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Princess Charming

Harry thought it was just a costume.

One night. One borrowed identity. One chance to escape himself for a few hours.

Then someone kissed him, kissed her.

What begins as a harmless party disguise becomes the start of an impossible journey. As Hattie steps further into the life she never dared imagine for herself, she discovers that some truths refuse to stay hidden.

Especially when someone sees them.

Skye is kind, funny, and devastatingly easy to fall for. More importantly, she sees Hattie not as a joke, a costume, or a fantasy, but as a person worth knowing.

As friendship blossoms into romance, Hattie must decide whether she is brave enough to stop pretending and begin becoming.is

***A heartfelt transgender romance filled with warmth, self-discovery, queer joy, and first love, Princess Charming is a story about finding yourself, finding your people, and finding the courage to stay when every instinct tells you to run. Another emotionally charged transgender romance novella from the best-selling author, Keary Hayes.***


One

Harry sat at the back of the seminar room with his notebook open and his pen resting against the page, though he had stopped writing several minutes ago.

Outside the tall windows the afternoon light had begun to soften into autumn gold. Dust drifted slowly in the air where the sun reached through the glass. Someone across the room was tapping a laptop key in a steady, distracted rhythm. A girl near the front laughed quietly at something her friend whispered.

Harry watched all of it with the careful attentiveness of someone standing just outside the circle of warmth.

It had been two weeks since the start of term.

Two weeks since he had arrived in the city with a suitcase and a heart so full of bright expectation it had almost hurt.

Two weeks was not a long time. He knew that. Rationally he understood that friendships did not materialise overnight, that lives did not rearrange themselves simply because someone hoped they might.

But something inside him had still expected it.

He had imagined university like a door opening into another world. A place where the strange quiet boy he had been in his hometown would dissolve and something easier would take his place. Someone more certain. Someone who knew how to step forward into conversations without rehearsing the words first.

Instead he had discovered that the boy who arrived on campus was still very much the boy who had left home.

Harry had always felt slightly out of alignment with the world around him. Not dramatically so. Not in a way that had drawn cruelty or attention. Just enough to leave him with the faint, constant sensation that everyone else had received instructions he had somehow misplaced.

Back home his father and brothers had moved through life with an ease that baffled him. Weekends revolved around football matches and engines taken apart on the driveway and the easy camaraderie of men who spoke in loud voices about things that made perfect sense to one another.

Harry had tried to participate when he was younger. He had stood beside them with a football under his arm or a spanner clutched awkwardly in his hand, nodding when things were explained.

But the interest had never taken root.

Instead there had been books.

Stories felt like landscapes he could walk through without apology. Whole worlds where softness and imagination were not liabilities but currencies. Where strange, thoughtful characters often turned out to matter far more than anyone expected.

When he had chosen to study literature at university it had felt like the most natural decision in the world.

Of course this was where he belonged.

Of course this was where he would finally find people who understood.

The seminar discussion drifted toward the symbolism of a passage in the novel they had been assigned. A boy near the centre of the room spoke confidently about historical context. Someone else countered with a theory about narrative voice.

Harry listened, absorbing every word.

He loved this part. The ideas. The way meaning unfolded slowly when people examined it together. When the tutor finally asked a question about the emotional landscape of the chapter, Harry felt something stir inside him.

Before he could talk himself out of it he spoke.

His voice was quieter than the others but steady. He offered an observation about loneliness in the text, about the way the protagonist seemed to move through the world slightly misaligned with everyone around him.

The tutor nodded thoughtfully.

A few people glanced back toward him with interest.

Warmth flickered briefly in Harry’s chest.

Then the conversation moved on.

When the seminar ended chairs scraped against the floor and conversations blossomed instantly around the room. Plans were made with the casual efficiency of people who had known each other longer than two weeks. Someone suggested coffee. Someone else mentioned a party happening on Friday.

Harry closed his notebook and slid it into his bag.

For a moment he lingered at the edge of the room, hovering in that small uncertain space where joining a group required the courage to step forward and say something. Anything.

His mouth opened slightly.

Then the moment passed.

People drifted toward the door in clusters of laughter and overlapping conversation. Within seconds the room had begun to empty.

Harry told himself it didn’t matter.

It was still early. Friendships took time. Everyone was adjusting.

He slung his bag over his shoulder and stepped into the corridor.

Campus in the afternoon hummed with life. Students lounged on the grass outside the humanities building. Someone strummed a guitar under a tree. The air smelled faintly of coffee and damp leaves.

Harry walked slowly, letting the current of movement carry him along the path.

Sometimes he felt like a ghost drifting through someone else’s life.

Not invisible exactly. People smiled at him when their eyes met. A girl from his lecture once told him she liked his hair. Another student had said he seemed “sweet,” though Harry still wasn’t entirely sure how to interpret that.

But those small moments never seemed to lead anywhere.

Everyone else appeared to understand something fundamental about belonging that Harry had missed.

His reflection flickered briefly in the dark glass of a campus building as he passed.

He caught a glimpse of himself and looked away almost immediately.

Harry knew he wasn’t unattractive. At least not in any obvious way. His face was soft, his features gentle in a way people sometimes described as delicate. His hair had grown a little longer since arriving at university, falling into his eyes when the wind caught it.

He had been called cute before.

The word always left him strangely unsettled.

Cute felt like something small and unfinished. Something that didn’t quite belong in the world of confident men with easy laughter and broad shoulders.

Harry adjusted the strap of his bag and kept walking.

If he didn’t do something soon, he realised with a sudden quiet clarity, university would slip past him exactly the same way school had.

Watching.

Observing.

Waiting for life to begin somewhere just beyond his reach.

The thought sat heavily in his chest as he crossed the courtyard toward the library.

“Harry!”

The voice cut through his spiral of thoughts like sunlight breaking through cloud.

He turned.

Carrie was striding across the grass toward him with long purposeful steps, her backpack slung casually over one shoulder. Even at a distance she carried an energy that felt almost gravitational, as though the world rearranged itself slightly around her momentum.

Harry felt his mood lift before he could stop it.

Carrie had been the first person to speak to him during the opening week of term.

They had ended up sitting beside each other in a literature seminar, and within ten minutes she had begun chatting to him as though they had known each other for years. Carrie had that kind of presence. Bold without being overwhelming. Direct in a way that somehow made shy people feel safer rather than exposed.

She was taller than Harry by several inches, broad-shouldered in a way that suggested strength rather than bulk. Her dark hair was cut short, curling slightly at the edges when the wind caught it. There was something unmistakably queer about her in a way Harry couldn’t quite articulate. A quiet confidence in the way she moved through the world.

When she reached him she bumped her shoulder lightly against his.

“There you are,” she said. “I thought you might try to escape before I caught you.”

Harry blinked. “Escape?”

Carrie gave him a look that was equal parts amusement and mild accusation.

“You vanish after seminars,” she said. “It’s suspicious.”

“I don’t vanish,” Harry said automatically. “I just… go.”

Carrie snorted.

“Exactly.”

She studied him for a moment with a thoughtful tilt of her head that always made Harry feel as though she could see several layers deeper than most people.

“You’re coming to a party with me on Friday,” she said.

Harry felt his stomach drop slightly.

“A party?”

“Fancy dress,” Carrie added cheerfully.

Harry opened his mouth to protest. All the usual excuses rushed forward at once. Parties weren’t really his thing. He didn’t know anyone. He would just stand awkwardly in a corner holding a drink he didn’t want.

“I don’t have a costume,” he said instead.

Carrie stopped walking.

For a moment she simply looked at him.

Then a slow smile began to spread across her face.

It was not the reassuring smile of someone solving a small logistical problem.

It was the smile of someone who had just discovered a very entertaining idea.

“Oh,” she said lightly.

“Don’t worry.”

Her eyes glittered with unmistakable mischief.

“I can fix that.”
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Carrie did not explain the plan immediately.

She simply walked beside Harry across campus with the quiet certainty of someone who had already decided the outcome of a conversation that had not technically finished yet.

Harry noticed this about her often. Carrie rarely pushed in an obvious way. She simply created a gravity that made resistance feel slightly ridiculous.

“So,” she said after a moment, glancing sideways at him. “You’re coming to the party.”

Harry hesitated.

He could feel the familiar instincts rising inside him. The soft automatic recoil from situations that involved crowds and noise and the possibility of being noticed.

“I’m not really…” He searched for the right words. “A party person.”

Carrie nodded as if he had just confirmed something she already knew.

“That’s exactly why you should come.”

Harry frowned slightly.

“That makes no sense.”

“It makes perfect sense,” Carrie said. “You spend all your time thinking about things instead of doing them.”

“That’s not true.”

Carrie stopped walking and turned to face him fully.

Harry nearly collided with her.

She looked down at him with a kind of patient amusement that made him feel like a mildly confusing but fundamentally endearing puzzle.

“Harry,” she said gently, “when was the last time you did something a little reckless.”

He opened his mouth.

Closed it again.

Carrie’s grin widened.

“Exactly.”

They started walking again.

The autumn air had grown cooler. Leaves skittered across the path in small restless spirals. Students passed them in loose clusters, talking about plans for the weekend.

Harry felt that familiar quiet ache of distance from it all.

“I wouldn’t even know what to wear,” he said.

Carrie’s eyes sparkled again.

“Good thing you have me.”

Harry immediately felt uneasy.

“That expression is worrying.”

Carrie laughed.

“Relax. It’s a costume party. The whole point is pretending to be someone else for a night.”

Harry considered that.

Pretending.

Playing a role.

Something about the idea made his chest tighten in a strange way he couldn’t immediately name.

Carrie nudged his arm.

“You like stories, right?”

“Of course.”

“Then think of it like that,” she said. “You’re just playing a character for an evening. No pressure. No expectations. People love costumes because they make everything easier.”

“How.”

“Because it’s not you,” Carrie said. “It’s the character. If you feel awkward you can blame the costume. If you say something weird it’s just part of the act.”

Harry felt a small flicker of understanding.

A shield.

A mask.

Something that allowed him to step slightly outside himself.

Carrie watched his expression shift and nodded, satisfied.

“Exactly,” she said softly. “See. You get it.”

They reached the student housing block where Carrie lived.

She pushed open the door and gestured for him to follow.

Her flat smelled faintly of coffee and laundry detergent. Music played quietly from a speaker somewhere in the kitchen.

Harry stepped inside and hovered awkwardly near the doorway while Carrie kicked off her shoes and dropped her bag on a chair.

“Right,” she said, clapping her hands once. “First step.”

Harry blinked.

“First step of what.”

Carrie looked at him with theatrical patience.

“The costume.”

“Oh.”

Harry shifted slightly.

“You haven’t actually told me what the costume is yet.”

Carrie tilted her head.

“That’s because I want to see something first.”

Harry’s stomach fluttered uneasily.

“What.”

Carrie pointed toward the hallway.

“Bathroom’s that way.”

He stared at her.

“Why.”

“Because,” Carrie said calmly, “you’re going to shave.”

Harry’s brain stalled for a moment.

“Shave.”

“Yes.”

“My face doesn’t need to be shaved.”

It had always been a sore spot for Harry. He had a soft face, soft cheeks and chin. He wasn’t hairy like his father or his brothers. He shaved every few days, just because, but it wasn’t like he really needed to.

Carrie snorted.

“Not your face.”

Harry blinked again.

There was a brief silence.

Then understanding dawned slowly.

“Oh.”

Carrie folded her arms.

“Trust me.”

Harry hesitated.

The idea of shaving his legs had never crossed his mind before. It felt absurd. Slightly embarrassing. Something that existed firmly in the category of things other people did.

“Is that… necessary,” he said carefully.

Carrie gave him a look that combined fondness with mild exasperation.

“If you’re going to do this properly.”

Harry’s pulse skipped slightly.

“Do what properly.”

Carrie’s smile returned. Slow and mischievous.

“Play your character.”

Harry felt heat creep into his cheeks.

Carrie noticed immediately.

“Oh relax,” she said. “You’re acting like I’ve asked you to donate a kidney.”

Harry rubbed the back of his neck.

“It’s just a bit…”

“Weird,” Carrie finished.

“Yes.”

Carrie stepped closer and lowered her voice conspiratorially.

“Harry. Nobody is going to see you shaving your legs except you.”

He still hesitated.

Carrie raised an eyebrow.

“Do you want to come to the party or not.”

Harry thought about the quiet evenings in his dorm room. The way conversations always seemed to happen somewhere just beyond his reach.

About the possibility of stepping into something different for once.

He exhaled slowly.

“Fine.”

Carrie’s grin widened triumphantly.

“Excellent.”

She pointed toward the hallway again.

“Bathroom.”

Harry started toward it.

“Wait,” Carrie called after him.

He turned.

She gave him a very deliberate look.

“You’ll need to take your clothes off.”

Harry stared at her.

“I assumed that part.”

“Just checking,” Carrie said brightly.

The bathroom light flicked on with a soft click.

Harry closed the door behind him and leaned against it for a moment.

His heart was beating slightly faster than the situation seemed to warrant.

This is ridiculous, he told himself.

It’s just shaving.

He looked at himself in the mirror.

His hair had fallen messily into his eyes again. His cheeks were faintly flushed. There was a nervous energy humming through his body.

Slowly he began to undress.

His clothes fell in a small pile beside the sink.

The air felt cool against his skin.

Harry turned the shower on and waited for the water to warm. Steam began to gather along the edges of the mirror.

When he stepped under the spray he felt some of the tension ease from his shoulders.

He stayed there for a while longer than strictly necessary.

Eventually he reached for the razor Carrie had left on the side of the tub.

For a moment he simply held it.

Then he lifted one foot onto the edge of the bath and began.

The first careful stroke removed a narrow strip of hair from his calf.

Harry paused.

The exposed skin beneath looked startlingly pale. Smooth.

He ran his fingers over it experimentally.

The sensation was strange.

Not unpleasant.

Just… different.

He continued.

Slow deliberate movements. Water running down his legs. The quiet rhythmic scrape of the razor against skin.

As more hair disappeared something unexpected began to unfold.

His legs started to look different.

The shape of them became clearer somehow. The line of muscle. The curve of his calves.

When he finished one leg he sat back slightly and stared at it.

It looked… elegant.

Harry swallowed.

He finished the other leg more slowly.

Then his arms.

Then his chest.

Each small transformation felt oddly intimate. Like uncovering something that had been hidden rather than changing anything at all.

By the time he finally turned the water off the bathroom mirror had fogged completely.

Harry wiped a clear circle into the steam with his palm.

Then he looked at himself.

For a long moment he simply stood there.

His body looked… different.

Not drastically. Not in any way that should have shocked him.

But the smoothness of his skin changed the way the light moved across it. The lines of his body felt softer somehow. More defined.

He ran his hand slowly along his leg again.

The sensation made a small shiver move through him.

Decadent.

That was the word that drifted unexpectedly into his mind.

He had never thought of his own body that way before.

Harry stood there in the quiet bathroom, water droplets sliding slowly down his newly smooth skin, and felt something shift very gently inside him.

Like the first faint tremor before a door begins to open.
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Harry stood in the bathroom doorway for a moment after closing it, leaning lightly back against the wood as though he had just crossed a threshold and needed to steady himself.

The dress lay folded over his arm, dark satin catching the light from the overhead bulb in soft liquid ripples. It looked even bolder here in the small white room. More deliberate. The sort of garment that assumed the person wearing it understood exactly what they were doing.

Harry did not understand what he was doing at all.

His heart was beating fast enough that he could feel it in his throat.

He moved slowly toward the sink and laid everything out carefully along the counter. The items looked almost ceremonial when arranged like this, each piece carrying its own quiet promise of change.

The stockings first.

They were impossibly soft. Sheer black nylon that gathered into a delicate ribbon when he rolled the first one down between his fingers. Harry sat on the edge of the bath again and lifted one foot carefully.

The fabric slid over his toes and up his arch with a whisper of friction that made him inhale softly.

It felt different against his freshly shaved skin. The sensation was amplified somehow, the smoothness of his leg making the material glide with almost decadent ease.

He drew the stocking slowly upward.

Over his ankle.

Up the curve of his calf.

The thin fabric clung to every line of muscle and bone. Harry watched the transformation as it happened, watched his leg vanish beneath the sheer darkness until the shape beneath seemed longer, sleeker.

When the stocking reached his knee he paused.

His leg looked elegant.

The thought startled him.

Harry had never thought of any part of his body that way before.

He continued slowly, drawing the stocking up his thigh until the band settled gently against the top of his leg. The soft pressure there felt oddly intimate, a quiet embrace that lingered long after his hands moved away.

The second stocking went on even more slowly.

By the time both were in place he stood and turned toward the mirror again.

His breath caught.

The difference was remarkable.

His legs looked… graceful. The stockings deepened the shadows along the lines of his calves and thighs, accentuating their shape in ways he had never noticed before. The faint sheen of nylon caught the light as he shifted his weight, making every movement feel strangely deliberate.

Harry ran his fingertips lightly down one thigh.

The sensation was electric.

Next came the suspender belt.

The elastic wrapped snugly around his waist and hips, the straps falling down along his thighs like delicate black lines waiting to be completed. He bent slightly, fastening each clip to the stockings with careful concentration.

The small metal clasps snapped softly into place.

Each click felt like a quiet step deeper into something he did not fully understand yet.

He straightened and studied the effect again.

The suspenders changed everything.

They framed his hips. Drew the eye downward. The combination of dark straps and sheer stockings created an image that felt suddenly… deliberate.

Intentional.

Harry felt warmth rising slowly through his chest.

He reached for the satin panties next.

The fabric slid smoothly up his legs and settled against his hips with soft precision. The cool silk hugged the gentle curve of his waist and hips in a way that made him unexpectedly aware of their shape.

Then the bra.

Harry hesitated for a moment before fastening it behind his back. The padded cups rested lightly against his chest. When he adjusted the straps and glanced at the mirror again he saw the faint suggestion of curves beneath the thin fabric of the straps.

The image made something flutter inside him.

Finally the dress.

Harry lifted it carefully and stepped into the circle of satin pooling on the floor. The fabric whispered softly as he drew it upward, sliding over the stockings, over the suspenders, up along his waist.

When the dress settled into place it felt as though it had been designed specifically to frame his body.

The waist pulled gently inward.

The neckline dipped low enough to reveal the subtle curves created by the bra.

Harry reached behind himself and slowly pulled the zipper up.

The dress tightened slightly as it closed.

He turned toward the mirror.

For a long moment he simply stared.

The transformation was breathtaking.

The dress clung to him in sleek dark lines that accentuated the narrowness of his waist and the length of his legs. The stockings flowed seamlessly into the hemline, the satin catching the light with every small movement.

Even his posture had changed.

The fabric seemed to encourage a different way of standing. His shoulders relaxed. His hips settled into a softer balance.

Harry reached down for the heels.

The leather was cool against his hands. When he slipped them on and carefully stood, the shift in height tilted his centre of gravity forward just enough that his body instinctively adjusted.

His hips moved slightly.

His legs lengthened.

The effect was immediate and startling.

Harry turned slowly toward the mirror again.

And the breath left his lungs completely.

A woman stood there.

Not perfectly. Not with the effortless polish of someone who had grown into this body over years of practice and familiarity.

But unmistakably.

Her legs were long and elegant beneath the sheen of black stockings. The dress curved around her waist and hips in sleek confident lines. The heels lifted her posture into something poised and quietly dangerous.

Her face remained the same.

Soft features. Wide thoughtful eyes. Hair falling loose around her cheeks.

But framed by the dress and the long lines of her body, those same features now looked…

Feminine.

Harry stared.

A strange warmth bloomed slowly through his chest.

She looked beautiful.

The thought felt both shocking and deeply true.

He turned slightly from side to side, watching the way the satin moved with him. The dress caught the light differently with each shift of his body, flowing around his legs in dark shimmering waves.

For the first time in his life Harry liked what he saw in the mirror.

Not tolerated it.

Not accepted it reluctantly.

Liked it.

He looked… hot.

The realisation made his cheeks burn.

A soft knock sounded behind him.

“Harry.”

Carrie pushed the door open a moment later.

She had finished dressing.

Dark trousers hugged her hips and the white shirt was rolled casually at the sleeves. The braces stretched across her shoulders and the loose tie gave the whole look an easy noir swagger.

She looked like a detective who had just stepped out of a smoky office at two in the morning.

Then she saw him.

Carrie froze.

Her eyes widened slowly as she took in the full image in the mirror.

