed saving throw. Everything ached—not the sharp pain of injury but that deep, systemic exhaustion debuff that no long rest could cure. The room spun slightly, a lazy carousel of LED lights from my router and the charging dock.
I'd felt this building all week. Some kind of virus, probably. The school was a petri dish of status effects—someone always coughing, sniffling, spreading their particular brand of biological warfare. My throat felt raw, like I'd been breathing dragon fire instead of basement air.
The character sheet on my desk caught the monitor's glow. Prince Valdris, frozen mid-quest, waiting for Sunday afternoon to continue his search for redemption. He had it easy—clear objectives, measurable progress, a party that showed up on schedule. My own stats felt bugged: Energy depleted, Motivation corrupted, Social standing permanently set to NPC.
Through the wall, I heard Dad's office chair creak, then footsteps to the bathroom. The toilet flushed. More footsteps. His bedroom door closed with that particular careful click that meant Mom was already asleep.
The house settled into its nighttime subroutines. Furnace cycling. Refrigerator humming. My fever climbing like experience points I didn't want.
I pulled the blanket higher and let the darkness render everything to black.






  
  Chapter two








The Nerf and the Buff



Saturday arrived like a critical hit from an invisible assassin. My eyes cracked open to find sunlight had already invaded through the blinds, each beam a targeted attack on my retinas. Everything hurt—not the localized pain of injury but a full-body revolt, like my hit points were draining through a dozen puncture wounds I couldn't see.
The fever had evolved overnight from background process to primary executable. My skin prickled with electricity, each nerve ending firing random signals like corrupted code. My scalp crawled—not metaphorically but literally, as if a colony of fire ants had established a base camp in my hair follicles and were now conducting military exercises.
I tried sitting up. Bad roll. The room tilted forty-five degrees before snapping back, leaving me gripping the mattress like it might buck me off. My bladder pinged urgent notifications—Status effect: Critical capacity reached. Immediate action required.
The journey to the bathroom required actual strategy. Stand slowly. Grip doorframe. Navigate hallway without alerting parental units. Success.
Back in my room, I collapsed at my desk and opened my campaign notebook. If I was dying, might as well leave behind a legendary questline. The new arc I'd been sketching involved each party member facing personalized trials—Marcus's paladin confronting his rigid morality, Tyler's rogue learning trust, Randy's barbarian discovering wisdom beyond strength. Redemption mechanics built into every encounter.
My handwriting wavered across the page like a drunken spider. The fever made everything shimmer at the edges, reality running on reduced graphics settings. I drew a dungeon map but the lines kept doubling, tripling, until it looked less like architecture and more like abstract art.
"Congratulations," I muttered to my reflection in the black monitor screen, "you've unlocked Achievement: Plague Bearer. Plus five to contagion, minus ten to basic motor function."
The ants in my scalp organized a parade. My muscles twitched in patterns that felt almost rhythmic, like my body was receiving instructions in a language I didn't speak. Every few minutes, my bladder sent another alert despite having just emptied it. Some kind of kidney bug? Dehydration paradox?
I forced myself to sketch another encounter—a mirror maze where players would battle their own worst versions. Seemed appropriate, considering I currently felt like mine.
At least if this killed me, the campaign notes would survive. The party could run it without me, earning experience points from my posthumous wisdom.
Small victories.
* * *
Sunday morning hit like a respawn in the wrong game.
I surfaced from fever-dreams—something about drowning in dice, each one showing critical failures—into a body that didn't load correctly. The sheets felt wrong. Not scratchy or twisted, just... heavy against skin that processed texture differently. My chest had weight where weight shouldn't exist, a foreign pressure that made breathing feel like a borrowed mechanic.
The room spun once when I sat up. Not vertigo—perspective shift. My center of gravity had migrated, relocated without filing the proper paperwork. Hair brushed my shoulders. Since when did my hair reach my shoulders?
I stumbled toward the bathroom, each step a failed dexterity check. My hips moved wrong. My thighs touched where they'd never touched before. The doorframe felt higher when I grabbed it for balance.
The mirror—
The mirror showed someone else's character model.
Not mine. Couldn't be mine. The face staring back belonged to some high-charisma NPC, the kind you'd find in a tavern offering mysterious quests. Heart-shaped where mine was round. Cheekbones like elven architecture. Eyes still gray-blue but larger, framed by lashes that hadn't existed twelve hours ago. The nose—smaller, delicate, nothing like Dad's pronounced bridge I'd inherited.
My hands rose to touch the face. Slender fingers, no calluses from years of controller-gripping. The reflection copied perfectly. When I opened my mouth, she opened hers. When I blinked—
The scream built in my throat but came out wrong, pitched higher, a stranger's voice. I clamped both hands over my mouth.
The virus. The news reports. The one they kept saying affected "a small percentage" of cases. The one that "occasionally" caused "temporary biological changes." The one Mom had assured me only happened to "certain people" with "specific genetic markers."
My chest—I couldn't look at my chest. The weight there, soft and wrong and absolutely not supposed to exist. My boxers hung loose on narrower hips. My shoulders had shrunk, clavicle pronounced like armor had been removed.
I touched my throat. No Adam's apple. The stubble I'd been proudly cultivating for three years—gone. Baby-smooth skin that felt like silk status effect.
"No, no, no, no—"
Each word came out in that alien soprano. 
I was playing on a female avatar I'd never selected.
My brain defaulted to its only reliable coping mechanism—documentation. I grabbed the campaign notebook from my nightstand, the one with the worn spine and coffee-ring stains, and started writing. Numbers made sense. Stats couldn't betray you.
Status Report - Day 1  
Race: Human (variant?)  
Class: Unknown  
CHA: 18 (+4 modifier, massive buff)  
STR: 8 (-2 from baseline, significant nerf)  
DEX: 12? (movement still calibrating)  
CON: Unknown (immune system compromised?)  
INT: Unchanged (small mercy)  
WIS: Pending (clearly failed this save)  
Equipment slots: Empty. Completely empty.
The pen shook in my unfamiliar hand.
"I've been nerfed," I wrote, then crossed it out. "I've been nerfed and somehow buffed."
The words blurred. I set the pen down, returned to the mirror. This face—objectively attractive, the kind that rolled natural twenties on social encounters. The kind Naomi and her court would actually acknowledge existed. Cheekbones that could cut glass. Lips that looked perpetually glossed.
"Didn't even get to roll," I whispered to the reflection. The girl in the mirror mouthed the words back, her voice soft as a failed stealth check. His hand hesitantly slid down to feel…emptiness in his sweatpants.  "Didn't even get to use the old build."
The notebook fell from my hands. The D&D framework, my reliable armor against reality, cracked and fell away like broken scales. What remained was just... this.
This body that wasn't mine.
My scalp prickled with electricity, each hair follicle firing signals I'd never received before. The weight of it—God, the weight—hanging past my shoulders, brushing my neck with every micro-movement. Each strand felt alive, hypersensitive, like wearing someone else's nervous system. I reached up to push it back and touched silk where there should have been coarse brown mess.
Standing felt like operating a mech with the wrong manual. My hips sat wider, throwing my spine into an unfamiliar curve. The mass that should have been in my shoulders had migrated south, collecting in places that made my center of gravity a constantly shifting equation. I took a step and nearly fell—not because I couldn't walk, but because my brain kept sending instructions to a body that no longer existed.
The sweatpants hung like a sick joke. Too loose at the waist, fabric pooling around feet that had shrunk a full size. The cotton felt different against legs that had no hair, skin that registered every thread, every seam, every microscopic friction like a violation. Even the elastic waistband sat wrong, resting on hips that curved where they should have been straight.
I grabbed the bathroom counter. My hands looked like they'd been run through some beautification filter—smaller, elegant, with fingernails that had somehow grown overnight into perfect ovals. The knuckles I'd split playing wall-ball in middle school had vanished. Even my fingertips felt different, more sensitive, reading the marble countertop like Braille.
Every input was wrong. The air temperature on exposed skin. The way my throat felt when I swallowed. The absence of morning stubble. The presence of... everything else. My body had become a foreign country, and I was a tourist without a translator.
A laugh bubbled up—weak, hysterical, pitched in that stranger's soprano. Then another. I couldn't stop. The sound bounced off bathroom tiles, this girlish giggle that belonged to someone who should be pretty and popular and definitely not me. The laugh turned brittle, each breath fighting against the new architecture of my chest.
"This isn't happening," I told the mirror, but even my tongue sat differently in my mouth, words forming around smaller teeth, fuller lips.
* * *
The bathroom door exploded open. Mom stood there in her weekend robe, mouth forming a perfect O of shock. The coffee mug in her hand tilted, dripping Colombian roast onto the hallway carpet.
"Derek? Oh my God, Derek—"
She crossed the space between us in two steps, her hand reaching for my face before I could dodge. Her fingers touched my cheek like she was testing fine china for authenticity. The contact felt electric, wrong, her thumb tracing the new curve of my cheekbone with something between wonder and possession.
Then she smiled. Not the tired half-smile she wore to PTA meetings or the forced one from family photos. This was radiant, almost manic, the expression of someone who'd just won a lottery they didn't know they'd entered.
"Oh, honey… you're…" Her voice caught, eyes scanning my face with an intensity that made my skin crawl. "She's… you're beautiful."
The pronoun shift hit like a critical fail. She. Already. Like I'd been patched out of existence.
I looked at her then, really looked. Beneath the exhaustion and compromise, beneath years of logistics spreadsheets and deferred dreams, my mother was pretty. Had always been pretty. The bone structure she'd passed down was there in her face—the high cheekbones, the delicate jaw, the eyes that could've launched a thousand small-town modeling contracts if life hadn't rolled differently. Now I wore her genetics like stolen armor, polished to a shine she'd lost somewhere between seventeen and forty-two.
She looked at me the way she looked at old prom photos—with hunger and regret and something else I couldn't name.
"Laura, what's all the—Jesus Christ."
Dad filled the doorway, still in yesterday's work shirt, face draining to the color of old motor oil. His eyes tracked from my face to my body to the empty space where different anatomy should've been. His knuckles went white against the doorframe.
"It's that damn virus," he muttered, already fumbling for his keys, not looking at me directly, like I'd become some broken engine he couldn't diagnose. "The one on the news. The gender thing. I told you we should've—"
"Ron." Mom's voice snapped sharp, but her hand stayed on my cheek, thumb still stroking. "Look at her."
Him. Him. The word stuck in my throat like a failed Constitution save.
Dad's keys jangled in his fist. "We're going to the hospital. Now."
* * *
The emergency clinic smelled like antiseptic and despair—a combination I'd only experienced when I had broken an arm when I was 7. Dr. Patel moved around me with practiced efficiency, methodical and impersonal, like I was inventory being catalogued rather than a person.
"Deep breath." 
The stethoscope pressed cold against skin that felt too thin, too sensitive. Every nerve ending seemed dialed to eleven. When she moved it lower, across the new geography of my chest, I focused on the water-stained ceiling tiles. Thirty-seven. Thirty-seven tiles, some with brown edges like a map of continents that never existed.
"Legs up."
The stirrups felt like a torture device from some medieval expansion pack. Metal and vinyl and the horrible vulnerability of angles my body had never made before. When she inserted the speculum—that word, clinical and sharp—I bit down hard enough to taste copper. This wasn't my body. This was someone else's character model, and I was being griefed by the universe's worst moderator.
Mom held my hand through it, her grip alternating between reassuring and possessive. Dad stood facing the corner, studying a poster about hand-washing techniques with the intensity of someone decoding ancient runes.
They drew enough blood to summon a minor demon. Swabbed places that shouldn't exist. Pressed and prodded tissue that responded with foreign sensation—not pain exactly, but awareness, hypersensitive and wrong, like wearing someone else's nervous system.
Two hours. Seventeen vials. One ultrasound that showed internal architecture I'd only seen in health class diagrams I'd tried not to look at.
Dr. Patel finally pulled off her gloves with the snap of a quest completing. She had the expression NPCs wore when delivering bad news about the kingdom.
"Well." She glanced at her tablet, then at my parents, then finally at me. "Physiologically, Derek is perfectly healthy. Blood work normal. Hormone levels consistent. Everything exactly where it should be for..." She paused, recalibrating. "For a seventeen-year-old female."
Female. Not girl. Clinical, like a species classification.
"But how do we fix—" Dad started.
"We don't know." She cut him off with practiced gentleness. "CDC's been flooded with cases since yesterday. They're calling it AGS—Acute Gender Syndrome. Some people think bioweapon. Others say environmental trigger. There's even talk about quantum probability collapse, whatever that means."
"Divine glitch," Mom whispered, still gripping my hand.
The doctor shrugged. "That's as good a theory as any."
* * *
Back home, my room felt like a sanctuary that had been invaded. Same posters, same setup, but everything sat at the wrong height now. The doorknob met my hand differently. The chair required adjustment. Even gravity had recalibrated its pull.
Mom knocked twice—her warning shot before entry. She held something beige and complicated, all straps and hooks like a puzzle from a stealth mission.
"You need support." She thrust the bra at me, chirping about proper fit and modesty like she'd downloaded a new dialogue tree overnight. "I can get you more clothes. We could go shopping, make this easier—"
"No." The word came out sharper than intended. "I don't want them. I don't want any of this."
Her face did that thing where hurt and determination wrestled for dominance. "Honey, you can't just—"
"Please." I held the bra like it might explode. "Just... let me figure this out."
She left, but not before adjusting my curtains and straightening a stack of D&D manuals that didn't need straightening. Mother-henning at maximum output, like her care stat had gone critical.
Alone, I stared at the beige contraption. The afternoon sun tracked across my wall while I sat there, hyperaware of the weight on my chest. They weren't just there—they were growing. I could almost feel it happening, cells dividing and expanding like some horrible real-time character creation slider being adjusted by invisible hands. The sensation was alien, wrong, like wearing weighted armor in the wrong equipment slots.
Strange how something could be simultaneously mine and not-mine. Every shift, every accidental brush of arm against side sent data I didn't know how to process. Embarrassing. Surreal. Like my body was running incompatible software.
I opened my campaign notebook—the leather one Marcus got me last Christmas. Flipped past our current campaign (still needed to figure out where that book was hidden) to a fresh page. Wrote across the top in careful block letters:
MAIN QUEST: RESTORE FORM
Below it, smaller:
Objectives unclear. Map unavailable. Party composition: Solo.
If life had turned into a game, I'd play the role until someone found a fix. That's what heroes did, right? Pretend they weren't afraid until the dice came up in their favor. Even when the quest seemed impossible. Even when their stats had been completely rerolled without consent.
I closed the notebook. Outside, the world continued its normal programming while I sat in my room, a glitch waiting for a patch.






  
  Chapter three








Character Classes and New Campaign Map


Morning hit like a loading screen stuck at 87%. I'd been awake for twenty minutes, watching dust motes drift through the light, postponing the inevitable character creation crisis waiting in my closet. 
Every piece of clothing had betrayed me. Jeans that once hung loose now clung to hips that shouldn't exist, fabric stretching in ways that made my brain short-circuit. My favorite Dark Souls shirt draped differently, emphasizing topography I refused to acknowledge. Even my cargo shorts—the ones with seventeen pockets for dice and snacks—looked absurd, like I'd raided the wrong faction's wardrobe.
"No protection whatsoever," I muttered, holding up a flannel that might as well have been tissue paper. "This doesn't hide anything. And I have no idea what message it even sends."
Ten minutes passed. Fifteen. The sweatpants I'd slept in had transformed overnight into something resembling tights, but at least they didn't require decisions. I grabbed the Pokémon hoodie from the back of my closet—bright yellow with Pikachu's face, bought last year as a joke that nobody got. It hung loose enough to obscure things. Good enough.
I caught my reflection and froze. Hair stuck out in twelve directions, but somehow it looked... intentional? Like bedhead from a different genre of person. I reached for my brush—wait, since when did I own a brush? Right there on my desk, like it had always existed.
Just smoothing it down. Nothing weird about basic grooming. The brush moved through easier than expected, dark strands falling into place like they'd been waiting for direction. I tucked one section behind my ear (tactical visibility improvement), then noticed how it framed my face differently. Pulled it back out. Tucked it again.
This wasn't primping. This was strategic hair management. Completely different.
The hoodie's yellow made my skin look clearer somehow. Made my eyes seem bigger, though that was probably the new facial proportions talking. I adjusted the hood—up, down, halfway. Settled on down but available for quick deployment if needed.
"Gamer girl," I told the mirror, testing the phrase like foreign dialogue. The reflection didn't argue, just stared back with those too-large eyes in that too-soft face, wearing a Pikachu hoodie like armor against reality.
Not myself, but maybe close enough to pass the perception check. At least until someone released a hotfix for whatever cosmic bug had rewritten my code.
* * *
The double doors opened to a wall of noise that hit me like a failed stealth check. Conversations died mid-sentence, replaced by the electric hum of collective attention swiveling my direction. I'd walked these halls for three years as background texture. Now I was the main quest everyone suddenly needed to complete.
Initiative rolled. Everyone goes before you.
"Holy shit, Brooks?" That was Connor from the soccer team. He circled me like I was a raid boss, grinning. "Dude, the virus really did a number on you."
His friends flanked him, a standard tank formation. "Can you still bench?" one asked, genuinely curious. "Like, did you lose all your muscle or what?"
Before I could calculate a response, the theater kids descended. Rachel materialized first, strawberry-blonde hair catching the fluorescent light like a buff animation.
"Oh my God, Derek!" She grabbed my shoulders, examining me like a costume she might wear. "Does it feel weird? Like, physically? Are your nerve endings different?"
Evan slid up beside her, sharp eyes cataloging every detail. "The bone structure's completely restructured. Can you still hit low notes? Try humming."
"I haven't really—"
"Try now!" Callie appeared with her notebook, documenting everything. "For science. Well, art. Same thing."
I hummed. It came out higher than expected, not quite soprano but definitely not the quasi-baritone I'd managed before. They exchanged meaningful looks, like I'd just revealed crucial plot information.
"Fascinating," Evan murmured, and something in his tone made my skin prickle. Not quite jealousy, not quite hunger. Something between.
More people pressed in. Questions pelted me like low-damage spam attacks: "Did it hurt?" "How long did it take?" "Are you gonna change your name?" Each one chipped away at my HP, but also... didn't? Some bizarre part of me was keeping score, tallying the attention like experience points.
Then the crowd parted, and one of queen bee girls approached. Talia Cruz, I think—glossy dark curls, perfectly contoured face, phone held like a wand. She moved through the hallway like she owned the server.
She looked me up and down, a slow appraisal that made my stomach flip. "You're actually a total cutie," she announced, loud enough for everyone to hear. "Like, legitimately pretty. It's kind of unfair."
The hallway went quiet. Talia's verdict carried weight—she was the gossip broker, the one who decided what narratives stuck. She tilted her head, studying me. "The hoodie's tragic, though. We need to fix that."
"I like my hoodie," I managed.
She laughed, bright and sharp. "Sure you do, babe. But imagine what you'd look like in something that actually fit."
Charisma check: Critical success?
The bell rang, saving me from whatever response I might've fumbled. The crowd began dispersing, but not without backward glances, whispers, phones raised for quick shots. I caught fragments: "—definitely keeping the name—" "—wonder if Marcus knows—" "—kind of gorgeous though—"
That last one lodged somewhere behind my ribs. Gorgeous. Me. The word didn't compute, but my body seemed to understand it, skin warming under the attention like I'd equipped some enchanted item I couldn't identify.
I should've been mortified. Should've cast invisibility and fled to the computer lab. Instead, I stood there in my yellow Pikachu hoodie, hair somehow still perfect despite zero effort, feeling the bizarre rush of being seen. Not glimpsed or noticed or acknowledged, but actually perceived as something worth looking at.
The power meter I didn't know I had was suddenly reading full.
* * *
I was halfway to first period when Marcus materialized from the crowd like a summoned NPC, his broad frame cutting through the hallway traffic. His expression cycled through concern, confusion, and something I couldn't quite parse—maybe relief?
"Hey, man. You okay?" He fell into step beside me, his voice lower than usual, careful. Like he was approaching a wounded companion mid-dungeon.
"Yeah. I'm fine," I said, and meant it in the way you mean it after a particularly brutal boss fight—still standing, still conscious, still holding the controller. "Just... a lot of attention."
Marcus nodded slowly, processing this. His shoulders, which had been hunched in protective posture, seemed to release some tension. He glanced at me sideways, and something flickered across his face—assessment, maybe. Inventory check.
"You look really good, actually," he said, the words tumbling out like he'd been holding them back. "I mean—" He cleared his throat, suddenly uncomfortable. "Is it weird to say that? That you look good?"
It should've been weird. It was weird, technically. This was Marcus, my tank, my raid buddy, the guy who'd once spent an entire campaign session helping me debug my character sheet instead of playing. We'd spent hundreds of hours in basements and bedrooms, and he'd never commented on my appearance beyond the occasional "dude, you need a haircut."
But his voice didn't carry anything predatory. Just... honest. Like he was reading stat numbers off a character sheet and slightly shocked by what he was seeing.
"No, it's not weird," I said, which was a lie and also true simultaneously. "Thanks."
He relaxed further, falling back into the comfortable rhythm we'd maintained for years. "Cool. Good. I just wanted to make sure you weren't freaking out or whatever. I know it's a lot."
He gets it, I thought. Or at least, he was trying to. Marcus had never been the strategist—that was my job—but he'd always been the one who showed up, who remembered the small things, who made sure the party stayed together.
"I'm managing," I said, and believed it. The hallway around us had mostly cleared now, herding toward classrooms. "We're still on for Wednesday, right? Tyler on for DM?"  I felt bad for having to cancel the Sunday afternoon session when I was rushed to the hospital. 
"Yeah, absolutely." He smiled, that rare huge smile that made his whole face soften. 
"Looking forward to it."
As we split toward our respective first periods, I realized Marcus was probably the only person in this school who'd been able to approach me today without calculating something. No angles. No agendas. Just the steady, loyal presence of someone who'd always been there, even when I was invisible.
* * *
The teachers were malfunctioning.
Mrs. Henderson froze mid-sentence when I walked into AP History, her marker hovering over the whiteboard like a cursor stuck between commands. Her smile flickered—loading, buffering—before settling on something professionally neutral.
"Derek! Good to see you're... feeling better." The pause before "feeling" stretched like lag in a bad connection. She glanced at her attendance sheet, then back at me, then at the sheet again. "You're... here. Present. Good."
I slid into my usual seat while she rebooted her teaching subroutine, turning back to the board with mechanical precision. The marker squeaked against whiteboard: The Gilded Age, 1870-1900. Safe territory. Historical facts didn't require pronoun checks.
Chemistry was worse. Mr. Patel called roll alphabetically, his voice steady until—
"Derek Brooks?"
"Here."
Relief flooded his face like I'd just passed a critical dialogue check. "Excellent. Thank you." He moved on quickly, but I caught him glancing back, recalibrating. When he paired us for lab work, he stumbled: "Derek, you'll partner with—" A microsecond pause. "—with Sarah."
Sarah looked between us, confused by the verbal hiccup. Mr. Patel's dialogue tree had clearly branched somewhere unexpected, leaving him stranded between scripts.
By third period, word had spread through the faculty network. Ms. Rodriguez in English Lit practically vibrated with supportive energy, her smile cranked to maximum brightness.
"If you need any accommodations, or just want to talk—" She let the offer hang there, a side quest marker floating above her head.
"I'm good, thanks."
"Of course! But my door is always—"
"Really, I'm fine."
Her smile faltered, then reset. NPCs weren't programmed for rejected kindness.
The worst was right before lunch. Mr. Jeffries, the guidance counselor, materialized outside calculus like a triggered event.
"Derek! I was hoping we could schedule a chat. Just to check in, see how you're... adjusting."
Translation: Mandatory quest detected. Accept? Y/N
"I'm actually doing okay, Mr. Jeffries."
His eyebrows performed a complicated maneuver that suggested his programming didn't include this response option. "Still, it might be helpful to—"
"Maybe later?"
He nodded slowly, making a note on his clipboard. I could practically see the quest log updating: Supportive Talk - Postponed.
Every teacher interaction felt like trying to have a normal conversation when they'd all gotten some weird memo I wasn't supposed to know about.
By lunch, I'd retreated to the library's back corner, my notebook spread open like a survival guide. Three different people had tried to start conversations with me today. Three. That was more voluntary social interaction than I'd had all last semester.
The realization hit like a critical insight roll: I could actually talk to people now. They wanted to talk to me. The invisible barrier that had kept me locked in social tutorial mode had somehow dissolved overnight.
I started sketching, turning chaos into system. If the school was a world—and wasn't it?—then it had classes, factions, questlines. My pen moved across paper, mapping the territory I'd only observed from the edges.
The Warrior Guild dominated the cafeteria's center tables, their letterman jackets like uniformed armor. Athletes and alphas, strength-based builds. Hannah ran morning training sessions like raid prep. Benji and Javier held court over different sports kingdoms. High physical stats, moderate INT, charisma through confidence.
The Bard's College claimed the auditorium wing. Drama kids, band geeks, the ones who turned hallways into stages. They spoke in references and inside jokes, their power in performance. Gossip was their currency, reputation their XP. Rachel commanded the theater kids with director's authority.
The Sorcerer Circle floated through spaces rather than claiming them. The influencers, the fashion-forward, the ones who wielded beauty like arcane power. They created reality through careful curation—every Instagram post a crafted spell. Brittany ruled here, though Avery and Jess held their own courts.
The Clerics gathered in empty classrooms and library study rooms. Intellectuals, debate team, lit club—Eli's domain. They fought with words instead of swords, their battlegrounds philosophical. Maya, Caleb, Simone, Adrian—each a different school of thought. High INT, variable WIS, charisma through clever cruelty.
The Commoners' Tavern met in the computer lab after school. My old crew. Marcus, Tyler, Randy—suddenly feeling like one group among many, not be only lifeline.
The map steadied me, made the chaos navigable. Each faction had different skill trees, different progression paths. I could try them. Learn their abilities. Multi-class.
If I couldn't be myself—if Derek-the-boy had glitched out of existence—maybe I could spec into something new. Start learning how people actually talk to each other. Figure out conversations I'd never been part of before.
The bell rang. 
* * *
The bathroom signs might as well have been written in Draconic. I stood frozen between them, my bladder making increasingly urgent Constitution checks while my brain failed every Wisdom save.
Male. Female. Two doors. One body that didn't match either label anymore.
The hallway stretched empty in both directions—good and bad. Nobody watching me freeze up, but also nobody to tell me what I was supposed to do. Everything about me had changed overnight, but I didn't get an instruction manual.
"You planning to phase through the wall, or just hoping for a third option to materialize?"
Hannah Kincaid materialized beside me. Senior, soccer captain, the kind of person who moved through space like she owned it. She wore her athletic confidence like enchanted armor—untouchable, unquestionable.
She took in my frozen stance, the way I gripped my backpack straps like they were the only thing keeping me vertical. Her grin was sharp but not unkind.
"First time's always weird. Come on, rookie."
She hooked an arm around my shoulders—casual, protective, like she was escorting a freshman to tryouts. The contact felt alien. Nobody touched me. Ever. But her grip was steady, grounding—like someone covering for you so you didn't have to face it alone.
"This one's ours," she said, steering me toward the door I'd been afraid to choose.
Inside, the fluorescent lights felt too bright, the mirrors too numerous. Hannah leaned against the sinks while I fumbled through basic functions that suddenly required conscious thought.
"Pro tip," she called through the stall door. "Tuesday mornings, use the one by the gym. Less traffic. And nobody cares who's in there during first period anyway."
When I emerged, she was checking her phone, completely unfazed. Like shepherding confused shapeshifters through bathroom panic was just another part of her captain duties.
"You good?"
I nodded, not trusting my voice.
"Cool. You need anything else, find me." She pushed off the sink, headed for the door. "Welcome to the club, Brooks."
Back in the hallway, I exhaled hard enough to lose hit points. My heart hammered against ribs that sat different now, but something warm bloomed beneath the panic. Pride, maybe. Or just relief at not catastrophically failing my first real social encounter.
I pulled out my phone, thumb-typing into my notes app while students streamed past:
Quest Unlocked: Join faction without dying of embarrassment.  
Reward: Temporary courage buff (+2 CHA, duration unknown)  
Notable NPC: Hannah Kincaid - Faction: Warrior Guild. Alignment: Lawful Good?  
Status Effect: "Protected" - immune to social damage for next 1d4 encounters
Shockingly, since waking up in this body, the world didn't feel purely hostile. The hallway wasn't a gauntlet anymore, just a map. The stares weren't attacks, just passive perception checks. Hannah had shown me something crucial: this wasn't an unwinnable scenario. It was a campaign—dangerous, yes, full of traps and potential party wipes, but playable.
I tucked my phone away and squared shoulders that sat differently now. The next classroom door loomed ahead like a dungeon entrance.
Time to roll for initiative.