For a long moment she said nothing at all.

Then her expression softened into delighted disbelief.

“Oh my god,” she breathed.

Harry flushed immediately.

“I know it’s ridiculous.”

Carrie shook her head quickly and stepped closer.

“No,” she said gently.

Her gaze moved over him again with open admiration.

“Harry,” she said.

“You’re so cute.”

The compliment spread through him like warmth in cold air.

Carrie clapped her hands suddenly, snapping the moment.

“But we’re not done yet.”

Harry blinked.

“What do you mean?”

Carrie grinned and reached for the makeup bag.

“Hair,” she said.

Then she picked up a brush.

“And makeup.”

Her eyes sparkled.

“Let’s make you dangerous.”


Two

The taxi arrived just after dusk.

By the time the headlights swept across Carrie’s living room windows Harry had already been standing near the door for several minutes, trying and failing to steady the strange electricity humming through his body.

The transformation had taken longer than he expected.

Carrie had approached it with the calm confidence of someone performing a craft she knew well. Brushes and powders had appeared from her bag with quiet ceremony. She had stood close, one hand lightly guiding Harry’s chin as she worked, her fingers steady and warm against his skin.

“Hold still,” she had murmured once or twice.

Harry had tried.

It was difficult when someone was leaning so close, when the soft scent of Carrie’s shampoo drifted through the air and the delicate strokes of brushes against his cheeks felt like tiny sparks moving across his skin.

Little by little the face in the mirror had begun to shift.

Carrie darkened his lashes until his eyes seemed larger, deeper. She softened the lines of his brows. A touch of colour along his cheekbones created the illusion of warmth and life beneath the skin. Finally she painted his lips a deep glossy red that made his mouth look suddenly fuller.

“Alright,” she had said eventually, stepping back with a thoughtful tilt of her head.

Harry had barely recognised himself.

Now he stood near the door wearing the dress, the stockings, the heels, the careful architecture of makeup and brushed hair that Carrie had coaxed into soft waves around his face.

Or around her face.

Harry was trying to think of himself differently tonight.

Hattie.

Carrie had suggested the name with a small conspiratorial smile while finishing the last touches of eyeliner.

“Every femme fatale needs a name,” she had said.

Harry had laughed nervously at first.

But now the name lingered in his mind with quiet weight.

Hattie.

Carrie adjusted the knot of her tie and looked him over again with a satisfied expression.

“You ready?”

Harry glanced toward the hallway mirror as they moved toward the door.

The reflection that looked back at him still felt almost surreal.

The woman standing beside Carrie had long elegant legs wrapped in sheer black stockings, the satin dress hugging her waist and hips in sleek confident lines. Her hair fell in loose dark waves that framed a softly made up face. Her lips shone faintly in the light from the hallway lamp.

She looked like someone who belonged to a different story entirely.

Not the quiet boy who spent evenings alone reading in his dorm room.

Someone bold.

Someone dangerous.

Someone who knew exactly what effect she had on the world.

Harry felt a small shiver travel through his body.

Carrie opened the door.

Cold evening air slipped into the apartment and brushed across Hattie’s bare shoulders.

Outside the street was glowing softly beneath the amber haze of streetlights. The taxi waited at the curb, engine idling quietly.

Carrie stepped out first.

Hattie followed carefully, the heels clicking softly against the pavement.

The night air felt alive against her skin.

For a moment she simply stood there, letting the sensation settle around her. The city smelled faintly of rain and petrol and distant food from a takeaway somewhere down the road.

Then she noticed the shop window across the street.

Glass reflected the streetlights in hazy streaks.

And in the centre of that reflection stood a woman.

Tall in black satin. One hand resting lightly on the door of a taxi. Hair moving softly in the evening breeze.

Hattie stared.

The woman stared back.

It took several seconds for her to fully accept what she was seeing.

That’s me.

The thought drifted through her mind with quiet disbelief.

She turned slightly, watching the reflection move with her.

The dress caught the light with every motion, the satin shimmering across the curve of her hips. The heels lengthened her legs, giving her a poised, deliberate stance that felt entirely different from the way Harry had ever carried himself.

The effect was intoxicating.

Carrie glanced at her.

“You good?”

Hattie nodded slowly.

“I just…”

She searched for the words.

“I look… different.”

Carrie’s mouth curved into a small knowing smile.

“You look incredible.”

The taxi driver leaned slightly out of the window.

“You ladies getting in or just admiring yourselves all night.”

Hattie felt a sudden rush of heat to her cheeks.

Ladies.

The word hung in the air with strange sweetness.

Carrie didn’t miss a beat.

“We’re getting in,” she said easily.

She opened the back door and gestured for Hattie to slide in first.

Hattie ducked carefully into the taxi, the satin dress shifting softly around her legs as she settled onto the seat.

Carrie climbed in beside her.

The driver glanced at them briefly in the rearview mirror.

His gaze lingered a fraction longer on Hattie.

Not confusion.

Not curiosity.

Appreciation.

The kind of slow assessing look that men gave women when they found them attractive.

Hattie felt it land against her like warmth.

He looked her up and down in the mirror with quiet interest.

“Where to,” he asked.

Carrie leaned forward slightly and gave him the address.

The driver nodded.

“Big night out.”

Carrie smirked.

“Something like that.”

The taxi pulled away from the curb.

Streetlights drifted past the windows in soft glowing lines. The gentle movement of the car made the satin of Hattie’s dress whisper faintly against the seat.

In the reflection of the glass she caught glimpses of herself again.

A woman in black.

Her legs crossed neatly. Her hair falling across one eye in a soft dark wave. Her lips still shining from the gloss Carrie had applied.

Every time she looked the image sent another small ripple of disbelief through her.

She really did look like a woman.

Not just vaguely feminine.

Convincingly so.

The driver glanced at the mirror again.

His eyes paused on her for a second longer this time.

Hattie felt something unexpected flutter low in her stomach.

It wasn’t embarrassment.

Not exactly.

It was closer to… excitement.

The attention felt different now.

Charged.

Carrie nudged her lightly with an elbow.

“You’re quiet.”

Hattie looked over.

Her heart was still beating a little too fast.

“I’m nervous,” she admitted softly.

Carrie smiled.

“That’s part of the fun.”

Outside the city continued to unfold around them in glowing fragments of neon and glass.

Hattie leaned back against the seat and watched her reflection drift across the dark window beside her.

Each passing light caught the shimmer of her dress.

Each reflection showed the same woman staring back.

Her stomach fluttered again.

Nervous.

Excited.

Alive in a way she had never quite felt before.
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The taxi slowed as it turned onto a quieter street where music leaked into the night air like coloured light.

Hattie felt it before she saw the house.

Bass pulsing faintly through the pavement. Laughter drifting across the pavement in bright scattered bursts. The warm glow of windows where silhouettes moved and shifted against the glass.

The taxi pulled to the curb.

Carrie leaned forward to pay while Hattie sat very still for a moment, her hands folded lightly in her lap.

The nervous flutter in her stomach had grown into something more complex now. Not simply anxiety. Something brighter threaded through it. Anticipation. A trembling excitement that seemed to hum through her body in time with the music she could hear from inside the house.

Carrie opened the door and slid out onto the pavement.

Hattie followed carefully, one hand braced lightly on the seat as she stepped down in her heels. The night air wrapped around her bare shoulders again, cool and electric.

The house itself was large and slightly shabby in the way many student houses seemed to be. Warm yellow light spilled from the windows. The front garden was crowded with bicycles and a few people standing in small groups smoking and talking.

Music thumped gently through the open doorway.

Hattie paused beside Carrie at the gate.

“You alright?” Carrie asked quietly.

Hattie nodded, though the truth was more complicated.

Her heart was beating so fast she could feel it in her throat. The dress seemed to shimmer faintly under the porch light. Every small movement she made caused the satin to slide softly across her hips and thighs.

She was suddenly very aware of her body.

Of the way the heels forced her to move carefully.

Of the faint sway of her hips when she walked.

Of the stockings brushing against one another with each step.

Carrie offered her an arm with exaggerated theatrical seriousness.

“Shall we?” she said.

Hattie laughed softly despite herself and slipped her hand through Carrie’s elbow.

Together they walked toward the house.

People near the door glanced up as they approached.

For a brief moment Hattie felt the old instinctive panic rise inside her. The urge to shrink. To become invisible.

But something strange happened instead.

The people looking at her were smiling.

Not confused.

Not suspicious.

Interested.

A girl dressed as a vampire gave an approving nod as they passed.

Another person with glitter scattered across their cheeks said “Cute outfit” as Hattie stepped through the doorway.

The music grew louder inside.

The house smelled faintly of beer and perfume and warm bodies packed too closely together. Strings of coloured lights had been draped along the walls and ceiling. The living room was crowded with people dancing and talking in loose clusters.

Costumes were scattered throughout the room but nothing felt theatrical or rigid. A pair of witches stood near the drinks table. Someone in a glittering disco suit spun lazily near the speakers. A girl with fairy wings perched on the arm of a sofa.

It felt chaotic but welcoming.

Queer in the soft easy way that didn’t need to announce itself.

Carrie leaned toward someone standing near the kitchen doorway.

“Hey,” she called over the music.

The person turned.

A tall nonbinary student with blue eyeliner and a velvet jacket grinned widely when they saw Carrie.

“Detective,” they said approvingly.

Carrie gave a little bow.

Then she placed a hand lightly at the small of Hattie’s back.

“And this,” Carrie said casually, “is Hattie.”

The name drifted into the room like a soft introduction to a story.

Hattie felt a strange warmth spread through her chest when she heard it spoken aloud.

No hesitation.

No explanation.

Just Hattie.

The velvet jacket student smiled warmly.

“Nice to meet you.”

Hattie returned the smile automatically.

“Nice to meet you too.”

Her voice sounded different.

Softer.

The words came out with a gentle cadence that felt natural in a way she had not expected.

Carrie squeezed her shoulder lightly.

“I’m grabbing a drink,” she said. “You good.”

Hattie nodded.

Carrie disappeared into the kitchen crowd.

For a moment Hattie stood alone near the doorway.

Then someone tapped her arm.

“I love your dress,” a girl with silver glitter in her hair said.

Hattie turned toward her.

“Thank you.”

“You look incredible,” the girl added.

Another person leaned over from the sofa.

“Seriously. Femme fatale vibes.”

Hattie felt her cheeks warm but she was smiling now.

“Carrie’s idea,” she said.

“Good friend,” someone replied.

Conversations unfolded easily after that.

People asked about her costume. About her name. About where she studied.

Each time she answered the name Hattie came out more easily.

The sound of it felt lighter each time she spoke it.

She found herself laughing.

Actually laughing.

The tension that had wrapped itself around her ribs earlier in the evening slowly began to loosen. Her shoulders relaxed. Her posture shifted.

She moved differently now.

Not consciously.

Just naturally.

The heels encouraged a slower rhythm to her steps. The dress moved fluidly with her hips when she turned or leaned closer to hear someone speaking.

At one point she caught her reflection briefly in the dark screen of a television mounted on the wall.

A woman leaned toward a group of laughing strangers, one hand resting lightly on her hip.

The movement sent a small sway through the satin across her waist.

Hattie blinked.

The image lingered in her mind even after she turned away.

She had stopped thinking about how she should behave.

The gestures simply happened.

A tilt of her head.

A soft laugh.

The brush of hair behind her ear.

People leaned toward her when she spoke.

They smiled at her.

A boy dressed as a pirate flirted openly with her near the drinks table.

“You’re dangerous,” he said with a grin.

Hattie laughed.

“Only on weekends.”

The words surprised her as much as they amused him.

Carrie reappeared beside her with two plastic cups and handed one over.

“You’re doing great,” she murmured.

Hattie took a sip of the drink and felt warmth spread down through her chest.

“I think people actually like me,” she said quietly.

Carrie smirked.

“I told you.”

The music shifted to something slower and the room rearranged itself into new clusters of dancing bodies.

Hattie moved through the crowd beside Carrie, feeling the rhythm pulse through the floor beneath her heels.

Her heart felt light.

Alive.

Everywhere she looked people were smiling at her.

Someone brushed past and complimented her hair.

Another person asked where she had found the dress.

Each interaction felt like a small spark lighting inside her chest.

She had never experienced attention like this before.

Not the polite friendliness she sometimes received as Harry.

This was different.

Curious.

Playful.

Desiring.

It made her feel bright and warm and strangely powerful all at once.

Hattie laughed at something Carrie said and turned slightly toward the hallway.

And then she saw her.

The girl stood near the far wall beside the stairs.

Tall.

Broad-shouldered in a way that felt graceful rather than heavy.

She wore a deep blue coat with gold buttons, white trousers, and polished boots that gleamed under the coloured lights.

Prince Charming.

The costume was unmistakable.

But it was her face that held Hattie’s attention.

Red hair fell loosely across her shoulders. Freckles scattered across her nose and cheeks like tiny constellations. Her eyes were bright green and sharp with quiet amusement as she watched the room around her.

For a moment Hattie simply stared.

The girl was breathtaking.

Then those green eyes lifted.

They found Hattie across the room.

And she smiled.
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Across the room the girl in the Prince Charming costume was still watching her.

The music had shifted again, something bright and rhythmic that rolled through the room in gentle waves. Bodies moved in loose circles around the speakers. Someone laughed loudly near the kitchen doorway. Glitter flashed briefly under the coloured lights as people turned and danced and leaned close to hear one another speak.

But Hattie barely noticed any of it.

She was aware only of the tall girl by the stairs.

Of the red hair that caught the light like burnished copper. Of the freckles scattered across her nose and cheeks. Of the steady green gaze that held Hattie’s across the crowded room without hesitation.

Then the girl began walking toward her.

Hattie’s heart stumbled.

There was something about the way she moved that felt deliberate and calm. Not aggressive. Not swaggering the way some people flirted at parties. Just confident. Curious.

By the time she reached Hattie the space around them had softened into a small quiet pocket inside the larger noise of the party.

“Hi,” the girl said.

Her voice was warm, lightly accented with a smile.

Up close she was even more striking than Hattie had realised. The Prince Charming coat fit her shoulders perfectly. The gold buttons gleamed faintly beneath the coloured lights.

Hattie felt suddenly aware of every inch of her own body.

“Hi,” she said.

Her voice came out soft and slightly breathless.

The girl’s eyes moved briefly over her dress, the stockings, the loose dark waves of her hair.

Then she smiled again.

“Well,” she said, “you’re easily the most dangerous person in this room tonight.”

Hattie laughed nervously.

“That was the idea.”

The girl held out a hand with playful formality.

“Skye.”

Hattie placed her fingers lightly in Skye’s palm.

“Hattie.”

The name came naturally now.

Skye’s smile widened slightly.

“Hattie,” she repeated.

The way she said it made something warm ripple through Hattie’s chest.

“Nice to meet you.”

“Nice to meet you too.”

For a moment they simply stood there, looking at one another.

Hattie could feel the quiet magnetism between them like a thread gently pulling tighter.

Then Skye tilted her head toward the dance floor.

“Dance with me.”

It wasn’t really a question.

Hattie felt a flutter of nerves leap through her stomach.

But she nodded.

“Yes.”

Skye’s hand remained lightly around hers as she guided her toward the music.

The dance floor wasn’t crowded. Just small groups swaying and laughing under the strings of coloured lights. The music had shifted again, slower now, the bass steady and warm beneath the melody.

Skye turned to face her.

For a moment Hattie simply stood there, unsure what to do with her hands.

Then Skye placed one hand lightly at her waist.

The contact sent a small electric spark through Hattie’s body.

Her own hands settled instinctively against Skye’s shoulders.

The movement felt… natural.

They began to sway.

Slowly at first.

Hattie felt the rhythm move through her body in quiet waves. The heels encouraged a gentle sway of her hips. The satin of her dress whispered softly against her thighs as she shifted her weight.

Skye watched her with quiet appreciation.

“You move like a girl who knows exactly what she’s doing,” she said.

Hattie laughed softly.

“I promise I don’t.”

Skye raised an eyebrow.

“I don’t believe that.”

The music wrapped around them like a soft current.

Hattie felt herself relax into the rhythm. Her body responded instinctively now. A subtle shift of her hips. A playful sway of her waist as she turned slightly in Skye’s arms.

It felt strangely easy.

Like she had always known how to move this way and simply hadn’t realised it.

Skye’s hand remained warm against the small of her back.

“You’re beautiful,” she said quietly.

The words landed gently but they echoed through Hattie’s chest like a bell.

She looked down briefly, embarrassed.

“Thank you.”

Skye studied her face with open curiosity.

“Why haven’t I seen you before?”

Hattie blinked.

“What do you mean?”

“I’ve been to a lot of these parties,” Skye said lightly. “I know most of the regular faces.”

Her smile softened.

“And I know I would remember you.”

Hattie felt a strange twist of emotion tighten in her stomach.

“I wouldn’t forget a girl as beautiful as you.”

The words were simple.

But they landed like a stone dropped into deep water.

A quiet ripple of shame spread slowly through Hattie’s chest.

She’s wrong.

The thought arrived suddenly.

Skye wasn’t seeing the truth.

She was seeing the costume.

The makeup.

The carefully arranged illusion.

Harry was still there beneath it all.

Not a real girl.

Not someone Skye would look at twice if she knew.

Hattie forced a small smile.

“You’re very charming for a prince,” she said lightly.

Skye laughed.

“I try.”

The music shifted again.

Their bodies moved closer without either of them consciously deciding to close the distance.

Hattie could feel the warmth of Skye’s body now through the thin fabric of the dress. The gentle pressure of her hand against her waist.

Their faces were only inches apart.

Skye’s green eyes held hers.

The moment stretched.

Hattie realised suddenly that Skye was leaning closer.

Her breath caught.

No one had ever kissed her before.

Not as Harry.

Certainly not like this.

The thought made her freeze for a split second.

Then Skye’s lips brushed softly against hers.

The kiss was gentle at first.

Testing.

Warm.

Hattie felt the world tilt slightly beneath her feet.

Her eyes closed instinctively.

The second kiss deepened.

Skye’s hand moved slightly along her back, drawing her closer. Their bodies touched fully now. The contact sent a warm wave through Hattie’s chest and down through her stomach.

She melted into it.

The kiss lingered.

Soft.

Then slower and deeper as Skye’s lips moved against hers again.

Hattie felt something open inside her chest that she had never known was there.

Skye’s mouth was warm and patient and curious. Their lips parted slightly and the kiss deepened with a slow unhurried rhythm that seemed to stretch time around them.

Hattie’s hands tightened slightly against Skye’s shoulders.

Her heart was racing now.

The music faded into the background.

All she could feel was the warmth of Skye’s body and the softness of her lips.

It was intoxicating.

Then Skye’s hand slipped gently along the curve of her waist.

And reality came crashing back.

This is a lie.

The thought exploded through Hattie’s mind.

Skye thought she was kissing a real girl.

Someone who had always been this way.

Someone who wasn’t just wearing a costume.

Panic surged suddenly through her chest.

Hattie pulled back sharply.

The break in the kiss felt abrupt and disorienting.

Skye blinked in confusion.

“Hattie?”

Hattie stepped back.

Her breath was coming too fast now.

“I… I can’t.”

Skye’s brow furrowed slightly.

“Did I… ”

“No,” Hattie said quickly.

Her heart was pounding.

“I just… it’s late.”

The words came out tangled and rushed.

“I have to go.”

Skye looked genuinely confused now.

“But the night just started.”

Hattie shook her head, already backing away.

“I’m sorry.”

Before Skye could say anything else Hattie turned.

The room spun slightly around her as she pushed through the crowd. Music and laughter blurred together in a dizzy rush.

She reached the door.

Cold night air rushed against her skin as she stumbled out onto the street.

Her heels clicked quickly against the pavement as she hurried away from the house.

Behind her the music continued.

But Hattie didn’t look back.


Three

Harry woke slowly.

At first there was only the quiet softness of morning pressing gently through the thin curtains of his dorm room. Pale light spread across the ceiling in long diluted streaks. Somewhere outside a car passed along the street and faded into distance.

For a few peaceful seconds he lay still beneath the blanket, suspended in that strange quiet space between sleep and waking where the world had not yet returned in full.

Then memory began to gather.

Not all at once.

First came the music.

The echo of bass and laughter and voices blending together beneath coloured lights. A warmth lingered in his chest like the fading afterglow of something joyful.

Then the image of the house returned. The crowded living room. Glitter catching the light. Carrie’s grin.

And then…

The kiss.

Harry’s eyes opened immediately.

The memory struck him with such vivid clarity that his breath caught in his throat. He could almost feel it again. The warmth of Skye’s lips. The steady pressure of her hand at the small of his back. The way the world had seemed to narrow into a single slow suspended moment where nothing existed except the warmth of her body and the softness of her mouth.

A quiet heat spread across his chest.

It had been… incredible.

Harry closed his eyes again for a moment and let the memory unfold fully this time.

Skye’s freckles.

Her green eyes.

The way she had looked at him across the room as though Hattie was the most interesting person there.

Hattie.

The name flickered through his mind with surprising tenderness.

For a few seconds the warmth of the memory wrapped around him like a blanket.

Then the rest of it arrived.

The lie.

Harry’s stomach dropped.

The memory of the kiss shifted instantly into something heavier. The warmth curdled into a knot of shame that spread slowly through his chest.

Skye had thought she was kissing a girl.

A real girl.

Someone who had always been that way.

Instead she had kissed Harry.

A boy in a dress.

The thought twisted painfully in his stomach.

Harry sat up abruptly in bed.

The room swayed slightly as the weight of the previous night settled fully into his awareness.

It wasn’t a dream.

The panic from the end of the night returned in sharp fragments. The way he had pulled away. Skye’s confused expression. The sudden desperate need to escape.

Running through the cold streets in heels.

The taxi ride back.

Harry dragged both hands down his face.

God.

He had run away like a coward.

He would probably never see her again.

The thought made something ache deep inside his chest.

Harry swung his legs slowly out of bed.

The floor was cold beneath his feet.

For a moment he simply sat there with his head bowed, trying to gather the scattered pieces of himself into something that made sense.

It had just been a costume.

A game.

That was all.

The words felt hollow.

He stood slowly.

And that was when he saw the clothes.

The dress lay draped across the chair beside his bed, the satin dark and still beneath the pale morning light. The stockings were tangled loosely beside it. The bra and panties rested in a soft heap on the floor where he had dropped them the night before.

For a long moment Harry simply stared.

The sight of them made something shift quietly in his chest.

Those clothes held the memory of another version of himself.

Of Hattie.

Harry swallowed.

He moved closer without meaning to.

His fingers brushed the fabric of the dress lightly.

The satin felt cool and smooth beneath his hand.

His mind flashed briefly to the mirror in Carrie’s bathroom. To the moment he had turned and seen himself standing there in heels and stockings and dark shimmering satin.

Beautiful.

The memory made his pulse quicken again.

Harry stepped back suddenly.

No.

He ran a hand through his hair, pacing slowly toward the bathroom.

This was ridiculous.

It had been a party.

A costume.

Nothing more.

He turned on the shower and stepped beneath the water.

The heat spread across his shoulders in slow comforting waves.

Harry stood there with his eyes closed, letting the water run over him as though it might somehow wash the whole experience away.

But it didn’t.

Instead his awareness returned slowly to his body.

To the unfamiliar smoothness of his skin.

Harry opened his eyes and looked down.

His legs were still shaved.

The lines of muscle beneath his skin looked the same as they had in Carrie’s bathroom the night before. Sleek. Soft. Different.

He ran his hand slowly along his thigh.

The sensation sent a faint shiver through him.

The memory of the stockings returned instantly.

The way the nylon had clung to his legs. The way the dress had settled against his waist. The way his body had moved differently once the heels forced him to shift his balance.

Harry rested his hand against the shower wall and let his head drop slightly.

He had liked it.

Not just tolerated it.

Liked it.

More than that.

For a few hours last night he had felt something he had never quite experienced before.

Belonging.

Not the quiet polite acceptance he sometimes received as Harry. Not the careful neutrality of people who simply didn’t notice him enough to judge.

Something brighter.

People had looked at Hattie.

Really looked.

They had smiled at her. Flirted with her. Laughed with her.

Skye had looked at her like she was beautiful.

Harry closed his eyes again.

The memory of that look made something warm and painful twist inside him.

“You’re beautiful.”

The words echoed softly in his mind.

Harry pressed his forehead against the cool tile.

It had been a lie.

Hadn’t it.

He was still Harry.

The same quiet awkward boy who had always felt slightly out of place.

But the problem was…

The feeling had been real.

The way Hattie had moved through the room. The easy laughter. The gentle sway of her hips as she danced. The way the dress had hugged her body.

Harry had not felt like he was pretending.

He had felt like he was… becoming.

The thought made his stomach twist again.

Because if that was true…

Then he could not simply put Hattie back into the box where she had lived before.

Harry turned the shower off.

The bathroom fell quiet again.

Water dripped slowly from his skin onto the floor.

He stood there for a moment longer, breathing slowly.

Then he glanced down once more at his legs.

Still smooth.

Still changed.

Still carrying the faint memory of stockings sliding across skin.

Harry realised with a quiet sinking certainty that he could not escape the truth quite as easily as he had hoped.

Something had opened last night.

And no matter how hard he tried to pretend otherwise…

Hattie was still there.
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Harry stood beneath the shower far longer than he needed to.

The water had gone from hot to merely warm and still he remained there, shoulders bowed slightly, hands braced against the tile as though he were trying to steady himself against something larger than the quiet stream pouring down over his body.

Steam filled the small bathroom, softening the edges of the mirror and the sink and the narrow tiled walls until everything seemed blurred and indistinct.

Harry scrubbed his face again.

Soap stung faintly in his eyes as he worked it over his cheeks, rubbing hard as though the motion itself might erase something deeper than the thin layer of makeup Carrie had painted there the night before.

Black mascara bled down the drain in faint smoky streaks.

A smear of lipstick vanished beneath the foam.

Piece by piece the evidence disappeared.

When he rinsed his face again the skin beneath was pale and familiar.

Harry stared at the fogged mirror through the steam.

There.

Back to normal.

Back to Harry.

He exhaled slowly.

But the relief he expected never quite arrived.

Instead something unsettled lingered beneath the quiet.

He looked down.

The water flowed in thin shimmering lines over his legs.

Smooth legs.

Harry swallowed.

The razor had taken more than hair the night before. It had revealed the shape of him in ways he had never noticed before. The lines of muscle along his calves. The curve of his thighs.

The skin looked different now.

Cleaner somehow.

You can’t shave that away.

The thought arrived uninvited.

Harry dragged his hands slowly over his legs again, as though testing the sensation.

The memory returned immediately.

Stockings sliding across his skin.

The whisper of nylon stretching over his calves.

The slow climb of fabric along his thighs.

He closed his eyes.

Stop.

It had just been part of the costume.

Just another piece of the lie.

Harry pressed his forehead lightly against the cool tile and let the water run down over his back.

But memory was stubborn.

The dress returned next.

The feeling of satin slipping over his hips. The way the fabric had settled against his waist, hugging the narrow shape of his body like it belonged there.

Then the heels.

Harry shifted slightly beneath the water as the memory surfaced.

The moment he had stood in them.

The subtle tilt of his balance.

The way his hips had moved instinctively to compensate.

He had not thought about it consciously then.

But now the image returned with sharp clarity.

The sway.

The gentle shift of his hips with each step.

The small playful wiggle of his ass when he had turned toward the mirror.

Harry inhaled sharply.

Stop thinking about it.

But the truth sat stubbornly inside him.

It had felt right.

Not awkward.

Not embarrassing.

Right.

The movement had come naturally.

The laugh had come naturally.

Even the voice.

Harry could still hear it in his head. Softer. Warmer. The way people had leaned closer to listen when Hattie spoke.

He had not felt like he was pretending.

He had felt like he was stepping into something that had been waiting quietly inside him all along.

The thought made his stomach twist.

Harry shut the water off abruptly.

The bathroom fell quiet except for the soft drip of water from his hair and shoulders.

He grabbed a towel and dried himself quickly, almost aggressively, as though speed alone might help him outrun the thoughts circling in his head.

When he stepped back into his room a few minutes later he dressed quickly. Jeans. A plain shirt. The comfortable anonymity of clothes he had worn a thousand times before.

Harry paused beside the chair.

The dress was still there.

Dark satin folded loosely across the backrest.

The stockings lay tangled beside it like shed skin.

He looked away.

No.

He would deal with that later.

Right now he just needed something normal.

Something simple.

Coffee.

Harry moved to the small kitchenette in the corner of the room and filled the kettle.

The quiet domestic routine steadied him slightly. The familiar motions. The soft click of the kettle switching on. The faint hum of electricity as the water began to heat.

Morning light filtered through the window behind him.

Harry leaned against the counter and stared down at his hands.

They looked the same.

Everything looked the same.

So why did he feel different.

The memory of the kiss rose again before he could stop it.

Skye’s lips.

The warmth of her breath.

The way her hand had settled against the small of Hattie’s back like it belonged there.

Harry’s stomach fluttered helplessly.

It had been the best moment of his life.

And he had ruined it.

He had run away.

Skye probably thought she had done something wrong.

Or worse.

That Hattie had been playing some cruel joke.

Harry groaned softly and rubbed his face again.

The kettle clicked off.

He poured the water slowly over the coffee grounds and watched the dark liquid rise in the mug.

His phone buzzed against the counter.

Harry flinched slightly at the sound.

He picked it up.

Carrie.

A single message waited on the screen.

What happened?
You just vanished.
Coffee?

Harry stared at the words.

Of course she had noticed.

Carrie noticed everything.

His stomach tightened.

What was he supposed to say.

Sorry I ran away from the first girl who ever kissed me because she thought I was someone I’m not.

Sorry I liked it too much.

Sorry I don’t understand what’s happening inside my own head.

Harry exhaled slowly.

His thumbs hovered over the screen for a moment.

Then he typed.

Sure.

The reply sent with a soft digital sound.

The dread arrived almost immediately.

Carrie was going to ask questions.

She would want to know why he had disappeared.

And Carrie had a way of looking at him that made it very difficult to lie.

Harry finished his coffee quickly.

The warmth settled uneasily in his stomach as he pulled on his jacket and grabbed his bag.

The city outside looked ordinary in the pale light of morning.

Students walked along the pavement with backpacks and takeaway cups. Cars moved slowly through the intersections.

Life continuing as though nothing had changed.

Harry stepped into the street and began walking toward the café Carrie usually liked.

With each step the quiet knot of dread in his stomach tightened.

Because he had the uncomfortable feeling that this conversation might be the moment when everything he had tried to push back into the box finally refused to stay there.
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The café was already busy when Harry arrived.

Late morning light poured through the tall front windows, turning the glass jars of sugar and coffee beans on the counter into small glowing shapes. Students crowded the tables with laptops and notebooks and half-finished cups of coffee. The air hummed with conversation and the soft hiss of the espresso machine behind the bar.

Harry paused in the doorway for a moment.

His stomach tightened slightly.

Carrie was already there.

She sat at a small table near the window, one leg crossed casually over the other, the sleeves of her shirt rolled up as usual. Her hair still held the faint suggestion of the detective costume from the night before, though now it looked more like ordinary Carrie again.

When she spotted him she raised a hand in greeting.

Harry forced a small smile and crossed the room.

“Hey,” he said, sliding into the chair across from her.

Carrie studied him for a moment.

“Morning.”

Her tone was neutral, but Harry knew her well enough to recognise the curiosity underneath it.

“You look like you slept about four minutes,” she added.

Harry rubbed the back of his neck.

“Something like that.”

Carrie took a sip of her coffee.

For a moment she didn’t say anything else.

Then she leaned back slightly in her chair.

“So.”

Harry braced himself.

“I saw some of it,” she said.

His stomach dropped.

Carrie tilted her head.

“The prince charming girl.”

Harry felt heat rise immediately into his face.

Carrie watched him carefully.

“You two seemed to be getting on pretty well.”

Harry looked down at the table.

“We were just talking.”

Carrie snorted softly.

“You were definitely doing more than talking.”

Harry pressed his lips together.

Carrie’s voice softened slightly.

“I turned around for like five minutes,” she continued. “And when I looked back you were gone.”

She stirred her coffee slowly.

“And prince charming was wandering around asking if anyone had seen you.”

Harry’s chest tightened.

“Skye,” he said quietly.

Carrie’s eyebrows lifted.

“So you did talk.”

Harry nodded faintly.

Carrie leaned forward slightly, resting her elbows on the table.

“Well,” she said. “You made quite the impression.”

Harry frowned.

“What do you mean?”

Carrie gave a small amused smile.

“People kept asking me who you were.”

Harry blinked.

“What.”

“The new hot girl,” Carrie said casually.

Harry’s stomach twisted.

“They were talking about you all night.”

Harry stared down at his hands.

The words landed heavily in his chest.

“That’s… not good.”

Carrie frowned.

“Why not.”

Harry exhaled slowly.

“Because it wasn’t real.”

Carrie’s expression shifted slightly.

“It was just a costume,” Harry continued. “Didn’t anyone realise that.”

Carrie watched him quietly.

“I mean,” Harry said, his voice tightening slightly, “I’m not a girl.”

The words felt strange coming out of his mouth.

“I was just pretending.”

His hands tightened slightly around the paper coffee cup.

“They were all being nice to someone who doesn’t exist.”

Carrie said nothing.

Harry swallowed.

“I’m not Hattie.”

The silence that followed stretched for a few seconds.

Carrie studied him carefully.

“What happened?” She asked gently.

Harry hesitated.

The memory of the kiss flashed through his mind again.

Warm lips.

Green eyes.

He exhaled slowly.

“She kissed me.”

Carrie’s eyebrows rose slightly.

“Oh.”

Harry stared down at the table again.

“And it was…”

He struggled to find the words.

“Really good.”

Carrie smirked faintly.

“I’m shocked.”

Harry shook his head.

“That’s not the problem.”

His voice dropped slightly.

“The problem is that she thought she was kissing someone else.”

Carrie tilted her head.

“Someone else.”

“A girl,” Harry said quietly.

“She wanted Hattie.”

The name felt strange in his mouth now.

Harry’s throat tightened.

“And I let her think that.”

Carrie said nothing.

Harry continued.

“It felt like I was stealing something that didn’t belong to me.”

He looked up finally.

“Skye wanted Hattie.”

His voice cracked slightly.

“And Hattie isn’t real.”

Carrie held his gaze for a moment.

Then she asked quietly.

“Why do you think that.”

Harry blinked.

“What.”

“Why do you think Hattie isn’t real.”

Harry frowned.

“Because she’s not.”

He gestured vaguely.

“It was a costume.”

“Makeup.”

“Hair.”

“A dress.”

Carrie leaned back slowly in her chair.

A small thoughtful smile appeared at the corner of her mouth.

“I saw you last night,” she said.

Harry frowned.

“I mean really saw you.”

She tapped the table lightly.

“Your smile.”

“The way you moved.”

“The way you walked into that room like you actually belonged there.”

Harry looked away slightly.

Carrie continued.

“You were radiant.”

The word landed softly but firmly.

Harry felt his chest tighten.

“That wasn’t me,” he said quietly.

Carrie raised an eyebrow.

“Really.”

Harry nodded.

“That was just the costume.”

Carrie shook her head slightly.

“No.”

She leaned forward again, resting her chin lightly on her hand.

“That was you.”

Harry opened his mouth to argue.

But Carrie kept talking.

“Skye saw it.”

“Everyone saw it.”

Her voice softened slightly.

“Except you.”

Harry felt suddenly very still.

Carrie’s eyes were gentle now.

“You keep telling me Hattie was fake,” she said.

“A lie.”

“But I don’t think she was.”

The words settled slowly into the quiet space between them.

Harry stared at her.

Something strange flickered through his chest.

A feeling he couldn’t quite name.

It wasn’t panic.

It wasn’t shame.

It felt…

Light.

A tiny spark of warmth somewhere deep inside him.

Joy.

The possibility of it frightened him almost as much as the thought itself.

Harry sat there in silence, staring into his coffee, feeling the quiet echo of Carrie’s words ripple slowly through his mind.

Maybe.

Just maybe.

Hattie had not been pretending at all.


Four

Harry woke before the alarm.

For a few seconds he lay very still beneath the blanket, staring up at the pale ceiling of his dorm room as dawn filtered through the thin curtains in washed-out grey light. The world felt strangely suspended, quiet in the way early mornings often were, as though the day had not yet fully decided to exist.

Then memory arrived.

Not gently.

It fell into him all at once, a collapsing weight that knocked the breath from his chest.

The party.

The dress.

Skye.

Harry squeezed his eyes shut, a small sound escaping his throat before he could stop it.

God.

He rolled onto his side and pulled the blanket closer around himself as though it might shield him from the thoughts already crowding in.

He had lied.

The word sat in his chest like a stone.

Skye had looked at him with those open, luminous green eyes and seen someone who wasn’t real. Someone invented. Someone built out of fabric and makeup and borrowed courage.

And he had let her.

More than that, he had leaned into it. Smiled back. Flirted. Danced. Let her hand settle at his waist as though it belonged there.

Harry pressed his face into the pillow.

He had kissed her.

The memory burned through him with unbearable clarity. The warmth of her mouth, the softness of her breath, the way the world had seemed to tilt and narrow until there was nothing but the two of them and the quiet electricity passing between their bodies.

His stomach fluttered helplessly.

It had been the best thing that had ever happened to him.

Which made it worse.

Because it had not been meant for him.

Skye had not wanted Harry.

She had wanted Hattie.

The name echoed softly through his mind.

Harry opened his eyes again.

Across the room, the dress lay draped over the chair exactly where he had left it. The satin caught the dim morning light in soft dull glimmers. The stockings lay in a tangled black ribbon on the floor beside it, delicate and strangely intimate even in stillness.

Evidence.

Proof.

A reminder of the person he had pretended to be.

Harry pushed himself upright slowly, sitting on the edge of the bed with his head in his hands.

“I can’t believe I did that,” he whispered.

Shame crawled through him like something alive.

What kind of person did that. Let someone fall for an illusion. Let someone kiss them under false pretences.

A betrayal.

The word felt heavy and absolute.

Skye had been sweet. Gentle. Not mocking or predatory or cruel. She had approached Hattie with genuine warmth, with that open curiosity that made it clear she saw something she liked and wanted to know more.

And Harry had taken that.

Taken something that didn’t belong to him.

His chest tightened painfully.

She had even looked for him afterward.

Carrie had said so.

Harry swallowed hard.

The image of Skye wandering through the party searching for Hattie made his throat ache.

Confused.

Worried.

Maybe thinking she had done something wrong.

Harry pressed his fingers against his eyes.

“I’m awful,” he murmured.

But beneath the shame there was something else.

Something stubborn and luminous that refused to be extinguished no matter how harshly he tried to bury it.

Joy.

The memory of the night was not only painful.

It was radiant.

For those few hours he had not felt like an outsider drifting along the edges of other people’s lives. He had not felt small or awkward or invisible.

He had felt… alive.

Harry’s gaze drifted back to the dress.

He could still remember exactly how it had felt to wear it. The weight of the satin against his hips. The way the fabric had moved when he walked. The subtle encouragement of the heels guiding his body into a different rhythm.

And the attention.

People had looked at Hattie as though she mattered.

Not politely.

Not distantly.

Hungrily. Curiously. Warmly.

Skye had looked at her like she was beautiful.

Harry’s chest tightened again.

Not him.

Her.

He dragged his hands through his hair.

“I’m not Hattie,” he said aloud, as though saying it might anchor him back into something solid.

It had just been a costume.

Makeup.

A performance.

But the certainty he expected did not follow.

Instead the words felt thin and brittle.

Because the truth was…

It had not felt like pretending.

It had felt like something opening.

Like stepping out of a cramped room into open air for the first time in years.

Freedom.

The thought startled him.

Freedom to move without overthinking every gesture. Freedom to smile without worrying whether it looked awkward. Freedom to exist without the quiet constant pressure to be something he had never quite managed to become.

Harry stared down at his hands.

They trembled slightly.

He remembered the way Hattie had moved on the dance floor. The gentle sway of her hips. The effortless softness of her laughter. The way her body had responded instinctively to the music and to Skye’s touch.

None of it had felt forced.

None of it had felt like acting.

It had felt… natural.

The realisation made his stomach twist.

Because if that was true, then what did it say about everything else.

Harry looked up at the dress again.

The satin seemed to shimmer faintly even in the weak morning light.

A quiet ache spread through his chest.

He missed her.

The thought slipped through before he could stop it.