  
  Chapter four








Unlocking the Glamour Skill Tree


The front door clicked shut behind me like checkpoint cleared. Day one: survived. No total disasters, no major meltdowns. I'd managed to keep it together, and Hannah's intervention meant I hadn't dissolved into panic puddles in the hallway. Victory conditions met. 
Then I heard the laughter.
Not just any laughter—Alyssa's signature cackle, the one that preceded either the best or worst nights of my life. She was sprawled across our ancient couch like she'd conquered it, one leg thrown over the armrest, gesturing wildly with a wine glass that definitely wasn't her first. Shopping bags surrounded her feet like tribute.
Mom perched on the edge of Dad's recliner—a rare sight—leaning forward with the kind of intensity she usually reserved for office gossip. They both turned when I entered, their conversation cutting off mid-sentence. The silence lasted exactly long enough for them to exchange one of those adult looks that screamed we were definitely talking about you.
"There she is!" Alyssa launched herself off the couch, wine sloshing dangerously. "My beautiful baby cousin, ready for her glow-up!"
Before I could protest or process or even roll for initiative, she'd wrapped me in a hug that smelled like expensive perfume and possibility. Mom watched from the recliner, her smile strange—proud and wistful and hungry all at once.
"We're doing a makeover!" Alyssa announced, grabbing two of the shopping bags. "You're basically a blank slate, and I have so much stuff that doesn't fit anymore. Consider it hand-me-downs from your infinitely cooler older cousin."
She didn't wait for agreement. Never did. Just grabbed my wrist and hauled me toward the stairs while Mom called after us about dinner in an hour.
My bedroom had never felt smaller. Alyssa upended the bags across my unmade bed, transforming my dungeon master's lair into a explosion of fabric and color. Jeans that cost more than my entire wardrobe tumbled onto my fantasy novel collection. Silky blouses landed on my campaign notebooks. A splash of lace made me turn crimson.
"This is perfect on you," she held up something sparkly and impossible. "Trust me, I have an eye for these things."
Her energy filled the room like a Fireball spell—impossible to dodge, potentially devastating, but somehow exactly what the encounter needed. She wasn't seeing Derek-turned-Deidre. She was seeing potential, a project, maybe even a friend.
Quest accepted: learn illusion magic.
Reward: unknown.
Danger level: moderate to extreme.
I stood in front of my mirror wearing something that wasn't quite armor and wasn't quite surrender. The blouse was soft—almost impossibly so, like touching a spell component instead of actual fabric. It was cream-colored, subtle enough that I didn't feel like I was screaming for attention, but the way it draped made my shoulders look less angular, more intentional.
"See?" Alyssa lounged on my bed like a critic at a fashion show. "You're not going to spontaneously combust. The right-to-left buttons are still too scary for you, apparently."
"They feel weird," I said, turning left and right in front of the mirror. The motion was different now—everything was different. My body moved through space like it was still getting used to the coordinates. "Asymmetrical."
"That's the point." She took a sip from whatever drink she'd brought up here. "Symmetry is boring. Symmetry is what they program into dolls."
I found a pair of black pants I actually owned and kept them on. Not full retreat, but not full capitulation either. A compromise that felt almost strategic. The cream blouse with dark pants. Soft meeting solid. It worked. I didn't look like Derek trying to play dress-up. I looked like someone who'd made choices.
"How does it feel?" Alyssa asked, and the question caught me off-guard. Not how do you look or don't you look great—how does it feel.
I sat down on the edge of the bed, careful not to wrinkle whatever fabric I was now responsible for.
"Strange," I said. "Like I've been invisible my entire life, and someone just turned on the lights. Except the lights are pointing at me, and I didn't ask for them, and I don't know how to turn them off."
Alyssa nodded like that made sense. Like she understood.
"Well, the girls at school were nice to me today," I continued, feeling heat creep up my neck. "Like, actually nice. Naomi said I was cute. Jess asked me to sit with them at lunch. Brittany—who I'm pretty sure doesn't know I exist—laughed at something I said."
"That's great!" Alyssa was already smiling.
"It's weird." The blush deepened. "I wasn't expecting that. I expected—I don't know, I expected people to laugh at me. I expected to be a spectacle."
"And the boys?" There was a hint of amusement in her voice.
"That was also weird," I admitted. "But different weird. Less complicated, maybe? Benji kept smiling at me in the hallway. Tyler—one of my D&D buddies—could barely look at me without getting all flustered. It was almost funny."
Alyssa leaned forward, her expression shifting into something more serious. "Listen, cuz. Boys are simple. They get angry, they pick a fight, they get over it. Girl drama?" She shook her head. "Girls can be brutal in ways guys never are."
"What do you mean?"
"I mean that girl friendships are beautiful and complicated and can eviscerate you in ways you won't see coming." She gestured with her wine glass, some of her theatrical flair returning. "These girls at your school—Naomi, Brittany, whoever else is in that circle—they're nice to you now because you're new, and you're pretty, and you fit a certain... aesthetic they're building. But that won't last.It's not loyalty. It's not real."
I felt something settle in my chest, heavy and cold. A game mechanic I hadn't accounted for.
"So what do I do?"
"You be careful," Alyssa said simply. "You be strategic. You enjoy it, absolutely—it's fun to be liked, I'm not telling you it isn't. But remember that you're not actually part of their party. You're a guest. And guests can always be voted out."
She took another drink and smiled, but it didn't quite reach her eyes.
"Just watch your back, yeah?"
The makeup palette opened with a soft click, revealing tiers of color arranged like a loot table. Alyssa wielded it with the confidence of someone who'd maxed out their Artistry skill tree years ago.
"Absolutely not," I said, but my protest came out weaker than intended. The cream blouse had already breached my defenses. This felt like the next phase of an encounter I'd already lost initiative on.
"Just let me try," Alyssa's voice dropped into that coaxing register she'd perfected sometime around middle school. "We'll wipe it right off if you hate it. Scout's honor."
"You were never a scout."
"Details." She patted the bed beside her. "Sit. Trust your infinitely wiser cousin."
The brush touched my cheek like a whisper spell. Alyssa narrated each step like she was teaching cantrips to a particularly slow apprentice. "This is blush—just enough to make you look alive, not like you're permanently embarrassed. Though with you, hard to tell the difference."
"Thanks."
"Contour here," her fingers ghosted along my jawline, "to give you some definition. Not that you need much. God, your bone structure is criminal."
Each product had its own incantation. Foundation to even the playing field. Mascara to make my eyes "pop"—whatever that meant. Everything subtle, almost invisible. The lip gloss went on last, barely tinted, just enough shine to catch light.
"There." She spun me toward the mirror like revealing a masterwork. "Behold."
Illusion Spell Proficiency +10.
The face looking back wasn't a stranger. Wasn't the boy I'd lost either. Something between, something neither—a character caught mid-transformation, stats redistributed but not yet finalized. The changes were minimal, almost imperceptible, but the effect was undeniable. My eyes looked larger, more awake. My cheekbones existed now, actually existed, catching light I hadn't known was there. The lip gloss made my mouth look softer, less like a line of code waiting for input.
"Holy shit," Alyssa whooped. "You're dangerously cute. Like, actually dangerous. Hearts will be casualties."
I laughed—couldn't help it—but caught myself nodding at the reflection. She wasn't wrong. This new face had a quality the old one never possessed: it looked intentional. Like someone had made choices instead of accepting defaults.
"How do you feel?" Alyssa asked, and again with the feelings.
"Like I equipped gear I don't have the stats for yet."
She grinned. "Fake it till you make it, cuz. That's basically the entire game."
* * *
The dining room smelled like pot roast and impending disaster. Mom had set the table with the good plates—the ones we only used when Alyssa visited or someone died. Dad sat at his usual spot, scrolling through his phone with the dedication of someone mining for confirmation bias.
Mom's gasp could've registered on seismographs.
"Oh my God!" She grabbed my face, tilting it toward the overhead light like examining a restoration project. "You look—Alyssa, you did this? She looks incredible!"  
The excitement in her voice hit wrong, like a chord played in a different key than expected. The "she" bothered me like his Mom was already giving up on Derek. She practically vibrated with energy I'd never seen directed at me before. 
"Wait, wait, don't move." She darted to the living room, returning with a photo album I recognized from the high shelf—the one she only pulled down after three glasses of wine. She flipped through pages with practiced speed, then slapped one down triumphantly. "Look! Look at this!"
The girl in the photograph could've been my sister. Same bone structure, same uncertain smile, same eyes that didn't quite trust the camera. Mom at seventeen, accepting some small-town crown, looking beautiful and terrified and already somehow disappointed.
"It's uncanny, right?" Mom's fingers traced the photo's edge. "Same cheekbones, same everything. God, I forgot how young I looked."
The similarity was striking enough to shift something in my chest—a stat realignment I hadn't anticipated. Mom had never been excited about how I looked. Not since those baby photos she kept magnetized to the fridge, back when I was still theoretical, still pure potential. But now? Now she studied my face like discovering a winning lottery ticket she'd forgotten in an old purse.
"What the hell is this?"
Dad's voice cut through Mom's enthusiasm like a critical hit. He stood in the doorway, work shirt still streaked with oil, staring at my face like Alyssa had vandalized it.
"Ron—"
"What are you doing to my son?" He directed this at Alyssa, who raised an eyebrow but said nothing.
"Your son?" Mom's voice pitched dangerous. "When was the last time you called Derek your son without it sounding like an apology?"
"That's not—Laura, this isn't helping. Making him look like—"
"Like what? Like me? Like someone you might actually notice exists?"
The air went electric with the kind of tension that meant things were about to get really bad. Alyssa caught my eye, tilted her head toward the door. We grabbed our plates and got the hell out like extras fleeing a disaster movie.
Outside, the October air bit sharp enough to reset my nervous system. We sat on the porch steps, plates balanced on our knees, listening to muffled shouting through the windows.
"Your mom's having a moment," Alyssa said finally, spearing a piece of carrot.
"Yeah, I noticed."
"No, I mean..." She set down her fork, chose her words carefully. "You know she was Miss Harvest Festival 1998, right? And runner-up for Miss County Fair?"
I hadn't known that.
"She was supposed to go to State. Would've too, except she got pregnant three months before the competition." Alyssa's voice stayed neutral, just reporting facts. "My mom told me once—your mom had already picked out her dress. Navy blue, sequined. She'd been saving tips from her waitressing job all summer."
The shouting inside crescendoed, then dropped to that worse kind of quiet.
"She had a scholarship lined up. Not full ride, but enough. Some small liberal arts place upstate." Alyssa picked at her food. "Then you happened, and suddenly she was eighteen with a baby and a husband who thought college was for people who couldn't work with their hands."
"So this—me looking like her—"
"It's her do-over, cuz. Vicariously, anyway. She gets to see what might've been if the dice had rolled different."
We sat in silence, processing the uncomfortable arithmetic of old regrets and new faces.
* * *
The cotton pad came away streaked with color—war paint from a battle I hadn't signed up for. Alyssa had left me with a whole ritual: micellar water first, then cleanser, then moisturizer. "Your skin's too good to trash it," she'd said, kissing my forehead before catching her train back to the city.
My reflection looked naked without the makeup, caught between versions like a character mid-transformation sequence. The face was still beautiful—that hadn't changed—but now it felt unfinished, a sketch waiting for color.
I opened my campaign notebook, the one with the worn leather cover Marcus had given me three Christmases ago. My handwriting looked different now, though I couldn't say why.
Day 4 - Character Log:
Illusion proficiency: +10 (Thanks to Alyssa, Guild Master of Cosmetics)
Charisma rolls: Advantage when enhanced
New achievement unlocked: "Actually Pretty" - NPCs respond with 75% more interest
The pen hovered over the page. Below, I wrote:
Question: Can this build actually infiltrate new factions? The Sorcerer Circle (pretty girls) seems accessible now, but that's just visual stats. Haven't gained any actual social XP. Still rolling with disadvantage on all conversation checks.
Theory: Beauty is just another costume slot. Real class change requires...
I stopped writing. Requires what?






  
  Chapter five








Charisma Modifier Activated


The morning alarm dragged me from dreams where I still had my old body. My hand went to my chest first—still there, still wrong. The weight shifted as I sat up, gravity working differently on this new architecture. 
Alyssa's "tutorial scroll" sat on my nightstand, her handwriting looping across three pages of printer paper she'd stolen from Dad's office. She'd numbered each step like a quest chain, complete with little stars for "critical" items.
Step 1: Moisturizer (⭐⭐⭐ NEVER SKIP)
The cream felt alien on my fingertips, cold then warming as I worked it into my skin. In the mirror, my face gleamed like I'd activated some kind of buff.
Step 4: Mascara (Hold wand horizontal, wiggle at base, sweep up. DO NOT STAB YOURSELF)
My hand shook. The wand looked like a tiny weapon, bristles dark with promise. First eye—too much pressure, lashes clumping. Cotton swab to fix it, like she'd shown me. Second eye came easier. The effect was immediate: my eyes looked larger, bluer, like someone had adjusted the contrast settings.
Step 7: Tinted lip balm (Not lipstick yet, cuz. Baby steps)
The balm tasted faintly of vanilla, left my lips glossy and pink. Not quite natural, but close enough to pass as "healthy" rather than "made up."
The blouse she'd bought me hung on my door—soft blue fabric that actually acknowledged the existence of curves. No more drowning in Dad's old flannels. It buttoned differently, right over left. My fingers fumbled, muscle memory all wrong.
When I turned back to the mirror, my breath caught.
The face looking back wasn't frightened. Wasn't Derek-in-disguise. The mascara made my eyes look knowing, the tinted lips suggested confidence I didn't have. The blouse fit like it was supposed to, creating lines that made sense instead of fabric tents. Color bloomed in my cheeks without any help from makeup—just blood and surprise.
For one breathless second, I felt it. Power. Like I'd finally equipped gear that matched my new class. Like I could walk into any room and people would actually see me, not through me.
Then I gripped the sink edge, knuckles white. No. This was cosplay. Advanced illusion magic. A temporary disguise buff to help me navigate the social dungeon until I could find the cure, the quest solution, the way back.
I wasn't becoming this. I was using it.
There was a difference.
* * *
The hallway parted like I'd cast a mass suggestion spell. Not dramatically—just small adjustments, bodies angling to let me pass, eyes tracking my movement like I was suddenly rendered in HD while everyone else stayed pixelated.
"Damn, Derek got that virus glow-up." Benji Crawford's voice carried from the water fountain. He wasn't even trying to whisper. "Looking good, Brooks."
The compliment hit like a healing potion when you're down to single-digit HP—unexpected, warming, slightly suspicious. Three days ago, Benji had told me to move. Now he held the door to English, that too-wide grin spreading across his freckled face.
"Thanks," emerged from my mouth in this new voice that still felt like wearing someone else's armor. Higher, softer, but somehow it made Benji's grin widen.
"Yo, save me a seat?" Ryan Martinez materialized at my shoulder, all casual confidence and varsity jacket. The same Ryan who'd literally never acknowledged my existence beyond group project obligations. His hand ghosted near my back, not quite touching but claiming space.
"Bro, you serious right now?" Someone muttered from behind us—couldn't place the voice. "That's still Derek."
"So?" Ryan shrugged, unbothered. "No harm, no foul."
The classroom reorganized itself around my presence. Empty desk beside mine? Suddenly premium real estate. Evan Blake, theater royalty, slid into it before Ryan could stake his claim, shooting him a look that said amateur without words.
"Love the blouse," Evan said, and his tone carried layers I couldn't parse—genuine appreciation mixed with something sharper. "Coral's definitely your color. Very... transformative."
Was that a compliment or combat? With Evan, probably both.
The attention kept coming in waves. A pencil dropped near my foot became an excuse for Jake from wrestling to lean close, his cologne aggressive as a intimidation check. Someone I'd never spoken to offered gum. Another complimented my hair, which I hadn't even styled beyond Alyssa's basic tutorial.
Each interaction felt like stepping into sunlight after years in a basement. Warm, dazzling, slightly painful. My body responded without my brain's permission—smiling, tilting my head, making eye contact that lasted a beat too long. Some autopilot program had activated, and I was just along for the ride.
Who was controlling this character? Because it didn't feel like me anymore. But God help me, after seventeen years of invisibility, the warmth felt too good to refuse.
The hallway traffic bottlenecked near the library, and there he was—Eli Morane, moving against the current like he owned the space between molecules. His gray-green eyes locked onto mine, and everything else became background noise.
"Interesting." The word sliced through the chatter. He stopped, tilted his head in that prosecutorial way that made debate opponents sweat. "You change bodies and suddenly remember what a brush is, suddenly all demure?"
Critical hit. No save.
The warmth from all that attention flash-froze in my chest. Around us, conversations stuttered, heads turned. Ryan's hand, which had been hovering near my shoulder, retreated like he'd touched fire.
"Maybe I just got tired of looking like I'd been electrocuted every morning." The comeback fired off my tongue before I could aim it properly. Wrong tone—too defensive, that tremor at the end giving everything away.
Eli's expression didn't change, but something shifted in those storm-glass eyes. Not quite satisfaction. Recognition, maybe. Like he'd just confirmed a hypothesis.
"Right." He drew out the word, made it heavy. "Because that's what changed."
He moved past me, close enough that I caught the scent of his shampoo—something clean and unpretentious, probably the same brand since middle school. No cologne, no performance. Just Eli, authentic as a blade.
The worst part? He'd noticed me before. Actually noticed. Not the way everyone noticed now—the staring, the sudden interest, the doors held open. Eli had seen Derek Brooks, background NPC, dice-roller, permanent resident of nowhere. He'd catalogued me in that vast mental database where he filed everyone's masks and contradictions.
I'd been nobody, but I'd been real nobody. Now I was somebody, and he saw right through the whole performance.
"Don't let him get to you," Evan murmured, appearing at my elbow like a summoned familiar. "Eli thinks suffering is a virtue and happiness is propaganda."
But my eyes stayed on Eli's retreating back, the way he walked like truth itself—no hurry, no doubt, no need to check if anyone followed. The corridor seemed dimmer where he'd passed, like he'd taken some essential light with him.
Everyone else saw the transformation and wanted to touch it, claim it, understand it. Eli saw it and found it wanting. Somehow, that judgment—from someone who'd barely acknowledged my existence for three years—cut deeper than all the approval combined.
But hell, it was a performance, that was what roleplaying was all about.
* * *
The cafeteria buzz faded to background static the moment I dropped into my usual seat. Our corner table—the one by the emergency exit nobody used, perfect sightlines to spot incoming threats—felt like a save point after a brutal dungeon crawl.
"Bioweapon," Marcus said without preamble, sliding a slice of pepperoni my way. Same lunch order, same seat arrangement, same Wednesday ritual. "Has to be. Too targeted, too specific."
Tyler shook his head, already sketching tomorrow's encounter on a napkin. "Nanotech. Probably escaped from some lab in California. They're always cooking up weird stuff out there."
"Statistical clustering suggests environmental trigger," Randy said, methodically removing olives from his pizza. "Seventeen cases nationwide isn't random distribution."
Normal. Beautifully, wonderfully normal. No eyelash batting, no chair-pulling, no voices dropping an octave when I walked by. Just my party, arguing about conspiracy theories while Tyler drew a suspiciously penis-shaped tower on his map.
"Could be magical," I offered, falling into the rhythm. "Ancient curse awakened by climate change."
"Everything's climate change with you," Marcus grumbled, but his shoulders relaxed slightly. First time since Monday he'd actually looked at me instead of through me.
Tyler tapped his pencil against the napkin map. "So tomorrow—you're still playing Valdric, right? Because I've got this whole betrayal arc planned—"
"Hey, Derek!"
The voice cut through our bubble like a dispel magic. Sarah Chen from AP History, flanked by two girls I didn't recognize, hovering at our table's edge. Our table. The DMZ. The place nobody visited unless they needed homework or wanted to mock us.
"Just wanted to say you're so brave," Sarah continued, her smile genuine enough to hurt. "And that top is super cute on you."
My mouth worked through the motions—thanks, you too, something about her earrings—while my party froze like NPCs with broken dialogue trees. Marcus's knuckles went white around his pizza crust. Randy blinked rapidly, processing this social anomaly. Tyler watched me like I was a particularly interesting experiment.
Sarah left, but the damage was done. Three more interruptions followed—compliments on my hair, my courage, my existence. Each one a reminder that I'd become visible, noteworthy, different.
"Valdric," I said desperately as another group wandered off. "The betrayal arc. Is he working with the shadow council or—"
But Marcus was already packing up, movements sharp as broken glass. "Gotta get to Physics."
"We have twenty minutes," Tyler pointed out.
"Early is on time." Marcus left without looking back, and suddenly the table felt too big, the distance between us measured in more than just empty chairs.
* * *
The final bell rang like an initiative roll I hadn't asked for. I'd mapped three different exit routes—side door by the gym (athletic territory, high encounter rate), back through the auditorium (drama kids, unpredictable), or main entrance (fastest but most exposed). I chose speed over stealth. Critical mistake.
The front lawn erupted in artificial daylight. Camera flashes fired like magic missiles, each one freezing me mid-step. The reporters surged forward—a mob of microphones and questions, their voices overlapping into white noise.
"Derek! How does it feel?"
"Are you scared?"
"What's it like being beautiful?"
My new body wanted to run. Every instinct screamed disengage, flee, vanish. But running meant footage of me stumbling in these stupid ankle boots Alyssa insisted looked "casual-chic." Running meant weakness. Running meant letting them write my story.
I forced my shoulders back, channeling every leadership check I'd ever rolled. "It's a medical situation," I heard myself say, voice steadier than my hands. "The CDC is studying the virus. We don't know the transmission vectors yet, but the transformation appears random."
Science. Facts. Nothing about hit points or character sheets or how I'd spent last night calculating whether this was a polymorph spell or a true resurrection. Nothing about lying awake wondering if Derek was dead and I was just his ghost wearing someone else's skin.
"But how do you feel?" A woman with perfect teeth shoved closer, her cameraman practically climbing my shoulder.
"Like someone dealing with an unexpected medical condition." I kept my face neutral, professional. The kind of expression that wouldn't end up as a reaction GIF. "The school's been supportive. My teachers are accommodating—"
"She's been incredibly brave."
The voice cut through the chaos like a nat 20 on intimidation. Brittany Chen materialized beside me, her hand settling on my shoulder with practiced warmth. She wore her student government blazer like armor, pearl earrings catching the light just right. Every hair precisely placed despite the afternoon wind.
The cameras swiveled toward her like flowers following the sun.
"Our entire school community has rallied behind Derek—behind Deidre, may I share that?" Brittany murmured to me conspiratorially, as though we were longtime confidantes. Just like that, I had a fresh identity broadcast on live television, courtesy of Brittany's polished velvet delivery.  "We've already implemented new inclusivity protocols. Safe spaces. Support groups. Because that's what we do here—we take care of our own."
The reporters ate it up. Brittany answered their questions with sound bites so perfect they might as well have been scripted. She talked about compassion, about adaptation, about the strength of our student body. Her hand never left my shoulder, anchoring me in place like a grapple check I couldn't break.
I watched her work, and the pieces clicked together with horrible clarity. The reporters hadn't just appeared. The timing wasn't coincidence. Brittany had summoned them, orchestrated this whole encounter like a Dungeon Master setting up a scene.
"We're hosting an assembly Friday," she announced, squeezing my shoulder. "Deidre will be speaking about her experience. Won't you?"
The cameras turned back to me, waiting. Brittany's fingers pressed just slightly harder—not quite a threat, but definitely a persuasion roll with advantage.
"Of course," I said, because what else could I say? Refusing on camera would make me look ungrateful, scared, difficult.
Brittany beamed, and for the cameras it probably looked like friendship. Like support. But I'd played enough social encounters to recognize a power play. She'd just conscripted me into her narrative—the brave student, the supportive president, the school that Handles Things Right. My transformation had become her political capital, and she'd spent it before I even knew I had it.
The questions continued, but Brittany fielded them now, occasionally deferring to me for a supportive nod or grateful smile. I provided both, jaw aching from the performance. Every second stretched like a concentration check, maintaining the illusion that this was fine, normal, not a complete hijacking of my already hijacked life.
Finally, mercifully, Brittany announced we needed to go—student government meeting, very important—and steered me away from the cameras with the efficiency of someone who'd been managing PR since middle school.
"Thanks for that," she said once we'd cleared the mob, releasing my shoulder. "You did great. Very composed. Friday's assembly will be perfect—I'll have talking points ready by tomorrow."
She strode off before I could respond, already texting, already planning. Leaving me standing alone on the sidewalk while the news vans packed up their siege weapons.
Main Quest updated, I thought grimly. Learn who's writing your narrative before they roll for you.
Problem was, everyone seemed to be holding dice these days. And none of them were letting me see their quests.  I'd been operating under the naive assumption that this was just my story—my transformation, my crisis, my campaign to run. But I'd forgotten one of the oldest rules in the Dungeon Master's guide: initiative doesn't belong to anyone permanently. It can be seized by whoever rolls highest, by whoever moves fastest, by whoever sees the opportunity before you even realize combat has started. Anyone at the table could grab the narrative, twist it to serve their own objectives, and spring a trap you never saw coming until the damage dice were already being counted.
* * *













Chapter 5: Power of Charismas (CHA 18) - Scene 4 (continued)
Mom ambushed me at the door, practically vibrating with excitement. She'd changed out of her work clothes into what she considered "casual"—designer jeans and a silk blouse that probably cost more than our internet bill.
"I saw you on the news!" She grabbed my hands, examining me like I'd just rolled a natural 20 on existence. "You looked so composed, so beautiful. And Deidre—what a lovely name! Why didn't you tell me you'd chosen it?"
"I didn't." The words came out flat, exhausted. "That was Brittany's idea. She just... announced it."
"And is Brittany a new friend?" Mom's eyes lit up with the kind of hope that made my chest hurt. She'd been waiting years for me to mention anyone who wasn't Marcus or Tyler. Someone normal. Someone who wore blazers and got into good colleges.
I opened my mouth, then closed it. What was Brittany? Not a friend—friends don't conscript you into PR campaigns without asking. Not an enemy either, exactly. She'd protected me from the cameras, even if she'd also summoned them. An ally? A quest-giver? A mid-level boss disguising herself as helpful NPC?
"It's complicated," I managed.
Mom's face did that thing where she tried not to look disappointed. "Well, she seems lovely. Very put-together. The kind of girl who's going places."
Yeah, I thought. And apparently she's taking me with her.
The world used to be simple. Binary, even. There was my party—Marcus, Tyler, kind of Randy when he showed up—and then there was everyone else. NPCs in the background of my actual life. Clean categories, clear boundaries, no confusion about who mattered and who didn't.
Now? Now Brittany could rewrite my identity on live television. Eli could make me question whether I'd lost IQ points along with testosterone. Jess could make me feel seen and lost simultaneously. Even the reporters had turned me into something I wasn't—brave, inspirational, whatever narrative sold best.
I picked at Mom's reheated lasagna while she chattered about the assembly, about opportunities, about how this could be a fresh start. Her voice faded into background noise, another environmental effect in a game I no longer controlled.
Later, lying in bed, I stared at the ceiling and wondered if this was how NPCs felt. Watching the hero make all the choices, moving through predetermined dialogue trees, waiting for someone else to advance the plot.
Quest status unclear, I thought. Current role: undetermined.
The dice weren't even in my hands anymore.