Missed being her.

Missed the warmth and brightness of that version of himself who had walked into a crowded room and been welcomed instead of overlooked.

Missed the way Skye had said her name.

Hattie.

Harry pressed his lips together tightly.

“I can’t think like that,” he whispered.

He needed to move. To get up. To do something ordinary and grounding before the spiral tightened further.

He swung his legs off the bed.

The floor was cold beneath his feet.

As he stood, his gaze fell once more on the scattered clothes. The dress. The stockings. The bra peeking faintly from beneath the chair.

A life briefly lived and then abandoned.

Harry’s chest ached.

He did not know what he was supposed to do with any of it.

He took one step toward the chair.

Then stopped.

No.

He couldn’t.

Not yet.

He turned away instead, pacing slowly toward the small kitchenette, trying to focus on the mundane reality of making coffee or brushing his teeth or anything that might tether him to the version of himself he understood.

Halfway across the room he froze.

A knock sounded at the door.

Soft.

Unexpected.

Harry’s heart lurched violently in his chest.

Nobody visited him unannounced.

For one wild impossible second a thought flashed through his mind so bright it almost hurt.

Skye.

He swallowed hard.

The knock came again, slightly firmer this time.

Harry stood there in the quiet morning light, surrounded by the remnants of Hattie’s existence, his heart hammering as he stared at the door and wondered which version of himself he was about to have to face.
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Harry forced himself to move.

The knock came again, a little firmer now, not impatient exactly but insistent in the way of someone who knew he was inside and simply intended to wait until he answered.

He crossed the room slowly, aware of the strange fragility humming through him, as though something inside his chest had been cracked open and not yet set properly. The floorboards felt colder than usual beneath his bare feet. The morning light had strengthened while he stood there, turning the room from grey to a pale, unforgiving clarity.

His hand hovered over the door handle for a moment.

Then he opened it.

Carrie stood in the hallway with a takeaway coffee in each hand and an expression that was part concern, part curiosity, and part something softer he could not quite name.

“Morning,” she said gently.

Harry stepped aside automatically to let her in.

She crossed the threshold without ceremony, placing one of the cups on his desk before turning to look at him properly.

For a moment neither of them spoke.

Carrie’s eyes moved briefly around the room, taking in the bed, the kitchenette, the chair with the dress draped over it. She did not stare, but Harry could feel the way her attention paused there for a heartbeat longer than anywhere else.

Then she looked back at him.

“You disappeared,” she said.

Her voice was not accusatory.

Just factual.

Harry rubbed the back of his neck, suddenly unsure where to look.

“Yeah.”

Carrie folded her arms loosely, coffee cradled between her palms.

“What happened?”

The question hung in the air between them, heavy with everything he did not know how to explain.

Harry swallowed.

“It just got… overwhelming,” he said finally.

Carrie tilted her head slightly, studying him.

“Overwhelming how.”

Harry shifted his weight.

“Lots of people. Noise. I don’t know.”

Carrie’s mouth twitched faintly, not quite a smile.

“Harry.”

The way she said his name made it clear she did not believe him.

He exhaled slowly.

“There was a girl,” he admitted.

Carrie’s eyebrows lifted.

“The prince charming.”

Harry nodded.

Carrie leaned back against the desk, looking pleased rather than surprised.

“She’s been asking about you.”

Harry’s stomach dropped.

“What?”

Carrie took a sip of her coffee.

“Apparently you left quite the impression.”

Harry looked down at his hands.

“That’s not good.”

Carrie frowned slightly.

“Why not.”

“Because,” Harry said quietly, “it wasn’t… me.”

Carrie watched him carefully.

“People really liked you,” she said.

The words landed heavily in his chest.

“Everyone was talking about Hattie.”

Harry’s throat tightened.

“She isn’t real.”

Carrie did not respond immediately.

Instead she set her coffee down and stepped a little closer.

Harry continued, the words spilling out faster now.

“They were all being nice to someone who doesn’t exist. Someone I made up.”

His voice faltered.

“And Skye…”

He swallowed hard.

“She was sweet. She didn’t deserve to be lied to.”

Carrie’s expression softened.

“Harry,” she said quietly.

He shook his head.

“It felt like I was tricking her.”

He glanced up briefly, eyes bright with distress.

“She thought I was a girl.”

The silence stretched.

Carrie studied him for a long moment.

“Were you pretending,” she asked gently, “to be someone you’re not.”

Harry blinked.

“What.”

“Or,” she continued softly, “were you just being someone you don’t normally get to be.”

The question landed differently.

Not accusing.

Not dismissive.

Just curious.

Harry stared at her, caught off guard.

“I… don’t know.”

Carrie waited.

Harry sank slowly down onto the edge of the bed, elbows resting on his knees as he tried to untangle the knot of thoughts twisting inside his head.

“It didn’t feel like acting,” he admitted quietly.

The words surprised him even as he spoke them.

Carrie said nothing.

Encouraging silence.

Harry stared at the floor.

“It felt easy,” he said after a moment. “Like I didn’t have to think about everything all the time.”

His hands tightened slightly.

“I wasn’t worried about saying the wrong thing. Or standing weird. Or… being awkward.”

He let out a small shaky laugh.

“I just… existed.”

Carrie’s eyes softened further.

Harry continued, voice barely above a whisper now.

“And people liked me.”

He shook his head slightly.

“No. Not me.”

“Hattie.”

The name lingered in the air between them.

Carrie did not correct him.

Harry looked up at her, confusion written plainly across his face.

“Maybe it’s the second one,” he said. “Maybe I was just… someone else for a while.”

His brow furrowed.

“But what does that mean.”

Carrie’s expression shifted into something almost luminous with quiet understanding.

“It means,” she said softly, “you trusted yourself enough to try.”

Harry stared at her.

The words felt too big to process all at once.

Carrie’s smile was small but certain.

“Do you trust me?”

The question was simple.

Harry did not hesitate.

“Yes.”

Carrie nodded once, as though confirming something she had already suspected.

“Good.”

She glanced briefly toward the chair.

Toward the dress.

Then back at him.

“Then let me show you something.”

The words were quiet.

But they carried the unmistakable weight of a door about to open.
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Carrie did not answer immediately.

Instead she reached into the pocket of her jacket and pulled out her phone.

Harry watched her with a faint, uneasy furrow between his brows, still sitting on the edge of the bed with his coffee cooling slowly in his hands. Morning light lay pale across the room now, touching the crumpled blanket, the desk, the satin dress hanging over the chair. Everything looked too clear, too exposed, as though the room itself had become a witness.

Carrie unlocked her phone and glanced up at him.

“I took some pictures last night,” she said.

Harry’s stomach tightened.

“What kind of pictures.”

Carrie gave him a small look.

“The normal kind. Party pictures. Nothing weird.”

She moved to sit beside him on the bed, not too close at first, just enough that their shoulders almost touched. The mattress dipped slightly beneath her weight. Harry could smell coffee and the faint clean scent of her shampoo.

“I want you to look at them,” she said.

Harry’s first instinct was to refuse.

He did not want to see evidence. Did not want the night fixed into images that could not be explained away as a blur of adrenaline and glitter and longing. Memory could still be argued with. Memory could still be called confusion. But photographs were more stubborn things. They trapped a moment and held it there, mercilessly bright.

Carrie must have seen the hesitation move across his face because her voice softened.

“Just look.”

Harry swallowed.

Then he nodded.

Carrie opened her camera roll and turned the phone toward him.

The first photo was taken in the living room near the drinks table. Harry felt his breath catch almost instantly.

Hattie stood half-turned toward the camera, one hand around a plastic cup, the other lifted lightly as though in the middle of speaking. Her hair spilled in dark loose waves around her shoulders. The black satin dress caught the coloured light in soft gleams that made her body look sleek and fluid. Her mouth was parted in a smile, not posed, not careful, but alive with the bright unconscious delight of someone caught mid-laughter.

Harry stared.

He did not recognise that expression.

Or rather, he recognised it and felt the strangeness of having never seen it on his own face before.

He had seen photographs of himself all his life, school photos and family photos and awkward snapshots taken at birthdays or Christmas dinners. In most of them he looked slightly braced, as though he had been caught before he finished composing himself. Even when he smiled there had always been something uncertain in it, a hesitation, a subtle stiffness around the mouth or eyes.

But this…

This was different.

Hattie looked effortless.

Not perfect. Not posed like a model in a magazine. But real in a way that made Harry’s chest ache.

Carrie was quiet beside him.

“Well,” she said after a moment. “Does that look like a boy pretending.”

Harry’s throat tightened.

He said nothing.

Carrie swiped to the next picture.

This one had clearly been taken from farther away, maybe without Hattie even noticing. She stood near the centre of the room in profile, talking to two girls dressed as witches. Her head was tipped slightly back as she laughed. One hand rested at her waist. One knee bent delicately beneath the line of the dress. The posture was so natural it hurt.

The image seemed to hum with ease.

Harry stared at the shape of her.

At the line of her neck.

At the soft curve of her chest beneath the dress.

At the long dark shimmer of her stockings.

At the small unconscious tilt of her hips, the kind of gesture he had spent years being too self-conscious even to attempt, and which now appeared in this image without thought, without strain, as though it belonged to her body as naturally as breath.

His heart pulled hard inside his chest.

She looks happy.

The thought came suddenly and with such aching clarity that it nearly undid him.

Carrie swiped again.

This time Harry made a small involuntary sound.

It was Skye.

Skye and Hattie standing together near the stairs. Someone had caught them in the middle of conversation. Skye was leaning in slightly, smiling in that open, luminous way of hers, green eyes fixed on Hattie with unmistakable warmth. Hattie’s face was turned toward her, lit from within. There was something in her expression Harry had never seen in himself before and yet knew instantly.

Delight.

Shyness.

Desire.

She looked like a girl in the first bright impossible moment of a fairy tale, when something long-dreamed of has suddenly stepped out of fantasy and into reach.

Carrie let him look.

The room had gone very still around them. Outside, somewhere beyond the window, a car rolled slowly past on the street. Voices from the corridor drifted faintly and were gone.

Harry’s eyes stung.

Carrie swiped to another photo.

This one was closer. Skye and Hattie on the dance floor. Skye’s hand at her waist. Hattie looking up at her with parted lips, cheeks flushed, eyes dark and wide beneath the soft frame of her hair. They were not kissing in the picture, not yet, but every line of both their bodies pointed toward it. Toward the magnetic inevitability of it.

Skye looked enchanted.

Hattie looked wanted.

Harry’s breath trembled as it left him.

Carrie’s voice, when it came, was very gentle.

“Does that look like a lie.”

Harry could not answer for a moment.

His chest felt too full, as though something inside him had swollen suddenly beyond what his ribs could comfortably hold. Joy and grief moved together in him in ways he did not know how to separate. He looked again at Hattie’s face in the photograph. The softness. The brightness. The unmistakable ease.

No one had ever looked at him that way before.

No one had ever photographed him looking like that before.

He had not known such a version of himself was possible.

Carrie swiped backward, then forward again through a small sequence of images. Hattie laughing on the sofa with strangers. Hattie dancing. Hattie with Skye. Hattie half-reflected in the darkened window behind the drinks table, all shimmer and shadow and life.

Each image drove the truth deeper.

She was real.

Not because the makeup was convincing, though it had been.

Not because the dress flattered him, though it had.

Not because other people believed it.

Because the happiness was real.

Because the joy was real.

Because whatever had opened in him that night had not been performance but revelation.

Harry pressed the heel of his hand briefly to his mouth.

The emotion rising in him felt too large, too contradictory. He wanted to laugh and cry at once. He wanted to reach through the screen and touch that smiling girl as though he might reassure her that she was not imaginary after all. He wanted to mourn her. He wanted to become her again immediately.

A tear slipped free before he could stop it.

He looked away, embarrassed, but Carrie did not make a fuss. She just sat beside him, warm and steady, letting the silence hold.

“I’ve never,” Harry said at last, his voice unsteady, “I’ve never seen a photo of myself looking like that.”

Carrie said nothing.

Harry swallowed hard and looked back at the image.

Hattie’s smile seemed to glow up from the screen.

“She looks…”

He faltered.

Beautiful, he thought.

Free.

Like herself.

Carrie finished the sentence softly.

“Happy.”

Harry nodded.

Another tear slid down his cheek. He laughed weakly at the same time, the sound small and bewildered.

“It was real,” he said.

Carrie turned to look at him fully.

“Yes.”

“All of it.”

“Yes.”

Harry stared at the phone again, at Skye’s hand against Hattie’s waist, at the quiet certainty in her smile, and something in him gave way.

The sorrow came first, sharp and aching. For the years he had spent not knowing. For the boyhood he had stumbled through feeling wrong in unnamed ways. For the quiet self-contempt that had followed him so long he had mistaken it for ordinary life. For how quickly he had panicked and run the moment something beautiful touched him.

Then joy rose with it, equally fierce.

Because Hattie was not a fantasy.

She was not some cruel trick or borrowed illusion.

She was a real girl smiling out from those photographs with a tenderness that made his heart ache toward her.

He could feel it now as surely as he had felt the kiss.

A swell of emotion moved through him so suddenly he folded forward slightly, pressing his hands to his eyes.

“What am I supposed to do,” he whispered.

Carrie’s hand came to rest between his shoulder blades, warm and steady.

When he finally looked up, her expression held no pity. Only affection. And a certain bright knowing amusement.

“Well,” she said, smiling a little, “Skye wants to meet you.”

Harry blinked.

“What.”

Carrie lifted the phone again and showed him a message thread this time. A friend asking if Carrie knew the girl in the black dress. Another asking whether Hattie was coming out again. Then one from Skye herself, simple and direct.

If your friend Hattie wants to get a drink sometime, tell her Prince Charming would love a rematch.

Harry stared at the message as though it might vanish if he blinked.

His stomach turned over in a rush of disbelief and fear and hope so intense it almost hurt.

“She wants to meet Hattie,” he said quietly.

Carrie’s smile deepened.

“Yes.”

Harry looked down at his hands.

The room felt different now, charged somehow, as though every object in it had shifted slightly out of place to make room for a future he had not dared imagine. The dress on the chair was no longer just evidence of shame. It was possibility.

Carrie nudged him lightly with her shoulder.

“If you want,” she said, “I can help you get ready.”

Harry looked at her blankly.

“Ready for what?”

Carrie laughed, soft and fond.

“Your date, silly.”

The word sent a jolt through him.

Date.

Skye.

Him.

No, not him.

Her.

Carrie seemed to follow the thought across his face.

“Skye’s interested in you,” she said. Then, more gently, “In Hattie.”

Harry’s breath caught.

The fear was still there, yes. The confusion. The impossible dizzying enormity of what this all might mean. But beneath it something steadier had begun to form, like the first shape of courage.

He looked once more at the photo of Hattie smiling.

Then at Skye’s message.

Then at Carrie.

And after a long trembling pause, he said, “Yes.”


Five

Carrie’s flat felt different in the afternoon light.

Softer somehow. Less conspiratorial than the night before, when everything had shimmered with anticipation and danger and the promise of transformation. Now sunlight pooled across the wooden floor in warm rectangles, catching dust motes in slow suspension. The city hummed faintly beyond the windows. Somewhere below, a bus sighed to a stop and moved on again.

Harry stood just inside the doorway, clutching his bag with both hands as though he had not yet fully committed to being here.

Carrie locked the door behind them and turned, studying him with a thoughtful, almost tender expression.

“You don’t have to do this,” she said quietly.

Harry swallowed.

He had expected teasing. Confidence. The easy certainty she usually carried. Not this gentleness that made the moment feel heavier, more real.

“I know,” he said.

Carrie nodded once, as if acknowledging something important had just been established.

“But you want to.”

It was not a question.

Harry hesitated.

Did he want to? Did he want the fear and the confusion and the possibility of everything changing in ways he could not control? Did he want to step back into something that had cracked him open so thoroughly he still felt exposed days later?

Yes.

“Yes,” he said softly.

Carrie’s mouth curved into a small smile. Not triumphant. Not relieved. Just warm.

“Good,” she said. “Because this time we’re doing it properly.”

Harry blinked.

“Properly?”

Carrie walked past him into the living room, gesturing for him to follow.

“Last time was a costume,” she said. “Fast. Improvised. Fun, but not… intentional.”

She turned to face him again.

“This time you’re not pretending to be someone.”

Her eyes softened.

“You’re learning how to become her.”

The words settled into his chest with surprising weight.

Become.

Not play.

Not perform.

Become.

Harry’s pulse picked up slightly.

Carrie crossed to the bedroom and pulled open the wardrobe. Rows of clothes shifted softly as she moved them aside, fabric brushing fabric in quiet whispers.

“We’ll start with the foundation,” she said.

She handed him a small bundle.

Harry looked down.

Lace.

Soft pale fabric with delicate edges that caught the light like frost. Underwear, unmistakably feminine, but not theatrical. Not lingerie meant for display. Something quieter. Something intimate.

“For under everything,” Carrie explained. “Shape matters.”

Harry felt heat rise to his cheeks.

“I don’t…  I mean, I don’t know what I’m doing.”

“I know,” Carrie said gently. “That’s the point.”

She tilted her head toward the bathroom.

“Go change. Take your time.”

Harry nodded and retreated down the hallway, heart beating faster now for reasons that had nothing to do with fear alone.

In the bathroom he closed the door and leaned against it for a moment.

The lace felt impossibly soft in his hands.

He undressed slowly, aware of the strange reverence that had crept into the act. This was not the hurried, nervous fumbling of the first night. This felt… deliberate. Like preparation.

The fabric slid over his hips with a whisper.

It fit perfectly.

When he looked down, his body seemed subtly recontextualised. The soft line of lace emphasised the narrowness of his waist, the gentle curve of his hips. Nothing had changed physically, and yet everything felt different.

He ran his hand lightly over the fabric.

It felt intimate. Grounding. Like a quiet acknowledgement rather than a performance.

Harry returned to the living room.

Carrie glanced up, eyes flicking over him once, assessing without embarrassment.

“Good,” she said. “Now we build.”

Piece by piece she guided him through it.

A bra selected not for drama but for shape, showing him how to adjust the straps, how to settle it so the lines sat naturally beneath clothing. Stockings again, but this time with explanation, demonstrating how to smooth them, how to avoid twisting, how to move so they remained comfortable rather than restrictive.

Then the dress.

Not the sleek dangerous satin of the party. Something softer. A light flowing fabric in a muted floral print that moved gently when he held it up. Pretty without being loud. Feminine without demanding attention.

“This is a daytime dress,” Carrie said. “Something a girl actually lives in.”

Harry stepped into it slowly.

The fabric settled around him like a sigh.

It did not cling aggressively or sculpt him into a silhouette. It followed the lines of his body with easy grace, skimming rather than gripping, falling into soft folds that swayed when he shifted his weight.

He looked down, startled by the sense of familiarity.

It did not feel like armour.

It felt like clothing.

Carrie circled him once, adjusting a seam at his shoulder, smoothing the fabric at his waist.

“See,” she said. “You don’t need to fight it.”

Next came makeup.

This time she did not do it for him.

She stood beside him at the mirror, guiding his hands instead.

“Light touch,” she murmured. “Blend, don’t paint.”

Harry’s fingers trembled slightly at first. The brush felt foreign in his grip, the motions uncertain. But slowly, with her quiet instructions, something like confidence began to grow. Colour softened his cheeks. Lashes darkened. His lips took on a gentle natural flush rather than the bold gloss of the party.

Hair came last.

Carrie showed him how to coax it into shape, how to frame his face, how to let softness do most of the work.

By the time she stepped back, Harry’s hands had stopped shaking.

“Alright,” she said.

She bent and placed a pair of shoes on the floor in front of him.

Low heels this time. Not the dramatic height of the party. Something practical. Everyday.

Harry slipped them on and stood.

The familiar shift in posture returned, but gentler now. His body adjusted easily, as though remembering rather than learning.

Carrie gestured toward the mirror.

“Look.”

Harry stepped forward slowly.

For a moment he simply stared.

Hattie stood there.

But not the dazzling, dangerous Hattie of the party. Not the femme fatale bathed in coloured lights and adrenaline.

This Hattie looked… ordinary.

In the best possible way.

A girl in a pretty dress. Soft makeup. Hair falling loosely around her face. Someone you might pass on the street and think nothing more than she looked nice today.

And yet Harry’s chest tightened painfully.

Because she looked right.

Not exaggerated. Not theatrical. Not like a costume at all.

Just a girl wearing clothes.

Living.

Existing.

He turned slightly, watching the dress sway gently around his legs.

A quiet warmth spread through him.

It felt less like transformation and more like alignment. As though something inside him had been gently rotated into place.

Carrie’s voice came softly behind him.

“Are you ready to message her now.”

Harry blinked.

“Who?”

Carrie smiled.

“Skye.”

His heart lurched.

“She wants to meet you,” Carrie said. “Ask her for coffee.”

She handed him a slip of paper with a number written neatly across it.

Harry stared at it.

His hands trembled again, but this time the fear was threaded with something bright and fragile and hopeful.

He took out his phone.

Typed.

Paused.

Deleted.

Typed again.

Hi. It’s Hattie.

He stared at the words for a long moment before pressing send.

The message disappeared.

Silence stretched.

Carrie did not speak. She simply rested a hand lightly on his shoulder, steady and warm.

Harry’s heart pounded so loudly he was certain she could hear it.

Then the phone made a small soft sound.

A reply.

He inhaled sharply and looked down.
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Hattie’s fingers trembled so badly she almost dropped the phone.

The message glowed on the screen, simple and immediate, as though it had been waiting there all along, poised to appear the second she dared to reach for it.

I’d love to. Coffee sounds perfect.
When are you free?

For a moment the words made no sense at all. They were too calm. Too ordinary. No accusation. No suspicion. No hesitation. Just warmth, open and uncomplicated.

Carrie leaned slightly closer, peering at the screen.

“Well,” she said softly. “That seems like a yes.”

Hattie swallowed.

Her throat felt tight, her chest fluttering with a wild erratic rhythm that was half panic and half something far more fragile. Hope. Bright and terrifying and delicate as blown glass.

“She… she wants to meet,” Hattie said, as though saying it aloud might somehow undo it.

Carrie nudged her gently with her shoulder.

“Of course she does.”

Hattie’s gaze dropped back to the message. The letters seemed to pulse faintly, alive with possibility.

“What do I say?”

“Whatever you want,” Carrie said. “You’re not applying for a job.”

Hattie let out a weak breath that might have been a laugh.

After a moment she typed.

Today? There’s a café near campus I like.

Send.

Her heart thudded painfully against her ribs.

The reply came almost immediately.

Perfect. I’ll meet you there.

Hattie stared at the screen as though it might suddenly burst into flames.

It was happening.

Actually happening.

“She said yes,” she whispered.

Carrie smiled, soft and proud.

“See.”

Hattie lowered the phone slowly, her hands still shaking.

“I can’t do this.”

Carrie turned fully toward her.

“Yes you can.”

“No,” Hattie said, voice thin with panic. “I can’t. What if she realises. What if she looks at me and sees… sees…”

She faltered, unable to finish the sentence.

Carrie reached out and took her hands, steadying them.

“Hey,” she said gently. “Look at me.”

Hattie forced herself to meet her eyes.

“Just be yourself,” Carrie said.

The simplicity of it felt almost cruel.

“I don’t know what that is,” Hattie said helplessly.

Carrie’s expression softened further.

“You do. You were her at the party.”

Hattie’s chest tightened.

“That was different.”

“Was it?”

Hattie opened her mouth, then closed it again.

Carrie squeezed her hands lightly.

“Skye fell for you,” she said. “Not a costume. Not a trick. You.”

Hattie shook her head weakly.

“She fell for Hattie.”

Carrie smiled.

“Yes.”

The word landed with surprising gentleness.

“That’s who you are right now.”

Hattie’s breath trembled.

“But what if I can’t… keep it up.”

“You don’t have to keep anything up,” Carrie said. “You just have to exist.”

Hattie laughed shakily.

“That sounds worse.”

Carrie grinned.

“You’re overthinking it.”

She leaned closer, her voice dropping into something conspiratorial and warm.

“You don’t have to decide anything today. This isn’t a contract. It’s coffee.”

Hattie stared at her.

“Just once,” Carrie continued. “Just to see.”

The words slipped into Hattie’s chest like a key into a lock.

Just once.

Not forever.

Not a declaration.

Not a point of no return.

An experiment.

A moment.

A chance.

“I can try,” she said quietly.

Carrie’s smile softened into something almost luminous.

“That’s all anyone ever does.”

Hattie frowned slightly.

“What do you mean?”

Carrie leaned back, stretching her legs out in front of her.

“We’re all just making it up as we go,” she said lightly. “Learning who we are. Learning how to be.”

Her gaze returned to Hattie, warm and steady.

“This is the same for you.”

Something inside Hattie shifted.

The acceptance in those words was gentle but absolute. No drama. No grand pronouncement. Just the quiet acknowledgement that uncertainty was not failure, only the beginning of understanding.

The knot of panic in her chest loosened slightly.

“I’m still scared,” she admitted.

“Good,” Carrie said cheerfully. “It means you care.”

Hattie let out a breath she hadn’t realised she’d been holding.

“Okay,” she said.

Carrie stood, grabbing her jacket.

“Okay,” she echoed.
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The walk to the café felt unreal.

Afternoon sunlight spilled across the pavement, warm but not harsh, the sky pale blue above the rows of buildings. Students moved through the streets in loose clusters, laughing, talking, headphones in, backpacks slung over one shoulder.

Hattie walked beside Carrie, hyper-aware of every movement at first. The gentle swing of the dress around her knees. The small click of her heels against the pavement. The brush of her hair against her cheeks in the breeze.

But something strange happened after a few minutes.

No one stared.

No one pointed.

People glanced at her the way they glanced at anyone passing on the street. A quick flicker of attention, then on with their own lives.

Two girls walking together.

Nothing remarkable.

Nothing suspicious.

Just ordinary.

The simplicity of it made her chest ache.

At a crossing a man stepped aside slightly to let them pass first, offering a polite smile. A group of students moved around them without hesitation. A woman pushing a stroller nodded distractedly as she passed.

Each tiny interaction felt like a small confirmation.

You are here.
You are visible.
You belong.

Hattie realised she had been holding her breath again and forced herself to exhale slowly.

“See,” Carrie murmured, as though reading her thoughts. “Nothing exploded.”

Hattie laughed softly, a fragile sound.

“I feel like I’m walking on a tightrope.”

“You’re walking down the street,” Carrie corrected gently.

The café came into view at the end of the block.

Hattie’s heart lurched violently.

Her steps slowed.

Carrie glanced at her.

“You don’t have to go in if you don’t want to.”

Hattie stared at the windows.

Warm light. Small round tables. People talking quietly over drinks. Safe. Ordinary. Impossible.

“I want to,” she said, though her voice trembled.

Carrie squeezed her arm once.

“I’ll wait nearby. Text me if you need rescuing.”

Hattie nodded, grateful beyond words.

She stepped forward alone.

Each step felt heavier now, as though gravity itself had increased. Her pulse roared in her ears. The door loomed larger and larger until she could see her reflection faintly in the glass.

A girl stood there.

Nervous. Pretty. Alive.

Maybe real.

Hattie pushed the door open.

A small bell chimed softly overhead.

Warm air wrapped around her, carrying the scent of coffee and sugar and something sweet baking behind the counter.

And then she saw her.

Skye sat at a table near the window, sunlight catching in her red hair until it glowed like fire. She wore a simple sweater and dark jeans now, no princely costume, no theatrical flourish, and yet she was somehow even more striking than Hattie remembered. The freckles across her nose. The quiet steadiness of her posture. The open curiosity in her green eyes as she looked up.

For a wild, dizzy second Hattie considered turning around and running.

She could still do it.

She could pretend she had the wrong café. That she had changed her mind. That Hattie had never existed at all.

Skye’s gaze found hers.

Recognition flared instantly across her face.

And she smiled.

Not triumphantly.

Not possessively.

Just… warmly.

As though she had been hoping this exact moment would happen.

Hattie’s heart stumbled.

Maybe she should run.

Maybe she should stay.

Maybe this was the moment everything would either fall apart or finally begin.

Her feet did not move.

She stood there in the doorway, caught between flight and hope, trembling on the edge of something vast and terrifying and unbearably beautiful.
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Hattie should have run.

The thought flashed through her with the bright useless urgency of instinct, but it was already too late for instinct to save her. Skye had looked up. Their eyes had met across the warm hush of the café. Recognition had lit Skye’s face so quickly and so completely that Hattie felt it like sunlight breaking over her skin.

Then Skye lifted a hand and waved.

It was such an ordinary gesture. So open. So unguarded. No accusation in it. No wary distance. Just delight.

Carrie, still standing lightly at Hattie’s elbow, gave her the gentlest little nudge.

“Well,” she murmured. “There’s your prince.”

Hattie let out a breath that was not quite a laugh and not quite a whimper.

“I hate you,” she whispered.

Carrie grinned.

“No you don’t.”

She guided Hattie forward with the easy confidence of someone shepherding a nervous deer toward the edge of a clearing.

Skye was already standing by the time they reached the table. Up close she was even more unfairly lovely than before. Without the Prince Charming costume there was nothing theatrical to soften the effect of her. She was simply herself now, and that turned out to be more dangerous. Red hair tied back loosely at the nape of her neck, a few strands already escaping to curl around her face. Green eyes bright and attentive. Freckles dusted across the bridge of her nose and cheeks like something hand-painted there by a careful, affectionate god.

And she was smiling at Hattie as though the sight of her had made the whole morning better.

“Hattie,” Skye said.

The name in her mouth was warm honey.

“Hi,” Hattie managed.

Her voice came out softer than she intended. Breathier too. She could feel the pulse beating high in her throat.

Skye glanced at Carrie, who offered her most charmingly innocent expression.

“I’m just dropping her off,” Carrie said. “Try not to scare her.”

Skye laughed.

“Me.”

“You are dressed like a perfectly nice person today,” Carrie said, mock thoughtful. “It’s suspicious.”

Skye’s eyes sparkled.

“Go away,” she said affectionately.

Carrie turned to Hattie and squeezed her arm.

“Enjoy your date,” she said, very deliberately.

The word sent a jolt straight through Hattie’s chest.

Carrie’s gaze softened for just a fraction of a second. Under the teasing there was something steadier. Pride, perhaps. Or trust.

Then she was gone, weaving back toward the door and out into the street, leaving Hattie standing there in the bright little circle of Skye’s attention.

For one impossible second Hattie considered bolting anyway.

But Skye was pulling out the chair opposite her with a smile that made refusal seem absurd.

“Sit,” Skye said gently. “Please.”

Hattie sat.

The chair felt very solid beneath her, the café suddenly too bright and too warm and full of little details she became aware of all at once. The clink of cups from behind the counter. The smell of coffee beans and warm milk. The low murmur of other people’s conversations. The soft brush of her skirt over her knees as she crossed her legs carefully under the table.

Skye sat opposite her, still smiling in that open, quietly enchanted way that made Hattie feel both treasured and fragile.

“I’m really glad you came,” Skye said.

Hattie looked down for a second, trying not to melt on the spot.

“I nearly didn’t.”

Skye laughed softly.

“That checks out.”

Hattie glanced up, startled, and Skye’s expression gentled immediately.

“Sorry,” she said. “That sounded meaner than I meant it.”

“No,” Hattie said quickly. “It’s fair.”

Skye tilted her head, studying her.

“You did make a dramatic exit.”

Heat surged up Hattie’s neck.

“I know.”

A barista drifted over and asked if they wanted anything else. Skye ordered another coffee and a slice of cake to share, then looked to Hattie with an ease that made the whole thing feel strangely domestic.

“You.”

Hattie blinked.

“Oh. Um. Just coffee.”

The barista nodded and vanished again.

For a moment there was a silence, not awkward exactly, but filled with the tremulous awareness of beginning. Hattie curled her fingers carefully around the edge of the table and tried to breathe like a normal person.

Skye solved it for her by leaning forward a little, eyes bright.

“So,” she said. “I have to tell you, I was half convinced I’d invented you.”

Hattie’s breath caught.

Skye smiled.

“You were having the kind of night that feels made up. And then you disappeared, which did not help.”

Something warm and pained unfurled inside Hattie’s chest.

“I’m sorry.”

Skye waved one hand lightly, not dismissing it exactly, but not letting it settle into something ugly either.

“We can get to that,” she said. “First I want to enjoy the fact that you’re actually here.”

Hattie stared at her.

Skye laughed softly again.

“What.”

“I just…” Hattie blushed and looked down. “You’re very direct.”

“Is that bad.”

“No,” Hattie said quickly. “Just new.”

“Well,” Skye said, settling back in her chair, “for the record, I had a really nice time meeting you. Briefly. Mysteriously. Traumatizingly.”

That pulled a helpless little laugh out of Hattie.

“Traumatizingly.”

“You kissed me and vanished into the night,” Skye said. “I’m lucky I’m coping as well as I am.”

Hattie put a hand over her face for a moment.

“Oh god.”

“Good,” Skye said. “You are capable of shame. I was worried you were some kind of supernatural creature who haunts lesbians for sport.”

The laugh that escaped Hattie this time was real and surprised and bright enough that the people at the next table glanced over. She felt it ring through her body like a small struck bell.

Skye lit up.

“There,” she said softly. “That.”

“What.”

“That laugh. I liked that one at the party too.”

Hattie felt herself colour all over again.

The coffees arrived. So did the cake. Something lemony and bright with a thick layer of icing that Skye immediately nudged toward the middle of the table as though sharing sweets with beautiful girls was the most natural thing in the world.

Conversation began to come more easily after that.

Skye was bubbly in a way that did not overwhelm. She carried enthusiasm lightly, like a lantern. She asked questions and genuinely listened to the answers. Literature, when Hattie admitted what she studied. Music. Films. Whether she liked the city yet. Whether she always dressed so well or had simply chosen to devastate people selectively.

Hattie found herself smiling more than she meant to. Found herself answering. Not in the flat cautious way Harry often did when meeting someone new, but with a softness that seemed to invite more softness in return. She talked about books she loved. About the strange relief of university after a small town life where she had always felt slightly wrong-footed and out of place. She did not say all of it, not yet, but enough that something true began to unfold between them.

Skye, in turn, was easy to like. More than easy. She was luminous. She spoke with her hands and laughed with her whole face and had a habit of leaning in when Hattie said something she found interesting, as though words were gifts she intended to unwrap properly. She studied illustration. She loved old fairy tales and bad horror films and strong coffee. She had once spent an entire summer trying to teach herself fencing because she had read too much fantasy and made one terrible life choice after another.

Hattie laughed.

“I can actually picture that.”

“Good,” Skye said proudly. “It was very hot and extremely stupid.”

Their knees brushed once beneath the table.

It was probably accidental. Hattie could not be sure. But neither of them moved away immediately, and the tiny contact sent a warm trembling thread all the way up through her body.

It was… easy.

That was the thing that kept surprising her. Under the terror and the awareness and the occasional spikes of shame, being here with Skye felt easy in a way very little in her life ever had. Hattie did not feel like a performance. She felt like a tuning fork struck at exactly the right pitch, humming with her own rightness.

That made the question, when it finally came, land harder.

Skye had just taken another sip of coffee and was watching her with that gentle bright attentiveness that made honesty feel both possible and dangerous.

“So,” she said softly. “Can I ask.”

Hattie’s stomach dropped.

“Yes.”

Skye hesitated, just enough to show she cared about how the question might land.

“Why did you run out on me.”

The whole world seemed to still.

The café remained around them, cups clinking, voices murmuring, milk steaming behind the counter, but all of it receded abruptly into distance. Hattie felt herself go hot and cold at once.

Here it was.

The point where she could lie.

Smile and say she panicked, or got scared, or had somewhere to be. Say anything neat and manageable and false.

Her lips parted.

No words came.

Skye’s expression shifted at once.

“Hey,” she said softly. “You don’t have to answer if it makes you uncomfortable.”

But that was exactly the problem.

She did have to answer.

Because Hattie was not a lie. Carrie had shown her that much. Hattie was real in every way that mattered. But if she let Skye keep sitting there, smiling at her, wanting her, without telling her the truth, then that would be the lie. A real one. A cruel one.

And she liked Skye too much for that.

Hattie looked down at her hands.

Her fingers were trembling again.

“Can we…” she began, then stopped and swallowed. “Can we go somewhere more private.”

Skye went very still.

Not alarmed. Just attentive.

“I think,” Hattie said, each word painfully careful, “I need to explain some things.”

There was a beat in which Hattie thought she might have ruined everything simply by saying it. That Skye would retreat, or harden, or decide she had stumbled into some strange drama she did not want.

Instead Skye nodded slowly.

“Okay.”

Her voice was calm, grounded.

“My dorm room is just around the corner.”

Hattie looked up sharply.

Skye’s expression was open, cautious only in the sense that she understood this mattered.

“We don’t have to,” Skye added gently. “Only if you want.”

Hattie hesitated.

Part of her wanted to stay here forever in the bright safe unreality of coffee and cake and Skye’s smile. To let the question hang unanswered. To bask a little longer in being seen and desired without having to risk the collapse that truth might bring.

But that was not fair.

Not to Skye.

Not to herself either.

Because the truth waiting in her chest was not simply that she had worn a dress to a party. It was larger and more frightening and more tender than that. It was that Hattie had stepped into the world and found it fit better than Harry ever had. It was that joy had cracked something open in her. It was that the girl Skye wanted was real, and sitting here, and scared to death.

“I want to,” Hattie said quietly.

Skye stood.

So did Hattie, though her knees felt suddenly less reliable than they had a moment before. They gathered their things in a blur of small movements. Skye paid for the drinks with a quick practiced motion and held the café door open for Hattie, who stepped out into the afternoon light feeling as though she were walking toward an execution or a miracle. Possibly both.

The street had grown brighter while they sat inside. The sun caught in the edges of windows and bicycle spokes and puddles left from old rain. Students passed in laughing pairs. Somewhere nearby someone was playing music too loudly from an upper floor.

Skye walked beside her, close enough that Hattie could feel the quiet warmth of her presence, but not pressing. Giving her room.

“You don’t have to be scared of me,” Skye said after a moment.

Hattie let out a shaky little breath.

“I’m not scared of you.”

Skye glanced sideways at her.

“Then what?”

Hattie looked ahead.

She could see a red brick building at the end of the block. Dorms, presumably. Her heart was beating so hard now it felt difficult to draw a full breath.

“I’m scared,” she said softly, “of saying something that makes you never want to see me again.”

Skye was silent for a moment.

Then she said, very gently, “That depends what it is.”

Hattie almost laughed at the honesty of that.

They reached the entrance to the dorm building. Skye pulled open the door and stood aside to let Hattie pass first.

The lobby smelled faintly of laundry detergent and radiator heat. Somewhere upstairs a door slammed. The ordinariness of it all felt surreal against the enormity of what Hattie was carrying.

As they moved toward the stairs, Hattie realised something with a terrible, fragile clarity.

Hattie was not the lie.

Hiding her would be.

And because she liked Skye, because Skye had been warm and funny and kind and looked at her like she was worth waiting for, Hattie could not do that.

Not if she wanted whatever happened next to be real.

She put one foot on the first stair.

Then the next.

And prayed that truth would not destroy the very thing that had made her brave enough to reach for it.


Six

Skye’s dorm room was warmer than the hallway.

The door clicked shut behind them with a soft, decisive sound that made Hattie’s pulse jump, as though something had just sealed. The air inside held a faint, lived-in heat, scented with laundry detergent, coffee, and something softer underneath. Not perfume exactly. Skin. Soap. The ghost of someone’s presence lingering even when they were not actively moving through the space.

Hattie stood just inside the doorway for a moment, uncertain where to look.

It was not messy in a careless way, but it was unmistakably inhabited. Clothes draped over the back of a chair. A sketchbook open on the desk beside a scattering of pencils. A mug with a dried ring of coffee at the bottom. A string of fairy lights looped along the wall, unlit in daylight but still faintly magical in their promise. On the bed, the duvet had been thrown back hastily, one corner rumpled where Skye had clearly been sitting earlier.

And there, half hidden in the soft folds of fabric near the pillow, was a small scrap of lace.

Hattie’s breath caught.

Panties. Delicate, pale, unmistakably intimate. Not displayed. Not meant to be seen. Simply forgotten in the ordinary chaos of getting dressed and leaving the room in a hurry.

The sight of them made something inside Hattie stutter and skip. Not embarrassment exactly. Something deeper. A sudden awareness of Skye as a body, a person who slept and woke and undressed and moved through private rituals Hattie had never before been allowed to imagine herself close to.