  
  Chapter six








Bard Class Unlocked


The hallway assault began at 7:47 AM. Not with weapons or fists, but with voices—a dozen of them, circling like wolves who'd forgotten how to hunt. 
"Deidre! Hey, Deidre, can I ask—"
"Is it true you're doing a documentary?"
"Deidre, my sister has the same thing, could you—"
I opened my mouth to correct them. To say actually, it's Derek, that whole Deidre thing was just—
"Excuse me." Brittany's voice cut through the chaos like a perfectly balanced blade. She materialized at my elbow, designer backpack gleaming, every hair strategically placed. "I think we need to have a conversation about boundaries."
The crowd actually stepped back. She had that effect—student body president aura, plus whatever dark magic powered her ability to make people feel simultaneously important and inadequate.
"It's really concerning," she continued, voice pitched to carry, "how quickly everyone assumes familiarity. Derek deserves respect during this transition. They get to decide who uses which pronouns, which names—really, until Derek explicitly tells you you're close enough to use a different name, maybe stick with Derek?"
She turned to me, smile sharp as a rogue's dagger. "Right, Deidre?"
The trap snapped shut with audible precision. I could see the mechanics of it, clear as any dungeon puzzle. Option A: Correct her, look petty and ungrateful after she'd just defended me. Option B: Stay silent, let the name solidify into canon.
My mouth opened. Closed. The silence stretched.
"Right," I managed, voice barely audible.
Brittany's smile widened—victory condition achieved. She'd just created an exclusive guild, with herself as founding member. The Call-Me-Deidre club, population: one overachieving politician.
The effect rippled outward immediately. Kids who'd been ready to pepper me with questions now looked uncertain, almost hurt. When they spoke again, they either avoided my name entirely—"Hey, uh, could you..."—or said "Derek" like they were asking permission to exist, voices climbing hopefully at the end like maybe this time they'd roll high enough for admission.
Sarah from English tried: "Derek? Is it okay if I join you at lunch?" The question mark after my name hung in the air, begging.
Connor from Chemisty: "Hey Derek"—pause, testing—"want to be lab partners?"
Each time, they glanced at Brittany, checking if they'd leveled up enough for name privileges. Each time, she smiled with the benevolent condescension of someone who'd already won.
Level 15 Sorceress skills, well earned.  I was kind of in awe.
* * *
I'd made it halfway to the Commoners' table—my usual spot with Marcus and Randy—when Rachel intercepted me like a random encounter I hadn't saved for.
"Absolutely not." She hooked her arm through mine, strawberry-blonde hair catching cafeteria fluorescents. "You're sitting with us today."
"I—"
"Non-negotiable. We have business."
She steered me toward the far corner where the Bards held court. Their table vibrated with barely contained chaos—scripts scattered between lunch trays, someone harmonizing with their chocolate milk, Evan gesturing wildly about something that required both hands and sound effects. The energy hit me like a flashbang.
"Look what I caught," Rachel announced, pushing me into an empty chair.
The table erupted. Not mean, exactly, but overwhelming—like being buffeted by seventeen different enhancement spells at once.
"Oh my god, finally," Jenna said, leaning across her untouched salad. "Rachel's been plotting this extraction for days."
"Not plotting. Strategizing." Rachel dropped beside me, close enough that her knee bumped mine. "So. Jennifer dropped out—his parents are getting divorced, very dramatic, very inconvenient—and we need a new Rosalind for As You Like It."
"I've never—"
"Perfect!" Evan interrupted, eyes sharp as glass. "Fresh perspective. No bad habits to unlearn."
"You'd be amazing," Briar added, pink-streaked buzz cut still sporting traces of yesterday's glitter. "That whole mysterious transformation thing? It's basically method acting."
Callie looked up from her notebook, eyeliner perfect as her skepticism. "Can you even memorize lines?"
"I run three concurrent D&D campaigns," I said before thinking. "I keep track of forty NPCs and their complete backstories."
Silence. Then Jenna burst out laughing. "Oh, you beautiful nerd. Rachel, you have to keep this one."
They piled on after that—compliments tangled with questions, inside jokes I didn't understand, nicknames that didn't quite stick. They sidestepped both Derek and Diedre, crafting their own improvised labels instead. Someone called me "Dice Girl." Evan dubbed me "Rachel's redemption project." Each label felt like a costume they were trying on me, seeing what fit.
Rachel's hand found my shoulder, possessive and protective at once. "Ignore them. They're always like this. Sugar and callbacks."
The attention should have felt suffocating. Instead, something in my chest expanded—not quite confidence, but curiosity. A new character sheet spreading before me, blank and full of possibility. Bard class, level one, charisma-based build.
Marcus would hate this. The thought flickered and dimmed.
"So?" Rachel squeezed my shoulder. "Will you audition?"
Twenty faces turned toward me, waiting. The whole table held its breath.
I gazed around the circle, stunned that they were inviting me in instead of me pleading for acceptance. So I gave a quick nod—and absolutely did not feel moisture threatening to gather at the corner of my eye.
I caught Marcus at his locker after fifth period, the hallway thick with bodies rushing toward final classes. He saw me coming and his shoulders tensed—that subtle tell when a player knows bad news is incoming.
"Hey." I leaned against the adjacent locker, trying for casual. "About today's session—"
"You're not coming." Not a question. His voice flat as a failed perception check.
"Rachel wants me at rehearsal. Just today, I swear. I'll be there Friday."
Marcus kept rearranging textbooks that didn't need rearranging. His knuckles white around his physics text. "Sure. Go play theater."
The words hit like psychic damage. Not the content—the tone. That careful neutrality that meant he was rolling to maintain composure.
"Marcus—"
"It's fine." He finally looked at me, and his expression cycled through emotions like a slot machine—hurt, anger, something deeper I couldn't parse. Then it settled on a smile that didn't reach his eyes. "I'm happy for you. Really. Getting... accepted."
The pause before 'accepted' carried weight. Like he'd started to say something else.
"It's just one rehearsal."
"Yeah." He shut his locker harder than necessary. "I'm just worried about you, okay? These people—" He gestured vaguely toward where the Bards congregated. "They're not like us. They play different games."
"I know." The admission came easier than expected. "There's a lot of traps in these side quests."
That got a real smile, small but genuine. For a second, we were just us again—two kids who'd spent a thousand hours rolling dice in his basement, building worlds where the rules made sense.
"Just..." He shifted his backpack, searching for words. "Don't let them change your whole character sheet, okay? You're already—you were already—" 
He stopped, jaw working like he was chewing something bitter.
"Already what?"
"Nothing. Forget it." Another forced smile. "Tyler's running a one-shot today anyway. Some haunted mansion thing. We'll survive without our cleric."
I wanted to say something—explain that I wasn't abandoning the party, that this was just temporary multiclassing, that he'd always be my primary tank. But the warning bell rang, and the moment dissolved.
"Friday," I promised. "I'll bring snacks."
"Yeah. Friday." He turned away first, disappearing into the current of students.
I stood there, feeling the invisible thread between us stretching thinner. Not breaking. Not yet. But the tension building like a saving throw I wasn't ready to roll.
* * *
The auditorium felt like stepping into another dimension—half-lit chaos where paint fumes mixed with hairspray, where glitter clung to surfaces like dungeon moss. Rachel led me through the obstacle course of prop swords and half-built sets, her strawberry-blonde hair catching stage lights that shouldn't have been on yet.
"Okay, so here's the concept." She spun to face me, green eyes bright with that particular madness theater kids got when discussing their Vision. "You're reading for Rosalind."
"The lead?" My voice cracked—still hadn't mastered its new register.
"The lead who spends most of the play disguised as a boy." Her smile turned strategic, a rogue revealing her hand. "A girl who used to be a boy, playing a woman pretending to be a man. The meta layers alone will pack the house."
Stunt casting. Of course. I was a publicity buff, a temporary enchantment to boost ticket sales. The realization should have stung more than it did.
"Wait—if I'm Rosalind, who's playing Orlando?"
Rachel's smile shifted, something predatory bleeding through the sweetness. "Me."
The other Bards had gathered now, watching like this was already a performance. Evan lounged against the piano, one eyebrow arched in what might have been approval or amusement. Callie scribbled notes, probably already composing her review.
"You're playing the male lead?" I processed this new information, trying to map Rachel's angle. Female Orlando, transformed Rosalind—the scandal would definitely sell tickets.
"It's Shakespeare. Gender's always been negotiable." She stepped closer, close enough I could smell her perfume—something expensive that probably had a French name. "Besides, the chemistry will be incredible. Don't you think?"
Was that flirtation? Manipulation? Both? Rachel operated on a frequency I couldn't decode, every gesture calculated for maximum impact while somehow feeling spontaneous. A maxed-out Charisma build with proficiency in deception—or maybe performance. Hard to tell where one ended and the other began.
"I don't know if I can act," I admitted.
"You've been acting since Monday." Her hand found my arm, touch light but grounding. "Every smile in the hallway, every conversation—it's all performance. This is just admitting it."
She wasn't wrong. The thought settled uncomfortably in my chest.
"Plus," she added, stepping back to address the room, "imagine the headlines. 'Local Theater Breaks Boundaries with Gender-Bent Shakespeare.' We'll trend for weeks."
Using me. Definitely using me. But her eyes kept finding mine, holding a beat too long, and I wondered if manipulation and attraction weren't mutually exclusive in Rachel's world.
Rachel thrust a script into my hands, pages already marked with pink highlighter. "Act three, scene two. The wooing scene."
I scanned the lines, my stomach dropping. Rosalind as Ganymede, pretending to be herself to cure Orlando of love. A woman disguised as a man pretending to be a woman. My brain short-circuited trying to map the layers.
"From 'Fair youth,'" Rachel prompted, already in character, her voice dropping an octave. She moved like Orlando—shoulders back, stance wide, all borrowed swagger.
I opened my mouth. What came out was neither masculine nor feminine but some tortured middle ground, like autotune having an existential crisis.
"Me believe it?" The words came out wooden, each syllable fighting the next. "You may as soon make her that you love believe it—"
My voice cracked on 'believe,' shooting up two octaves. Someone coughed to cover a laugh.
Rachel pressed on, professional, but I could see her wincing. I tried to find Ganymede's playful cynicism, that teasing masculine energy, but everything came out like I was reading a grocery list through a vocoder.
"Love is merely a madness," I droned, "and deserves as well a dark house and a—"
"Whip!" Evan supplied from the piano, making it sound far more suggestive than Shakespeare intended.
I stopped, looked at the absurdity of it all—me, transformed, trying to play a woman playing a man playing a woman—and just laughed. Not a polite laugh, but the kind that bubbled up from exhaustion and relief.
"That was..." I shook my head. "Like watching someone bomb every single audition in a row. Just spectacular failure after spectacular failure."
The room relaxed, laughter becoming genuine instead of pitying.
"We've all been there," Jenna offered, perched on a prop throne. "First time I played Lady Macbeth, I accidentally did the whole 'out damned spot' scene in a Southern accent."
"Tennesse Williams meets Shakespeare," Callie said dryly. "Revolutionary."
"Look," I said, surprising myself with the words spilling out, "just call me Deidre. Or Dee. Or whatever. Hell, Rosalind picked 'Ganymede' when she dressed as a man—why shouldn't I use a girl's name when I'm dressed like this?" I gestured at my still-awkward feminine presentation.
Rachel's eyes sparked with interest. Like I'd just become a more interesting character in her production.
"You know," she said, "we always need backstage help. Sets, stage management. If you can spare a few afternoons."
Achievement unlocked: Bard Class, Rank 1. Even if I couldn't act, I could belong.
"Plus," Briar added, paint under her fingernails catching the light, "you're already a fascinating edit in the draft."
"A what now?"
"She means you're interesting," Evan translated, then added with a wink, "Interesting enough to make me reconsider my stance on the fairer sex."
"That's quite the compliment from our resident gold-star gay," Jenna laughed.
I managed something between a laugh and a defensive spell. "Thanks, but I think I've had enough gender confusion for one day." Or not, Evan was good looking. his dark skin an attractive contrast with the flamboyant colors he wore.  I shoved that thought away and headed home.
* * *
The makeup came off in gray streaks across the washcloth—war paint surrendering to tap water. I yanked on my baggiest sweats, the ones that used to make me look like a scarecrow. Now they just made me look like a girl drowning in fabric.
No one watching. No audience. The apartment's silence pressed against my eardrums like deep water.
I slouched into my desk chair, willing myself back into pure Derek mode. Load previous save file. Restore default settings. But the hair kept brushing my neck, each strand a tiny reminder that the transformation wasn't a status effect I could wait out. My chest rose and fell with each breath, the weight still foreign, still wrong, still weirdly present.
The mirror caught me from the corner—that face, too symmetrical, too soft. A stranger wearing my expressions.
Every interaction today had been a performance check. Every smile calculated for maximum social currency. Every laugh carefully calibrated. Exhausting. But also... I'd unlocked something. New faction reputation. Achievement notifications I couldn't quite dismiss.
I opened my journal, pen heavy in my hand:
"Main Quest: Keep pretending this is a game. Side effect: character fatigue."
The words blurred. I closed the notebook, telling myself exhaustion was just XP accumulation. Part of the grind.
Level up imminent.






  
  Chapter seven








The Body Check



Thursday hit different. The moment I stepped through the main doors, the current caught me—conversations, greetings, people actually seeing me instead of through me. Like someone had finally rendered my character model in high resolution.
"Derek!" Jenna from the Bards waved me over near the lockers, her polka-dot scarf flapping like a battle standard. "We're doing improv exercises at lunch. You're coming, right?"
Before I could answer, Tyler materialized at my shoulder. "We're still on for Friday's campaign?"
"Yeah, of course—"
"Good, because Randy's got this whole encounter mapped out and—" He paused, noticing Jenna. His usual easy confidence flickered. "Oh. Hey."
The collision of worlds should've been awkward. Instead, Jenna launched into a rapid-fire monologue about how D&D was basically just improv with math, while Tyler countered that theater was just LARPing without hit points. I found myself translating between them, bridging vocabularies I'd kept separate my whole life.
By lunch, I'd pinballed between three different conversations. The Commoners' table felt like home base—Marcus grumbling about our Dungeon Master rotation schedule, Randy silently reorganizing his dice bag with surgical precision. But when Rachel texted about running lines, I grabbed my tray.
"Seriously?" Marcus's voice could've frozen a gelatinous cube.
"Twenty minutes," I promised. "Just the balcony scene."
The Bards' table vibrated at a different frequency. Evan demonstrated vocal warm-ups while Callie dissected yesterday's rehearsal with forensic intensity. Rachel pulled me into a debate about whether Rosalind knew Orlando recognized her in disguise—subtext as combat strategy.
When I circled back to the Commoners, I brought theater energy with me, accidentally. Started narrating Randy's sandwich consumption like stage directions. Made Tyler laugh hard enough to snort milk. Even Marcus cracked a smile before remembering he was supposed to be brooding.
The strangest part? Both groups felt right. The Bards sparked something performative and bright. The Commoners grounded me in familiar rhythms. I wasn't choosing between them—I was collecting party members for different quests.
Brittany passed our table, paused to compliment my blouse (when had I started caring that it matched?), then moved on with her Sorcerer's Council. Even their acknowledgment felt less like charity now.
The bell rang. As everyone scattered, Tyler caught my arm.
"You're different," he said. Not accusingly. Just observing.
"Bad different?"
He shrugged, that calculating look sliding across his face. "Just different."
* * *
English ended too soon. My stomach twisted into a Gordian knot as I approached the gym. Tuesday I'd faked a headache. The locker room doors loomed like a moral alignment test with no good options.
Boys' locker room: get stared at, maybe worse, definitely violate some unspoken code about bodies and boundaries. Plus the thought of changing around them now felt... wrong. Like wearing someone else's armor.
Girls' locker room: get screamed at, labeled pervert, probably suspended. The news would hit social media before I'd even opened my locker.
I stood frozen in the hallway, calculating odds of survival for each choice. Other students streamed past, dividing naturally into their assigned doors. Nobody hesitated. Nobody had to run a ethics check just to change clothes.
"You planning to photosynthesize out here?"
Hannah Kincaid stood behind me, already in her track warmup. Captain of field hockey, distance runner, honorary admin of the Warriors' Guild. She had that particular brand of confidence that came from knowing exactly how fast she could run a mile.
"I'm evaluating options," I managed.
"Your options are limited and all terrible." She shifted her weight, assessing. "Follow me. Don't make it weird."
She pushed through the girls' locker room door like she owned it—which, functionally, she did. The initial chatter died. Twenty sets of eyes tracked us.
"Temporary arrangement," Hannah announced to the room. Her voice carried the same authority she used calling plays. "Derek's using the far row. Nobody makes it a thing, nobody posts about it, everybody changes like normal human beings. Questions?"
Silence.
"Good. Row seven's all yours." She pointed to a section of lockers around a corner, partially hidden by a concrete pillar. Not exactly private, but better than center stage. "There's a bathroom stall if you need it. We've got five minutes before Coach starts counting tardies."
She turned back to the room. "And if anyone has a problem with this arrangement, you can take it up with me. After practice. During suicide runs."
The threat hung in the air like a failed saving throw. Girls returned to their conversations, deliberately casual. Hannah once again saved him, playing bathroom monitor.
"Thanks," I whispered.
"Don't thank me. Just don't be weird about it." She headed to her own locker. "And tie your hair back. Trust me."
I fumbled with my combination lock, hands shaking like I'd rolled a natural one on dexterity. The metal clicked open. Around the corner, conversations flowed—Briar arguing about costume budgets, Elana complaining about her shoulder, Talia recording something for her followers. Normal locker room soundtrack, except I was hearing it from the wrong side of the gender divide.
"Derek."
Naomi's voice cut through the chatter like a vorpal blade. "Look at me."
I turned. She stood in the main aisle, completely naked, arms crossed under her breasts. Not posing exactly, but aware of her power—coconut body spray mixing with confidence that could kill at fifty paces. The queen bee displaying her domain.
"If you're going to share our locker room, you're going to see bodies. Not sure if you ever have, so might as well start."
The insult landed because it carried truth damage. My face burned. I'd seen porn, obviously, pixels and performances, but this was different—real skin, real curves, the small scar on her hip, the way actual breasts moved when she shifted weight. After my own body, this was the first female form I'd witnessed in person. Her pubic hair was trimmed neat, darker than expected. A beauty mark on her ribs I'd never noticed before.
My brain catalogued details like gathering intel, trying to process what I was supposed to feel versus what I actually felt.
"Got a good look?" Naomi's smile had edges. "Now let's see what you've got. Fair is fair."
The room went quiet. Even Briar stopped mid-rant.
My fingers moved to my blouse buttons. Each one felt like failing a willpower save. The fabric fell away. Jeans next—had to sit on the bench to pull them off, graceless and stumbling. The bra clasp fought me; I'd only learned this mechanism four days ago. Finally, thumbs hooked in waistband, I pushed down the pale blue panties Alyssa had bought me.
A whistle pierced the air. Elana, probably.
"Damn, Naomi." Talia's voice carried theatrical shock. "You've got competition."
Naomi's expression flickered—annoyance breaking through her composed mask before she could catch it. Something shifted in the room's energy, like a spell wearing off. Girls started changing again, casual now, as if my nakedness had neutralized some threat. Bras unhooked, shorts dropped, sports clothes pulled on. The taboo broken, I'd become just another body in the room.
I grabbed my gym clothes, trying not to analyze how my own reflection compared to theirs. My breasts were fuller than Talia's, smaller than Naomi's. My hips had that violin curve Briar's didn't. Skin pale as parchment where theirs showed tan lines from summer practices.
"Looking good, Deidre," someone called out. Not meanly. Almost approving.
I pulled on the sports bra—another engineering puzzle I hadn't mastered—then the school-issued t-shirt that hung differently now, catching on curves that hadn't existed last week. The shorts felt too short, too tight, too everything.
"Jesus, even in gym clothes," Briar muttered. "Some people have all the luck."
The realization hit like psychic damage—looking at Naomi's body, at all these bodies, I felt... nothing. Not arousal, not desire, just the same detached interest I'd have examining character art for a new campaign. Comparing proportions, noting differences, filing away data points. My own body against theirs like checking stat blocks.
The virus hadn't just changed my body. It had rewired everything else too.
Yesterday flooded back—Rachel leaning close during rehearsal, practically breathing Shakespeare's horniest lines into my ear, her hand on my knee, that smile that used to make freshman Derek forget his own name. And I'd felt nothing. Mistook it for nervousness, for being overwhelmed by the attention. But no. The attraction switch had been flipped, or deleted, or recoded into something else entirely.
"Getting a little hot and bothered there, DEREK?" 
Talia's voice dripped innuendo, her phone already half-raised like she was documenting my reaction for her next TikTok exposé. The sly smile said she thought she'd caught something scandalous—the former boy ogling his new locker room companions.
"Honestly? No."
The words escaped before my wisdom check could stop them. Immediate critical fail. I'd just handed the school's information broker premium intel about my scrambled sexuality.
Talia's eyes widened, processing this gift of gossip. But around us, something unexpected happened—shoulders relaxed, conversations resumed with less edge. Elana actually laughed.
"Well, that's refreshing," she said, pulling on her knee brace. "Thought we'd have to deal with some creepy staring."
"Please," Briar added, "Derek couldn't do creepy if he tried. Look at him—he's calculating our BMI or some nerd thing."
Close enough. I was actually trying not to think about what this meant, about the implications cascading through my future like failed dominos. If not girls, then...
Hannah passed by, already dressed. "Two minutes before we run laps. Move it."
I yanked on my sneakers, fingers fumbling with laces. The shorts rode up when I stood. Everything felt wrong—center of gravity, the way my chest moved, the absence between my legs that registered as phantom limb syndrome.
"For what it's worth," Naomi said, adjusting her ponytail, "that's probably the first honest thing anyone's said in this locker room all year."
She headed for the door, her squad following. Talia lingered, thumb dancing over her phone screen, already composing the post that would destroy my remaining reputation points.
I tied my hair back like Hannah suggested, elastic snapping against my fingers. In the mirror, a pretty girl stared back, ponytail swinging, cheeks flushed. She looked like she belonged here. She looked nothing like me.
The bell rang. Time for class. Time to run laps and play volleyball and pretend my entire existence hadn't just shifted into some parallel dimension where I compared cup sizes instead of armor classes.
Outside, Coach Martinez had us run laps while the boys' class used the other half of the track. I tried focusing on my breathing, on the alien bounce of my chest despite the sports bra, on anything except—
Ryan Lee jogged past, soccer-conditioned legs eating up distance. His shirt clung with sweat, outlining abs I'd never noticed before. The way his shoulders rolled with each stride. The V-shape disappearing into his shorts that I suddenly couldn't stop tracking.
Heat pooled low in my belly. Foreign. Unmistakable.
No. No no no.
But my traitor eyes kept wandering. Theo from drama stretched by the fence, shirt riding up to show a strip of skin. Benji laughing with his baseball buddies, forearms corded with muscle I'd never registered as anything but intimidating. Now they registered as something else entirely. Something that made my thighs clench.
"Eyes up, Derek." Hannah passed me, not unkind. "You're being obvious."
Was I? My face burned. But when I glanced back, I caught Ryan watching me run. Not my face. Lower. The hunger in his expression sent electricity down my spine—not fear or disgust, but answering heat. 
Theo too, pretending to stretch while his eyes tracked my movement. When our gazes met, he didn't look away. Just smiled, slow and interested.
They were looking at me the way I used to look at Brittany. The way I was now looking at them.
The virus had flipped more than just my body. It had taken my entire operating system and installed something completely foreign. Not just the equipment—the whole damn orientation. My attraction to women, gone like a deleted file. Replaced with this mortifying awareness of male bodies, of their attention, of the way Ryan's eyes on my ass made me want to arch my back.
They'd taken everything. My whole damn manhood, inside and out.
* * *
Marcus waited on the front steps after school, same spot we'd claimed since freshman year. His backpack slouched against the concrete, D&D manual poking out the top. Normal. Safe. Everything I needed after the track field disaster.
"Rough day?" He shifted over, making room.
I collapsed beside him, legs still jelly from volleyball. "Talia's probably already posting about how I outed myself in the locker room."
"What happened?"
Better to control the narrative than let him hear it filtered through whatever caption Talia would add. I laid it out—Naomi's power play, my stupid honest mouth, the complete absence of reaction to a room full of naked girls.
"Damn." Marcus picked at a loose thread on his jeans. "So you're..."
"Apparently." The word tasted bitter. "The virus didn't just change the outside packaging. It restructured the entire system."
We sat in silence while freshmen streamed past, their chatter distant as another dimension. Marcus's knee bounced against mine—nervous energy he'd had since we were kids, usually during boss fights or hard conversations.
"You know what the solution is, right, Diedre?"
The name hit different from his mouth. Not mocking like Brittany, not flirty like Rachel. Just... factual. Like he'd been waiting to say it.
"What?"
"We should date."
The words hung between us like a dialogue option I hadn't seen coming. No dramatic music cue, no exclamation point over his head. Just Marcus, studying his sneakers while my brain buffered.
"I— what?"
"Think about it." His voice stayed steady, reasonable, like he was explaining spell components. "You need someone who gets you, who knew you before all this. I need..." He paused, jaw working. "We're already best friends. We know each other's stats, inventory, whole skill tree. And now you're, you know. Compatible."
Compatible. Like we were hardware components.
"Marcus—"
"Just think about it." He stood, shouldering his pack. "We've got D&D Friday. Well, if you're still coming."
"Of course I'm coming."
"Good." He started down the steps, then turned back. "For what it's worth, Diedre? The name suits you. Always thought Derek sounded too harsh anyway."
He left me there, processing. My best friend had just asked me out. Calmly. Logically. Like it solved an equation.
Maybe it did. Marcus had always been there—tank to my mage, protector when the world got too sharp. Loyal. Safe.
I pulled out my phone. Nope, nothing posted by Talia yet. 
Maybe safe was exactly what I needed.
* * *
The house smelled like motor oil and disappointment. Dad's work boots by the door, arranged with military precision. Mom's keys in the bowl, thrown like dice.
I slipped past the living room where Dad watched some History Channel special about battleships. He glanced up, that quick assessment he'd been doing all week—checking if I'd somehow rolled back to factory settings.
"Dinner's in the fridge," he grunted.
"Thanks."
His eyes lingered on my chest, then snapped back to the TV. The silence between us had weight now, like failed speech checks piling up. He'd been scrolling those Facebook groups again—I'd seen the browser history. "Nanovirus Reversal Success Stories." "Parents Against Gender Flux." 
I escaped upstairs, locked my door, pulled out the leather journal Marcus gave me last Christmas. My handwriting looked different now—smaller, neater, like even my motor skills had been patched.
Day 4 - Character Sheet Update:
NERFED TO THE Nth DEGREE
Lost: Male body, attraction to girls, ability to look Dad in the eye, voice that didn't crack, anonymity
Gained: Breasts, Marcus's romantic interest, Naomi's competition(?), unwanted celebrity status, attraction to... 
The pen hovered. I couldn't write it. Couldn't make it real.
Outside, Dad's show droned on about armor plating and turning ratios. Building things that worked. Things that made sense.
Unlike his son.






  
  Chapter eight








The Period Quest



Talia intercepted me before first period, that shark-smile she wore when holding all the cards. I'd been waiting for the axe to fall—my locker room confession splashed across her TikTok, hashtags and all.
"Looking good, Derek." She paused, leaned closer, voice dropping to conspiracy level. "Okay if I say Diedre? Seems more... you, you know?"
The subtext hit like a crit. She knew exactly what buttons she was pressing—the attraction I'd admitted to, the identity crisis wrapped in gym shorts. My throat tightened.
"Sure. Of course."
Her smile widened, self-satisfied as a rogue pocketing gold. She hadn't posted anything because holding the secret gave her more power than spending it.
By lunch, I'd almost forgotten the sword hanging over my head. The Bards had claimed me again, Rachel running lines while I pushed mac and cheese around my tray. Then pain sliced through my abdomen—sharp, wet, wrong.
I doubled over. The world tilted.
"Bathroom," I gasped, but my legs wouldn't cooperate. The cramps hit in waves, each one worse than the last. Something warm and horrifying was happening between my legs.
Hannah materialized like they'd been summoned. "First one's always dramatic," Hannah said, already steering me toward the hall. Her voice stayed cheerful, practiced, like she'd run this rescue mission before.
In the bathroom, Rachel stood guard while Hannah produced supplies from her bag with medic efficiency. "Bad first period," she announced, handing me a pad like it was a healing potion. "Starting at seventeen? That's advanced placement."
I laughed through the nausea, tears streaming. My body had betrayed me on a cellular level—not content with just changing shape, now it demanded monthly tribute.
"How do you—" I started, then stopped. "How do you deal with this every month?"
"Ibuprofen, chocolate, and rage," Rachel supplied. "Sometimes wine, but not during school hours."
Hannah helped me clean up, both of them treating it like no big deal while I tried not to hyperventilate. Another milestone in this nightmare campaign—learning to bleed and keep walking.
Quest unlocked: Survive biological ambush.
Debuff applied: -3 Constitution for 3-5 days.
Party members gained: +2 healers (temporary alliance).
The bathroom mirror showed a pale girl with Derek's terrified eyes. Even crying, she looked pretty.
I wanted to punch the glass.
* * *

Fifth period chemistry became fifth period crisis management. I ducked out with a hall pass, Mrs. Peterson barely glancing up from her periodic table lecture. The bathroom had become my new base camp.
Curled in the furthest stall, knees to chest, I rode out another wave of cramps. My stomach twisted like someone was wringing it out, everything below my ribs feeling swollen and wrong. The pad between my legs felt massive, alien, impossible to ignore. Every shift reminded me it was there—this badge of biological membership I'd never asked to join.
I stared at the beige stall door, its scratched graffiti swimming in and out of focus. Brittany + Jake 4ever. Ms. Henderson is a— The words blurred as another cramp hit.
This wasn't temporary. That truth settled in my gut heavier than the pain. Bodies that bleed like this don't just switch back. The virus had changed me. No going back, no undo button.
The panic dulled to exhaustion, and somewhere underneath, a weird flicker of... pride? I'd handled it. Survived the ambush. Hannah and Rachel had helped, sure, but I'd walked out of that bathroom on my own feet. Minor victory, but victories counted.
Then the next thought detonated.
I could get pregnant.
The stall walls seemed to compress. Not just bleeding—I had all the equipment now. Ovaries. A uterus. The whole reproductive tech tree unlocked. I could carry a child. Be someone's mother.
Mom would lose her mind with joy. All those years of just one kid, one son who'd disappointed her with his stats and class choices—suddenly she'd have a daughter who could give her grandchildren. Dad though... Dad would look at me like I'd become something unrecognizable. Something broken beyond repair.
"New fear unlocked," I whispered, adding it to my mental quest log. 
Side Quest: Avoid Reproductive Storylines.
* * *
The final bell saved me from sixth period. I shuffled toward my locker, backpack heavier than usual, everything heavier than usual. Marcus waited there, same spot he'd claimed since freshman year, our usual after-school checkpoint before D&D prep.
"Rough day?" His voice carried that careful tone, like I might shatter.
I forced a laugh. "You could say that. Got ambushed by the crimson tide during lunch. Hannah and Rachel had to run a rescue mission."
Marcus's eyebrows drew together, trying to parse the metaphor. I kept talking, desperate to make it funny, to turn disaster into anecdote.
"Rachel actually gave me emergency supplies from her purse. Like, who carries a whole pharmacy? And the cramps—God, Marcus, it's like someone installed a medieval torture device in my abdomen. I spent half of chemistry in the bathroom stall trying not to die."
His expression shifted, sympathy curdling into something else. His jaw tightened, eyes sliding away from mine.
"And apparently this is going to happen every month now. Every single month. Can you imagine? Like some recurring boss battle I can't skip—"
"Jesus, Dee. TMI."
The words hit like cold water. Not cruel exactly, but sharp enough to cut. His whole body had pulled back, creating distance without moving. The same look other guys gave when their moms mentioned tampons at the grocery store.
The gulf between us yawned wider. All those years sharing every campaign detail, every character build, every stupid thing that happened at school—suddenly there were things I couldn't tell him. Things that made him uncomfortable in my new skin.
The invisibility I'd worn like armor my whole life settled back around my shoulders, but wrong now. Not the safe kind of being overlooked anymore. This was shame-invisibility, the kind that made you disappear even to your oldest friend.
"Right," I said. "Sorry."
"I'll see you at seven for the game," I managed, already turning away from Marcus. "Tyler's running that dungeon crawl, right?"
I didn't wait for his answer. The hallway stretched ahead like a gauntlet—debate practice waited at the end. Normally I'd skip it after a day like this, but missing twice in two weeks would be admitting defeat. Plus, Eli would notice. Eli noticed everything.
The debate room hummed with conversation when I slipped through the door fifteen minutes late. Eli's eyes tracked my entrance, one dark eyebrow lifting in that signature expression—somewhere between question and judgment. I dropped into an empty seat near the back, trying to become furniture.
"—the bodily autonomy argument falls apart when you consider—" Caleb was mid-flow, gesturing at the whiteboard where someone had mapped out talking points.
"That's assuming pregnancy is just an inconvenience," Maya interrupted. "But the physical toll alone—"
The word 'pregnancy' hit differently now. My hand drifted to my abdomen where the cramps had settled into a steady, grinding ache. This body could do that. Could grow something. The thought crashed through me like a failed saving throw.
"—nine months of fundamental biological changes—"
Another cramp twisted, sharper this time. I bit the inside of my cheek, tasting copper. Someone was talking about morning sickness. About labor statistics. About complications that killed women every day. All theoretical before. All academic. Now my body screamed its new reality—I was part of those statistics now, those possibilities.
The pain spiked white-hot. A small sound escaped before I could stop it.
Eli glanced over. Those storm-glass eyes found mine across the room, and something shifted in his expression—concern? No. Couldn't be. "You okay?" The words came quietly, but I read only contempt in that inscrutable face. What else could it be? A memory surfaced unbidden: middle school, Kerry Hallinan sobbing in the hallway during her first period while Marcus and I cracked jokes. Eli's fingers twitched, nearly extending—
I stood too fast, chair scraping. "Excuse me."
The hallway hit cold after the warm debate room. I pressed my back against the lockers, eyes burning with tears I refused to let fall. Through the door's window, I could see Eli still watching the spot where I'd been, his expression unreadable. Probably cataloging this as another example of my weakness, my inability to hack it with the real intellectuals. Another faker revealed.
My body betrayed me with another vicious cramp, and I stumbled toward the bathroom. Behind me, I heard the debate room door open, footsteps in the hall. I didn't look back.
* * *
By seven o'clock, I'd swallowed enough ibuprofen to drop a troll and  I'd changed into my most shapeless hoodie, the one that used to just be oversized but now hung like a tent. Armor class +2 against unwanted attention. The dice bag weighed familiar in my hand as I descended to the basement, each step a commitment to normalcy I didn't feel.
Tyler had already spread his maps across the table, that perpetual half-smile playing at his lips. Marcus sat rigid in his usual spot, fingers drumming against his character sheet. Randy organized his dice by size and color, the soft clicking a metronome of routine.
"The maiden arrives," Tyler announced, voice pitched somewhere between joke and invitation.
"The cleric arrives," I corrected, dropping into my seat. The familiar weight of my d20 centered me. "Same character, same stats."
"You sure?" Tyler leaned forward, sandy hair falling across one eye. "I mean, Thalarion could easily become Thalaria. Might be... therapeutic? Explore the new perspective?"
My fingers tightened on the dice. "Thalarion's fine."
"Just saying, could be interesting—"
"He said no." Marcus's voice cut sharp across the table.
Tyler's smile widened. "She."
"What?"
"She said no." Tyler's tone stayed light, but something predatory flickered underneath. "Unless we're not doing pronouns anymore?"
The silence stretched taut. Randy's dice-sorting accelerated, nervous energy seeking outlet. My stomach cramped again, a vicious reminder that my body had picked sides in this argument without consulting me.
"Let's just play," I managed.
But Tyler wasn't done. As we rolled for initiative, he kept finding excuses to lean across the table, explaining trap mechanisms with unnecessary proximity. His fingers brushed mine reaching for the same d6. Once. Twice. The third time couldn't be accident.
Marcus's knuckles went white around his pencil.
"The corridor branches ahead," Tyler narrated, eyes locked on mine. "The left path curves into darkness, intimate and close. The right opens to a grand chamber. Which way does our lovely cleric lead?"
"Stop it." Marcus's pencil snapped.
"Stop what?" Tyler's innocence rang false as a weighted die.
"You know what. Coming onto her like—"
"Him," I said automatically, but the word felt wrong in my mouth. Everything felt wrong. The basement's familiar smell of old carpet and pizza grease, the painted miniatures lined on their shelf, even the weight of dice in my hand—all of it belonged to someone I wasn't anymore.
"Whatever," Marcus snarled. "You're being a creep."
Tyler laughed, casual and cutting. "Someone's jealous."
The rage hit like a nat 20—sudden, devastating, completely outside my control. I slammed both palms on the table. Dice scattered, clattering across wood and onto floor.
"I'm done." My voice cracked high, proving every point I'd tried to deny. "With both of you. With this whole—" Tears burned my eyes. Actual tears. In front of them.
I grabbed my dice bag and bolted, taking the stairs two at a time. Behind me, Tyler called something that might have been an apology. Marcus shouted my name—my old name. Randy said nothing at all.
The night air hit cold against my wet cheeks.

Marcus caught me halfway down the driveway, his footsteps heavy on the gravel. "Derek, wait—"
"Don't." But my voice broke on the word, and suddenly I was crying for real, not the angry tears from downstairs but something deeper, uglier. My knees buckled.
He caught my arm, steadying me. "Hey. Hey, I'm sorry. Tyler's an ass, I shouldn't have—"
The words dissolved into sobs I couldn't control. My body betrayed me with each shuddering breath, each pathetic hiccup. Marcus pulled me against his chest, tentative at first, then firmer when I didn't pull away. His hoodie smelled like it always had—detergent and that weird vanilla body spray he'd worn since eighth grade.
"This is so stupid," I mumbled into his shoulder. "I don't cry. I never cry."
"It's okay." His hand found my back, rubbing small circles like his mom used to when we were kids with skinned knees. "Everything's different now. It's okay to be different."
We stood there under the streetlight, me leaking tears and probably snot onto his shirt while he held me like I might shatter. The Marcus I'd known since kindergarten, who'd carried my books when I broke my arm in fourth grade, who'd punched Jimmy Kellerman for calling me gay in seventh. My tank. My guardian.
"Let's try it," he said suddenly, words muffled against my hair. "A date. You and me."
I pulled back enough to see his face. "Marcus—"
"We make sense, don't we? All those years, all those campaigns. Maybe this is..." He swallowed hard. "Maybe this is the right quest. For both of us."
I was too exhausted to argue. Too empty to explain that making sense on paper wasn't the same as feeling right. My cramps twisted again, vicious, and I just wanted to stop fighting everything.
"Okay."
His whole face lit up. "Yeah?"
"Yeah." The word came out flat, defeated, but he didn't seem to notice.
Later, curled in bed with a heating pad pressed against my abdomen, I stared at the ceiling and catalogued my failures. Weak body. Weak will. Weak enough to need rescuing, to need holding, to need someone else's certainty when mine had evaporated.
The cramps pulsed in waves. My stomach rejected the idea of food. Sleep felt impossible, just out of reach like a fumbled saving throw.
I hated myself for all of it.






  
  Chapter nine








Campaign Mode: Girlhood as Strategy



Saturday morning hit my consciousness like a gentle healing spell—no alarm, no panic, just weak sunlight through blinds and the absence of yesterday's cramping agony. My phone buzzed against the nightstand.
Marcus: Movie tonight?
I stared at the screen, thumb hovering over the keyboard. The cursor blinked. Waiting. Three dots appeared—he was typing something else—then vanished. Started again. Stopped.
The kitchen door slammed open downstairs like a barbarian failing a stealth check.
"Derek! Get down here, I brought croissants!"
Alyssa. Of course.
I shuffled downstairs in yesterday's sweatpants and Dad's old Metallica shirt, finding my cousin already commandeering the kitchen. She'd spread pastries across the counter like loot from a successful raid, her copper hair caught in a messy bun that probably took twenty minutes to look that effortless.
"You look like death," she announced cheerfully, sliding a chocolate croissant my way. "Spill everything."
"Nothing to spill."
"Lies." She hopped onto the counter, legs swinging. "Mom heard from your mom who heard from Marcus's mom that there was 'an incident' with you finding out more about your body than you were ready for."
My stomach dropped through the floor. "You heard about that?"
"Oh honey." Alyssa's expression shifted from amused to protective. "Show me everything. From the beginning."
So I did. The whole saga tumbled out between bites of pastry—the locker room disaster, Brittany's operation at the press conference, Tyler's pathetic flirting, Marcus's explosion, the period cramps and all my fears. Even the date proposal I'd agreed to in exhausted defeat.
Alyssa listened without interrupting, occasionally making small noises of recognition. When I finished, she set down her coffee with deliberate precision.
"Okay, Deidre—"
"Derek."
"Whatever you need me to call you, cuz. But if you're going to face bosses like Talia and Brittany—" She paused, clearly proud of the reference despite mangling it. "—we need to upgrade your armor."
The metaphor was clumsy, forced, but something in my chest unclenched. She was trying. In her language, not mine, but trying.
"You mean clothes."
"I mean confidence." She grabbed my shoulders, studying my face like a character creation screen. "But yeah, clothes help. You've been defaulting to NPC casual. Time to pick a class."
For the first time since Tuesday, I felt my mouth curve into something approaching a real smile.
"Quest accepted."
Mom appeared in the doorway like she'd been listening the whole time. Her face lit up with this intense excitement that made me want to shrink—not mean or anything, just too much, like affection I hadn't earned yet.
"Shopping?" Her voice pitched up half an octave. "Oh, you're taking my girl shopping?"
My girl. The words landed like a critical hit to my confusion stat. Wrong. Right. Wrong because it erased seventeen years of being her son. Right because—God help me—it made her happier than I'd seen her in years.
Before I could process, she'd pressed her credit card into Alyssa's hand with the reverence of passing a legendary item. "Get her something nice. Something—oh!" She clasped her hands together. "Maybe a nice dress? Something floral? Or those adorable overalls that were popular when I was—"
"Mom—"
"And definitely some proper foundation. Her skin is gorgeous but a little coverage never hurt. Oh! And maybe those platform sandals? They're back in style, right? I saw them at Target. Very '90s revival."
She kept talking, painting a portrait of the daughter she'd apparently always wanted—someone soft, pretty, manageable. Someone who'd bond with her over makeup tutorials instead of disappearing into basement campaigns. Every suggestion felt like another layer of my old self being painted over.
"Thanks," I managed, the word scraping out like a failed persuasion check.
Mom beamed, actually beamed, then kissed my forehead—something she hadn't done since elementary school. "Have fun, sweetheart."
She floated back to the living room, humming something from her yoga playlist.
Alyssa pocketed the card with practiced ease, eyebrows raised. "Well. That was intense."
"She's just—" I stopped. What? Happy? Delusional? Finally getting the daughter she'd wanted instead of the weird son she'd tolerated?
"The gods provide," Alyssa winked, but her voice carried gentle understanding. "Come on. Let's spend her money before she starts suggesting scrunchies."
* * *
The mall hit me like a sensory assault—fluorescent lights burning my retinas, competing perfume clouds making my eyes water, music blasting from three different stores creating audio chaos. I'd been here before, trailing Mom on boring errands or grabbing GameStop preorders. But this was different. The stores I'd ignored now loomed large and intimidating, each mannequin guarding territory I'd never entered.
Alyssa moved through it all like she'd maxed out her navigation skill, weaving between kiosks, dodging salespeople, making beelines for specific racks. She grabbed magazines from a newsstand—Teen Vogue, Seventeen, something called Nylon—and shoved them at me.
"These are your player's handbooks," she announced, steering us toward the food court. "Study them."
I flipped through the glossy pages expecting vapid celebrity gossip, makeup ads, diet tips. Instead, I found articles on identity politics, confidence in hostile spaces, authenticity versus performance. One piece dissected how fashion becomes armor, how presentation shapes perception before you even speak.
The writer compared outfit selection to code-switching. My brain lit up like discovering a new game mechanic.
"Holy shit," I muttered, speed-reading an essay about using style to claim space. "This is actually—"
"Smart?" Alyssa grinned. "Yeah, turns out girls aren't just playing dress-up, cuz. We're strategizing."
Something shifted in my perspective, like adjusting camera angles. Fashion wasn't vanity. It was language. Every outfit told a story, claimed allegiance, declared war or peace. Brittany's pressed blazers screamed institutional power. Naomi's athletic wear announced physical dominance. Talia's bold patterns demanded attention, controlled narrative.
They'd been speaking this language fluently while I stumbled around mute.
"So if clothes are weapons," I said slowly, "and Brittany's been using hers to control my narrative—"
"Now you're getting it." Alyssa's eyes sparkled with approval. "She dressed you in her story. Time to write your own."
The competitive fire that used to fuel twelve-hour raid sessions suddenly redirected itself. These weren't just mean girls with good genetics. They were high-level players who'd been grinding social XP since middle school. But every game had exploits. Every system had optimal builds they hadn't considered.
"Show me everything," I demanded, surprising us both with my intensity. "Color theory. Silhouettes. How to make Naomi feel threatened without looking like I'm trying. How to out-polish Brittany without playing her game. How to make Talia's gossip irrelevant by controlling my own image."
Alyssa laughed, delighted. "There's my little wizard, finally ready to multiclass."
We hit stores like they were missions. Alyssa broke down how different cuts shifted power dynamics, how colors set tone and intent, how accessories worked like buffs—tiny additions that completely transformed the base effect.
I took notes on my phone, treating each lesson like raid prep. The rules were learnable. The system had patterns.
"You're scary when you're motivated," Alyssa observed, watching me coordinate pieces with newfound precision.
I held up a blazer that would make Brittany's wardrobe look juvenile, paired with jeans that said 'casual authority.'
"Good," I replied. "They should've thought twice before challenging me; if there's anything I can do, it's learn a game and win it."
The fitting room became my character creation screen. Each outfit reshaped my stats, shifted my class, rewrote my backstory. Jeans that actually fit my new proportions felt like betrayal—too real, too permanent. The blouse Alyssa handed me was gossamer-soft, nothing like the scratchy button-downs Mom used to force on me for church. When I moved, it moved with me, silk whispering secrets against skin.
"Try the skirt," Alyssa commanded, tossing pink fabric over the door.
I held it like a cursed artifact. The waistband hit perfectly, the pleats falling just right. In the mirror, I saw someone else—no, I saw me, but a version that made no sense. My brain short-circuited between hatred and... something else. Something that felt dangerously like recognition.
I laughed—sharp, hysterical—then caught myself actually turning to check the back view.
"Fuck it," I muttered. "If I'm playing this character, I'm not half-assing the build."
I emerged demanding everything. Skirts that swished when I walked. Dresses that made statements. Feminine armor for a war I hadn't chosen but refused to lose. Alyssa watched my transformation from reluctant to ravenous with obvious delight.
Alyssa descended on the shoe section like a treasure hunter who'd just discovered the lost vault, pulling boxes seemingly at random while delivering fashion commentary faster than I could process.
"Shoes make the outfit," she insisted, stacking boxes until they resembled a leaning tower. "They're not decoration—they're the foundation. Wrong shoes? Entire look collapses."
She handed me ballet flats first—safe, practical, almost apologetic. Then sleek ankle boots with just enough edge. Then heels. Actual heels, not the towering death-traps I'd seen girls wobble on at prom, but still distinctly heeled. Some hit maybe two inches. Others pushed toward three.
I stared at them like quest items I hadn't unlocked yet.
"Try them," Alyssa commanded, already reaching for another box.
The first pair felt strange—my weight distributed differently, calves engaging muscles I didn't know existed. When I stood, something shifted. The mirror showed me taller. Not Derek-height, nowhere close, but closer than I'd been since the change.
I'd been short as Derek, barely scraping 5'6" on a good day, but this new body had shaved off at least three inches I couldn't afford to lose. The world felt bigger, people looming where they hadn't before. But in these heels—even these modest ones—some of that stolen height returned.
"Huh," I muttered, turning to check my posture. My legs looked longer, my stance more deliberate. "They actually... work?"
Alyssa grinned like I'd just discovered fire. "Welcome to the revelation. Heels aren't torture devices—they're power-ups."
I caught myself checking the mirror again, noting how the slight lift changed everything—how I carried my shoulders, how the dress fell, how much less small I felt. For girls, I realized, at least some of them, heels weren't just vanity. They were compensation for a world built tall.
As I walked in these new heels, I saw it. Burgundy stretch fabric that looked painted on the mannequin. The dress was architectural—structured yet soft, powerful yet undeniably femme. The price tag made my eyes water.
"That's a Level 20 raid drop," I joked weakly. "I'm still grinding starter zones."
Alyssa snatched it off the rack. "Try it."
The dress slipped on like destiny. It transformed everything—my posture straightened, shoulders back, chin lifted. The mirror showed someone dangerous. Someone who could walk into any room and shift its gravity. Someone Brittany would fear.
"Holy shit," Alyssa breathed. "You look—"
"Expensive," I finished, reaching for the tag.
She slapped my hand away, pulling out a credit card that definitely wasn't hers. "Mom's emergency plastic. And this? This is an emergency."
"Alyssa, I can't—"
"You can and you will. But if you tell your mom or mine, I'll murder you and make it look like a fashion accident."
I'd never noticed accessories before—they were background noise, visual static. But Alyssa dragged me to display after display, transforming each outfit with surgical precision. A thin gold chain turned a casual sweater sophisticated. Chunky silver rings made feminine hands look powerful. A structured belt completely changed a dress's silhouette from soft to commanding.
"Watch," she said, draping a silk scarf over my shoulders. The burgundy dress suddenly looked French, mysterious. She swapped it for a leather jacket—now I looked dangerous, untouchable. Each addition rewrote the entire narrative.
My brain catalogued it all like game mechanics. Earrings: +2 Elegance, -1 Approachability. Belts: Authority modifier, varies by width. Scarves: Versatility bonus, multiple configuration options. The same base outfit could project twelve different personas depending on these tiny additions.
"I've been blind," I admitted, watching her layer delicate necklaces. "Brittany's pearl earrings aren't just earrings—they're a whole thesis statement about respectability."
"And Naomi's athletic watches scream 'I have better things to do than impress you,'" Alyssa added, clipping a geometric hair piece that somehow made my whole face sharper.
Every girl at school had been speaking this intricate language while I'd been functionally illiterate. But languages could be learned. Systems could be mastered.
Speaking of earrings, Alyssa steered me toward the piercing counter with predatory determination. "No backing out now," she announced, practically vibrating with excitement. "You can't build a proper jewelry collection with clip-ons."
The piercing technician—a girl barely older than us with intricate silver hoops climbing both ears like delicate ladders—looked me over with professional assessment. "First time?" she asked, already reaching for the marking pen.
My throat felt dry. Another line crossed, another point of no return. But I'd already committed to this transformation, hadn't I? Might as well go full progression unlock.
"Do it," I said, settling into the chair before courage could abandon me entirely.
The sharp sting was over before I could process it—two quick jolts that felt almost anticlimactic. Alyssa squeezed my hand through both, her excitement making the pain somehow celebratory rather than traumatic.
"Perfect placement," the technician declared, handing me a mirror. Two small surgical steel studs caught the fluorescent light, transforming my entire face. Such tiny additions, but they felt like a giant acknowledgement that this change was likely permanent. 
At checkout, guilt and exhilaration mixed into something intoxicating. We weren't just shopping anymore—we were conspirators, allies, friends. Not the weird older cousin tolerating the family nerd, but equals. Girls dissecting looks, sharing secrets, building arsenal together.
"You know what's crazy?" I said, clutching the shopping bags. "I actually understand you now."
She bumped my shoulder, grinning. "Took you long enough, cuz."
The food court orange chicken tasted like victory and credit card debt. My phone buzzed again—Marcus, third text since I'd agreed to the date. Each message felt heavier than the last.
"Answer him," Alyssa commanded, stealing a piece of my chicken. "Stop being that person who leaves people on read."
"I don't know what to say."
"Either let him down gently or actually give it a shot. But this limbo thing? That's cruel."
She was right. Marcus had been there through every campaign, every late-night raid, every family dinner where Mom's disappointment filled the room like poison gas. I owed him... something. Maybe not romance, but at least honesty.
"Fine. I'll go through with it." My thumbs moved across the screen before I could second-guess. Saturday works. Movies?
His response was instant, eager. My stomach twisted.
"Good," Alyssa said, then shifted into a tone I'd never heard from her—serious, almost protective. "Okay, crash course in dating as a girl. First rule: you control the pace. Always. If he pushes, you push back harder or you leave."
"Marcus wouldn't—"
"Any guy would under the right circumstances. Trust me." She leaned forward, voice dropping. "Meet in public. Tell someone where you're going. Keep your phone charged. And—" She dug through her purse, producing two wrapped condoms.
"Jesus, Alyssa!" I nearly knocked over my drink. "I'm not—we're not—this is Marcus!"
"Keep them anyway." She pressed them into my palm. "Just in case. And honestly? You should talk to your mom about birth control."
"Birth control?" My voice cracked—still did that sometimes. "I just want to know when I'm supposed to kiss someone, not when to go missionary!"
She laughed, but not mockingly. "Kissing advice? When it feels right, you'll know. But more importantly—when it feels wrong, you'll definitely know. Your body tells you things now. Listen to it."
"My body tells me to panic constantly."
"That's just being a girl, babe." She squeezed my hand. "But seriously, the pill isn't just about sex. It'll regulate your periods, help with cramps, clear up your skin—"
"Can we please talk about literally anything else?"
"Fine. But those condoms go in your purse. Non-negotiable. If not now, keep them for the future."
I shoved them deep in my bag, cheeks burning. The idea of needing them with Marcus felt absurd, impossible. But then again, two weeks ago, sitting in a food court discussing dating boys would've seemed equally insane.
Everything impossible kept becoming inevitable.






  
  Chapter ten








The Failed Romance Quest


The dress hung on my closet door—powder blue, nothing fancy, just a simple A-line that Alyssa swore was "casual but cute." I'd tried it on three times since we bought it earlier that day, each time feeling like I was equipping armor I didn't have the stats for. 
Now, standing before the mirror, I couldn't stop adjusting. The fabric moved differently than anything I'd worn before, swishing when I turned, catching air when I walked. The weight distribution was all wrong—no, not wrong, just different. My shoulders felt exposed despite the cap sleeves. The hem hit mid-thigh, making me hyperaware of my legs.
The earrings caught light when I moved—tiny silver drops that felt heavier than they were. A thin chain bracelet on my wrist. Nothing dramatic, but each piece felt like a declaration: I'm trying this. I'm committing to this character build.
My posture had shifted without conscious thought. Shoulders back to accommodate the dress's cut, chin lifted slightly, knees closer together when I sat. The body mechanics of femininity, learned through fabric and necessity.
Mom appeared in the doorway, expression unreadable. "You look..." She paused, searching. "Pretty."
The word hit me harder than I expected.
* * *
Marcus stood frozen in my doorway, mouth slightly open, his usual flannel and jeans suddenly looking more rumpled than casual. His eyes locked on the dress like it was an artifact he couldn't identify.
"You're wearing... that's a..." He swallowed. "Dress."
"Perception check passed," I said, trying for our usual banter. The joke landed wrong, too sharp.
He missed everything else—the hour I'd spent getting my hair to fall just right, the clear gloss that made my lips look fuller, the way I'd learned to walk in these stupid sandals without wobbling. His gaze kept returning to the dress like it had personally betrayed him.
The car ride stretched awkward and quiet. Marcus gripped the steering wheel, knuckles white, while I fiddled with the bracelet. Every red light felt like we were about to fail something important.
The theater lobby was packed with other couples, and Marcus's hand found mine—firm, kinda sweaty, determined. I let him lead us to the concession stand, our fingers locked together like we'd agreed this was happening but both forgotten why. His palm was familiar, the same hand that had helped me up from his basement floor after all-night gaming sessions, carried my stuff, high-fived my wins. Now it felt like we were both lying to ourselves.
"Large popcorn to share?" He asked, voice pitched higher than normal.
"Sure. Extra butter."
"You hate extra butter."
"Maybe I've changed."
The words hung between us, heavier than I'd intended.
In the dark theater, we maintained the hand-holding through previews and into the first act. Some generic action movie Marcus had picked—explosions and one-liners washing over us while I catalogued what I didn't feel. No flutter when his thumb traced circles on my palm. No electricity when our shoulders touched. No quickening pulse when he shifted closer.
I kept waiting for the mechanics to kick in. This body responded to things now—I'd caught myself noticing the way certain boys moved in the hallway, the curve of a swimmer's shoulders, the confidence in a basketball player's stride. Physiological responses I couldn't control, hormones hijacking my attention span. But here, with Marcus's fingers threaded through mine, I felt... comfortable. Safe. And absolutely nothing else.
Afterward, we sat across from each other at the diner, falling into familiar patterns. He launched into theory about next week's campaign, how Tyler was definitely steering us toward the wizard's tower, not the prison.
"The clues are obvious," he said, stabbing at his fries. "That NPC basically spelled it out."
"Classic misdirection. Tyler loves the double-cross."
"Twenty gold says I'm right."
"You're on."
We grinned at each other, and for a moment it felt normal. Then his expression shifted, softened into something I didn't recognize.
"You really do look beautiful tonight."
The compliment sat on the table between us like a failed skill check. I pushed lettuce around my plate.
"Thanks."
"I mean it. You're... I'm glad we're doing this." His hand crept across the table toward mine. "I've actually wanted to ask you out for a while. Before, I mean. Before all this."
My stomach twisted. Not butterflies—more like critical damage to something I couldn't name.
"Marcus—"
"We make sense, right? We've always made sense. Best friends to... more. It's like a perfect questline."
Except questlines were supposed to feel like progress. This felt like wearing clothes picked out for someone else, trying to make them work, pretending they didn't look wrong from every angle.
The streetlight painted everything amber, making Marcus's face look softer, younger. He shifted from foot to foot on my porch, keys jangling in his pocket like dice settling after a bad roll.
"I had a really good time," he said, stepping closer.
The moment stretched, inevitable as a cutscene you couldn't skip. His hand found my waist—tentative, asking permission with pressure alone. I could've stepped back. Should've, maybe. But I recognized that look in his eyes, the one I'd worn for years watching other people get chosen, get wanted. The ache of hoping someone would finally see you as more than furniture in their story.
So I tilted my face up. Let it happen.
His lips were warm, slightly chapped, tasting faintly of root beer float. The kiss was gentle, careful, like he was afraid I'd evaporate. His other hand came up to cup my cheek, thumb brushing my jaw with reverence that made my chest tight with something that wasn't desire but wasn't quite pity either.
The mechanics were fine. Soft pressure, appropriate duration, no weird tongue stuff. Like reading a strategy guide for a game you'd never play—technically correct, emotionally null. My body stood there, accepting the kiss, while my mind floated somewhere near the porch light, watching two people perform a ritual neither quite believed in.
He pulled back, eyes bright with something I couldn't return.
"That was..." He grinned, dopey and sincere. "Can I text you later?"
"Sure." The smile came automatic, protective. I'd gotten good at those lately—the social armor of pretty girls everywhere.
He practically bounced back to his car. I waited until his taillights disappeared before letting the smile drop, guilt settling in my stomach like lead dice. I'd just let my best friend roll a natural twenty on false hope.
Inside, I kicked off the sandals and wondered if this counted as chaotic evil.
* * *
Sunday morning arrived like a respite between campaign sessions, and I threw myself into the glossy pile of fashion magazines Alyssa had left scattered across my bed. They beckoned like unread grimoires, promising mastery of skills I desperately needed to survive the social drama that was Riverside High.
Strategic thinking, I told myself, flipping past an ad for designer handbags. This is just theory-crafting for a different kind of encounter.
The magazines opened up entire skill trees I'd never considered before. Layering techniques. Color coordination rules that apparently mattered more than I'd realized when I'd thrown on that first outfit for school. The psychology of silhouettes—how wide-leg jeans created a different impression than skinny ones, how a cropped jacket changed your whole stance. It was like discovering that bards had combat applications I'd completely overlooked.
One article broke down "capsule wardrobes" with the kind of systematic logic that made my pulse quicken. Mix-and-match matrices. Versatile base pieces that could transform with accessories. It was modular design—the same principle as optimizing a character build, just applied to fabric instead of feat selection.
I grabbed a notebook and started taking notes, sketching out potential combinations like they were spell rotations. If I could crack this system, understand the underlying mechanics, maybe I could face the Sorcerers' Circle with their own weapons. Out-maneuver Naomi's intimidation tactics with carefully chosen outfit counters. Match Talia's TikTok polish without losing myself in the performance.
The deeper I dove into the magazines, the more the whole architecture of fashion revealed itself—not as shallow vanity, but as a genuine art form with its own internal logic. Strategic choices layered over aesthetic expression. The game theory of personal presentation.
And god help me, I was starting to enjoy it.
Not the performance aspect—the cameras and the constant self-surveillance still made my skin crawl. But the craft itself? The puzzle-solving satisfaction of finding the perfect vintage blazer to elevate a basic outfit, or discovering that the right belt could completely transform a thrifted dress? That hit the same neurons as optimizing a character sheet or building a perfectly balanced encounter.
By the time I glanced up, two hours had evaporated. My floor was carpeted with torn-out pages, my notebook filled with sketches and annotations. I'd constructed entire theoretical outfits, complete with backup options and seasonal variations.
The magazines had promised transformation. What they'd actually delivered was permission—to engage with femininity as a craft worth mastering, not just a costume I'd been forced into.
And then Sunday afternoon, it was back to my regular blessed routine, where I was determined to have a normal game session after all the failures on that all week. I showed up at Tyler's basement in my rattiest hoodie and sweatpants, face scrubbed clean of the makeup armor I'd been wearing all week. No mascara, no lip gloss, no performance. Just dice and character sheets and the familiar smell of Mountain Dew mixing with pizza grease.
For two blessed hours, everything clicked. Tyler ran us through a dungeon crawl that required actual strategy, not social navigation. My disinherited prince found a coded message in the prison archives—Marcus had been wrong about the wizard's tower, but I didn't gloat. Much.
"Natural twenty on investigation," I announced, dice clattering across the battle mat.
"Of course it is," Tyler grinned. "Your luck's been insane lately. Must be all that newfound charisma bleeding through."
The words hung there, weighted with subtext I didn't want to unpack. Marcus's jaw tightened, his knuckles white around his d20.
"Or maybe I'm just good at this game," I shot back, keeping my voice level. "Can we get back to the part where we're about to spring this obvious trap?"
Tyler's grin widened, but he let it drop. "Fine. The door creaks open, revealing—"
We fell back into rhythm. Randy's barbarian charged in, predictably. Marcus's paladin tried to talk us out of obvious danger, predictably. My prince schemed and plotted and rolled just well enough to keep us alive. Almost normal. Almost like before.
Until Tyler leaned across the table to hand me dice, fingers brushing mine with deliberate slowness. "Nice roll, princess."
Marcus's miniature hit the table hard enough to bounce.
"Okay, that's it." I stood, chair scraping. "Can everyone just chill and play the damn game? I'm here to kill monsters, not navigate whatever this is."
Silence. Randy suddenly found his phone fascinating. Tyler leaned back, hands up in mock surrender, still smirking. Marcus stared at the battle mat like it held the secrets of the universe.
"Fine," Tyler said. "The guardian statue animates. Roll for initiative."
We limped through the rest of the session, the magic broken. Randy bolted the second Tyler called time. I started packing up, shoving dice into my bag with unnecessary force.
Marcus lingered by the stairs, blocking my exit with studied casualness.
"So..." He shifted weight between feet. "Are we, like, a thing now?"
My stomach twisted into a failed Constitution save.
"Let's just see where it goes, okay?"
The words came out smaller than intended, and I watched something dim in his eyes before he stepped aside.
Marcus’s face falls, but he nods. The silence between us afterwards felt heavier than any argument. 
I headed home through empty Sunday streets, the autumn air sharp enough to cut through my hoodie. Dad's car wasn't in the driveway—probably at the hardware store, his favorite weekend escape route. Mom sat at the kitchen table, surrounded by real estate listings and cold coffee, barely glancing up when I passed.
"How was your game?"
"Fine."
The single word carried enough weight that she actually looked at me, but I was already halfway up the stairs.
In my room, I peeled off the hoodie and caught my reflection in the closet mirror. Same gray-blue eyes, same intelligence behind them, but the face... everything else had been rerolled. High cheekbones where there'd been soft nothing. Lips that looked like they belonged on someone who knew how to use them. A body that drew stares instead of sliding past unnoticed.
The irony tasted bitter as old coffee. For seventeen years, I'd been the background NPC watching everyone else pair off, wondering what fatal flaw in my character build made me invisible. Now I looked like this and felt... nothing. Not for Marcus, anyway.
I knew exactly how much this sucked—being the pretty girl who couldn't reciprocate. Marcus had looked at me the way I used to look at... well, at pretty much any girl who'd acknowledge my existence. That desperate hope mixed with pre-emptive disappointment. I recognized it because I'd worn it like default armor for years.
But what could I do? Fake it? Lie to my best friend until one of us cracked?
I grabbed my journal, the one with the dragon on the cover that I'd had since eighth grade. The pages were running out, filled with campaign notes and character concepts and, lately, frantic attempts to systematize what couldn't be systematized.
Day 12 of the transformation:
Relief +10 (D&D session almost normal)
Sadness +10 (Marcus situation deteriorating)
Emotional equilibrium: null
Status effects: Guilt (persistent), Confusion (chronic), Attraction (misdirected)
My body felt calm in that post-game way, muscles loose, mind finally quiet after hours of focused play. But underneath, where feelings were supposed to live, just... nothing. Like someone had disconnected the controller. No crush, no yearning, no spark. Just this hollow space where desire was supposed to spawn.
Maybe this was what leveling up really meant—learning that not every quest ended with treasure. Sometimes you opened the chest and found it empty, and you couldn't even blame the DM.
Sometimes you became everything you thought you wanted and discovered the real curse was getting it.