A life.

A real girl’s life.

And she was standing inside it.

“Sorry about the mess,” Skye said, kicking a pair of boots gently aside with one foot.

“It’s not messy,” Hattie said quickly, though her voice came out softer than she intended.

Skye smiled, faintly amused.

“You’re very polite.”

She gestured toward the bed.

“Sit.”

Hattie moved carefully across the room, hyperaware of every step, of the quiet swish of her skirt, of the way the floorboards creaked faintly beneath her weight. She perched at the edge of the mattress, hands folded tightly in her lap, trying to ignore the fact that the bed smelled unmistakably of Skye. Clean cotton, warm skin, something faintly sweet and human that made her chest feel tight.

Skye sat beside her.

Close.

Not touching, but close enough that Hattie could feel the warmth of her body through the thin air between them. Close enough that every small shift of Skye’s weight sent subtle ripples through the mattress, through Hattie’s own body. Close enough that she could feel the heat radiating from her thigh like a quiet sun.

For a moment neither of them spoke.

The silence was not empty. It was dense, humming with everything unsaid.

Hattie’s gaze flickered around the room again, searching for something to anchor herself to, something that would stop her from dissolving into pure panic.

Her eyes caught on the mirror.

A full-length mirror leaned against the wall opposite the bed, angled slightly so that it reflected them both. Hattie saw herself there. Saw the soft line of the dress, the fall of her hair, the gentle slope of her shoulders. Saw a girl sitting beside another girl on a bed, knees angled inward, hands clasped together with nervous delicacy.

She did not look like an intruder.

She looked like she belonged.

The sight steadied her in a way nothing else had.

I am here, she thought. I exist.

Her chest loosened slightly. She drew in a slow breath.

Skye waited.

Not pressing. Not filling the silence with chatter. Simply present, watching her with a soft attentiveness that felt less like scrutiny and more like shelter.

Why do I feel safe, Hattie wondered dimly. I barely know her.

And yet she did feel safe. Not because Skye was harmless, but because she was kind. Because she had not flinched or recoiled when Hattie asked for privacy. Because she had not demanded explanations or framed this as something owed.

Because she was here, and she was listening.

Hattie swallowed.

“I need to tell you something.”

Her voice sounded small in the quiet room.

Skye nodded immediately.

“Okay.”

No alarm. No tension. Just openness.

Hattie stared down at her hands.

Her fingers were twisting together in her lap, knuckles pale, nails pressing lightly into skin. She forced them to still, flattening her palms against her knees as though trying to anchor herself physically to the present moment.

“I…” She faltered. The words tangled before they could form. “I don’t know where to start.”

Skye’s voice was gentle.

“Anywhere.”

Hattie closed her eyes briefly.

Fear rose first. Thick and choking. Fear of being rejected, of being seen as strange or deceptive or wrong. Fear of losing the fragile warmth that had been building between them since the café. Shame threaded through it too, old and familiar, whispering that she was about to expose something ugly and incomprehensible.

But beneath all of that, there was something else.

Desire.

Not just desire for Skye, though that was there too, warm and aching. Desire to be known. To stop hiding. To step into the light even if it meant burning.

Her eyes opened again.

“I don’t know who I am,” she said softly.

The words fell into the room with surprising clarity.

Skye did not interrupt.

Hattie continued, voice trembling but steady enough to carry meaning.

“I never meant to hurt you. Or… play with your feelings. Or lead you on.”

Her throat tightened.

“That night wasn’t supposed to happen. I wasn’t supposed to… be there like that.”

Skye’s expression softened, but she remained silent, giving the confession space to unfold.

“It felt real,” Hattie said, the words almost breaking. “It feels real.”

She pressed her hands harder against her knees.

“I live most of my life as a boy.”

There. It was out. Heavy and fragile at once.

Hattie watched Skye’s face for any sign of revulsion, confusion, anger. Any flicker that would confirm her worst fears.

But Skye only nodded slowly, absorbing the information rather than recoiling from it.

Hattie exhaled shakily and kept going, momentum carrying her now that the first barrier had been breached.

“But… Hattie isn’t a lie. She’s not just a costume.”

Her voice softened.

“She’s part of me. An important part. I just… didn’t know how important until that night.”

She laughed weakly, a sound full of bewilderment and grief.

“I’m still learning how to be her. What she means. How she fits into a life that wasn’t supposed to include her at all.”

Her gaze dropped again.

“I didn’t grow up thinking this was allowed. Or possible. Or even… real.”

The language felt incomplete, clumsy, like trying to describe a colour she had only just discovered existed.

“I don’t know if I’m doing it right,” she admitted. “I don’t know what it makes me. I just know that when I’m Hattie, things feel… aligned. Like I can breathe properly.”

Her voice dropped to a whisper.

“And I liked you. I like you. That wasn’t pretend either.”

Silence settled around them again, softer this time, less suffocating.

Hattie waited.

Her heart pounded so loudly she was sure Skye could hear it. Every second stretched unbearably long. She felt flayed open, raw and trembling, waiting for judgment.

Skye shifted slightly, turning toward her more fully.

“I’m really glad you told me,” she said quietly.

Relief hit Hattie so hard she nearly sagged forward.

There was no accusation in Skye’s tone. No edge. Just warmth and something like admiration.

Skye reached out, hesitated briefly as though checking for permission, then rested her hand lightly over Hattie’s clenched fingers.

The contact was gentle, grounding.

“And you didn’t hurt me,” she added. “You confused me, sure. But not hurt.”

Hattie’s eyes stung.

“I was afraid you’d hate me.”

Skye huffed softly.

“That would be a lot of effort for someone I just met.”

A small surprised laugh escaped Hattie before she could stop it.

Skye smiled.

Then her expression grew thoughtful, almost shy.

“I think there’s something I need to tell you too,” she said.

Hattie’s breath caught again, hope and fear tangling instantly in her chest as she lifted her eyes to meet Skye’s.
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For a moment after Skye said it, the room seemed to narrow around the space between them.

Hattie could still feel Skye’s hand resting lightly over hers. Warm. Real. A small anchoring pressure against the panic still trembling through her body. Outside, somewhere beyond the window, a door banged shut in the corridor and a burst of laughter drifted up from the street, thin and far away. But inside the room everything had gone very still.

Skye looked almost shy.

Not embarrassed. Not uncertain in the sense of wanting to take the words back. Just aware, perhaps, of the weight of what was about to be said.

“I was born like you,” she said softly.

Hattie blinked.

For a second she thought she must have misheard.

Skye’s thumb moved once against the back of Hattie’s hand, a tiny grounding stroke.

“I mean,” she said, “not exactly like you. Everyone’s different. But…” She gave a small helpless smile. “I was told I was a boy too.”

The words landed with the force of something both impossible and instantly clarifying.

Hattie stared at her.

Skye held her gaze.

“But I never was,” she continued, voice quiet and steady now. “Not really. I was always a girl. I knew that before I had language for it. Before I understood what to call it.”

Hattie felt the air leave her lungs in a slow, astonished rush.

Skye looked down for a moment, not withdrawing from the truth of it but settling into it, touching it like something familiar.

“I was lucky,” she said. “My parents saw it. Or… they saw me trying to show them, I guess. They didn’t get everything right straight away, but they tried. They listened. They helped.”

A warmth had entered her voice now, not bright exactly but deep and rooted.

“I’ve been Skye for years.”

The name seemed to glow faintly in the room when she said it. Not just a name but a continuity, a life. A future already entered.

Hattie could only look at her.

The shock came first.

Not because the idea was incomprehensible, but because it fit so suddenly, so beautifully, into everything she had already felt about Skye without understanding why. The softness under the confidence. The warmth of being looked at and somehow known. The way Skye had not flinched at Hattie’s confession because perhaps, on some deep and unspoken level, she had already recognised something of herself there.

Then relief followed so quickly it nearly hurt.

A hot, trembling swell in Hattie’s chest that made her eyes sting.

She was not alone.

The thought moved through her like sunlight through dark water, illuminating things that had been there all along. All the fear that she was uniquely wrong. All the shame that this feeling, this longing, this impossible rightness must mark her out as some private aberration, some mistake no one else could ever understand.

Skye understood.

Not abstractly. Not politely. Not as a liberal performance of acceptance. She understood from the inside.

Hattie looked at her again and felt something inside her soften with a strange aching tenderness.

Seen.

That was the word.

She felt seen in a way that went beyond being looked at, beyond being wanted, beyond even being desired. Skye’s confession did not merely reassure her that she would not be rejected. It rearranged the room. Reframed everything. It said, without saying it, I know this terrain. I know the shape of this fear. I know what it is to have a self so real and so fragile at once.

And on top of all of that…

Skye was unbelievably hot.

The thought arrived with almost comic force in the middle of everything else, so blunt and immediate that Hattie nearly laughed.

But it was true.

Skye sitting there, close enough that their knees almost touched, red hair glowing softly in the afternoon light, freckles dusted across cheeks that had just confessed something raw and beautiful, green eyes steady and kind and devastatingly direct…

Hattie’s heart skipped hard in her chest.

She had already known Skye was beautiful, of course. That had been obvious from the first moment across the party. But this changed the beauty, deepened it, made it feel charged with recognition. With possibility.

If Skye had been born where Hattie was and grown into herself…

Then maybe all of this could be real.

Not just Hattie as a party apparition. Not Hattie as a fragile temporary self made possible only by Carrie’s help and borrowed clothes and a single enchanted night. But Hattie as a life. A future. A woman in the world.

The thought was dizzying.

Terrifying, yes.

But also electrifying.

Because if it was real, then it might ask something of her. It might require a choice. Not all at once, not instantly, but eventually. A stepping toward. A surrender to a truth she could no longer pretend was only a game.

Hattie’s throat tightened.

“You always knew,” she said softly.

Skye nodded.

“Pretty much.”

“And your parents…”

“Helped,” Skye said. “Not perfectly. People almost never do anything perfectly. But they tried to love me more than they loved their assumptions.”

Hattie looked down for a moment, overwhelmed by the tenderness of that sentence.

Skye’s hand remained over hers.

Warm. Certain.

“I know that’s not everyone’s story,” Skye added gently. “And I’m not saying yours has to look like mine. It probably won’t. But you don’t sound fake to me, Hattie.”

The name in her voice made Hattie’s chest ache.

“You sound like someone at the beginning.”

Beginning.

The word rang through her.

Not broken. Not fraudulent. Not ridiculous.

At the beginning.

Hattie laughed softly then, though tears had finally slipped free and were cooling on her cheeks. It was a helpless sound, bewildered and bright and almost childlike in its relief.

“I don’t know what I’m doing,” she admitted.

Skye smiled.

“No one does.”

That should have sounded glib. But it didn’t. In her voice it sounded true, generous, a small permission.

Hattie wiped at her face with the back of her free hand and let out another shaky laugh.

“This is insane.”

“A little,” Skye agreed.

Her gaze moved over Hattie’s face with quiet fondness.

“But also kind of beautiful.”

The heat that rushed through Hattie then was immediate and total. It bloomed across her cheeks, her throat, down into the centre of her chest where it spread warm and molten. She looked away instinctively, overwhelmed by how easily Skye seemed able to say things that touched the most frightened parts of her without bruising them.

Silence settled again, but now it was rich with something else.

Not only safety.

Tension.

Tenderness still trembled through the room, but desire had returned too, no longer denied by uncertainty. Hattie could feel it in the atmosphere between them. In the way Skye’s body had angled slightly closer without her seeming to realise. In the way Hattie had stopped curling inward and instead found herself turning, little by little, toward the warmth beside her.

Skye shifted.

Closer.

Not much.

Barely an inch, perhaps.

But Hattie felt it like a spark traveling down her spine.

Their knees touched.

The contact was small and devastating.

Skye’s voice, when it came, was softer than before.

“So,” she said. “Now you’ve told me…”

Hattie looked up.

Skye was very close now. Close enough that Hattie could see the gold flecks hidden in her green eyes. Close enough that the faint scent of her shampoo and skin had become inescapable, wrapping around Hattie’s senses with warm disorienting intimacy.

“There’s no need for you to run again.”

The words settled into Hattie’s chest like a blessing.

She did not trust herself to answer.

Skye’s hand slipped from over Hattie’s fingers and came instead to her cheek.

The touch was careful at first. A light brush of knuckles along the soft curve beneath her eye, catching the trace of dampness there. Hattie leaned into it before she could stop herself.

Her body knew before her mind did.

Skye’s mouth curved, not smug, not triumphant, but tender.

And then she kissed her.

Not the tentative testing brush of lips from the party.

Not the suspended impossible sweetness of a first stolen kiss in borrowed satin and panic.

This was larger.

Deeper.

A kiss given in the aftermath of truth.

It landed with astonishing certainty, warm and sure and full-bodied, as though Skye had been holding it back for longer than Hattie realised. Hattie made a tiny sound into it, half surprise and half surrender, and Skye deepened the kiss almost instantly, drawing her in with a hunger that was somehow no less gentle for being unmistakable.

Hattie melted.

There was no other word for it. Whatever remained of her fear seemed to turn liquid and pour straight through her. Her hands found Skye without thought, one bracing against her shoulder, the other catching lightly at the fabric of her sweater. She felt the solid warmth of Skye beneath her palm and it sent another rush of heat through her whole body.

Skye kissed like someone telling the truth with her mouth.

Slow enough to feel. Intense enough to unmake.

Hattie’s lips parted beneath hers and the kiss deepened further, the world narrowing again into breath and warmth and the soft desperate rhythm of mouths learning each other more honestly this time. Skye’s hand slid from Hattie’s cheek to the back of her neck, holding her there not possessively but with unmistakable intention, as though to say stay, stay, you do not have to flee this.

Hattie’s whole body answered.

The heat in her had become something radiant now, pooling low in her belly, spreading through her chest, turning her skin electric. She could feel her own heartbeat everywhere. In her throat. In her wrists. In the soft trembling line of her thighs.

Skye drew back just enough to look at her.

Only a breath apart.

Both of them flushed.

Both breathing harder now.

Hattie’s lips tingled. Her thoughts had dissolved entirely.

Skye’s thumb brushed once, reverent, along the side of her neck.

“There,” she murmured.

Hattie stared at her, dazed.

“There what.”

Skye smiled, small and luminous and wrecking.

“You stayed.”
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Hattie smiled, still breathless, still suspended in the soft aftershock of that kiss.

“I did,” she said quietly. “And I will.”

Her voice trembled, but the words did not. They settled between them with a fragile certainty that felt stronger than any promise she had ever made before.

“No more running.”

Something in Skye’s expression changed. Not dramatically. Not like a switch being flipped. More like a tension she had been holding without realising finally loosening, her shoulders dropping a fraction, her mouth softening into something almost unbearably tender.

“Good,” she murmured.

Then she kissed her again.

This time Hattie was ready.

She leaned in instead of freezing, meeting Skye halfway, her hands lifting instinctively to cradle the warmth of her face. The kiss deepened immediately, not urgent yet but fuller, slower, saturated with feeling. Skye’s lips were soft and sure, moving against hers with a kind of reverent hunger, as though she were not just tasting Hattie but memorising her.

Hattie let herself be memorised.

The fear was still there somewhere, but it had receded into the background, replaced by a rising warmth that spread through her chest and down into her body like sunlight soaking into stone. Her fingers slid into Skye’s hair, feeling the silky thickness of it, the heat of her scalp beneath. Skye made a small sound into her mouth, a low hum of approval that sent a shiver racing down Hattie’s spine.

Their bodies shifted closer.

There was no clear moment when it happened. One second they were sitting side by side on the bed, knees touching. The next Hattie felt Skye’s thigh slide against hers, felt the warm pressure of her hip, the steady line of her body aligning with Hattie’s own.

Heat pooled low in her belly.

This is real, she thought dimly. This is happening to me.

Skye’s hand returned to her neck, fingers spreading gently along the sensitive skin there, thumb brushing the delicate hollow beneath her jaw. The touch was grounding and electric at once, a quiet claim without force. Hattie leaned into it, exposing more of her throat without meaning to, her breath catching as Skye’s lips drifted from her mouth to the corner of her jaw.

The kiss there was softer. Exploratory.

Hattie shivered.

Skye moved lower, pressing a slow lingering kiss to the curve of her neck. The sensation made Hattie’s head tip back, her eyes falling closed as a soft involuntary sound slipped from her throat. She had never been touched like this before. Never been allowed to feel how responsive her body could be, how alive every inch of her skin seemed when attention was given freely, tenderly.

Skye paused.

“Okay,” she murmured against her skin.

The question was in the tone, not the words.

Hattie nodded, unable to trust her voice.

Skye’s hands moved to her waist then, sliding along the fabric of the dress as though mapping the shape beneath. Not hurried. Not fumbling. Just present. Hattie felt each inch of that contact as if her nerves had been turned up to some impossible sensitivity. She was acutely aware of the softness of the dress, of the warmth of Skye’s palms through the fabric, of the way her own body seemed to arch subtly toward the touch without conscious direction.

She wanted this.

The realisation came with a small shock of clarity.

Not because she thought she should. Not because she wanted to please Skye. But because her body was reaching, opening, asking.

Skye’s hands slipped lower, tracing the curve of her hips, then back up again, gathering the fabric lightly as though testing how it might move. Hattie’s breath hitched when Skye’s fingers brushed the underside of her ribs, sensitive skin that made her twitch and laugh softly in the same breath.

“Sorry,” Skye said, smiling against her collarbone.

“Don’t,” Hattie whispered. “It’s… good.”

The word felt inadequate for the blooming heat inside her, but it was all she could manage.

Skye drew back just enough to look at her.

There was hunger in her eyes now, unmistakable, but also something gentler. Awe, perhaps. Or simply the joy of discovering that desire could be mutual and safe at once.

“Can I,” she began, fingers touching the neckline of Hattie’s dress.

Hattie nodded immediately.

“Yes.”

The fabric slid upward, soft against her skin as Skye lifted it carefully over her head. The air felt cooler without it, brushing across her shoulders and chest. Hattie resisted the instinct to cover herself, forcing her hands to remain at her sides, to let herself be seen.

Skye’s gaze moved over her slowly.

Not evaluating. Not critical. Just appreciative, as though Hattie were something rare and beautiful that she had been trusted to hold.

“You’re…” Skye started, then shook her head slightly, as if words were insufficient. “God, you’re gorgeous.”

Heat surged through Hattie, bright and dizzying. She had never believed that word could apply to her. Not sincerely. Not without irony.

Yet here it was, offered with quiet conviction.

She felt herself soften further, her shoulders dropping, her body leaning almost unconsciously toward Skye’s warmth.

Skye kissed her again, deeper now, hands sliding along bare skin, learning the terrain of her back, the curve of her waist, the small shivers that followed each touch. Hattie’s own hands became bolder in response, exploring the solidity of Skye’s shoulders, the strong line of her arms beneath the sweater, the contrast between softness and strength that made her pulse race.

Their mouths opened against each other now, breath mingling, lips gliding in slow hungry passes that deepened into something wetter, more intimate. When Skye’s tongue brushed the seam of Hattie’s mouth she gasped softly, the sound swallowed immediately as Skye slipped closer, tasting her with a patience that made Hattie’s toes curl. The sensation was shockingly tender, shockingly hot, a slow exploration that made her feel exposed in the best possible way, known from the inside out.

They moved together without speaking, guided by instinct and mutual attentiveness. Skye tugged her gently down onto the bed, not forceful, just coaxing, and Hattie followed, the world narrowing to the warm nest of blankets and the body pressed close beside her.

Everything felt heightened. The rustle of fabric. The warmth of skin. The soft sounds of breath and shifting weight. The faint creak of the mattress beneath them.

This was not just sex, Hattie realised dimly. It was discovery. Permission. A kind of homecoming she had never known she was allowed to seek.

Skye’s mouth traced a slow path down her throat again, then lower, pressing kisses that were alternately soft and intent, lips parting just enough that Hattie could feel the damp heat of them against her skin. Each touch left a lingering warmth behind, a constellation of sensation that made her shudder and arch, chasing the next contact even as it came.

Hattie’s fingers tightened in the bedsheets, her hips lifting slightly without conscious thought as sensation pooled and spread through her body in warm expanding waves. When Skye’s hands settled at her waist again, thumbs brushing the soft underside of her ribs, Hattie made a broken sound, something halfway between a laugh and a plea.