  
  Chapter eleven








The Warrior Guild: Trials of Popularity


Monday morning, I stood in front of my closet like I was choosing what version of myself to be. Except this time, I wasn't hiding. Today's mission: actually embrace this instead of fighting it constantly. 
The black miniskirt hit mid-thigh with white tights underneath, not the thick winter kind but delicate, semi-sheer. The oversized belt cinched everything together like a statement of intent. My white blouse had these subtle blue threads running through it, and yeah, I left the top two buttons undone. First time showing actual cleavage instead of frantically buttoning everything to the neck.
A black choker circled my throat—not the spiked kind from Hot Topic, but velvet, soft. The scarf draped artfully (thanks, YouTube tutorials). Wrist bangles that clinked when I moved. Earrings that actually dangled instead of the tiny studs I'd been wearing. Black ribbons woven through my hair, taming it into something deliberate instead of chaos.
The two-inch heels took practice. Not stilettos—I wasn't completely insane—but enough height to change how I walked, how I held myself. Each step required intention.
Looking in the mirror, I barely recognized myself. Not just the physical change anymore, but the presentation. Like I'd finally stopped pretending and committed to showing up. Fashion as statement. Femininity as choice.
Quest accepted: Stop apologizing for existing.
Mom actually did a double-take at breakfast. Dad kept his eyes firmly on his newspaper, jaw tight. Neither said anything. Fine by me.
The heels clicked against the school's linoleum, each step broadcasting arrival. No more sneaking through hallways like a rogue failing stealth checks. Heads turned. Conversations paused. I kept walking, chin up, channeling every confident NPC I'd ever written.
"Oh my GOD, Deidre!"
Talia materialized from nowhere, eyes bright as critical hit dice. Before I could react, her phone was out, circling me like I was a boss monster she needed to document.
"This look is everything. The skirt with the tights? The choker? Girl, you just broke the whole aesthetic game." Her thumbs flew across her screen. "Turn a little—yeah, perfect. This is going straight to my fashion feed."
Within minutes, my phone buzzed. Talia's TikTok was already live, my morning transformation set to some trending audio about glow-ups. But then it kept playing. Cut to Naomi in the locker room, her voice clear: "Derek just admitted she feels nothing looking at girls. Like, nothing nothing."
My stomach dropped through the floor.
Next clip: me at gym, definitely watching Jake stretch, eyes tracking the way his shirt pulled across his shoulders. Then Brian doing pull-ups. Then Ryan laughing at something, head thrown back. All edited together with hearts and fire emojis.
The caption: When the new girl is DEFINITELY interested 👀🔥
Whole effect was to make me look like a girl on the hunt.
Comments were already flooding in. My notifications exploded. The whole school would see this within the hour.
When I saw her later, Talia winked at me, completely oblivious to the panic attack brewing behind my carefully applied mascara. "You're welcome, babe. Just gave you the best advertising possible."
She bounced off, leaving me frozen in the hallway, realizing I'd just been outplayed by the school's information broker.  Of course she had held back that clip about the locker room until exactly the right moment. 
The rest of the morning turned into an endurance test of dodging increasingly bold flirtation attempts. Three different boys "accidentally" bumped into me between classes, each collision accompanied by a smile that made my stomach (and other parts) jump just a bit. Brian offered to carry my books—twice. Even quiet Daniel from AP History suddenly discovered conversation skills, asking if I needed help finding anything, his eyes doing that nervous dance between my face and... elsewhere.
And honestly? I liked it. The attention felt like finally being noticed after years of invisible. Every lingering glance, every awkward compliment—proof I existed in ways I'd never mattered before. My looks weren't just features anymore; they were actual power.
At lunch, I did my usual bounce between tables—Commoners first, where Marcus sat rigid as a failed Dexterity save. I squeezed his hand, trying to telegraph friendship not romance, but his fingers clung too long, reading promises I wasn't writing. Tyler watched the whole exchange with that knowing smirk, like a DM who already knew how this encounter would end.
The Bards welcomed me with their usual chaos. Rachel launched into a dramatic reading of our scene while Evan provided color commentary, but I barely heard them.
"Derek."
Hannah Kincaid materialized beside me—not her usual captain's entrance but something more tactical. The track star had that focused look, like she was calculating split times.
"What do you have after school?"
"Nothing." Unless you counted hiding from everyone's expectations.
"You should add athletics to your college application."
I almost laughed. "I'm unathletic. Like, negative Constitution modifier unathletic."
Hannah's eyes narrowed, appraising. "Derek was unathletic. But when everyone else was staring at your chest in the locker room, I was looking at your actual build." She leaned closer, voice dropping. "You're not just shrunk down—you're compressed. Tighter. There's muscle memory in there, just redistributed. Your legs, your core—there's potential."
"Potential for what?"
"Track. Distance running specifically. Your body type's perfect for it—light frame, long legs for your height, good lung capacity despite the..." she gestured vaguely at my chest. "I want to see what's there."
An unexpected quest notification might as well have pinged above her head. Join the Warriors Guild?
"I don't even own running shoes."
"We'll fix that. Meet me at the track after school. We'll do some baseline tests, see what we're working with."
Something in her tone suggested this wasn't really optional. Hannah commanded like someone used to being obeyed, but not cruelly—just efficiently.
"Okay," I heard myself say.
She nodded once, satisfied, then strode off with that perfect athlete's gait that made walking look like winning.
Rachel grabbed my arm immediately. "Did Hannah Kincaid just recruit you? Athletes never recruit theater people. This is unprecedented. Historical. I'm texting everyone."
But I was already calculating the character build possibilities. Multiclassing: Bard/Warrior hybrid. The unexpected combinations were always the most interesting to play.
* * *
The locker room felt different at 3:30—emptier, purposeful. I changed into borrowed gear Hannah had scrounged up: shorts that showed more leg than I'd ever displayed as Derek, a sports bra that compressed everything into submission, and a tank top with last year's track logo. The mirror showed someone I didn't recognize—an athlete. Or at least someone playing one.
Outside, the whole athletic world I'd ignored for seventeen years sprawled across the fields like a massive multiplayer arena. Soccer team running drills on the main field, their shouts and whistles carrying on the wind. Field hockey players whipping balls across their pitch with violent precision. The track wrapped around everything, runners moving in practiced formations like they were following programmed paths.
Then I saw him—Eli, of all people, keeping pace with the men's long-distance group. His usual sharp edges smoothed into rhythm, that prosecutorial intensity channeled into forward motion. He caught my eye mid-stride and gave me something I'd never seen from him: an acknowledging smile. Not mocking, not analytical. Just recognition. Like we were both caught being something other than our assigned roles.
Hannah started simple. "Sprint to the fifty-yard line."
My body responded better than expected—lighter, quicker, though my chest's new physics required constant recalibration. Three sprints later, she tossed me a soccer ball.
"Let's see your footwork."
Disaster. My feet tangled, the ball skittering away like I'd critically failed a Dexterity check. Hannah retrieved it, shaking her head but smiling.
"Too bad about the height. Might've made a soccer player out of you otherwise." She pointed to the track. "Let's try distance. Just run. Don't think about pace or form. Just move."
I started jogging, expecting the usual cascade of side stitches and gasping. Instead, something clicked. My stride found its own logic, legs cycling with unexpected efficiency. The compressed muscle Hannah had identified came alive, and suddenly running felt like breathing—natural, necessary. Endorphins flooded my system around lap two, better than any high I'd ever chased.
Hannah waved me on when I passed her. "Keep going!"
Three laps. I did three whole laps and felt... good. Actually good. Like my body finally made sense.
"Knew it," Hannah said when I finally stopped, barely winded. "Distance runner's build. You should seriously consider track team. We need more long-distance women."
She gathered her stuff. "Come on. Join the crew—café after practice. On us for this round, just to get you recruited." Hannah smiled brightly.
* * *
Back in my carefully curated outfit—the black miniskirt and white tights suddenly feeling like armor I'd earned—I followed Hannah into the café. The Warriors had claimed their usual corner booth, bodies sprawled across seats like they owned the place. Which, socially speaking, they did.
"Found our new distance runner," Hannah announced, sliding in next to Elana. "Three laps, barely broke a sweat. Natural endurance build."
Benji's eyes widened behind his perpetual grin. "Wait, Derek runs now? What's next, joining the mathletes?" He caught himself. "Wait, that came out wrong. I meant—"
"She meant she's impressed," Ryan cut in smoothly, making room for me beside him. His soccer jersey clung to shoulders that belonged in a different tax bracket than mine. "Hannah doesn't recruit lightly. Must've seen something special."
Heat crept up my neck. Ryan Lee had this way of making every comment sound like a private joke between you and him. His knee brushed mine under the table—accidentally, probably, but my body registered it like an electric shock.
"Track team's looking solid this year," Tessa jumped in, always the peacemaker. "We've got regionals locked if everyone stays healthy. Speaking of—Derek, Diedre? you should really think about proper nutrition now that you're training. I've got this whole meal plan—"
"Diedre's fine," I said. "I mean everyone. Whatever you feel comfortable with."
"Jesus, Tess, let her breathe before you start the protein powder sermon," Elana laughed, stealing fries from Javier's plate. "Though honestly, with legs like those, she could probably crush half our sprint times with proper coaching."
Javier adjusted his glasses, that calculating look I recognized from watching him coordinate plays. "Cross-country might be smarter. Less competition for scholarships, better injury statistics."
"Always thinking five moves ahead," Ryan said, stretching in a way that made his shirt ride up slightly. Just a flash of abs, but my brain short-circuited like I'd failed a Wisdom save. "Sometimes you gotta live in the moment, J."
He turned those dark eyes on me. "So what made you decide to try athletics? Besides Hannah's recruitment speech, which I'm sure included phrases like 'untapped potential' and 'college applications.'"
"I needed a new quest," I heard myself say, then immediately wanted to recall the words. But Ryan just grinned.
"A quest. I like that." He leaned back, arm draped across the booth behind me—not touching, but present. "Better than my reason. Started soccer because my mom said I had too much energy and needed to run it off somewhere that wasn't the house."
The table erupted in stories—Benji's dad forcing him into baseball, Tessa discovering runner's high after a bad breakup, Elana getting into weightlifting to prove her brothers wrong. Normal teenage mythology, but told with the confidence of people who'd already won their battles.
Hannah caught my eye and winked. "See? You fit right in."
And weirdly, impossibly, it felt true. Even with Ryan's proximity scrambling my neural pathways and this new body still feeling like borrowed equipment. The Warriors had opened their party roster, and somehow, I'd passed the entrance requirements.
* * *
The high from the café lasted exactly until I walked through the front door. Dad looked up from the TV, his eyes tracking from my heels to the miniskirt to the deliberate flash of cleavage. His jaw tightened like he'd swallowed something sour.
"Why are you playing dress-up?" The words came out flat, exhausted. "Whatever this virus did to your body, you don't have to act this way."
"Ron—" Mom started.
"I'm serious, Laura. All this..." He gestured vaguely at me, like I was a problem he couldn't diagnose. "The makeup, the skirts. You're still Derek. You don't have to perform for anyone."
Mom materialized from the kitchen, dish towel in hand like a weapon. "She looks perfect. Finally taking care of herself, making an effort." Her eyes sparkled with something hungry. "You should see the way people look at her now. Popular, confident—everything I always..."
She caught herself, but the damage was already done.
"Everything you always wanted?" I finished. My voice cracked—not masculine, just broken. "Is that what this is? Dad wants his son back, and you want the daughter you never had?"
"That's not—" Mom started.
"Derek, buddy, I just meant—" Dad stumbled over the nickname, the one that fit like shoes I'd outgrown.
"My name is Diedre now. Sometimes. Maybe. I don't know!" The words tumbled out, anger and confusion tangling. "But neither of you care about that, do you? Dad's googling 'reversal treatments' while Mom's planning my pageant career."
Dad's face reddened. "I'm trying to help—"
"By pretending this isn't happening? By acting like I'm broken?"
"By being realistic!" He stood, frustration finally breaking through. "This isn't you!"
"How would you know?" The question hung between us, unanswered. "When have you ever known who I was?"
Mom tried to mediate, but her words just made everything worse. Something about acceptance, about moving forward, but it all sounded like she was talking about someone else's life. Someone she'd invented.
I retreated upstairs, heels clicking against each step like a countdown. In my room, I kicked them off, collapsed on the bed still in the outfit that had felt like armor two hours ago. Now it felt like a costume in a play where everyone had different scripts.
My phone buzzed. Hannah asking about joining tomorrow's practice.
The Warriors had felt like acceptance. This felt like war.






  
  Chapter twelve








Levelling Up


Iwoke up early, the fight with my parents already fading into background noise. The real quest began at my closet. 
The short navy skirt with white piping called to me first—a rare drop from last weekend's mall raid with Alyssa. I paired it with the fitted cream blouse, half-tucking it to showcase the sleek belt with its silver buckle that caught light like enchanted gear. The ankle boots added two inches—just enough heel to make my legs look endless without eating it on the school stairs.
Accessories were pure min-maxing: thin silver chain for elegance points, hoop earrings for charisma boost, stacked bracelets that chimed softly when I moved. The black ribbon holding my half-up twist felt like equipping a headpiece—the final touch that completed the set.
The perfume bottle sat on my dresser, still foreign. Soft floral notes—my first perfume, bought yesterday after Hannah mentioned I "smelled like gym." I spritzed it carefully, watching the mist settle on my wrists.
Each piece clicked into place like loading a character screen. This wasn't playing dress-up. This was building something—armor against Dad's disappointment, weapons against Mom's projections, tools good enough to handle whatever today threw at me.
The mirror showed someone who could handle this. Someone prepared.
* * *
The hallway parted like I'd cast a crowd-control spell. Not dramatically—just that subtle shift where people noticed, tracked, adjusted their paths. Three weeks ago I'd been invisible furniture. Now conversations paused mid-sentence as I passed.
"Diedre!" Briar grabbed my arm near the lockers, paint under her fingernails as always. "That skirt is criminal. Where'd you find it?"
Before I could answer, she'd already moved on to discussing Thursday's rehearsal, assuming I'd be there. The assumption felt natural now—another scheduled raid on my calendar.
Two sophomore girls hovered nearby, clearly wanting to approach but stuck in that awkward initiative-roll phase. The braver one finally stepped forward.
"Hey, um, sorry to bother you, but that belt—is it vintage? I've been looking for something like that everywhere."
The question hit differently than expected.Not the usual "you're cute" stuff that made me feel like they'd forgotten I had a brain. This was specific, technical—like being asked about spell rotations or gear optimization.
"Actually, it's from this little consignment shop downtown," I heard myself explaining, watching her eyes light up. "They get new stuff Thursdays. The trick is pairing structured pieces with softer textures—see how the cream blouse balances the sharp lines?"
She nodded eagerly, pulling out her phone to take notes. Actually taking notes. About something I said about fashion. The cognitive dissonance made my brain skip.
Hannah caught me by the water fountain, still sweaty from morning practice. "Track meeting moved to this afternoon.  Coach wants to time you officially."  She said it casually, like my joining was already decided.
Down the hall, Adrian glanced up from his coding notebook and gave me a small nod—acknowledgment without judgment. Yesterday he'd asked if I wanted to review calc together, treating me exactly the same as before except for using "she" now. The normalcy of it had almost made me cry.
Even Eli's group no longer felt completely off-limits. Maya had stopped me after English to debate Hamlet's reliability as narrator—fifteen minutes of actual intellectual sparring that left me breathless in a different way than Ryan's smile did.
The corridors felt wider now, like the map had expanded. I wasn't just traveling between safe zones anymore. The whole school had become navigable terrain, each interaction adding another discovered location to my mental minimap.
The second bell rang. Time to see what other territories today would unlock.
* * *

My hands wouldn't stop shaking as I caught Marcus by the cafeteria doors. The lunch crowd streamed around us, but he stood still, already reading my face like I'd given everything away.
"Can we talk?" The words came out higher than intended.
We found a corner near the vending machines—neutral territory, away from both the Commoners' table and my new rotating seats. Marcus crossed his arms, defensive stance already engaged.
"I think maybe we're better as... friends." The words fell between us like something I'd dropped and couldn't pick back up.
His expression cycled through disbelief, hurt, then something harder. "Friends." Not a question. A statement, flat as a critical fail.
"Marcus, I—"
"No, I get it." His voice went tight, controlled. "You've got your new life now. Theater kids, track team, whatever Brittany's crew is calling themselves."
"That's not—"
"Then maybe you should stay away from the game for a while." He stared past me at the wall. "Not forever. Just—space."
The word hit like psychic damage. More than ten years of friendship reduced to a request for distance. But he was right. My calendar had become a Tetris game of overlapping commitments—debate prep, track practice, backstage crew. The Wednesday night campaigns felt like artifacts from another player's save file.
I nodded, swallowing against the thickness in my throat. "Okay."
"Okay." He walked away without looking back.
I stood there, watching him rejoin Tyler and Randy, watching them close ranks like a party reforming without their cleric. The ache spread through my chest—not sharp, just hollow. The kind of debuff that lingered.
Quest failed: Maintain friendship without collateral damage.
The guilt sat heavy in my chest, but I knew—letting the fantasy continue would've been crueler. I didn't understand what this body craved yet, what I wanted, but I needed space to discover it without dragging him through the wreckage.
Sometimes the failed quests taught you more than the completed ones.
* * *
The Warriors' table buzzed with post-practice energy, that specific frequency of endorphins and competitive banter. Hannah waved me over, and I slid into the space they'd started saving for me—right between Hannah and Ryan, which definitely wasn't an accident on someone's part.
"There she is," Ryan grinned, pushing his tray to make room. "Our secret weapon."
"I'm not even on the team yet."
"Yet." He leaned back, that lazy confidence that made my stomach do things I wasn't ready to analyze. "You run better than half our sprinters already. Coach saw you yesterday—asked me who the new girl was."
The compliment hit different when paired with how his eyes tracked me. Not predatory, just... interested. Present tense, active voice, all attention.
"She's got natural speed," Hannah confirmed, stealing fries from someone's tray. "Just needs to build stamina."
"I can help with that." Ryan's tone stayed casual, but the subtext wasn't exactly subtle.
Heat crept up my neck. This wasn't like Marcus's desperate affection or Tyler's awkward attempts. Ryan knew exactly what he was doing, each word calculated for effect. The strange part? My body responded—little electric jolts I couldn't logic away.
Across the cafeteria, movement caught my eye. Jess sat with the Sorcerers, but she wasn't engaged in their conversation. Her gaze fixed on our table, on Ryan specifically, then shifted to me. Not jealous—something else. Worried? Warning?
She looked away when our eyes met, turning back to whatever Talia was showing on her phone. But the tension remained, a thread pulled tight between tables.
"Earth to Deidre." Ryan nudged my shoulder. "Hannah asked if you're coming to practice tomorrow."
"Yeah," I managed, dragging my attention back. "Wouldn't miss it."
His smile widened. "Good."
The word felt like a promise of complications I wasn't ready for.
The lunch crowd dispersed in its usual chaos, bodies flowing toward fifth period like water finding channels. I grabbed my bag, still processing Ryan's attention, when a hand caught my elbow at the hallway corner.
"Love the blouse," Jess said, materializing from nowhere. Her voice carried that perfect pitch—compliment as greeting, smooth as expensive silk. "The structured shoulders with the soft skirt? Genius contrast."
"Thanks, I—"
"You should watch yourself with Ryan."
The tonal shift hit like missing a step in the dark. I blinked, brain scrambling to catch up. Jess stood close enough that I could smell her perfume—something French, probably worth more than my entire outfit.
"Why? What did he do?"
Her eyes flicked away, scanning the hallway like she was checking for adds before a boss fight. For a second, the perfect mask slipped. Something raw flickered underneath—not jealousy, not anger. Fear? Pain? The expression vanished before I could parse it.
"Just... trust me."
"Jess, wait—"
But she'd already turned, designer heels clicking against linoleum as she rejoined the Sorcerers. Talia immediately leaned in, probably fishing for gossip about our interaction. Jess's laugh rang out, bright and empty as a bell.
I stood there, bag weighing down my shoulder, trying to process what just happened. The warning felt real—too abrupt to be manipulation, too specific to ignore. But without context, it hung there like an unresolved chord.
My phone buzzed. Ryan: great talk at lunch. coffee after practice tomorrow?
I stared at the message, Jess's warning echoing in my head. Whatever she knew, she'd risked her social position to tell me. The Sorcerers didn't break rank without reason.
Side quest unlocked: Investigate Jess's warning.
The notation appeared in my mental quest log, pulsing amber—proceed with caution.
* * *
The track stretched out before me, rust-red lanes curving into infinity. My new running shoes—Nike something, Hannah had insisted on the right gear—hit the polyurethane in steady rhythm. Thud-thud-thud-thud. No dice rolls here, no charisma checks. Just legs and lungs and forward motion.
Coach Martinez called out splits, but I barely heard him. Three laps in, something clicked. The strange weight distribution of this body—hips wider, chest bound tightly in the sports bra, ponytail swinging—stopped feeling foreign. My stride shortened naturally, feet landing beneath my center of gravity instead of fighting it. Breath came easier, settling into a pattern that matched my steps.
In-in-out. In-in-out.
The other runners blurred peripheral. Eli loped past on the inside lane, his long-distance crew maintaining that steady pace that ate miles. He nodded once—acknowledgment without judgment. I nodded back, surprised at the ease of it. No performance, no calculation. Just two people who understood the religion of repetitive motion.
Four laps. Five. My thighs burned but it felt clean, honest. Not like the constant ache of pretending to understand who I was supposed to be now. Here, I didn't have to decode whether my outfit telegraphed the right signals or parse Ryan's intentions or translate Jess's warnings. Each footfall erased another layer of noise—Talia's TikTok edits, Marcus's wounded silence, the weight of everyone watching me navigate this new character build.
Six laps. Sweat soaked through my shirt, outlining the body I still wasn't used to seeing in mirrors. But here, moving, it just felt like machinery. Good machinery. Efficient. The weird euphoria wasn't about being pretty or desired or whatever. It was simpler: this body could run.
Seven laps. My mind went blank—not empty but full of motion. No past-tense analysis of lunch dynamics. No future-tense anxiety about Ryan's coffee invitation. Just present-tense verbs: run, breathe, exist. The transformation that had felt like losing hit points suddenly felt like gaining something else. Not strength exactly—speed? Agility? Or maybe just the ability to move through space without apology.
Coach whistled. "Cool-down lap, everyone!"
I slowed reluctantly, not wanting to leave this pocket universe where everything made sense. Where my body wasn't a curse or blessing but just a vehicle. Where I could stop thinking in game mechanics and just be.
For ten minutes, I'd been nobody's quest objective. Just motion. Just breath.
Just me.






  
  Chapter thirteen








Glamour Class Unlocked


The pastel wrap skirt swished against my thighs as I walked—pale lavender that caught morning light through the hallway windows. I'd paired it with a cream lace-trim top that hinted at collar bones I'd never noticed Derek having, the thin gold chain resting just above where the lace began. Ankle boots clicked against linoleum in a rhythm I'd practiced—not too loud, not too timid. Just enough presence to say I belong here.
Three weeks ago, these hallways had been a stealth mission. Stay invisible, avoid aggro, make it to the next checkpoint. Now I moved through them like I'd finally downloaded the walkthrough. Each clothing choice calculated: the shimmer gloss that caught light but didn't scream for attention, the way the skirt's wrap design created movement without revealing too much. 
"Oh my GOD, Deidre!"
Talia materialized beside my locker, phone already raised. Her own outfit—designer jeans, crop top revealing toned abs, oversized hoop earrings—broadcasted main character energy. She circled me like a boss mob evaluating loot.
"This whole vibe? It's giving sophisticated but approachable. Feminine but not trying too hard." Her fingers flew across her screen as she spoke. "The school is literally obsessed with your transformation arc."
The phone camera clicked before I could respond. Talia angled for better light, directed me to turn slightly left. I complied, recognizing the choreography. She wielded that phone like a weapon—total influence multiplier, mass social damage.
"There." She showed me the screen. The photo looked nothing like Derek, nothing like the awkward first attempts at Deidre. This girl in lavender and lace looked... intentional. Composed. Like someone who understood the assignment and nailed it.
"I'm posting this right now. You need better documentation of this journey." Her thumbs blurred across the screen. "Hashtag StyleGoals, hashtag GlowUp, hashtag NewEra—oh, and I'm tagging you."
My phone buzzed immediately. Instagram notification: @TaliaTells tagged you in a photo.
"You barely post," Talia continued, syrup-sweet disappointment coating her words. "Which is criminal with your bone structure. But don't worry, I got you."
The follower count on my dusty account—previously reserved for D&D campaign maps—started climbing. Thirty new followers. Fifty. The photo already had dozens of likes, comments flooding in:
"Where did you GET that skirt??"
"Tutorial on the hair please!"
"Deidre's style evolution is unmatched"
Talia leaned close, her perfume—something expensive, probably called Ambition—filling my nose. "You know Ryan's been asking about you, right? Like, constantly."
She let that hang, watching my reaction through kohled eyes. This felt like a cutscene I couldn't skip, dialogue trees branching toward predetermined outcomes. Use me for content, feed me information—fair trade in the social economy.
Her phone appeared again, this time video mode. "Say something cute about your outfit inspiration!"
The red recording light blinked. Performance time. I smiled, the expression coming easier now, and played my part. "Just trying to level up my style stats."
Talia laughed—bright, practiced, perfect for camera. "She's such a gamer, I love it."
Quest log updated, my brain supplied automatically. Objective: Enter the Sorceress Court. Status: In Progress. Warning: Allies may become rivals without notice.
But the notification count kept climbing, and the dopamine hit felt too good to question the terms of service.
* * *
The cafeteria's usual chaos dimmed when Brittany Chen approached my table. She moved through the crowd like it parted by design, her pressed navy blazer and pearl earrings broadcasting student government authority. Her smile had that political candidate perfection—warm enough to seem genuine, calculated enough to close deals.
"Deidre, perfect timing." She slid into the seat across from me, posture impeccable. "I have a proposition."
The Warriors' table where I'd been heading suddenly seemed miles away. Ryan caught my eye from across the room, raised an eyebrow. I shrugged—when the student body president summoned you, you answered.
"You've got style and authenticity," Brittany continued, her voice pitched for intimacy despite the surrounding noise. "That's rare. Most people have one or the other, but you..." She gestured at my outfit with manicured fingers. "You make it look effortless."
The compliment landed differently than Talia's earlier gushing. Brittany dealt in currency, not flattery. This had transaction written all over it.
"The Winter Dance is this weekend," she said, leaning forward. "We're doing something special this year—a Fashion Contest for couples. Not just 'best dressed,' but showcasing modern romance, contemporary style. Very Pinterest board meets runway meets charity fundraiser."
My brain scrambled to process. "And you want me to... enter?"
"Judge." Her smile widened fractionally. "You'd be perfect. You understand transformation, authenticity. Plus, your perspective—having seen both sides of the gender equation recently—that's invaluable for evaluating couple dynamics."
The subtext hung heavy: Your story is good PR. Your presence legitimizes this.
"The other judges are myself, and Ryan." Brittany's tone suggested this was already decided. "We need someone who represents the student body's evolving perspective on style."
Translation: someone Instagram-worthy who'd make the event seem less stuffy.
"I..." The word yes formed before I'd finished thinking. The Sorceress Court didn't extend invitations twice. "I'd be honored."
"Perfect." Brittany stood, smoothing her skirt. "Sit with us today. We need to discuss logistics."
She didn't wait for confirmation, already walking toward the corner table where the Sorcerers held court. I grabbed my tray and followed, feeling the cafeteria's attention shift like a searchlight tracking movement.
Achievement Unlocked: Sorcerers Circle achieved
The Sorcerers' table felt like stepping onto a stage mid-performance. Naomi held court from the center, her voice rising and falling with practiced rhythm as she dissected last weekend's party. Her hands carved the air, punctuating each revelation about who'd hooked up, who'd fought, who'd cried in the bathroom. Talia leaned in from her left, phone angled for the perfect candid, adding commentary that would later become captions.
"—and then Katie literally threw her drink at him," Naomi concluded, pausing for effect. "Which, honestly? Iconic."
Talia's camera swung toward me. "Deidre's giving us major dark academia meets soft girl today." Her fingers flew across her screen. "This color story? Obsessed."
The attention hit like sugar rush—sweet, addictive, slightly nauseating. Every laugh they offered felt like validation, every approving nod like proof I belonged. My mental scorecard updated: popularity up, social status climbing, sense of self... buffering...
Jess sat quieter than the others, picking at her salad with deliberate precision. While Naomi conducted and Talia broadcasted, Jess observed. Her beauty had that untouchable quality, like she existed behind museum glass. When our eyes met, she offered a small smile that didn't quite reach her eyes.
"What do you read?" she asked suddenly, cutting through Naomi's latest story about someone's dating disaster.
The question caught me off-guard. "Oh, um. High fantasy mostly. Sanderson, Rothfuss, that kind of thing."
Naomi rolled her eyes. "God, you really were a boy."
But Jess leaned closer, voice dropping. "I love romantasy."
The old Derek would've scoffed—romance polluting pure worldbuilding. But something in how Jess said it, almost defensive, made me reconsider.
"Like what?"
"From Blood and Ash, Fourth Wing..." She traced patterns on the table. "Magic makes everything heightened, you know? Love becomes literally transformative. Power dynamics shift when someone can wield lightning but still gets weak-kneed over a touch."
Her eyes sparked with genuine enthusiasm, the first real emotion I'd seen crack her porcelain composure.
"Plus," she continued, "there's something about watching characters discover they're capable of both—massive power and complete vulnerability. Like they don't have to choose between being strong and being wanted."
The words hung between us, loaded with subtext I couldn't quite parse. Naomi had moved on to discussing someone's tragic outfit choices, but Jess and I existed in our own pocket of conversation.
"That's... actually beautiful," I admitted.
She smiled—real this time. "Most people think it's stupid. Girly."
"Most people are idiots."
Something shifted in her expression, a recognition maybe. Like she'd found unexpected ally in enemy territory. The longer we talked—about favorite tropes, about magic systems, about why enemies-to-lovers hit different—the more I noticed how the others treated her. Beautiful set dressing. A trophy they'd collected, displayed, but never really examined.
Was that my role too? The transformation story, the gossip fodder, the newest shiny thing to photograph and hashtag?
Jess must've seen something in my face. She touched my wrist lightly.
"The circle's not what it seems," she murmured, too quiet for the others to hear. "Just... be careful who you trust with your real self."
Brittany's voice cut through my conversation with Jess like a notification ping disrupting a good dream.
"So tell us, Deidre—how did you go from..." she paused, searching for diplomatic phrasing, "...from Derek's whole situation to this?" Her gesture encompassed my outfit, my presence at their table, my entire transformation.
The table turned toward me like flowers tracking sun. Even Jess retreated behind her careful mask.
"My cousin Alyssa," I started, feeling the words tumble out faster than intended. "She's like, this force of nature from the city. She swooped in with makeup tutorials and shopping bags and basically performed an intervention."
Naomi nodded approvingly. "Good genetics help too, obviously."
"But also..." I hesitated, then pushed forward. "I just started paying attention for the first time in my life. Like, before I thought fashion was this mysterious language only certain people spoke. Turns out it's just... patterns. Color theory. Understanding silhouettes. Once you break down the system, it's basically character design."
The comparison to gaming slipped out before I could stop it, but instead of mockery, laughter rippled around the table—not cruel, but inclusive. Like I'd said something charming instead of nerdy.
"Character design," Avery repeated, delighted. "That's actually genius."
The acceptance hit my bloodstream like caffeine. Words came easier, faster. I found myself gesturing more, matching their energy, their rhythm. When someone mentioned last night's drama in the group chat, I laughed at the right moments. When Naomi asked about skincare routines, I had answers. The electricity of belonging crackled through every interaction.
"Speaking of character design," Talia said, waving her phone, "that video I posted of you this morning already has three hundred likes. You're trending, babe."
The reminder of that video—me obviously checking out boys at gym—should've mortified me. Instead, I shrugged, playing it off with newfound confidence. "Good angles, I guess."
For once, I'm not the invisible one watching others play.
The thought crystallized as lunch ended. I was in the game now, really in it. Not narrating from the sidelines but moving pieces on the board.
As we gathered our things, Brittany's arm looped through mine with practiced ease. The contact felt simultaneously intimate and performative, like we were posing for invisible cameras.
"You belong here, Deidre," she said, voice honey-sweet. "Just don't forget who brought you in."
The words landed light as air but left frost in their wake. A reminder disguised as affection, a leash decorated to look like friendship bracelet.
* * *
The auditorium smelled like sawdust and acrylic paint, familiar but foreign—like visiting a childhood home after someone else moved in. Wednesday afternoons used to mean dice rolling and character sheets and Tyler's terrible snack choices. Now I stood in borrowed paint-splattered jeans, holding a brush loaded with forest green, pretending this didn't feel like exile.
"More texture on that trunk," Callie directed from her perch on the stage edge, notebook balanced on her knee. "Trees aren't smooth. They have character."
I dabbed and stippled, creating bark patterns while the Bards worked around me—a controlled chaos of hammering, singing, and someone running lines in the corner. Evan practiced a complicated dance sequence, his movements liquid precision. Briar attacked fabric with scissors, muttering about incompetent freshmen who couldn't sew straight lines.
"So," Jenna said, appearing beside me, "saw you with the queen bees."
I focused on my tree trunk. "They invited me to help with some winter dance thing."
"Of course they did." Her voice carried theatrical disappointment. "Fresh meat for the image machine."
"It's not like that—"
"Isn't it?" Evan had stopped dancing, toweling sweat from his neck. "Brittany collects people like limited edition bags. You're this season's must-have accessory."
The words stung more than they should have. I forced a laugh, keeping my tone light. "Maybe I'm just being adopted as some kind of mascot."
"Mascots are cute and harmless," Callie said without looking up from her notes. "You're neither anymore."
Before I could parse that, Rachel materialized at my elbow. While the others returned to their tasks, she leaned close, voice dropping to undertone.
"Watch yourself with them."
"Everyone keeps saying that."
"Because everyone sees what you don't." She dipped her brush in burnt umber, adding shadows to my tree. "The Circle doesn't do friendship. They do transactions. Right now you're valuable—new, beautiful, trending. But trends change."
"And theater kids don't?"
She smiled, sad and knowing. "We're dramatic and petty and absolutely exhausting. But when we destroy each other, at least it's honest. The Sorcerers smile while they sharpen knives."
Her warning settled over me like stage fog—visible but intangible, impossible to grasp. I kept painting, wondering if every social group came with warning labels I couldn't read.






  
  Chapter fourteen








Boss Battle: Winter Festival


Iwoke before my alarm, body humming with anticipation like I'd already mainlined three energy drinks. Today wasn't just another Friday to survive—it was the Winter Party, and for once, I wasn't watching from the edges. I had a role, a purpose, an actual invitation that didn't come with pity attached. 
The plaid skirt went on first—knife-pleated wool that swished when I walked. Then the cream sweater, its shoulder buttons catching morning light like tiny shields. Tights next, smoothing out imperfections, creating that seamless line I'd learned mattered. Ankle boots with just enough heel to change my walk from shuffle to stride.
Behind me, hanging on my closet door like armor waiting for battle, the burgundy dress caught every stray beam of sunlight. Deep wine fabric that shifted between crimson and shadow depending on the angle. 
I touched the fabric once, silk cool against my fingertips. Tonight, Deidre Brooks would walk into that party not as Derek's awkward evolution but as someone who belonged there. Someone people expected to see.
The thought terrified me less than it should have.
* * *
The corridors seemed to make way for me as though I had conjured an expansive enchantment. It wasn't the clumsy scattering of folks evading the oddball, rather a seamless transition marked by acknowledging grins, friendly hand gestures, and nonchalant "Catch you later?" tossed behind them.
"Love the boots, Deidre!" Mia from calculus called out, and I managed a genuine smile back. Three weeks ago, she hadn't known my name existed.
Even Mr. Harrison, perpetually exhausted AP History teacher, brightened when I answered his question about the Reconstruction Era. "Excellent insight, Miss Brooks." The 'Miss' landed differently now—not a correction but an acknowledgment.
Between classes, I caught myself in the vending machine's black glass. The reflection stopped me cold. Straight spine, shoulders back, chin lifted like I'd learned from watching Naomi command rooms. The cream sweater draped just right, the plaid skirt hitting exactly where it should. But it was my eyes that shocked me most—bright, present, engaged with the world instead of calculating escape routes.
The ghost of Derek flickered somewhere beneath—that hunched, hoodie-wearing specter who'd memorized which hallways had the least foot traffic. He felt like a character I'd rolled up freshman year and abandoned, all his skill points dumped into Stealth and Avoidance. His character sheet gathering dust while I played someone with actual Presence scores.
"Deidre!" Brittany's voice cut through the moment. She linked her arm through mine, a casual claim of ownership that would've sent old-Derek into panic spirals. "We need to coordinate arrival times for tonight. The lighting's best at seven-thirty."
I nodded, letting her pull me along, the click of my boots keeping time with hers. The Sorcerers' newest party member, accepted into the guild. The old campaign map, with all its safe routes and hiding spots, no longer applied.
* * *
The debate room felt like hostile territory. The Clerics arranged themselves in their usual formation: Maya at the judge's table, Simone recording everything, Caleb ready to undercut anyone's certainty. Adrian muttered calculations in the corner. And Eli—Eli stood across from me like an inquisitor preparing for trial.
"Bodily autonomy," Maya announced, voice crisp. "Specifically regarding abortion rights. Eli, you'll argue for restrictions. Deidre, you'll defend absolute autonomy."
The irony wasn't lost on me. Here I stood in a body that had rewritten itself without permission, about to defend the right to control what happens inside your own skin.
Eli's opening was surgical. "The question isn't simply autonomy but authenticity. When does a choice become genuine rather than reactive? When does identity stop being circumstantial and become... real?"
"Says the boy who thinks authenticity can be measured like a theorem." I stood straighter, channeling every lesson learned from watching Naomi command space. "Bodies aren't equations, Eli. They're lived experiences. A pregnant person facing that choice isn't debating philosophy—they're managing reality."
His gray-green eyes locked onto mine, and I knew we weren't really talking about abortion anymore.
"Identity doesn't require external validation," I added, surprised by the steadiness in my voice. "A person's relationship with their own body—what grows in it, what changes in it, what they allow or refuse—that's not philosophical. It's lived experience."
"But surely," Eli stepped closer, his runner's build coiled with intellectual energy, "there's a difference between authentic transformation and mere... performance?"
The word hung between us like a thrown dagger.
"Performance assumes an audience," I said, heat rising in my chest. "But some changes happen whether anyone's watching or not. Some bodies rebel or transform without asking permission. That doesn't make the person living in them less real."
Caleb whistled low. "Damn, getting metaphysical in here."
Eli's mouth quirked—not quite a smile, more like acknowledgment of a hit scored. "So you're saying belief creates reality? That wanting something enough makes it true?" He stepped closer, and I caught myself noticing how his shirt pulled across his shoulders—lean muscle from those morning runs I'd witnessed.
"I'm saying," I leaned forward, matching his intensity, "that you can't philosophize away someone's physical reality. A body in crisis—whether from pregnancy, illness, or... unexpected change—doesn't care about your theoretical frameworks. The person living in it has to make choices. Real ones. Daily ones."
His eyes traveled over me—quick, analytical, but something else too. Something that made my pulse spike in ways Derek's body never could have managed. "And verification? Who decides if those choices are... legitimate?"
"Maybe we stop needing verification when we start believing ourselves."
Silence. Then Maya's slow clap, followed by others. Even Simone looked up from her notes, impressed.
"Strong showing, Deidre," Maya said. "You actually made Eli work for it."
Eli tilted his head, studying me like I was a proof he couldn't quite solve. "Not bad. For someone new to the game."
The dismissal stung, even as his eyes lingered a beat too long on the way my sweater caught the light. He saw me—really saw me—but still kept me at arm's length, a fascinating specimen rather than an equal.  
I'd held my own in his arena. But holding my own and actually belonging were completely different things.
* * *
The shower washed away debate dust and Eli's scrutiny. Steam clouded the bathroom mirror—a mercy, really. I wasn't ready to see myself half-transformed, caught between who I'd been and whatever I was becoming.
The burgundy dress hung on my closet door like destiny made fabric. I stepped into it carefully, the material sliding against skin that still felt borrowed. It hugged my waist—smaller now, shaped by whatever cosmic dice roll had rewritten my stats. The skirt flared at my hips, the wide belt creating an hourglass that felt just a little dangerous.
Three-inch heels waited like a boss battle I hadn't dared take on before today. I slipped them on, wobbling, then finding balance. The height changed everything—posture, gait, the angle of the world.
The thin gold choker clicked closed around my throat. Earrings next, catching light when I turned, casting tiny sparkles across the wall. Berry-red gloss to match the dress, applied with hands that barely trembled.
I forced myself to look.
And I saw me—this pretty girl, Diedre.
For the first time since the virus rewrote my code, I didn't see Derek peeking out from behind borrowed femininity, pretending, wearing a costume he'd cobbled together from YouTube tutorials and desperate optimism. I didn't see a boy playing dress-up, hoping nobody would notice the seams where the illusion frayed.
I saw her.
No—I saw me. Me.
My reflection smiled, tentative but real, and I smiled back.
Character transformation complete. All previous save files corrupted.
* * *
The gym doors opened onto another world. Fairy lights draped from basketball hoops like constellations pulled down to earth, metallic streamers catching and throwing back fragments of colored light. Bass thrummed through the floorboards, up through my heels, settling somewhere in my chest. The whole space pulsed with teenage energy—laughter, perfume, sweat, and possibility.
Brittany materialized at my elbow before I'd taken three steps, her smile camera-ready, practiced as a politician's handshake. Her silver dress caught every light in the room, probably on purpose.
"Perfect timing! You and Ryan are judging the couples contest." She steered me toward the stage before I could protest, her manicured nails pressing just hard enough against my arm to communicate this wasn't a request. "Just pick whoever looks best. Easy."
Ryan waited by the judges' table, leaning against it with that casual confidence that made my stomach do complicated things. His suit jacket hung open, tie loosened just enough to look effortless rather than sloppy. When he saw me, his grin widened.
"There's my co-judge." He pulled out a chair for me, fingers brushing my back as I sat. "You clean up nice, Chen."
Talia appeared at my shoulder, two red cups in hand. Her dress—black, short, strategic—made her look older, dangerous. She pressed a cup into my hand with her trademark smirk.
"For courage." 
The punch tasted sweet, fruity, with something sharp underneath that made my throat warm. Definitely spiked, but the buzz felt good, loosening knots I hadn't realized were there.
Brittany grabbed the mic, made announcements about charity and school spirit, then vanished into the crowd, leaving Ryan and me to actually judge. Couples paraded past—matching colors, clashing styles, trying too hard, not trying enough.
"The cowboys are a no," Ryan murmured, leaning close enough that I caught his cologne—something woody, expensive. "Unless we're judging based on commitment to denim."
I laughed, the sound surprising me with how easy it came. "The fairy tale couple's trying too hard. That's craft store tulle, not magic."
"Harsh." His shoulder bumped mine. "I like it."
We bantered through a dozen couples, Ryan making jokes that got progressively flirtier, me pretending not to notice how his hand kept finding reasons to touch my arm, my shoulder, the small of my back when he leaned over to point something out.
Then they walked up—a couple in 1920s gear, but updated. She wore a dropped-waist dress with modern geometric patterns, he had suspenders over a fitted shirt, hair slicked but not plastered. They'd found the sweet spot between costume and fashion.
"That's it," Ryan and I said simultaneously.
Talia reappeared with another cup as we announced the winners. The second drink went down easier, the world softening at its edges, everything gaining a pleasant blur. The gym lights looked prettier now, like stars I could almost reach.
Ryan's hand found mine as we left the judges' table.
"Dance?"
The word hung between us, weighted with more than its single syllable.
Ryan's hands were warm against mine, sure and steady as he pulled me onto the dance floor. The lights painted him in fragments—gold across his cheekbone, blue shadow in the hollow of his throat. He spun me out, then back into his chest, my dress flaring like something from a movie I'd only watched from the margins.
"You're incredible tonight," he whispered against my ear, breath warm, voice honeyed. "Everyone's watching you."
My cheeks burned, but the alcohol made it feel good, like validation instead of exposure. His hand pressed against the small of my back, fingers splayed possessively, and for these spinning moments I let myself believe the fantasy—that I belonged here, that being wanted was the same as being safe.
"Come on." His grip tightened, steering me toward the exit. "Too loud in here."
The auditorium doors were unlocked—of course they were, everything was open for the dance. Emergency lights cast long shadows across empty seats. Ryan led me up the side stairs to the stage, our footsteps echoing in the vast space. The set from As You Like It still dominated center stage, that ridiculous royal bed looming like a prophecy I should have read.
He kissed me before I could speak, hands framing my face, and my world exploded into sensation. Every nerve ending sparked to life—his lips, his tongue, the scrape of stubble I hadn't expected. This was what girls whispered about in bathrooms, what filled romance novels, what I'd never understood from the other side. I felt completely, utterly female in that moment, desired and desiring, my body finally making sense in relation to his.
But Ryan didn't stop.
His hands moved from gentle to insistent, sliding down my sides, bunching my dress upward. His fingers pushed under the fabric, past the elastic of my panties, touching where no one had touched except me in those strange, fumbling explorations of this new anatomy.
"Just checking you're all girl."
His grin cut through my alcohol haze like ice water. His fingers pressed deeper, clinical rather than passionate, like I was something to verify rather than someone to cherish.
Time fractured. The music from the gym became distant static. My body, which had felt so right moments ago, suddenly felt wrong again—not because it was female, but because it was small, trapped between Ryan's weight and the bed he was slowly backing me toward. Derek had felt weak, overlooked, dismissed. But Deidre felt vulnerable in a way that had teeth, that could leave marks deeper than skin.
Eli's words from debate crashed back: "At what point does identity become self-authored?" Right now my body was being authored by someone else's hands, my identity reduced to what lay between my legs. The condoms Alyssa had insisted I carry sat useless in my purse back at the judges' table. My virginity—both versions of it—balanced on a knife's edge, and I was too drunk, too frozen to know how to stop the momentum.
Something in me finally snapped awake.—survival instinct, maybe, or just the last functioning part of my brain screaming that this wasn't how the story was supposed to go. I pushed, not hard, but enough to create space.
"Wow, slow down there, tiger." My laugh came out brittle, theatrical. "Save something for the second date."
Ryan's face shifted through confusion to annoyance, but I was already smoothing my dress down, already backing toward the stairs, already rebuilding the walls I'd let the punch dissolve.
"Don't be a tease," he called after me.
But I was already running, heels clicking against linoleum, the sound chasing me back to the gym where the lights were too bright and the music was too loud and everyone was still dancing like the world hadn't just tilted off its axis.
I pressed myself against the wall near the refreshment table, thumb scrolling through nothing on my phone—just motion to keep my hands busy, to look occupied rather than shattered. The punch churned in my stomach, acidic now, all that sweetness turned to bile. 
The gym pulsed around me like a living thing, but I'd become a ghost at my own party. Couples swayed under the lights, their laughter sharp as glass. Brittany held court near the DJ booth, conducting social symphonies with perfectly timed gestures. Talia filmed everything, her phone sweeping the crowd like a searchlight I needed to avoid.
My reflection caught in the glossy floor—this girl in burgundy who'd conquered every social encounter tonight, who'd sat at the Sorcerers' table, who'd made Eli Morane actually engage in debate rather than just demolish opponents. She looked perfect. Poised. Her dress still fell exactly right, belt still cinched, choker still centered. Not a hair out of place despite—
Despite.
The armor held, but I could feel the cracks spreading underneath. All that approval I'd collected tonight—the compliments, the invitations, the belonging—evaporated like a dispelled illusion. Every smile felt retrospectively transactional. Every touch seemed planned. Had anyone actually seen me tonight, or just this carefully constructed character I'd been playing?
Charisma still 18, I thought numbly. Armor broken. Will save: failed.
"Deidre!" Jess appeared at my elbow, eyes concerned behind her glasses. "You okay? You look—"
"Just need air." The words came out steady, automatic. Another successful deception roll. "The punch hit harder than expected."
She studied me for a moment, and I saw something flicker in her expression—recognition maybe, or worse, understanding. But before she could speak, Naomi swooped in, grabbing us both.
"Picture time! The whole court needs to be in the yearbook shot."
I let myself be pulled into the crowd, arranged like a game piece on a board. The camera flashed. My smile held. The performance continued, even as something inside me quietly broke—not like some big dramatic movie moment, but the slow, grinding collapse of a person who'd been playing a part that stopped fitting.
When they finally released me, I slipped toward the exit, heels clicking against linoleum like a countdown. The December air bit through my dress, sharp and real and honest in a way nothing inside had been.






  
  Chapter fifteen








Charisma Crash


Monday morning I strode through the entrance like I owned the deed. My outfit was deliberately bold—emerald blazer over a black bodysuit, high-waisted jeans that actually fit right, ankle boots with enough heel to add authority. The choker had become my signature now, this one silver with a small pendant that caught light when I moved. 
"Deidre!" Three different voices called my name before I reached my locker. I distributed smiles like a dealer at a blackjack table, calculating odds, managing the house advantage.
Rachel intercepted me first, practically vibrating with creative energy. "We're reblocking the forest scene. Your suggestions about Rosalind's movement patterns were genius. Very method, very—"
"Very much stolen from combat positioning in D&D," I admitted, and she laughed like I'd said something profound instead of nerdy.
The hallway parted as I walked—not dramatically, just that subtle shift where people oriented themselves to include me in their geography. Freshman girls watched my outfit with naked envy. A sophomore approached, clutching her phone.
"Could you look at this? I'm trying the layering thing you do, but—"
I spent three minutes reconstructing her whole aesthetic philosophy while she took notes. The power was intoxicating. I'd become the authority on something I'd learned myself barely two weeks ago.
At lunch, I divided my time with surgical precision—ten minutes with the Warriors discussing track meet logistics, five with the Bards plotting costume choices, then sliding into the Sorcerers' circle where Brittany held court.
"There she is," Brittany's voice rang bright as a bell, but something in her eyes stayed calculating. "Our fashion revolutionary."
She linked her arm through mine, possessive and performative. "We need to discuss the charity auction committee. You'll co-chair with me, obviously."
Obviously. Like I'd already agreed. Like my consent was assumed rather than requested.
"I'll check my schedule," I said, matching her sweetness watt for watt.
Her smile tightened imperceptibly. "Of course. Though I'd hate for you to miss the opportunity. These things matter for college applications."
The threat was silk-wrapped but still sharp. I smiled back, filing away another data point in the growing spreadsheet of Brittany's passive-aggressive arsenal.
Then I saw him. Ryan, lounging against the trophy case, that same easy confidence radiating off him like heat shimmer. My body reacted before my brain—shoulders pulling in, spine curving like I could make myself smaller, invisible. The emerald blazer suddenly felt too bright, too much of a target.
I pivoted hard, nearly colliding with Eli who was passing with his usual stack of philosophy books.
"Watch it," he said, then paused, studying my face. "You alright?"
"Perfect," I chirped, the word too high, too fast.
His eyes narrowed slightly, that prosecutorial instinct sensing blood in the water. But before he could interrogate, I was already moving, putting distance and bodies between me and Ryan's laugh echoing down the hall.
Tuesday was the same dance, different tempo. During an impromptu debate practice during lunch, I commanded attention, my arguments sharp enough to make Maya actually nod approval. I led warm-up stretches at track practice, Hannah praising my form. The Bards made me assistant director for act two.
Power accumulated like experience points, each interaction adding to my social capital. But every time Ryan appeared—in the hallway, across the quad, entering the cafeteria—my body betrayed me. Muscles locked. Breath shortened. That burgundy dress feeling phantom-pressed against my skin.
Wednesday morning Talia cornered me, phone already recording. "Quick question—you and Ryan looked so cute at the dance. Any follow-up plans?"
The smile I gave her could've cut glass. "Still exploring my options."
But my hands shook as I adjusted my choker, and Talia's eyes tracked the movement like a predator spotting weakness.
* * *
Thursday's cafeteria hummed with its usual territorial negotiations—each table a small kingdom, borders carefully maintained. I sat with the Sorcerers, my tray arranged just so, listening to Naomi dissect someone's Instagram mistakes when the collision happened.
The freshman girl—soft-bodied, wearing an unfortunate combination of stripes and florals—crashed directly into Brittany's path. Her tray upended spectacularly. Chocolate milk splattered across Brittany's pristine white sneakers, tater tots scattered like shrapnel.
"Oh my God, I'm so sorry—" the girl started, dropping to her knees, frantically grabbing napkins.
Brittany's face transformed into something arctic. "Are you serious right now?" Her voice pitched loud enough to turn heads three tables over. "These are limited edition."
The girl's hands trembled as she dabbed uselessly at the milk stains. "I didn't see—"
"Of course you didn't." Brittany's laugh was sharp as broken glass. "Too busy thinking about your next snack?"
Naomi jumped in, predator-quick. "Maybe invest in some spatial awareness instead of second helpings."
"Or glasses that actually work," Talia added, already filming. "Though I guess it's hard to see past all that."
The cruel energy crackled, drawing spectators like moths to flame. The freshman's face had gone tomato-red, her eyes glassy with forming tears. She stood slowly, napkins still clutched in her fists.
Brittany's gaze found mine across the table. Expectant. Testing. The whole circle watched me, waiting for my contribution to the blood sport. This was the price of admission—prove I belonged by proving someone else didn't.
The words came out before I could stop them, my voice carrying that new feminine authority I'd been practicing: "Maybe she just can't control all that body mass. Physics is hard when you're working with that much material."
The laughter erupted like applause at a gladiator match. Vicious. Delighted. The freshman's face crumpled completely, tears spilling over as she abandoned her tray and fled toward the bathroom.
Brittany's smile bloomed warm and approving. "Exactly." She linked her arm through mine, claiming me as officially blooded. "Some people just don't understand their own limitations."
The cafeteria gradually returned to its normal volume, but something cold had lodged itself in my chest. I'd rolled a critical success on cruelty. The XP tasted like ash.
The metallic crash of Eli's tray against his table cut through the cafeteria noise like a sword through silk. Every head turned.
"What the hell is wrong with you people?"
His voice carried that prosecutorial weight I knew from debate, but sharper now, disgusted. The cafeteria went tomb-quiet. Eli stood at the Clerics' table, his storm-glass eyes locked directly on me.
"You of all people."
Four words. Critical hit, no saving throw.
The careful armor I'd been building—the perfect outfit, the right laugh, the belonging—shattered instantly. I saw myself reflected in his contempt: Derek the nobody, desperate enough to hurt someone else just to keep my spot at the popular table. The same Derek who'd let Ryan's hands wander while I froze, unable to move or speak. The same Derek who'd broken Marcus's heart because I wanted to level up alone.
My stomach twisted. The burgundy dress from the dance, Ryan's whispered "just checking," the way I'd forced that brittle laugh afterward instead of screaming—it all crashed together with what I'd just done. I'd become the monster. Worse, I'd become the monster for people who didn't even see me as real.
Brittany's grip on my arm tightened possessively. Naomi muttered something about jealous nerds. But their voices sounded underwater, distant and distorted.
Eli strode over, each step deliberate. The Clerics watched from their table—Maya's expression calculating, Caleb fascinated, Adrian's fingers tapping some anxious rhythm. Up close, Eli's disgust was even more surgical.
"Are you just going to sit there doing nothing?"
The freshman. She'd run to the bathroom, probably crying into those rough paper towels that never quite absorbed tears properly. I knew that bathroom. I'd hidden there myself, back when I was invisible enough that no one bothered to follow.
Brittany's laugh tinkled beside me. "Eli, don't be so dramatic. It was just—"
"Shut up." His words cut her off clean. Then back to me, quieter but worse: "I thought you were performing. Trying on personas. But maybe this is who you actually are."
The accusation hung between us. Around us, the cafeteria held its breath, sensing fresh drama. Someone's phone was definitely recording.
I stood on legs that felt disconnected from my body. My voice came out hollow: "I need to—"
"Yeah," Eli said. "You do."
The bathroom door swung open to reveal exactly what I'd expected—the freshman hunched over the sink, shoulders shaking, mascara running in dark rivers down her cheeks. She saw me in the mirror and flinched backward like I'd come to finish the job.
"I'm sorry," I stammered, the words tumbling out wrong, insufficient. "I—"
"Just stop." Her voice was raw but steady. She turned to face me, and I saw myself two months ago in her eyes—the outsider, the target, the one who didn't matter. "You want to apologize? Fine. But if you actually mean it..." She wiped her face with a paper towel, smearing the mascara worse. "Just make it right. In front of everyone."
The simplest quest. The hardest one. No strategy guide, no save point to reload if I failed.
I nodded.
The walk back to the cafeteria felt like approaching a final boss with half health and no potions left. Every eye tracked me as I entered. The Sorcerers watched from their table—Brittany's expression shifting from confusion to alarm as I climbed onto an empty table near the center of the room.
My voice came out as a whisper at first. "I need to say something."
A few people looked up. Not enough.
"I need to say something." Louder now, though my voice trembled. Phones appeared like drawn weapons. The cafeteria quieted to that anticipatory hush before a critical roll.
"I used to be the person everyone ignored." My voice cracked but I pushed through. "The one who ate alone, who people looked through like I was furniture. And when I finally got noticed, when people finally saw me, I..."
The words stuck. The Sorcerers stared at me like I'd lost my mind. Brittany's mouth hung open in horror. But Eli watched from across the room, those storm-glass eyes unreadable.
"I forgot what that felt like. And I just did to someone else what used to destroy me every single day. That's on me. No one should be treated like I just treated that girl. No one deserves to be made small so someone else can feel big."
Silence. Complete, crystalline silence.
Then, from somewhere near the back, slow clapping. Then more. Not everyone—not even most—but enough. Through the scattered applause, I caught Jess watching from the Sorcerers' table, the ghost of an approving smile on her lips. 
* * *