She felt… present.

Fully, intensely present in a body that suddenly seemed capable of holding pleasure without collapsing under it. The years of dissociation, of moving through the world slightly disconnected from herself, seemed to recede in the face of this overwhelming immediacy.

Skye looked up at her once, eyes dark with concern and want.

“Still okay?”

Hattie nodded, breathless.

“More than okay.”

The smile that broke across Skye’s face was bright and unguarded, and then she bent to kiss her again, deeper, slower, as though sealing something between them.

Hands wandered. Clothing shifted, loosened, fell away piece by piece in a quiet cascade of fabric. The room filled with the soft sounds of skin meeting skin, of breath catching, of small surprised laughs and murmured reassurances. Bare skin brushed bare skin, warm and slightly damp, each accidental glide sending sparks racing through Hattie’s nerves. She became acutely aware of every point of contact, the press of Skye’s thigh between hers, the slide of a hand along her back, the way their bodies fitted together with a startling naturalness.

Hattie found herself both shy and bold at once, offering herself up with a tentative eagerness that felt new and strangely powerful. Each touch from Skye drew a response, each response emboldened Skye in turn, creating a feedback loop of tenderness and heat that left Hattie dizzy.

When Skye finally drew her fully into her arms, pressing their bodies together with unmistakable intent, Hattie felt a sharp surge of emotion beneath the physical sensation. The pressure of Skye’s chest against hers, the firm line of her body anchoring Hattie in place, the heat shared between them, all of it spoke of wanting, of claiming, of being held close not out of obligation but desire.

Not just arousal. Something deeper.

Belonging.

She wrapped her arms around Skye’s shoulders, holding on as though the contact itself anchored her to the world. Her legs shifted instinctively, closing the space between them, seeking more of that warmth, that grounding pressure, that proof of connection.

Skye’s mouth found hers again, fierce and hungry now, and Hattie met her with equal urgency, the kiss breaking and reforming as they moved together, breathless and laughing and overwhelmed. Their foreheads brushed, noses bumped, mouths chasing each other again with a kind of joyful desperation that felt less like losing control and more like finally allowing it.

Outside the afternoon wore on, indifferent to the quiet miracle unfolding in the small dorm room. Inside, time seemed to loosen, stretching around them like warm honey, each moment saturated with sensation and meaning.

For Hattie, it felt like crossing a threshold she had not known existed.

Not just into sexuality, though that was part of it. Not just into romance. But into embodiment, into the simple radical act of inhabiting herself fully and being met there by someone who did not flinch or question or demand justification.

When they finally stilled, tangled together in the soft disarray of blankets and warmth, Hattie rested her forehead against Skye’s shoulder and closed her eyes, her heart still racing but no longer frantic.

Skye’s fingers traced slow soothing patterns along her back, nails grazing lightly now and then in a way that made Hattie shiver, not from cold but from the lingering afterglow of sensation still humming through her body.

“You okay?” she murmured.

Hattie nodded, a small smile curving her mouth.

“Yeah,” she whispered. “I think… I think I am.”

She did not have language yet for everything she felt. The joy, the relief, the lingering tremble of disbelief that this had been possible at all.

But one truth stood out, clear and steady.

She had not run.

And for the first time, she did not want to.


Seven

Hattie woke slowly, as though surfacing from deep warm water.

For a few drifting seconds she did not know where she was. There was only softness beneath her cheek, the weight of blankets cocooning her body, the faint scent of laundry soap and skin and something uniquely human that wrapped around her senses like a memory she had not yet recalled. Sunlight filtered through the thin curtains in pale golden bands, warming her closed eyelids, painting the world behind them in soft amber.

Then awareness returned all at once.

Not her bed.

Not her room.

Skye’s room.

Skye’s bed.

Skye.

Her eyes opened.

The ceiling looked unfamiliar from this angle, lower somehow, framed by the soft blur of fairy lights and pinned postcards. She shifted slightly and felt bare skin slide against sheets, cool where they had been exposed, warm where her body had heated them through the night.

Memory struck.

The confession. The kiss. The closeness. The way she had fallen asleep tangled with another person’s warmth, not alone, not braced, not guarding herself against the world.

A sharp flutter of panic flickered in her chest.

She pushed herself up onto one elbow, glancing down at her own body beneath the blankets.

No dress.

No carefully chosen underwear.

No makeup. No eyeliner wings, no blush, no lipstick shaping her mouth into something deliberate and feminine. Her hair would be messy, flattened on one side, frizzing on the other. The illusion stripped away. The scaffolding gone.

Without all of that…

Was she still Hattie?

The thought hit with surprising force.

Because Skye was a girl. Not only in presentation, not only in clothing, but in a deep settled way that seemed effortless, rooted. Even half-asleep, even rumpled and bare-faced, Skye would still look like herself. Still be herself.

Hattie was only just beginning.

What if Hattie only existed when constructed carefully, piece by piece, like a costume after all. What if morning light revealed the seams. What if this was where the magic broke.

Her chest tightened.

Beside her, Skye stirred.

Hattie froze, caught between wanting to hide and wanting to be seen.

Skye’s eyes blinked open slowly, unfocused at first, then sharpening as they landed on Hattie. For a moment she simply looked at her, the kind of quiet unguarded gaze people only had when they had not yet fully put their defenses back on for the day.

Then she smiled.

It was not the flirtatious smile from the party. Not even the warm encouraging one from the café. This one was softer, sleep-heavy, almost shy. Real in a way that made Hattie’s heart twist.

“Morning,” Skye murmured, voice rough with sleep.

Hattie swallowed.

“Morning.”

Skye shifted closer without hesitation, closing the small gap between them until their knees brushed under the blankets. One hand lifted, brushing lightly along Hattie’s cheek as though checking she was still there.

“Morning, beautiful,” she added.

The word hit differently this time.

Last night it had felt intoxicating, electric, part of the heightened atmosphere of confession and desire. Now, spoken in the plain daylight of morning, it felt steadier. More dangerous. More true.

Hattie felt heat rise into her face.

“I don’t even have makeup on,” she blurted, half apologetic, half defensive.

Skye’s expression softened further.

“I noticed.”

And then she leaned in and kissed her.

It was not hungry. Not urgent. Just warm and lingering, lips brushing softly against Hattie’s, a small affectionate pressure that made her chest ache. Skye’s hand cupped the back of her neck, thumb stroking once along her hairline, grounding her in the moment.

Hattie melted into it despite herself.

When Skye pulled back she rested her forehead lightly against Hattie’s, smiling.

“Still beautiful.”

Something in Hattie’s chest gave way.

Maybe Hattie did not disappear overnight.

Maybe she did not need eyeliner to exist.

Skye stretched lazily, the movement pulling the blankets down slightly and revealing the soft lines of her shoulders, the strength in her arms, the faint marks of sleep creases on her skin. She looked utterly at ease in her body, comfortable in a way that Hattie found both reassuring and aspirational.

“Want coffee?” Skye asked.

The normalcy of the question was disarming.

“Yes,” Hattie said immediately, relief threading through her voice.

“Good. Because I need coffee before I become a functioning human.”

They disentangled slowly, both a little shy now in the daylight. Hattie gathered the blanket around herself instinctively as she sat up, suddenly aware again of her body, of being exposed, of not yet knowing how to inhabit this version of herself without armor.

Skye noticed, of course.

She did not comment on it. She simply moved to her dresser and pulled out a soft oversized shirt, holding it out with a small encouraging smile.

“Here.”

Hattie accepted it gratefully, pulling it on. The fabric smelled like Skye, warm and clean and faintly sweet. It hung loose on her, covering her thighs, soft against her skin in a way that felt oddly intimate.

Skye watched her with quiet approval.

“Cute,” she said.

Hattie’s stomach fluttered.

They moved around the room together in easy proximity, the small domestic choreography of morning unfolding almost naturally. Skye brushed her hair, tugged on jeans and a sweater, slipped on socks. Hattie followed her lead awkwardly at first, then more comfortably, borrowing a brush, smoothing her hair as best she could, splashing cool water on her face in the tiny sink.

When she looked up, Skye was watching her in the mirror.

Not critically. Not evaluating.

Just… fondly.

“You don’t have to rush,” Skye said softly. “We can take this at whatever pace feels good.”

Hattie met her eyes in the reflection.

“Thank you.”

They left the dorm together a little later, stepping into the hallway side by side. Hattie’s heart pounded as the door clicked shut behind them, a small echo of the moment the previous day when she had crossed into Skye’s space.

Now she was stepping out.

As herself.

Students passed them in both directions, backpacks slung over shoulders, conversations half-finished, headphones in. A few glanced at them, then looked away again, uninterested. No one stared. No one questioned.

Two girls walking together.

Nothing remarkable.

Skye reached for her hand.

Not tentatively. Not as a question. Just naturally, fingers slipping into Hattie’s as though it were the most obvious thing in the world.

Hattie’s breath caught.

The contact was warm and steady, grounding and electrifying at once. She squeezed back without thinking, and Skye’s thumb brushed lightly across her knuckles in response, a small affectionate gesture that made her chest ache.

They walked like that down the stairs, out into the cool morning air, across the quad where sunlight glinted off damp grass. Hattie became acutely aware of the rhythm of their steps, the swing of their joined hands between them, the way Skye’s shoulder occasionally bumped hers in an easy casual way that felt deeply intimate.

Girlfriends.

The word bloomed unbidden in her mind, fragile and dazzling.

They must look like girlfriends.

The thought made her dizzy with both joy and disbelief.

Skye glanced at her.

“You okay?”

Hattie nodded, though her eyes were suspiciously bright.

“Yeah,” she said. “I just… this feels really nice.”

Skye smiled, squeezing her hand.

“Good.”

They fell into a comfortable silence for a few steps, the quiet broken only by birds and distant voices.

After a moment Skye spoke again, softer.

“Do you want to tell me about your journey?”

Hattie looked at her, startled.

“I don’t know if I have one yet.”

“You do,” Skye said gently. “It just might be at the beginning.”

She slowed slightly, giving Hattie space to respond or not.

“I can help, if you want,” she added. “Not to tell you who you are. Just… I’ve done a lot of this already. Figuring things out. Doctors, paperwork, clothes, voice stuff, the emotional rollercoaster.” She gave a small self-conscious shrug. “You don’t have to do it alone.”

The offer landed with enormous weight.

Not pressure. Not expectation.

Support.

Hattie felt her throat tighten.

“No one’s ever… offered that before,” she admitted.

Skye’s expression softened.

“Well. I’m offering.”

Hattie looked down at their joined hands, at the simple reality of skin against skin, of being held in public without fear or shame.

“You don’t even really know me,” she said quietly.

Skye squeezed her hand again.

“I know enough.”

Hattie’s heart swelled painfully.

Wanted.

That was the word.

Not tolerated. Not indulged. Not humored.

Wanted.

As she was. As she might become.

She lifted her head, meeting Skye’s eyes.

“I’d like that,” she said. “The help, I mean.”

Skye’s smile widened, bright and unmistakably pleased.

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.”

Something settled inside Hattie then, a quiet certainty that felt less like a decision and more like finally allowing herself to lean toward something instead of away from it.

They reached the café, still hand in hand.

Skye held the door open for her with an exaggerated little bow that made Hattie laugh, the sound light and surprised and entirely genuine.

“After you,” Skye said.

Hattie stepped inside, warmth washing over her, coffee and sugar scents filling the air.

Two girls.

Together.

And for the first time, it did not feel like pretending.

It felt like the beginning of a life she had always been meant to live, unfolding one ordinary, miraculous morning at a time.
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The café was quieter this time.

Not empty, but softened by the hour. Morning had tipped into late morning, and the frantic rush for caffeine had eased into something gentler. A few students hunched over laptops beneath the windows. Someone in the corner was reading with one knee tucked up on the chair. Cups clinked softly. Milk steamed behind the counter with a low sighing sound. The whole place felt warm and lived in and ordinary in a way that still struck Hattie as miraculous.

Ordinary.

She sat across from Skye with a mug warming her hands, sunlight falling in pale gold bands across the table between them, and it felt almost impossible that anything so simple could feel so enormous.

No party. No costume theme. No adrenaline. No midnight.

Just coffee.

Just a girl across from another girl, knees brushing under the table now and then, talking about what they wanted to order and whether the lemon cake here was better than the one at the campus café and whether eighties fantasy films were camp masterpieces or unforgivable crimes against storytelling.

It was normal.

And because it was normal, it felt sacred.

Hattie found herself studying Skye when she thought she wouldn’t be noticed. The loose fall of her red hair where it kept slipping out of the tie at the nape of her neck. The freckles across her nose that seemed even more vivid in daylight. The way her mouth curved before a laugh, as though joy always reached her a second before sound did. The easy way she occupied herself. Not performed. Not apologised. Simply existed.

There was something quietly breathtaking about that.

Skye noticed, of course.

“You’re staring at me,” she said, amused.

Hattie flushed.

“A little.”

“A little,” Skye repeated, smiling over the rim of her cup.

Hattie looked down, smiling helplessly into her coffee.

“I’m allowed,” she muttered. “You’re very pretty.”

The compliment made Skye’s expression soften in a way that sent a small rush of warmth through Hattie’s chest.

“Well,” Skye said, “that’s nice, because you’re devastating.”

Hattie laughed, that bright involuntary laugh that seemed to come more easily now, and the sound of it seemed to please Skye more than the words themselves.

Conversation drifted.

They talked about classes. About books. About a tiny second-hand shop Skye loved that sold old postcards and odd glass jewellery and coats that made everyone look as though they ought to be dramatically pining in the rain. They talked about growing up, though lightly, skirting the deepest parts for now. They talked about films and names and how strange it was that some people entered your life with the feeling of inevitability, as though they had not appeared so much as emerged from a story already half-written somewhere beneath the skin.

It should have felt surreal.

Instead it felt easy.

That was what kept catching Hattie off guard. She had imagined, before this, that if something like happiness ever arrived it would announce itself with fanfare. Trumpets. Thunder. Some indisputable shattering event.

But maybe this was what real change felt like.

Coffee cooling slowly between your hands.

The person you wanted smiling at you over crumbs of pastry.

Your own body not feeling like a trap for once, but a room you might slowly, gently learn to live in.

And yet.

Something in her chest would not settle.

It was not fear exactly. Not the earlier terror that Skye would reject her or that the whole thing would collapse the moment daylight hit it. That fear had eased. Skye was here. Skye had kissed her in the morning and walked out holding her hand and offered help without pressure.

No, this was something subtler.

A small dissonance.

A word out of place in a line of music.

Skye was saying something about a girl in one of her lectures who kept referring to queer theory as though she had invented it personally, and Hattie was listening, smiling, but only half. Some corner of her attention had turned inward, worrying gently at the feeling she could not name.

Hattie.

The name moved through her mind softly.

It was beautiful. She could not deny that. Soft and old-fashioned and a little playful. A name with ribbons in it. With a wink. With a hint of noir glamour because Carrie had offered it up in the glow of excitement and eyeliner and black satin.

Hattie had been perfect for that first night.

For the party. For the femme fatale. For the threshold self who needed a name quickly in order to exist at all.

But now…

Now she sat here in daylight.

No satin. No role. No themed pair-costume. No “femme fatale” to perform. Just a girl in borrowed ease and growing truth, holding a mug with both hands while the person she liked smiled at her as though she was worth listening to.

And suddenly the name felt… borrowed too.

Not false, exactly.

But not quite home.

The thought made her chest tighten.

Skye paused mid-sentence, her expression shifting at once.

“Hey,” she said softly. “Where did you go.”

Hattie blinked, pulled back into the moment.

“Sorry.”

“You never have to apologise for thinking,” Skye said. “You just got that face.”

“What face.”

“That face,” Skye said, pointing lightly with one finger. “The one where your soul leaves the room and starts pacing.”

Hattie huffed a small laugh despite herself.

“I have a face for that.”

“You absolutely do.”

The warmth in Skye’s tone made it easier to answer honestly.

Hattie looked down at her coffee for a moment. The dark surface had gone still enough to reflect a faint wavering version of her face.

“I was just thinking,” she said slowly, “about what comes next.”

Skye’s expression gentled. She sat back a little, not withdrawing but making room.

“Okay.”

“And about…” Hattie faltered. “About me, I suppose.”

Skye did not interrupt.

Hattie traced one fingertip lightly around the rim of her mug.

“Hattie was the name Carrie gave me,” she said at last. “At the party.”

Skye nodded once.

“She did mention that.”

“It was good,” Hattie said quickly, almost defensively. “I liked it. I do like it.”

The distinction felt important.

Skye’s gaze remained steady, encouraging.

“It fit,” Hattie continued. “Or at least it fit that night. It was enough to get me through the door. Enough to let me exist.”

She laughed softly, but there was no real humour in it. Only tenderness. A little grief.

“But it was still… given to me. Part of the costume. Part of the magic trick.”

The silence between them deepened, not awkward but attentive. Around them the café continued its quiet life. Cups clinked. Someone laughed near the counter. A song changed overhead to something gentle and guitar-heavy.

Hattie went on, more softly now.

“And that was okay for one night. Maybe even for a little while after. Because I didn’t know anything yet. I didn’t know if this would last or if it was real or if I was allowed to keep it.”

Her throat tightened a little.

“But if this is my life. If this is… who I am becoming.”

She swallowed.

“For the rest of my life, I don’t think I’m Hattie.”

The words landed in the space between them with surprising clarity.

Skye’s eyes did not widen. She did not rush to fill the silence. She simply watched Hattie with a kind of calm bright attention that made truth easier.

Hattie looked out the window for a moment, at students crossing the street in small groups, at a cyclist waiting at the light, at the pale sweep of cloud above the rooftops.

She had been turning the name over in her mind quietly for longer than she realised. Not only today. Not only since waking in Skye’s bed. Perhaps even from the beginning. Some soft private instinct waiting until she was calm enough to hear it.

When she spoke again, her voice had gone quieter still.

“I think I’m more of a Hannah.”

The name entered the world gently.

Not with drama.

Not like revelation shouted from a rooftop.

More like a door opening inward in a quiet house.

Hannah.

Hattie felt it the second she said it.

A small internal click. A settling. The almost-audible sensation of something aligning.

Not costume.

Not borrowed.

Not bestowed for a night of glitter and invention.

Hers.

Her breath caught.

She had not realised how much she needed the name to feel like that until it did.

Across the table, Skye smiled.

Not polite appreciation. Not careful tolerance. Something warmer. Almost delighted.

“Hannah,” she repeated.

The sound of it in Skye’s voice sent a bright ripple through Hannah’s chest.

Skye tilted her head slightly, tasting it again.

“It suits you.”

The tenderness of the words nearly undid her.

“You think.”

“I know.”

Skye leaned forward a little, resting one elbow on the table, chin in hand, smiling at her with open fondness.

“Hannah,” she said again, and this time the name felt even more real, as though being spoken back to her by someone who saw her helped root it further into the world. “Yes. That’s you.”

Hannah laughed softly, almost embarrassed by the sharp sting of tears behind her eyes.

“It is, isn’t it.”

“Yes.”

The certainty in Skye’s voice was not oppressive. It was a gift. A warm steady hand at the small of the back.

Hannah looked down, smiling helplessly into her coffee.

“I don’t know why that makes me want to cry.”

Skye’s expression softened.

“Because names matter.”

Hannah nodded.

They did.

Her old name had always felt like something she had worn because it had been handed to her, because it was expected, because nobody had ever asked whether it fit. Hattie had been a doorway, an emergency spell, a beautiful improvised bridge from one shore to another. But Hannah…

Hannah felt like standing on land.

A real place.

Not a performance. Not a disguise. Not a temporary arrangement with desire and courage and borrowed lipstick.

Just her.

The quiet enormity of it passed through her in waves. Joy, yes. But also sadness for the years before this, for the self she might have met sooner if the world had been kinder, if she had been shown earlier that such things were possible.

Skye seemed to sense the complexity of it.

“Do you want me to call you that,” she asked gently, “from now on.”

Hannah looked up.

The question itself felt intimate. Weightier than a kiss in some ways. A naming not only of the present moment but of the future.

“Yes,” she said.

The answer came without hesitation.

Skye smiled, slow and luminous.

“Okay, Hannah.”

There it was again.

That internal settling.

That softness.

That rightness.

Hannah let herself feel it fully this time. The newness. The fragility. The almost painful relief.

Skye reached across the table then and turned her hand palm-up in silent offer.