After school, I changed into my track gear, trying to shake off the cafeteria scene. The locker room was mercifully empty—most of the Warriors had already headed out. I tied my hair back, studying my reflection in the mirror. Same face that had laughed at Hannah's cousin. Same mouth that had apologized. Both versions of me, somehow.
"Hey."
Hannah stood in the doorway, arms crossed, expression unreadable. My stomach dropped. Of course she'd heard. Of course she was here to tell me I was off the track team, out of the Warriors' Guild, back to being nobody.
"Hannah, I—"
"She's my cousin." Her voice was flat, controlled. "Lily. Freshman year's hard enough without..." She trailed off, jaw tight.
I couldn't meet her eyes. "I know. I'm sorry. I'll quit the team if you want—"
"Shut up and listen." She stepped closer, and I braced for impact. "You couldn't see it from where you were sitting, but Brittany was the one who bumped into Lily. Not the other way around."
The words didn't compute at first. "What?"
"She set you up." Hannah's expression shifted—still angry, but something else underneath. Disgust, maybe, but not at me. "Brittany wanted a reason to split us. To make you choose between the Warriors and her little circle."
The pieces clicked into place with sickening clarity. The staged collision. Brittany's immediate cruelty. How quickly Naomi and Talia had joined in. They'd orchestrated the whole thing, and I'd played my part perfectly—the newly popular girl drunk on acceptance, ready to punch down to stay up.
"You still mad?" My voice came out small.
"Yeah." Hannah's honesty hit clean. "My cousin called me crying. That shit hurt."
"I'm sorry—"
"But." She held up a hand. "You did the right thing after. That took guts, standing up there. Most people would've just tried to pretend it didn't happen."
She extended her fist. I bumped it, an uneasy truce solidifying between us. And suddenly, unexpectedly, something shifted in my chest. All those achievement notifications I'd been tracking—popularity points, faction rep, charisma bonuses—they felt hollow compared to this single moment of genuine respect from someone who saw through the performance to whatever was actually underneath.
"Thanks," I managed.
Hannah's mouth quirked. "Don't thank me yet. Tomorrow's sprint drills. You're running extra laps for making Lily cry."
"Fair."
"And Deidre?" She paused at the door. "Brittany's going to come for you now. Watch your back."
She left, and I sat on the bench, processing. Hannah's respect—real, earned, complicated—felt worth more than every compliment the Sorcerers had ever given me.






  
  Chapter sixteen








The Sleepover Pact


Idressed carefully the next morning, but differently. Gone were the bold statement pieces, the attention-grabbing accessories. Instead: a simple navy cardigan over a white blouse, dark jeans, flats. Still put-together—I couldn't quite abandon that new skill—but muted, like I'd turned down my own saturation settings. 
The hallways felt longer. People still smiled, waved, but I couldn't meet their eyes properly. Each friendly gesture felt undeserved, like XP I'd cheated to obtain. When Talia called out from the Sorcerers' usual spot, I pretended not to hear, taking a sharp turn toward the science wing.
At lunch, I grabbed a sandwich and ate outside, alone, watching the track team run drills. Better to be invisible than to risk another performance failure.
When debate time rolled around, I couldn't do it. Couldn't face Eli's gray-green eyes, that surgical precision he'd use to dissect exactly what kind of person I'd become. His "You of all people" still echoed like a debuff I couldn't shake. The thought of him asking one of his trap questions—"Is cruelty more honest when it's reflexive?"—made my stomach turn.
Instead, I wandered toward the auditorium. The Bards would be running through Act II, and maybe Rachel would let me paint sets or hold scripts or just exist in their space without needing to be anything specific.
The theater was half-lit, most of the cast on stage except Rachel, who sat in the third row making notes. She looked up when I slipped in beside her.
"Skipping debate?"
"Yeah." I slumped into the worn velvet seat. "I'm basically human garbage right now."
She set down her script, studying me with those sharp green eyes that missed nothing. "Want to talk about it, or just wallow?"
"I don't know." The words tumbled out before I could stop them. "I turned into exactly the kind of person I used to hate. The second I got pretty, got popular, I just... became this awful, fake thing. Like I was playing a character but forgot it was supposed to be me underneath."
Rachel was quiet for a moment, tapping her pen against her knee. "You know what? I'm kind of glad."
I blinked. "You're glad I'm garbage?"
"No, dummy. I'm glad you're actually saying something real." She turned to face me fully. "Ever since you went full social butterfly, it felt like you were burying all the edges, all the complicated stuff. Just this smooth, perfect surface with nothing underneath."
"So you're happy to have plain old Derek back?" The bitterness in my voice surprised me.
Rachel laughed—not cruel, just surprised. "First of all, I'm not sure Derek was ever as 'plain old' as you think. Second, you're not Derek anymore, not exactly. You're not just Deidre either. You're whatever combination of both those things you've become, and that's okay. More than okay, actually. Just... don't be fake about it."
Something loosened in my chest, a tension I hadn't realized I'd been holding. "Even after what I did?"
"Look, we all screw up. I've been incredibly shitty to multiple people, then tried to play it off as "method acting." She grimaced at the memory. "The point is owning it, learning from it. Not performing your way through it."
On stage, Orlando was declaring his love to fake-Rosalind, the words echoing in the empty space. Rachel picked up her script again but kept talking, casual and real.
"Besides," she added, "the theater needs someone who understands both performance and authenticity. That's basically our whole thing—being truthfully fake. Or fakely truthful. Whatever."
For the first time since yesterday's disaster, I felt my shoulders unpinch.
Jess's head appeared around the auditorium door, blonde hair catching the stage lights. Her eyes found mine immediately, that careful assessment she did when she thought no one noticed.
"Hey," she said softly, slipping into the row behind us. "You looked pretty miserable at lunch. Just wanted to check if you're okay."
The simple kindness of it caught me off guard. Jess Monroe, who barely spoke to anyone outside her circle, had noticed. Had cared enough to find me.
"I'm..." I started, then stopped. "Thanks. For checking. That means a lot."
She gave a small smile, the kind that transformed her whole face from untouchable to human.
The door banged open again. Hannah strode in, ponytail swinging like a metronome. "Knew it. Checked debate first, but when you weren't there, figured you'd be hiding with the drama kids."
She looked me up and down with that athlete's appraisal. "You look like shit."
"Thanks," I said, grinning despite everything. From Hannah, that blunt assessment felt better than any hug.
"Will you people SHUT UP?" someone yelled from the stage. "We're trying to rehearse!"
We burst out laughing, scrambling for the exit before they could throw something at us. In the hallway, still giggling, Rachel turned to me with a sly expression I'd learned meant trouble.
"Have you ever done a girls' night sleepover?"
My blank look was answer enough.
"Oh my god, you haven't. That's actually tragic." She pulled out her phone, already texting. "You're coming to my place tonight. Non-negotiable."
She glanced at Hannah and Jess. "You two should come too. I think..." she paused, considering her words, "I think Deidre could use some actual friends there. Not just theater people being theatrical."
The way she said it—actual friends—hit something deep. She was right. These three weren't the Bards or Warriors or Sorcerers or any other classification I'd invented. They were just... people who'd shown up when I needed them. Who'd seen me at my worst and stuck around anyway.
Hannah shrugged. "Sure. But I'm not doing face masks or whatever."
"I'll bring snacks," Jess offered quietly.
"Perfect." Rachel beamed. "Be there at seven. Bring pajamas. Prepare for terrible movies and too much sugar."
Standing in that fluorescent-lit hallway, surrounded by these three completely different girls who'd somehow become my people, I felt the first genuine smile in days cross my face. Not a performance. Just real.
* * *
"Okay, we're doing this right," Rachel announced, dumping an entire CVS beauty aisle onto her bedroom floor. "Full sleepover experience. Nails, hair, the works."
Hannah groaned from where she'd sprawled on Rachel's bed. "I knew this was a trap."
"Come on, it'll be fun!" Rachel held up bottles of polish like trophies. "I've got Midnight Rebellion, Cherry Bomb, and... what even is this? Unicorn Dreams?"
"Pass," Hannah said flatly.
"You're getting your nails done, Kincaid. Accept your fate." Rachel turned to me with a wicked grin. "Deidre needs the authentic experience. We're not letting her first real girls' night be half-assed."
Jess picked up a bottle of deep purple, examining it like a scientific specimen. "I haven't painted my nails since middle school."
"Perfect! We're all rusty together." Rachel grabbed Hannah's foot, who kicked half-heartedly but didn't actually pull away. "Hold still or you're getting Unicorn Dreams on your toes."
"That's a threat?"
"That's a promise."
I watched them banter, something warm unfurling in my chest. No one was performing. Hannah kept trying to sabotage Rachel's painting by flexing her toes at crucial moments. Jess meticulously painted her thumbnail, then immediately smudged it reaching for chips.
"Your turn," Rachel commanded, pointing at me with a brush dripping electric blue.
I offered my hands, and she tsked. "These cuticles are a tragedy. When did you last moisturize?"
"Um..."
"Never mind, we'll fix it." She started working on my nails with surprising focus. "You know what's funny? Derek's not even the least girly one here."
Hannah snorted. "That's definitely me."
"No, I mean..." Rachel glanced up at me, something knowing in her expression. "Maybe Deidre's actually the most girly. Like, genuinely into this stuff. Not just performing it."
The observation landed differently than it would have a week ago. She was right—I did like the ritual of it, the colors, the careful attention. Not because I had to prove anything, but because painting my nails sparkly purple was fun, just like I loved painting minatures for my gaming sessions. Like something I'd been missing without knowing it.
"Is that bad?" The question slipped out before I could stop it.
"God, no." Jess looked up from her careful work. "It's just you."
"Yeah," Hannah added, wiggling her freshly painted toes—Rachel had indeed used Unicorn Dreams. "Own it."
"So what's it actually like?" Rachel asked, sprawling across her carpet to blow on her nails. "The whole virus thing. Not just the obvious stuff."
I shifted against the pillows, trying to find words for something I barely understood myself. "It's... everything's different. Not just how I look."
"Different how?" Jess's voice was gentle, curious without pushing.
"Like..." I stared at my freshly painted nails, searching for the right metaphor. "You know when you're playing a game and suddenly the controls are inverted? Your brain knows what it wants to do, but your hands keep doing the opposite?"
Hannah nodded slowly. "That sounds frustrating as hell."
"The physical stuff was easier to adjust to than I expected. Shorter reach, different center of gravity, the whole..." I gestured vaguely at my chest. "But the mental stuff is what throws me."
"Mental stuff," Rachel repeated, and something in her tone made me look up. She was watching me with an expression I couldn't quite read.
"I mean..." The words stuck in my throat. They'd all seen Talia's video, heard my confession in the locker room, but saying it out loud felt different. "The attraction thing. To guys now. It's not like a switch flipped, it's more like... like someone changed the language settings on my phone and now I'm trying to navigate in Portuguese."
Rachel's laugh was sharp, almost bitter. "Yeah, sexuality's confusing. Trust me." She caught my eye, held it for a moment that stretched too long. "Sometimes you think you know what you want and then..." She shrugged, looking away. "I kind of wish you hadn’t switched teams, but I get it."
"It's okay to be confused," Jess said quietly. "About any of it."
Hannah reached over and squeezed my shoulder. "We've got you. Whatever you're figuring out."
The kindness in their voices made my eyes burn. No judgment, no mockery. Just acceptance.
Rachel produced a soda bottle from nowhere like a magician with questionable intentions. "Never Have I Ever: Girl Edition. Deidre needs the crash course."
"This feels like hazing," I protested.
"It's bonding," Rachel corrected, spinning the bottle on her carpet. "Totally different. Okay, I'll start easy. Never have I ever... worn a push-up bra."
Everyone drank except me. Hannah pointed accusingly. "Cheater- you skipped right to having those gorgeous things."
"Skipped a lot of things." I defended myself through their laughter. 
"Fair," Jess conceded. "Never have I ever... cried during The Notebook."
Rachel and Hannah drank. I stayed still.
"Seriously?" Rachel stared at me. "Not even at the end?"
"I've never seen it."
The shriek Rachel let out could've shattered windows. "That's it. We're fixing your entire cultural education. This is a crisis."
"Never have I ever," Hannah jumped in, grinning wickedly, "bought tampons."
I groaned and again didn't drink while they cackled. "Not fair since you bought them for me!"
"Obviously." Hannah was unrepentant. "Your turn, newbie."
"Never have I ever..." I searched for something, anything. "Had a bikini wax?"
They all drank. Rachel gasped dramatically. "You haven't—of course you haven't. Oh honey, we need to prepare you for that particular circle of hell."
"Never have I ever gotten catcalled," Jess offered quietly.
Everyone drank this time, including me. The mood shifted slightly.
"When?" Hannah asked.
"Tuesday. Walking to school in that skirt outfit." I remembered the construction workers, how their whistles made me feel both powerful and small. "Didn't know whether to flip them off or run."
"Both," Rachel said firmly. "Always both."
We went another few rounds—never worn heels to class (only me drinking), never faked an orgasm (Rachel and Hannah with knowing looks), never gotten dress-coded (everyone but Jess).
Then Rachel's voice dropped, playful but with an edge. "Never have I ever kissed a boy."
Everyone drank- and then I slowly took a sip. The silence stretched until I realized they were waiting.
"Marcus," I admitted to my purple nails. "Soon after the change."
"And?" Rachel prompted, though something in her expression suggested she already knew.
"It was like kissing cardboard. No, worse—like kissing my brother, if I had one." The words tumbled out, guilt and confusion tangled together. "He's been my best friend since forever, and I thought maybe... but there was nothing. Just this horrible emptiness. I hurt him for no reason."
"You didn't hurt him by not feeling something," Jess said gently. "That's not how it works."
"Never have I ever," I said suddenly, needing to get it out, "been felt up at a school dance."
The bottle in my hand shook slightly as I drank. Alone.
Rachel's entire body went rigid. "What?"
"Last week. At the winter thing." My voice sounded distant, clinical. "Ryan got me outside, and I was drunk from whatever Talia put in that punch, and he..." I forced myself to look up, meet their eyes. "He wanted to 'check I was all girl.' His hands were... I didn't stop him fast enough.  I just froze, barely stopped him from going further, then laughed it off like an idiot."
"That's not—" Hannah's voice was dangerous, low. "That's not you being stupid."
"I was drunk. I went outside with him—"
"Stop." Rachel's hand found mine, squeezing hard enough to smear the polish. "Just stop. That's not how consent works."
Jess had gone completely still, staring at her own hands. The silence felt heavy, charged with something I didn't understand yet.
Hannah's jaw worked like she was chewing words too sharp to speak. 
"I..." Jess's voice cracked, barely audible. "I need to tell you something."
The air in Rachel's room shifted, became fragile. Jess pulled her knees to her chest, making herself smaller against the bed frame.
"Six months ago, Ryan and I were dating." The words came out mechanical, rehearsed in her head a thousand times but never spoken. "His cousin had this van. Ryan said we'd go to the lake, just hang out. He brought vodka—I'd never really drunk before."
My stomach dropped. I knew where this was going, could see it in the way her fingers twisted the hem of her pajama shirt.
"He kept refilling my cup. I got dizzy, couldn't really sit up straight. Then he started..." She pressed her palms against her eyes. "I was crying. I think I said no. I'm pretty sure I said no. But I didn't hit him. Didn't push him away hard enough. I just... let it happen."
The last words came out as a whisper, thick with shame that made my chest ache.
Rachel's hand found Jess's knee, gripping tight. I couldn't breathe, couldn't process that the same hands that had grabbed me had—
"I know Ryan's your friend," Jess said to Hannah, voice hollow. "I know you guys are tight with the soccer team, and maybe you think I led him on or—"
"Ryan fucking Lee." Hannah's voice cut Jess off.
"He raped you."
Hannah's voice cut through the room like a blade. Flat, furious, absolute.
"He got you drunk and you never agreed to have sex. That's fucking rape, Jess."
Jess's composure shattered. The sob that escaped her sounded like something breaking free after being trapped too long. Hannah—tough, no-nonsense Hannah who complained about nail polish and avoided feelings like cardio—crossed the room in two strides and pulled Jess into a fierce hug.
"It's not your fault," Hannah said into Jess's hair. "You didn't do anything wrong. He did."
Rachel and I moved without thinking, surrounding Jess in a tangle of arms and shared fury. She shook between us, months of carrying this alone finally cracking open.
"You didn't 'let' anything happen," Rachel said fiercely. "He chose to hurt you."
I thought about his hands on me, that confident grin, how I'd frozen too. How many other girls had he tested, pushed, hurt while everyone called him charming?
"We believe you," I whispered, because those were the words I'd needed to hear. "And it wasn't your fault."
Jess's fingers found mine, squeezing so tight the fresh polish smeared between our palms. Neither of us cared.
As Jess's tears slowly subsided, the room settled into a deep, mutual understanding. The air felt charged with the weight of what had been shared, the fragile bond of stories spoken aloud in the safety of dim light.
Hannah, ever pragmatic, broke the silence with a tone that brokered no argument. “You all should report him. School, police, both. He shouldn’t get away with this.”
The authority in her voice made my spine straighten, an invisible line drawing between us—one that told me I was protected, believed, part of something unspoken but solid.
Next to me, Jess trembled slightly but didn’t pull away. Her eyes, still glistening, held a flicker of determination beneath the residue of her vulnerability. She nodded, a small gesture that felt monumental.
Rachel, always the director, reached for her phone with purposeful intent. “Then we’ll do it right. Together.” Her words spilled over us, a promise that nothing would be faced alone, that the truth would be wielded like a shield.
In the corners of Rachel’s room, the remnants of our earlier laughter hovered like echoes of a different evening. Neon nail polish bottles lay scattered, half-forgotten as we’d shifted from the frivolous to the fundamental. I caught my own reflection in a tiny mirror leaning against Rachel’s dresser—purple nails, messy hair, and eyes that looked back at me with a quiet flame I'd never seen before.
Drained but grounded, that’s how I felt. As if all those games, all those quests I’d structured my life around, had been leading to this—a moment stripped of artifice, cut down to its raw, unfiltered core. Sitting in this circle, surrounded by strength and tears and truth, I realized something: this wasn’t about points or levels. It was about being real and present for each other, the kind of presence that filled spaces without needing to shout or perform.
I glanced around at my friends, noting how every detail felt more vivid now—Rachel’s intense focus, Hannah’s quiet simmer of anger held in check, Jess’s fragile but fierce resolve. In this clarity, I saw the truth of it. Our bonds just existed, not measured in victories or defeats, but breathing, living connections. The same grounded understanding pulsed beneath my skin, steady and sure.
“Let’s do it,” Jess whispered, her voice a thread that stitched us closer, the determination clear in the depths of her eyes. We all nodded, a silent pact formed in the shadow of what we knew we had to face.
In the quiet that followed, my thoughts drifted back to Ryan, to his grin, his hands, the way he believed in his own invincibility. I knew now, though, that he couldn’t shatter what we were building here. And for the first time, that realization felt like the only victory I needed.






  
  Chapter seventeen








Report and Fallout


Sunday morning, I stared at my cereal until the milk turned gray. The words I'd practiced all night felt like broken glass in my throat. 
"I need to tell you something about the Winter Dance."
Mom looked up from her phone, already calculating what social disaster I'd created. Dad kept reading his newspaper, but his shoulders tensed—that particular stillness that meant he was listening harder than he wanted to.
"Ryan Lee... he touched me. Outside. Without permission." The words tumbled out wrong, too clinical, not capturing the cold or the panic or how small I'd felt. "And there's another girl, Jess. He did worse to her. Got her drunk and..." I couldn't finish.
Mom's coffee mug hit the counter hard. "Jesus, Diedre. At the school dance? People saw you leave with him?"
"Mom—"
"Do you know what they'll say? That you were asking for it, dressed like that, flirting with him all night. They'll call you—" She stopped herself, but the word hung there anyway. Slutty. "Your reputation will be ruined. You've worked so hard to fit in, to be accepted. Why would you throw that away?"
The familiar sting of her priorities—appearance over everything—made my eyes burn. "Because he hurt someone. He hurt Jess, and he tried to hurt me, and—"
"Laura." Dad's voice cut through like a wrench dropping on concrete. He folded his newspaper with deliberate precision, and when he looked up, his eyes held something I'd never seen before. Not confusion or denial, but cold, focused fury.
"We're going to that school tomorrow, and we're going to nail that little bastard to the wall."
Mom turned to stare at him. I did too.
"Ron—"
"No." He stood, his mechanic's hands flat on the table. "I don't give a damn what people think. Some punk puts his hands on my kid?" His jaw worked like he was chewing steel. "On other girls? That ends now."
He looked at me then, really looked at me—not through me or past me to some son he'd lost, but at me, Deidre, his daughter who needed him.
"You did right, telling us. Takes guts." His hand landed on my shoulder, heavy and warm and absolutely certain. "We'll be there when you talk to the principal. Both of us."
Mom opened her mouth, closed it, then nodded slowly. For once, Dad's stubborn refusal to bend worked in my favor.
"Nobody touches my kid," he said quietly, and I believed him.
* * *
Monday morning, the principal's office felt like a tribunal. Jess sat beside me, pale but determined, while our parents formed a wall of righteous fury behind us. Mr. Patterson shuffled papers like he could organize his way out of this conversation.
"Girls, these are serious allegations—"
"They're not allegations," Jess said quietly. "They're facts."
Dad leaned forward in his chair, and I heard that familiar creak of stressed metal. "My daughter should be safe at your school, and so should every other girl. That's not negotiable."
The word 'daughter' hit the room like a gavel. No hesitation, no qualifier—just absolute certainty. Mom squeezed my hand.
Patterson's face reddened. "Mr. Brooks, I understand your concern, but Miss Monroe's... incident... didn't occur on school property. And the dance was after hours, technically—"
"Who was proctoring the dance?" Jess's mom interrupted, her voice sharp enough to cut glass.
"Well, we had chaperones—"
"So it was a school event with school supervision," Dad said. His voice carried that dangerous calm he used when an engine was about to blow. "You put kids together, you're responsible for what happens. Period."
"And you don't seem to care that one of your students is potentially raping other students," my mom added, her PR training finally weaponized for good.
Patterson flinched. "That's a very serious accusation—"
"It's a very serious crime," Jess said. Her hands trembled slightly, but her voice stayed steady. "He drugged me. He assaulted both of us. What part of that isn't your problem?"
The silence stretched until Patterson cleared his throat. "I'll... launch an investigation. Interview witnesses, review any available footage from the dance. But you understand these processes take time—"
"How much time?" Dad's question sounded like a threat.
"A few weeks, maybe more. Due process—"
"Due process for who?" Mom's voice could freeze blood. "The victims or the predator?"
We left with vague promises and zero satisfaction. In the parking lot, the parents huddled together while Jess and I stood apart, watching our breath fog in the cold air.
"Police?" she asked.
I nodded. "If Patterson does nothing by Friday, we go to the cops."
"Your dad was incredible in there," she said softly.
I smiled despite everything. He'd called me his daughter like it was the most natural thing in the world. Like he'd been waiting his whole life to protect this version of me.
"Yeah," I said. "He really was."
* * *
The video went viral before lunch.
Talia had outdone herself—a masterpiece of character assassination. There I was, morphing from awkward Derek in baggy hoodies to polished Deidre in designer skirts, my voice cracking between registers. Old footage of me ranting about critical hits spliced with me laughing at Lilly's humiliation, then crying through my apology. The finale: me gazing at Ryan at the dance like he'd hung the moon, hands clasped against my chest in what looked like worship.
The caption read: "When rejection hits different 💔 #CrazyEx #AttentionSeeker"
By second period, the whispers followed me like a debuff aura. Girls who'd asked for fashion advice yesterday wouldn't make eye contact. The Warriors' table suddenly had no empty seats when I approached. Even some of the Bards looked uncomfortable when I passed.
"She's good," Jess said, watching the video on her phone with clinical detachment. We'd hidden in the far corner of the library, away from the stares. "Notice how she cut right before Ryan grabbed you? Makes it look like you were all over him."
"How are you so calm about this?"
She showed me her phone—a flood of DMs calling her a liar, calling Rachel a lesbian predator who had turned Jess. Someone had photoshopped her and Rachel into compromising positions with the header "The REAL reason she's crying rape."
"Talia and Ryan are basically best friends," she said, voice flat. "Have been since middle school. She feeds him intel, he feeds her drama. It's symbiotic."
"She brought me the drinks at the dance."
"Of course she did." Jess's laugh was bitter. "Probably filmed you stumbling too, saved it for the remix."
I thought about all those moments Talia had appeared with her phone, documenting my transformation like she was building an archive. She'd been collecting ammunition from day one.
Mom had warned me that morning: "You're going to lose friends over this. The school won't protect you, and kids are cruel when they're scared of the truth."
She was right. Every follower I'd gained was dropping off in real-time, my social currency crashing like a failed IPO. The popularity I'd chased, the belonging I'd craved—evaporating.
But watching Jess scroll through hate messages with her jaw set, I felt something harder than popularity crystallize in my chest. We'd lit a match under their perfect world.
Let it burn.
Eli approached our table like he was entering a courtroom, that particular straightness to his spine that meant he'd made a decision. Rachel and Hannah flanked him, creating an odd alliance—the Cleric, the Bard, and the Warrior.
"I'm awed by how courageous you both are," he said, then fixed those storm-glass eyes on me. "And I knew you'd do the right thing when it actually mattered."
The praise caught me completely off guard. From Eli—who'd spent months dissecting my every pretense, calling out my performances—this was unprecedented. My instinct kicked in, deflecting. "I'm just getting back at Ryan for—"
"Stop." His voice cut clean. "Don't give bullshit excuses when you're wrong, and don't cover up doing the right thing with bullshit rationalizations. Own them both."
"Hear, hear," Hannah said, pulling up a chair.
I watched Eli settle into his seat, the controlled way he moved, how his runner's build coiled with that particular tension he carried when arguing something vital. His hands gestured precisely as he spoke, and I tracked the flex of his forearms, the sharp line of his jaw when he turned to address Jess. Heat pooled in my stomach that had nothing to do with righteous anger.
Completely inappropriate, I told myself. We were discussing sexual assault reports and social warfare, and here I was cataloging the way his shirt pulled across his shoulders. But something about his moral certainty, that fierce clarity that had once intimidated me, now made my pulse race differently. He wasn't performing principles—he inhabited them.
"What's our next move?" Rachel asked, practical despite the theatrical personality.
"I'll handle the debate team," Eli said. "Some of them are already questioning Talia's video editing. But you should all prepare for escalation. These things get nastier before they get better."
"We stick together," Hannah said, looking at each of us. "No one goes anywhere alone."
Eli nodded, then caught my eye. "You did something real, Deidre. Not everyone has that in them."
The way he said my name—deliberate, considered, like he'd chosen it—sent electricity down my spine. I managed to nod, hoping the flush on my cheeks read as determination rather than what it actually was: the completely inconvenient realization that somewhere between his prosecutorial questioning and this moment of solidarity, I'd fallen hard for Eli Moreau's particular brand of uncompromising truth.  
* * *
Eli wasn't wrong. Things did get worse. The chill started in the halls and spread like frostbite. Brittany, Talia, and Ryan, unholy trinity in silk and smugness, had sent word through their ranks. Anyone seen with us—Diedre, Jess, Hannah, or Rachel—would be punished. Social exile. Reputation obliteration. High school Machiavellian tactics at their finest.
Corridors became sparsely populated as we passed. Kids nudged their friends away with whispers sharp enough to cut. I used to be invisible; now I was infamous. It felt like wandering through my old D&D maps, only this time, I was marked as the monster instead of the questing hero.
But amidst the fog of avoidance, lights flickered. People stood up, unexpectedly. Heroes without capes or charisma stats.
Benji stuck to Hannah like glue. His laughter echoed down linoleum halls, a defiant trumpet-call in the silence. He tossed sunflower seeds at Ryan in PE, claiming they were "missiles for morale." Ryan pretended to dodge, irritated but unwilling to snap back under Benji’s relentless joviality. Hannah slotted him into our fragile alliance, as steady as the stride of her ponytail.
Then there was Evan, his ostrich leather boots clapping a rebellious rhythm as he strolled beside Rachel. His sarcasm flowed like a river—“Oh! The tragedy of associating with real people, Rachel. How dare I join the hall of shame!” It was loud enough to echo off lockers, drawing eyes and widening smiles despite their pursed lips and narrowed gazes.
And then, shockingly, impossibly—Naomi appeared.
She materialized beside us like she'd been waiting for the perfect moment to make an entrance, her signature coconut body spray announcing her arrival before her words did. Her eyes swept over me and Jess with that assessing, captain's gaze—the one that could size up a cheerleading formation or a social hierarchy with equal precision.
"I know liars when I see them," she said, her voice carrying that familiar directness that had once terrified me. She looked between us, her expression unreadable for a heartbeat. "And you two? You aren't liars."
Then her gaze landed squarely on me, and something mischievous flickered in her eyes—something almost warm. "Besides," she added, a smirk tugging at the corner of her perfectly glossed lips, "I've seen all of you, Deidre. Literally. So I'm pretty sure you don't have any secrets left to hide from me."
The laugh that burst out of me was involuntary, surprising, genuine—the kind of laugh I didn't think Naomi Parker could ever pull from me. It came from somewhere deep, somewhere that had forgotten what it felt like to be seen and not judged. To be vulnerable and have someone acknowledge it without weaponizing it.
Jess's hand tightened around mine, and I could feel her relief radiating through that small touch. Naomi's endorsement wasn't just words—it was armor. It was validation. It was the captain of the cheer squad standing in our corner when the rest of the school had lined up to watch us fall.
In between classes, Marcus pulled me into a corner of comfort. The steady gaze of someone who knew me before all the glitter and glam.
“Next game night—you should come,” he said quietly, almost as if announcing a reunion.
I was taken aback, suddenly aware of the rawness beneath the bravado. The invitation. A lifeline to the past, back when we quested for treasures in books rather than social media infamy. Tears threatened—a dam against too many days of holding them back.
“Really?” It came out wobbly, hope tangled in vulnerability.
Marcus nodded, his smile faint but genuine. “Randy misses having you trounce us with your strategy charts.”
I laughed, a weak, unexpected sound. "I miss that too. I—I really do."
Together, we walked back to class, standing firm against the whispers. And though Ryan still loomed like a dark cloud, and Brittany and Talia wielded their rumors and wrath like swords, our party held together. The camaraderie felt a bit like armor, imperfect but sturdy, as we traversed this perilous teenage battlefield.
* * *
As soon as I walked through the front door, the smell of rosemary chicken hit me, warm and inviting. My mom was at the stove, stirring with focus, while Dad leaned against the counter, talking animatedly about something I couldn't quite catch. It felt like I'd stumbled into an alternate timeline—a family dinner? Together? It was a piece of nostalgia resurrected.
"Hey, kiddo," Dad said as I slipped into my chair. "We're thinking of doing a family outing this weekend. Maybe bring some of your friends along."
I blinked, fork pausing mid-air. The last time we'd done anything remotely family-oriented felt like another lifetime—a parallel universe where I was someone else entirely. Yet here it was, offered like a gift.
"Yeah, that sounds great," I managed, surprised by the sincerity in my own voice. For a moment, it was as though the undercurrent of tension at school had disappeared and we were just... us.
Dinner passed in a haze of genuine laughter and awkward attempts at normal—a rusty machinery, slowly eking back into motion. I caught myself smiling, truly smiling, not just the performance of it.
Later, in the sanctuary of my room, I found myself flipping through an old notebook. Faded ink mapped dreams and defeats in neat columns, the comfort of stats and quests like an anchor in now-turbulent waters. But something in me shifted—a new understanding, an acceptance I hadn’t consciously invited.
Turning the page, I scribbled words not bound in gaming terms, but real ones: You can’t predict the XP from every action. It’s messy and unpredictable. Maybe the quest is just doing the right thing, whatever follows. That’s the real adventure.
And with that, I closed the notebook, feeling a strange sense of liberation. Maybe my life didn’t need a campaign guide after all.
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Rallying the Troops


Ispotted Eli by the lockers, his usual gray-black uniform making him look like a judge about to pass sentence. Rachel, Jess, and Hannah were already there, their faces tense. 
"I assume you saw the email that went out." Eli's voice carried that courtroom precision he never turned off.
My phone had buzzed at 8pm the night before with the notification—Adrian's handiwork, clean and devastating. A message to every student and parent asking if their daughters had been sexually assaulted by anyone at school. No fancy graphics, no theatrical language. Just the question, stark and unavoidable.
"Three names," Eli continued, his storm-glass eyes scanning our faces. "One rape, two assaults. Those are just the ones who came forward publicly in the last few hours."
Jess's knuckles went white around her backpack strap. "Who?"
"Sarah Chen—sophomore. Maya Rodriguez—junior. And Ava Thornton from the track team." Each name landed like a stone dropped in still water, ripples spreading outward.
Hannah's jaw clenched. "Ava never said anything. We run together every day."
"That's how it works," Rachel's theatrical energy had gone quiet, focused. "You smile, you laugh, you pretend your body still belongs to you."
The hallway traffic flowed around us, students checking phones, whispers spreading like wildfire. I caught fragments—Ryan's name, Benji too, can't believe—the social fabric tearing in real time.
"I expect more will come forward," Eli's assessment felt clinical, but I caught something else underneath—approval, maybe even pride. "These things cascade once the silence breaks."
"We need to move fast," Hannah shifted into captain mode. "Before the administration tries damage control."
Eli pulled out his phone, fingers flying across the screen. "Adrian's already working on something. But we need faces, not just data. Real people, real stories."
"An assembly in the midle of the lunch room," Jess's voice was steady now, finding its strength. "Lunch. The five of us who've come forward."
"That's..." I started, then stopped. The old me would have called it a boss fight, calculated odds and defensive stats. But this wasn't a game. These were real bodies, real violations, real courage.
"Terrifying," I finished. "Let's do it."
Eli almost smiled—that rare expression that never quite reached his eyes but somehow felt more genuine for it. "Good. Adrian will make sure everyone knows. Noon, in the cafeteria. No drama, no big philosophical speeches. Just truth."
The warning bell rang, but none of us moved yet, bound by something stronger than schedule.
As everyone scattered to their classes, I caught Eli's arm. "Wait. This whole thing—what you and Adrian did—it's wonderful."
His forehead creased, that familiar look of dissecting someone's words for hidden meaning. "Adrian does this kind of stuff for fun. System disruption, information warfare—it's basically recreational coding for him." He shifted his weight, uncomfortable with praise. "You and Jess did the hard part. You spoke up. You could've been left hanging, dismissed, called liars. Happens too often with these things."
His storm-glass eyes locked on mine with that intensity that used to terrify me. "I knew you were this person. From early on, even when you were pretending otherwise."
"Wait." My brain stuttered, trying to process. "You liked me as Derek?"
"Of course. Why do you think I pushed so hard for you to stay in debate?"
"But you were so harsh—"
"To make you better." He cut me off with that prosecutor's precision. "You're brilliant and don't know it. Someone had to push."
A strange lightness bubbled up in my chest. "So you liked Derek but didn't like Deidre for a while?"
"When you got sucked into the Talia-Brittany vortex, yeah. I thought maybe I'd misjudged." He paused, color rising in his pale face. "Though if it wasn't obvious, I liked—" He stopped, cleared his throat. "I liked liked Deidre. A lot."
"Liked liked?" I couldn't resist the tease. "What are we, twelve?"
His flush deepened. "Fine. I think you're—"
"Hot and attractive?" The words tumbled out before I could stop them. "Because that's how I feel about you."
Eli's mouth opened, that rare moment where his perpetual analysis failed him. "You think I'm—"
I kissed him. 
It wasn't planned, wasn't strategic, wasn't anything but necessary. His lips were warm, slightly chapped, tasting faintly of black coffee. For a heartbeat he froze, then his hand found my waist, pulling me closer as he kissed back with an intensity that made my knees weak. The hallway, the fluorescent lights, the distant slam of lockers—everything dissolved except the heat between us, the way his fingers pressed against my hip, the soft sound he made when I touched his jaw.
We broke apart, both breathing hard. His eyes had gone from storm-glass to something darker, hungrier. My lips tingled. My whole body felt electric, alive in ways that had nothing to do with borrowed beauty or calculated charisma.
"We have classes," he said, voice rougher than usual.
"And a busy day," I agreed, though neither of us moved.
The second bell rang, sharp and insistent. Reality crashed back—the assembly, the confrontation ahead, the whole school about to explode.
"Noon," he said, stepping back but not looking away. "Don't be late."
"Wouldn't dream of it."
He turned to go, then glanced back. "Deidre?"
"Yeah?"
"That was..." He searched for words, the boy who always had them ready. "Real."
Then he was gone, leaving me standing there with kiss-swollen lips and a racing heart, facing a day that suddenly felt both more terrifying and more possible.
The cafeteria table wobbled under my heels, but I didn't care. Five of us stood there—me on one table, the others scattered across the room on chairs and benches, creating a geography of truth.
"We're just going to tell you what happened," I said, my voice carrying over the lunch crowd. "Then you decide who to believe."
"Attention whore!" someone yelled from the soccer table.
"Let them speak!" Hannah's voice cut through, sharp as a starter pistol.
More voices clashed—support, denial, confusion—until I just started talking over them.
"I was stupid. I drank punch I didn't know was spiked at the Winter Dance." My hands shook but my voice held steady. "Being drunk doesn't mean Ryan had the right to corner me outside and shove his hand up my dress to 'check if I was all girl.' Being stupid doesn't erase consent—"
Sarah Chen stood up near the vending machines, sophomore voice cracking but determined. "Ryan grabbed me after soccer practice. Said he was just playing around when he pinned me against the equipment shed and—"
Maya Rodriguez climbed onto a bench by the windows. "Benji Crawford. Everyone thinks he's so funny, so harmless. He held me down at Talia's party and said if I didn't want it, why did I wear that skirt—"
Ava Thornton didn't stand, just spoke from where she sat with the track team, each word precise as footfalls. "I went to Ryan's house to listen to his new speakers. His parents were gone. I had two beers and blacked out. Woke up with him already inside me, telling me how good I felt—"
The cafeteria had gone silent except for Ava's voice, even the kitchen staff frozen behind the serving line.
Then Jess stood. Not on a table, not making herself higher. She just stood at the Sorcerers' table where she'd held court for three years, beautiful and untouchable.
"Ryan raped me at the lake last June." Her soft voice somehow filled the entire space. "I said no four times. He said I was playing hard to get. Brittany came over later, saw me crying in the bathroom after and told me not to make a scene. That some girls just couldn't handle their liquor. That I'd embarrass everyone if I said anything."
Brittany's face went white, her perfect composure cracking like ice under weight.
"So I stayed quiet," Jess continued. "And he did it again. To them. Because I protected my reputation instead of protecting anyone else."
The silence that followed felt alive, breathing, waiting to see which way it would break.
The silence shattered like a dropped tray.
The Warriors' table erupted first—chairs scraping, voices rising. Benji lunged across the table at Marcus, who'd been sitting with them since I'd drifted away. Marcus dodged, grabbed Benji's collar. "You piece of shit—"
"She's lying!" Benji's face had gone red, ugly. "Maya wanted it, she—"
Hannah moved faster than I'd ever seen her, yanking Benji backward by his jersey. "Shut your mouth before I shut it for you."
The soccer players split down the middle—half surrounding Ryan protectively, the other half backing away like he carried contagion. Ryan himself sat perfectly still, that charming smile finally gone, replaced by something cold and calculating. He stood slowly, deliberately, like this was just another play to navigate.
"This is ridiculous," he said, voice carrying that easy confidence that used to make my stomach flutter. "They're just—"
"Just what?" Tessa's voice cracked across the space. "Just girls? Just asking for it?"
Ryan didn't answer. Instead, he walked—not rushed, not panicked—straight to the Sorcerers' table. Javier followed after a heartbeat's hesitation, loyalty or maybe just habit pulling him along. They sat flanking Talia and Brittany like generals planning damage control.
Brittany's hands moved across her phone screen, probably already crafting the counter-narrative. Talia leaned in, whispering fast, her gossip network mobilizing in real-time. They'd turned crisis management into an art form, but cracks showed—Naomi had walked away, creating distance that spoke volumes.
Then Avery stood.
The heiress who never made waves, who floated through conflict on clouds of money and indifference, crossed the cafeteria with her designer heels clicking against linoleum. She walked straight to Jess, tears streaming down her perfectly contoured face.
"I'm sorry," Avery's voice broke. "I'm so fucking sorry I wasn't there for you."
"It's not your fault," Jess said quietly.
"But I knew something was wrong after. You changed, pulled back, and I just thought you were being distant, being a bitch, and I should have—" Avery's practiced composure crumbled entirely. "I should have asked. I should have seen."
The cafeteria felt like a battlefield mid-engagement, alliances shifting, battle lines redrawn. Through it all, I stayed on that wobbly table, my three-inch heels suddenly feeling like armor, watching the social order we'd all accepted without question finally, violently, necessarily tear itself apart.
I climbed down from the table, my heels hitting linoleum with finality. "We're going to the principal's office. Now. Anyone who wants to come—"
The response was immediate. Chairs scraped back. Hannah helped Jess stand, steadying her with an athlete's careful strength. Sarah and Maya moved toward us through the crowd, Ava rising from the track table to join them. 
But it wasn't just us. Rachel grabbed my hand, squeezing tight. Adrian appeared at Eli's shoulder, muttering something about "documented timestamps" and "IP addresses." The Clerics moved as a unit—Maya Patel's prosecutorial face set, Simone already recording on her phone. Even Marcus pushed through, his bulk clearing a path, that old protective instinct finally aimed at something worthwhile.
More followed. Theater kids, debate members, track teammates, even some freshmen who'd probably never spoken to any of us. By the time we reached the administrative wing, we were forty strong, maybe fifty, bodies filling the narrow hallway outside Principal Morrison's door.
His secretary, Mrs. Chen, took one look at us and picked up her phone. "You need to come out here."
Morrison emerged, his practiced administrator's smile faltering at the crowd. "This isn't appropriate. If you have concerns, there are proper channels—"
"We tried proper channels," Jess's soft voice cut through. "I tried them six months ago."
"This isn't how change happens," Morrison's tone shifted to condescension, that adult-explaining-to-children voice. "You can't just mob—"
"Actually," Eli stepped forward, his courtroom voice filling the space, "this is pretty much the only way change has ever happened." His gray-green eyes locked on Morrison's. "History shows that proper channels exist to exhaust reformers, not enable reform."
"Mr. Morane, that's hardly—"
"Five girls have been assaulted. That we know of." Eli's voice tightened. "How many proper channels do they need to try before you actually do something?"
The hallway had gone silent, everyone watching Morrison's face cycle through calculations—PR damage, legal liability, parent phone calls.
"Fine," he said finally. "We'll begin a formal investigation. Today. I'll need written statements from everyone involved."
"We'll have them by end of day," Maya Patel said, already organizing.
The crowd erupted—not celebration exactly, but relief, release. Sarah started crying. Hannah pulled her into a fierce hug. Then suddenly everyone was hugging—Avery clinging to Jess, Rachel's arms around me, even Adrian awkwardly patting backs. Through the tangle of bodies, I caught Eli's eye. He almost smiled.
* * *
Outside the administrative wing, the hallway emptied as people drifted toward their next classes, adrenaline fading into the ordinary rhythm of school bells and shuffling feet. Eli and I found ourselves pressed against the wall near the trophy case, both of us breathing hard like we'd just finished a sprint.
"I think," I said, watching the last of our makeshift army disappear around the corner, "we just won."
Eli shook his head, that familiar intensity still burning in his storm-glass eyes. "No. We just started."
He was right, of course. Morrison's promise meant paperwork, investigations, months of bureaucratic theater. Ryan's friends would rally. Brittany would orchestrate counter-narratives. The Sorcerers' machine would grind on, adapted for damage control. This was the opening move, not checkmate.
But standing there, my blue sheath dress wrinkled from climbing on tables, my voice hoarse from shouting truth at power, I felt something I'd never experienced in any campaign or quest—the weight of genuine consequence. Real stakes. People I cared about, finally fighting for something that mattered.
"Your debate skills," I said, trying to lighten the moment, "are terrifying in person."
"You climbed on a cafeteria table in three-inch heels to call out the entire social order." Eli's mouth almost curved into a smile. "I think you've got me beat on dramatic presentation."
Eli stepped closer, close enough that I could see the exhaustion beneath his controlled exterior, the way his shoulders finally relaxed now that the performance was over. "Diedre," he said quietly, and my name sounded different in his voice than it had in anyone else's.
He took my hand—not possessive like Ryan, not desperate like Marcus, but careful, questioning. His fingers were warm, callused from whatever sport he practiced when he wasn't deconstructing arguments.
Then he leaned in and kissed me.
Slow, deliberate, nothing like the grabbing and groping I'd learned to expect. His lips were soft against mine, tasting faintly of coffee and mint. My heart hammered against my ribs, but not from fear—from want, from relief, from the startling recognition that this felt right in ways I'd stopped believing were possible.
When we broke apart, I was breathing harder than before.
"Oh," I whispered.
Eli's almost-smile became real. "Yeah. Oh."






  
  Chapter nineteen








The New Campaign


The first real warmth of March hit campus like a spell breaking. I sat on the bleachers overlooking the track, my notebook abandoned beside me, watching the world reshape itself in real time. Three weeks since the cafeteria revolution, and the old map I'd drawn of the school's social topology lay in ruins. 
Ryan's locker stood empty, sealed with tape. The investigation crawled forward—depositions, interviews, lawyers circling. His suspension felt both too much and not enough. Some days I caught myself looking for him in hallways, that old prey instinct still twitching.
But the real change wasn't his absence—it was everyone else's presence.
Hannah jogged past, throwing me a wave before falling into stride with two freshman girls I'd never seen her talk to before. The rigid athletic hierarchy had cracked; Warriors no longer moved in formation. At the picnic tables, Tessa shared sunflower seeds with some theater kids while Javier helped Briar with calculus. The careful boundaries between Bards and jocks had blurred into something messier, more real.
The Sorcerers' Circle had imploded spectacularly. Brittany still held court, but her audience had shrunk to a handful of loyalists. Talia's gossip posts got fewer likes each day. Naomi had quietly started eating lunch with the volleyball team, pretending the Circle had never existed. Avery  seemed genuinely transformed—she'd started tutoring kids in the library, using her money for good instead of show.
"Hey." Jess dropped onto the bleacher beside me, her blonde hair catching the light. We'd become something between friends and survivors, bonded by shared testimony and 3 AM panic texts. "Therapy today?"
"Yeah. You?"
"Tomorrow." She watched the runners circle the track. "It's weird, right? How normal everything looks?"
She was right. From here, you couldn't see the fractures, the realignments, the small revolutions happening in every corner. You couldn't see how Rachel had started a support group that met in the drama room. How teachers looked at us differently now—some with respect, others with barely concealed resentment.
"Different normal," I said.
The map I'd once drawn so carefully—Clerics, Warriors, Bards, Sorcerers—felt childish now. People weren't character classes. They were complicated, contradictory, capable of both cruelty and grace. The real world didn't have clear questlines or guaranteed XP.
But sometimes, it had moments like this: unexpected warmth, quiet company, and the knowledge that we'd changed something that mattered.
* * *
The cafeteria hummed with its usual chaos, but our table had become its own small nation. Eli sat beside me, his thigh pressed against mine under the table while he systematically demolished my argument about Hamlet's moral ambiguity.
"You're conflating indecision with philosophical complexity," he said, stealing a grape from my tray. "Hamlet's not deep, he's just paralyzed by narcissism."
"Says the guy who spent twenty minutes yesterday explaining why Crime and Punishment is actually a comedy." I snatched the grape back before he could eat it. "Your literary takes are crimes against humanity."
"And yet you're dating me." His smirk softened into something real for half a second before returning to combat mode. "Which suggests your judgment is fundamentally flawed."
Rachel groaned from across the table. "Get a room. Or better yet, get a referee." She was annotating her script for the spring one-act, red pen flying. "Some of us are trying to create art here, not watch foreplay disguised as intellectual discourse."
"It's how they show affection," Hannah said, not looking up from her training schedule. She'd taken over as track captain last week when Coach promoted her, and the responsibility suited her—focused, precise, no patience for bullshit. "Like cats bringing dead mice."
"Romantic," Avery laughed, her debate prep cards spread between us. She'd joined the team two weeks ago, surprising everyone including herself. Turned out her money hadn't been her only asset—she had a sharp mind when she bothered using it. "Though I'm taking notes. Eli's rhetorical pivots are getting predictable."
"Betrayal from within," Eli muttered, but I caught him hiding a pleased smile.
Jess looked up from her book—she'd been reading more lately, something about reclaiming her own mind—and said quietly, "I think it's sweet. The arguing, I mean. It's honest."
The table went gentle for a moment, the way we all did when Jess said something that reminded us what honest had cost her.
Movement at the cafeteria entrance caught my eye. Marcus stood there, lunch tray in hand, doing that thing where he pretended not to look for permission while obviously looking for permission. We'd been rebuilding slowly—careful texts, brief hallway conversations, nothing like before but something.
I raised my hand in a small wave. He navigated over, still moving like he expected land mines.
"Room for one more?" His voice carried that old familiar nervousness.
Hannah shifted over. "Always room for the party tank."
Marcus's whole face changed—surprise melting into relief melting into that huge, guileless smile I'd missed more than I'd admitted.
* * *
The afternoon sun had warmed the track just enough to make running feel like meditation instead of punishment. Afterward, Jess and I sat on the bleachers, our legs dangling while she practiced French braids on my hair—something about the repetitive motion helped her think, she said.
"Your world-building is incredible," she said, fingers working steadily through the strands. "The mythology you created—the Twin Empresses who split the kingdom because they loved each other too much to share power? That's not just fantasy. That's poetry."
I smiled, thinking how Rachel would absolutely be insulted if anyone accused her of being as fundamentally good as Jess was. Rachel burned bright and dangerous; Jess glowed steady like a lighthouse.
"Tyler's actually excited you're coming," I said, adjusting my messenger bag as we walked toward his house. "Apparently you two were friends in middle school?"
"Before the sorting hat divided us all into houses," Jess said with a wry smile. "He was different then. Quieter. We built this elaborate fantasy world together with action figures and notebook maps." She paused. "Funny how we all ended up here anyway."
Tyler's basement hadn't changed—same water-stained ceiling tiles, same ancient couch that smelled vaguely of pizza rolls and ambition. Marcus was already there, carefully arranging his dice by size. Tyler sprawled in the DM's chair I'd claimed, grinning as he surrendered it with an elaborate bow.
"The queen returns to her throne."
I'd prepped them earlier: "Don't be weird about Jess playing." But watching Tyler and Jess exchange inside jokes about some terrible movie they'd loved in seventh grade, I realized I hadn't needed to worry. We weren't the same people we'd been even six months ago.
"Okay," I said, settling in as everyone finished their character sheets. I'd pushed them toward backstories over stats, relationships over loot. Marcus had created a healer searching for his lost sister. Tyler, surprisingly, rolled up a elderly sage haunted by the magic he'd once wielded. And Jess—Jess played a diplomat from a conquered nation, trying to preserve her people's stories.
The dice clicked against the table like promises.
"So you each have found yourselves, stumbling by different paths, into the hall of Lord Roth, unsure what awaits you. The torches burn low, casting shadows that seem to move independently of their sources. You smell copper and roses—blood and ceremony. And from somewhere deeper in the castle, you hear singing..."
* * *
The session had stretched past curfew—Tyler's sage had died saving the party, and we'd all gotten swept up in the moment. Even Marcus had gotten misty when Tyler delivered his character's farewell: "Stories don't die if someone remembers to tell them." Sure, resurrection magic existed in-game, but the sacrifice still landed with unexpected weight.
Eli arrived just as everyone was packing up, leaning against the doorframe in his gray henley and dark jeans—the uniform of someone who'd given up trying to impress anyone. His eyes found mine immediately, that little half-smile appearing that meant he'd been thinking about me.
"Ready?" he asked, and I nodded, grabbing my jacket.
The October air had teeth to it, sharp enough to make me grateful when Eli took my hand, his thumb tracing absent circles against my palm. We walked in comfortable silence for a block before he spoke.
"Simone says Jess snuck a copy of a roleplaying background story or something to her." He glanced at me sideways. "Thinks you should edit it into a full novella for the literary magazine. Said quote-unquote you should stop wasting time on that Debate-JibberJabber thing and produce more beautiful stories like this."
I laughed, squeezing his hand. "You know Jess doesn't have the capacity to 'sneak' anything. I was just reluctant to share and she pushed me for permission to bring it to Simone herself. It wasn't supposed to be for anyone else, just background for me when I ran a game."
"Well, some people think it's really good," Eli said, his voice carrying that quiet certainty that made arguing feel pointless.
I shook my head, watching our breath cloud in the cold air. "I don't even know how to write, not really. Character sheets and campaign notes aren't the same as actual stories. There's all this—structure and metaphor and whatever else real writers do."
Eli stopped walking, turning to face me with that grin that meant he'd already won the argument. "Think of it like a game. Different mechanics, same principle. Stories have rules—rising action, character arcs, three-act structure. Knowing you, you'll have them mastered in no time."
His faith in me felt warm against the October chill. Maybe he was right. Maybe writing was just another system to learn, another world to build.
"But it seems like you've shared it now with everyone but me." His voice stayed light, but I heard the question underneath—not accusation, just that careful vulnerability he showed when something actually mattered to him.
I stopped walking, turning to face him fully. The streetlight caught the green in his storm-glass eyes, made them look almost soft. "I may be dodging your critical eye, admittedly." I reached up, fingers brushing the hair that always fell across his forehead. "But I do want to share, well, everything with you."
The kiss was different from our others—not tentative or desperate, but certain. His hand came up to cradle my face, thumb against my cheekbone, and for a moment the cold October night felt like summer. When we pulled apart, he was actually smiling—not his usual sardonic twist, but something real and unguarded.
"Everything?" he asked, voice rough.
"Even the terrible first drafts," I promised. "Even the parts where the metaphors completely fall apart."
"Good," he said, pulling me close again. "I like when things fall apart. That's when they get interesting."
***
I closed my bedroom door behind me, the house quiet except for Dad's snoring down the hall. My desk lamp cast everything in amber—the cluttered notebooks, the abandoned character sheets, the dice scattered like breadcrumbs to a life I'd outgrown.
I pulled out my journal, the one with the cracked spine from months of desperate entries. The pen felt different in my hand now—lighter somehow.
Main Quest: Survive → Complete
The words flowed without calculation.
Subquest: Find your party → Complete
No more measuring friendship in loyalty points or shared campaigns. Rachel, Hannah, Jess—they weren't NPCs or party members. They were real, complicated, mine.
Next Quest: Write your own rules
XP: Infinite.
I caught my reflection in the mirror—burgundy sleep shirt, messy hair, no makeup. The face looking back wasn't performing anymore. She was confident, amused, alive. Not Derek pretending to be Deidre, not Deidre pretending to be anyone. Just me.
The D20 sat on my desk, ruby red in the lamplight. I picked it up, felt its familiar weight, rolled it across my palm. It tumbled through my fingers, ready to determine fate with mathematical precision.
I smiled, closed my hand around it.
I didn't need to see where it landed anymore.
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