Hannah placed her own hand there immediately.

Skye’s fingers closed gently around hers.

“I really like it,” Skye said.

Hannah laughed weakly.

“I’m very glad.”

“No,” Skye said, smiling. “I mean I really like you.”

The warmth that rushed through Hannah at that was so sudden and complete she had to look away for a second, grinning helplessly, her whole face hot.

“This is cruel,” she murmured.

Skye’s grin widened.

“You’ll survive.”

“Debatable.”

They sat like that for a while after, hands linked across the table, talking more softly now. About names, and childhood, and what it meant to choose yourself instead of merely inheriting a shape from other people’s assumptions. About how terrifying and small and huge the beginning of anything could feel. About what came next, though neither of them pretended to know exactly.

But the wrongness in Hannah’s chest had gone.

In its place there was a delicate, dawning sense of coherence. The quiet miracle of having spoken something true and heard it answered with love.

When the barista called out another order and the little bell above the door chimed as someone entered, the world felt slightly altered.

Not transformed beyond recognition.

Just truer.

Skye squeezed her hand once.

“You know,” she said lightly, “Hannah and Skye sound disgustingly good together.”

Hannah laughed, bright and helpless and entirely herself.

And hearing it, hearing her own laughter rise under her own chosen name, she thought with a little burst of astonished joy that perhaps this was what becoming really was.

Not thunder.

Not magic.

Just the soft, steady moment when you finally say yourself aloud and the world, instead of breaking, makes room.
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They lingered over the last of the coffee longer than either of them really needed to.

Not because there was more to say. The important things had already been spoken, laid carefully on the table between them like fragile treasures and accepted without flinching. But because stepping back out into the world felt like crossing another threshold, and Hannah found she wanted to savour this small bright pocket of safety just a little longer.

Skye was tracing absent-minded shapes on the back of her hand with one fingertip, not even seeming aware she was doing it. Little circles. Half-moons. The occasional looping figure eight. Each pass sent a faint electric tingle through Hannah’s skin, a reminder that this was real, that she was not alone, that someone was touching her because they wanted to.

“You okay,” Skye asked softly.

Hannah nodded.

“Yeah. Just… processing.”

Skye smiled.

“Fair.”

They gathered their things slowly. Cups stacked, napkins folded, the tiny rituals of leaving. When they stood, their hands found each other again without discussion, fingers slotting together as naturally as breath.

The bell chimed as they stepped outside.

The air had cooled slightly, the sharp edge of morning giving way to a softer afternoon warmth. Sunlight lay across the pavement in long pale bands, and the campus buzzed with that low-level hum of movement that was neither frantic nor still. People passing in twos and threes. Someone skateboarding past with headphones on. A group sprawled on the grass sharing a bag of crisps and a cloud of laughter.

Hannah hesitated on the threshold.

Skye squeezed her hand gently.

“Hey.”

Hannah looked at her.

“You don’t have to be brave all at once,” Skye said. “We can just walk.”

Just walk.

It sounded so simple. So impossibly enormous.

Hannah nodded.

“Okay.”

They stepped forward together.

At first she was hyper-aware of everything. The swing of her arm where it was linked with Skye’s. The way her hips moved beneath the soft fabric of her borrowed clothes. The sensation of the ground under her shoes. The exposure of open space after the contained warmth of the café.

But the world did not recoil.

No one stopped them. No one stared for longer than a passing glance. A girl walking a bike around them said, “Sorry,” automatically as she squeezed past, not even looking closely. A boy jogging by veered slightly to avoid them, offering the same brief polite smile people gave strangers everywhere.

Two girls.

Just two girls.

Hannah felt something in her chest loosen with each step.

Skye chatted lightly about nothing in particular. A professor she was convinced secretly lived under a bridge when not teaching. A film society screening that had accidentally shown the wrong movie and decided to commit to it anyway. The best place on campus to sit when you needed sun but not people.

Hannah listened, answering when she could, but mostly she let the sound of Skye’s voice wash over her like a steady current. Safe. Warm. Present.

At a crossing, they paused to wait for the light.

A girl beside them glanced over, did a tiny double take, then smiled.

“I love your hair,” she said to Hannah.

Hannah blinked.

“Oh. Thank you.”

“Seriously,” the girl said. “It’s so cute.”

Then the light changed and she was gone, swallowed into the flow of pedestrians without another thought.

Hannah stood frozen for a heartbeat.

Cute.

Not suspicious. Not clocking. Not confusion.

Just… cute.

Skye nudged her shoulder gently.

“You okay.”

Hannah let out a shaky laugh.

“Someone just complimented me.”

Skye grinned.

“People are going to do that.”

“Why.”

Skye gave her a look.

“Because you’re adorable, Hannah.”

The name landed like sunlight.

Hannah.

She had expected it to feel fragile for a while, something she would have to protect carefully, repeating it to herself like a spell to keep it from dissolving. But hearing Skye use it in the open air, in the middle of an ordinary sentence, without ceremony, made it feel sturdy. Real. Public.

Hannah squeezed her hand.

They crossed the street.

On the other side, a group of students coming the opposite direction split instinctively to pass around them, no hesitation, no scrutiny. One of them brushed Skye’s shoulder lightly and muttered “Sorry,” without breaking stride.

Girlfriends.

The word returned, stronger now.

They must look like girlfriends.

Hannah felt a strange bubbling sensation rise in her chest, halfway between laughter and tears.

She leaned slightly closer to Skye as they walked, not clinging, just letting their arms brush, letting herself inhabit the shape of being beside someone instead of alone.

After a while Skye slowed, steering them toward a quieter path lined with trees. Leaves flickered overhead, casting shifting patterns of light across the ground.

“Can I ask you something,” Skye said.

“Always.”

Skye glanced at her, expression thoughtful.

“What do you want the future to look like.”

The question might once have sent Hannah spiralling. Too big. Too undefined. Too full of the risk of choosing wrong.

Now it felt… different.

She considered it seriously.

“I don’t know all of it,” she said slowly. “But I know I don’t want to go back.”

Skye’s grip on her hand tightened slightly.

“Good,” she said softly.

Hannah looked down at their joined fingers.

“I want to figure things out,” she continued. “Properly. Not in secret. Not as a one-night experiment.”

Her voice trembled, but she did not stop.

“I want to be Hannah in the daylight. In class. At the shop. Everywhere.”

Saying it aloud made it feel terrifying and exhilarating in equal measure.

Skye’s expression softened into something almost luminous.

“Okay.”

“Okay.”

No caveats. No warnings. No “are you sure.”

Just okay.

Emotion surged unexpectedly in Hannah’s throat.

“And I… I want you in it,” she added, quieter now. “If you want to be.”

Skye stopped walking.

Hannah nearly collided with her, startled.

Skye turned, facing her fully, eyes bright with something fierce and tender at once.

“I want that,” she said simply.

Then, without hesitation, she leaned in and kissed her.

Right there on the path. In daylight. In public.

Not a frantic stolen kiss. Not hidden behind walls or darkness. Just a warm, lingering press of lips that said this is mine and I am not ashamed.

Hannah’s eyes fluttered closed as she leaned into it, her free hand coming up instinctively to rest against Skye’s shoulder, grounding herself in the solid reality of her.

When they pulled back, she realised she was smiling so hard her cheeks hurt.

“Wow,” she said faintly.

Skye laughed softly.

“Yeah.”

They resumed walking, slower now, closer. Hannah felt lighter than she ever had, as though some enormous weight she had carried without noticing had been set down at last.

Time seemed to blur after that. The afternoon drifting toward evening, shadows lengthening, the sky paling into that soft luminous blue that only appeared in the hours before sunset. They wandered without destination, talking and falling into comfortable silences, occasionally bumping shoulders or squeezing hands just to confirm the other was still there.

At some point they ended up sitting on a low stone wall overlooking a stretch of grass where a few people tossed a frisbee lazily back and forth.

Skye leaned into her, head resting lightly against Hannah’s shoulder.

The contact was casual, unselfconscious.

Hannah went very still, afraid to break the moment.

“You’re very quiet,” Skye murmured.

“I’m just… happy,” Hannah said.

The word felt fragile, almost unfamiliar on her tongue.

Skye smiled against her shoulder.

“Good.”

They sat there as the sun dipped lower, turning the edges of buildings gold, the sky slowly warming toward amber. Students passed by in clusters, some laughing, some arguing, some lost in their own worlds.

No one paid them special attention.

No one needed to.

They were simply two girls leaning into each other at the end of an ordinary day.

Hannah watched the light change, the shadows stretch, the first hints of evening settling over the campus. She felt Skye’s fingers curl loosely into the fabric at her waist, absent-minded, comfortable.

For the first time in her life, the future did not feel like a cliff edge.

It felt like a path.

Unmapped. Uncertain. But walkable.

She turned her head slightly, pressing a soft kiss into Skye’s hair.

Skye tipped her face up, smiling.

“Hi,” she said, as though they had just noticed each other.

Hannah laughed.

“Hi.”

The sky deepened toward gold, then rose, then something softer still. Lights flickered on in windows one by one. Somewhere a dog barked. Somewhere someone started playing music faintly from an open window.

Hannah looked out over it all, her hand still firmly entwined with Skye’s.

She was not waiting for midnight anymore.

She was not braced for disappearance.

She was not pretending.

She was Hannah.

And she was here.

And for the first time, that felt like enough.


Epilogue

By the time Hannah arrived, the party was already in full bloom.

Music throbbed gently through the old building, not loud enough to drown conversation but deep enough to vibrate in the bones. Light spilled from every window, warm gold against the cool blue of evening, and laughter drifted down the steps in bright, overlapping strands. Someone had hung strings of paper lanterns along the entrance, their colours soft and dreamy, turning the night into something almost theatrical.

She paused at the bottom of the steps.

Not from fear.

Just… awareness.

Months ago she had climbed a different set of steps, in borrowed skin and borrowed courage, heart hammering so hard she thought it might tear her open from the inside. She had been a ghost then. A beautiful one, maybe, but still something fragile and temporary, braced for disappearance.

Now she stood in the open air, the night cool against her bare shoulders, and she did not feel like she might dissolve.

She felt… luminous.

The dress helped, of course.

Princess was the theme this time, or fairy tale, or mythic nonsense, depending on who you asked. Hannah had leaned into it with wholehearted abandon. Layers of soft pale fabric fell from her waist in floating translucent waves, the colour somewhere between pearl and moonlight. The bodice hugged her gently, shaping without constricting, embroidered with tiny silver threads that caught the light every time she moved. Off-the-shoulder sleeves slipped delicately down her arms, sheer and whisper-light.

Her hair had grown longer now, not yet where she dreamed it might be someday, but long enough to gather into a soft half-up twist pinned with a scattering of tiny crystal clips that glittered like frost. Makeup softened her features rather than transforming them, luminous skin, a hint of shimmer on her eyelids, lips tinted rose.

Mid-transition.

Mid-blossoming.

Not finished. Not trying to be finished.

Just alive in the process.

She had never felt more herself.

Hannah drew a slow breath, lifted her chin slightly, and climbed the steps.

Inside, the warmth hit her first. Heat, perfume, bodies, excitement. Music threaded through the crowd in a bright pulse, and the room was a riot of colour and costume. Wings, crowns, velvet cloaks, glitter, satin, armour made of foam and ambition. A knight in full plastic regalia was attempting to pour punch without removing his helmet. Someone dressed as a woodland nymph was laughing so hard she had to lean on the wall.

It was ridiculous.

It was wonderful.

Hannah stepped into it fully, letting the door swing closed behind her.

Conversations continued. People moved around her without pause. No dramatic hush, no collective double take. Just a few appreciative glances, a couple of smiles, one girl whispering “oh my god, that dress” to her friend as they passed.

She smiled back automatically, warmth blooming in her chest.

Normal.

Extraordinary, ordinary.

She moved deeper into the room, scanning faces without quite realising she was doing it.

And then she saw her.

Across the crowd, near the makeshift dance floor, leaning casually against a pillar as though she had been there all along, as though the room had arranged itself around her.

Skye.

Her costume was simpler but no less devastating. A prince, of course. Not the stiff storybook version, but something looser, more romantic. Dark fitted trousers tucked into boots, a soft white shirt open at the throat, a deep blue coat with silver trim that set off her hair like fire. A thin circlet rested crookedly in her hair, as though she had put it on and forgotten it was there.

She looked up.

Their eyes met.

Everything else fell away.

It was not dramatic. No swell of violins. No slow-motion effect. Just recognition, immediate and electric, like a line snapping taut between them.

Skye’s face broke into a grin so bright it was almost boyish.

Hannah felt her own mouth answer without permission.

They moved at the same time.

Not rushing. Not pushing through people. Just drawn, step by step, as though gravity itself had shifted. Bodies parted naturally, conversations flowed around them, the music continued without noticing that something quiet and incandescent was happening in its midst.

By the time they reached each other, Hannah’s heart was beating hard but not painfully. Not like panic. Like anticipation.

Skye stopped just close enough that Hannah could feel her warmth.

Her eyes swept over her, slow and reverent, taking in every detail. The dress. The hair. The glow that months of becoming had carved into her face.

“Hi, baby,” Skye said softly.

The endearment wrapped around Hannah like silk.

“Hi,” she said, suddenly shy.

She felt herself blush, heat rushing up her neck and into her cheeks, and Skye’s expression softened into something unbearably fond.

“You look…” Skye shook her head, laughing softly. “God, you look like you walked out of a dream.”

Hannah ducked her head, smiling helplessly.

“You’re biased.”

“Wildly,” Skye agreed.

Then she leaned in and kissed her.

Not a quick peck. Not hidden. A real kiss, warm and lingering, hands settling naturally at Hannah’s waist as though they belonged there. Hannah melted into it, fingers curling lightly into the front of Skye’s coat, grounding herself in the solid reality of her.

Somewhere nearby someone whooped quietly.

They pulled back laughing, foreheads brushing.

“You two are disgustingly cute,” Carrie’s voice announced from the side.

Hannah turned, startled.

Carrie stood there in a warrior-princess getup that involved leather, gold trim, and a sword that was probably not allowed on campus, grinning like a proud conspirator.

“Told you she’d be unstoppable once she figured it out,” she said to Skye.

Hannah flushed deeper.

“Carrie.”

“What,” Carrie said innocently. “I’m allowed to be smug.”

Skye squeezed Hannah’s waist lightly.

“You are absolutely allowed to be smug,” she said. “You did kind of change the course of history.”

Carrie beamed.

“I’ll put it on my CV.”

She winked at Hannah, squeezed her shoulder affectionately, and vanished back into the crowd with the ease of someone who trusted the outcome.

Skye turned back to her.

“Dance with me?”

Hannah did not hesitate.

“Yes.”

They moved onto the dance floor, slipping into the slow tide of bodies swaying under coloured lights. Skye’s hand found hers first, then her waist, drawing her close without force. Hannah settled into the curve of her body naturally, as though they had done this a hundred times already.

Maybe they had.

Music wrapped around them, something soft and rhythmic, and they began to move together. Not choreographed, not self-conscious. Just swaying, shifting weight, the occasional turn, the brush of fabric against fabric.

Hannah rested her forehead briefly against Skye’s shoulder, breathing in the familiar scent of her.

“You’re really here,” she murmured.

Skye laughed quietly.

“I was about to say the same thing.”

After a moment Skye leaned back slightly, studying her face.

“So,” she said, voice teasing. “Am I going to need to keep an eye on you tonight.”

Hannah blinked.

“What.”

Skye’s grin widened.

“Not going to run out on me like last time, are you, Cinderella.”

The memory flickered through Hannah, not sharp anymore, not painful. Just distant, like something that had happened to someone else.

She shook her head, smiling.

“No.”

Skye raised an eyebrow.

“No.”

Hannah lifted their joined hands, pressing a soft kiss to Skye’s knuckles, eyes bright with quiet certainty.

“Never,” she said. “You’re stuck with me.”

Something in Skye’s expression shifted then, humour softening into something deeper, warmer, almost awed.

“Good,” she said.

She pulled Hannah closer, pressing a kiss to her temple, then to her hair, lingering as though memorising the moment.

“Because I don’t plan on letting you go.”

Hannah laughed softly, wrapping her arms around Skye’s shoulders, holding her without fear, without urgency, without the old instinct to brace for loss.

Around them the party continued. Music, laughter, glitter, movement. Midnight would come and go, clocks would tick over, people would drift home in small groups under the night sky.

But Hannah would still be here.

Not vanishing.

Not unraveling.

Not turning back into someone else when the magic ran out.

Because the magic had never been in the costume.

It had been in the courage to stay.

She lifted her head, meeting Skye’s eyes, and smiled with a fullness that felt almost incandescent.

This was not a borrowed night.

This was her life.

And this time, when midnight came, she did not run.

THE END
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The Art of Becoming

Ravenia changes lives.

People arrive at her door carrying regrets, desires, and questions they cannot answer. They leave with new names, new futures, and sometimes new faces.

No one seems to know exactly what she does, or how she does it.

When struggling thief Ryan is caught trying to steal from her, he expects her to call the police.

Instead, Ravenia offers him a job.

Six months.

Six months working at her side. Six months helping clients who arrive broken and leave transformed. Six months under the gaze of a woman who seems to know him better than he knows himself.

But the longer Ryan remains in Ravenia's world, the harder it becomes to ignore a question that haunts every mirror and every lingering touch.

Why did she choose him?

Because Ravenia doesn't offer second chances to everyone.

And whatever she sees when she looks at Ryan, it's changing him...


The Dryads' Kiss

He came to the woods to escape heartbreak.

Instead, something ancient answered.

After losing both his partner and his closest friend in a single devastating betrayal, Daniel retreats alone into the deep wilderness, seeking silence, solitude, and somewhere to grieve. But beneath the ancient trees, beside a river whispered about in old local legends, sleep brings strange dreams.

Music in the dark.

Twelve women dancing beneath the moon.

A beautiful queen with autumn-red hair and eyes that seem to see straight through him.

Each night the dreams grow more vivid. More intoxicating. And each morning Daniel wakes changed.

As the boundary between dream and reality begins to unravel, the forest calls him deeper into its hidden heart, toward a world of wild magic, surrender, desire, and transformation. A world where the person he has always been may not be the person he is destined to become.

Lush, erotic, and dreamlike, Dryad’s Kiss is a queer fantasy romance about heartbreak, liberation, femininity, and the terrifying beauty of becoming your truest self.


The Girl in the Mirror

Rowan is broke, invisible, and running out of time.

A late-night job leads him into a world he doesn’t understand, a world of neon lights, dangerous beauty, and desire without apology.

There he meets Vixen.

Confident. Magnetic. Impossible to ignore.

She offers him a way to stay.

But the club doesn’t just want his labour.

It wants his transformation.

Under the lights, Rowan becomes Roxxy, bold, feminine, and intoxicating. The attention is addictive. The money is real. And the more he becomes her, the harder it is to go back.

Because Roxxy isn’t just a role.

She’s the truth he’s been hiding.

And when something softer begins to emerge, Rowan must face the question that will change everything:

Who is he really?


The Red Fox

Rowan leaves home with nothing but a guitar and sets off along a road that disappears into the woods. He’s running from a life that never fit, a house full of shouting, a town that never understood him, and a future that feels like a cage.

Deep in the forest he finds something impossible. An abandoned theatre. A strange old script. And a haunting melody that seems written for him alone.

When Rowan plays the song, something ancient in the forest listens.

She comes from the dark with emerald eyes and a fox’s smile, beautiful, dangerous, and far too interested in him. The Red Fox whispers of truth, of freedom, of a self Rowan has never dared imagine.

But every time he sings, the world shifts.

Dreams bleed into waking.

The forest grows closer.

And the Fox keeps returning.

Some songs change the singer.

Some songs open doors that cannot be closed.

And Rowan is starting to wonder if the music was ever his at all.


About the Author

Keary is a young writer from London, England who enjoys cooking, music, and long walks with her dog. Having spent her formative years lost in books and comics, she learnt to escape from dreary reality by taking flight into lands of fantasy.

Experiencing her first tinglings of kink while watching cartoon heroes and heroines being tied up by the villains, she has always found power play interesting.

Fascinated by the many and varied forms of love and sex, and infatuated by themes of Domination, transformation, feminization, cross-dressing, and submission, Keary set out to share her fantasies through fiction.

Keary believes that the route to happiness and joy lies in accepting yourself and your nature.
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