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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...

*** A seductive queer fantasy romance about transformation, desire, and the dangerous temptation of becoming the person you were always meant to be. Another emotionally charged transgender romance novella from the best-selling author, Keary Hayes.***


One

The rain had been falling for hours, not in any dramatic rush, but in that steady, indifferent way the city seemed to prefer. It slicked the streets into mirrors and turned every light into something doubled, blurred, trembling at the edges. Neon bled into puddles. Headlights smeared across asphalt. The whole place felt like it was dissolving slowly, melting into itself without ever quite disappearing.

Ryan moved through it without much direction.

He had told himself he was heading somewhere, that there was a reason he had left the room he could barely afford, the mattress that still held the shape of his restless sleep. But the longer he walked, the less that felt true. His steps had a rhythm, but no destination. He followed the flow of the streets the way a body follows gravity, pulled along by something he could not quite name.

His hood was up, though it did little to keep the damp from settling into him. Water had already found its way through the seams of his jacket, through the worn fabric at his shoulders, down along his spine. His hair clung to his face in loose, uneven strands, dirty blonde darkened by rain, grown too long without intention, the ends brushing his cheeks and neck in a way that felt faintly intrusive. He pushed it back absently, fingers lingering for a moment longer than necessary, as though he had forgotten what the gesture was meant to do.

The cold did not bother him as much as it should have. It registered, distantly, the way most things did. A fact rather than a feeling. Something to note and move past.

That had always been the problem.

Things never quite landed where they were supposed to.

He passed a shop window and caught sight of himself without meaning to. The reflection wavered in the rain-streaked glass, stretched and broken by the movement of water and light. For a moment, he did not recognise it as his own. Just a figure. Small. Narrow. Edges too soft in places they should have been sharp.

He slowed.

The glass pulled him in despite himself, made him look properly. The boy staring back at him did not look like someone who belonged anywhere in particular. His face was slight, still carrying a kind of youth that had never quite hardened into anything more defined. Freckles scattered faintly across his nose and cheeks, softened by the low light. His eyes were too large for the rest of his features, blue and open in a way that felt almost out of place on him, like they belonged to someone less tired.

His mouth rested slightly parted, as though he was about to say something and had forgotten what it was.

There was a softness to him that had never resolved. His jaw never quite squared, his shoulders never broadened the way they were meant to, his frame stayed slim to the point of fragility. Even the way he stood felt uncertain, weight shifting subtly, like he was never fully settled into his own shape.

He looked… almost pretty.

The thought came uninvited and he recoiled from it immediately, his gaze snapping away, heat rising under his skin. It was not the first time it had occurred to him, and that made it worse. It sat in the same place as everything else he did not have words for. Something uncomfortable. Something that did not fit into the version of himself he was supposed to be.

He shoved his hands deeper into his pockets and kept walking.

There had been a time when he thought leaving would fix it.

The town he came from had been small enough that everyone knew everything, or thought they did. Rows of identical houses. Curtains twitching. The same conversations repeated in different kitchens. Expectations passed down without ever being spoken aloud. You grew up, you found something stable, you stayed close. You became something recognisable.

Ryan had never felt recognisable.

He had been restless even as a kid, something in him always pushing outward, testing boundaries, looking for edges to press against. It had started small. Sneaking out. Taking things he did not need. Not for the things themselves, but for the moment of it. The rush. The clarity that came when everything narrowed down to one action, one decision, one consequence.

At home, that had translated into arguments. Silence. Disappointment that sat heavy in the air, never fully expressed but always present. His parents did not know what to do with him, and he did not know how to explain what was wrong because he did not understand it himself.

He had just known that something was.

That his skin felt wrong some days. That his reflection never quite matched the way he imagined himself in motion. That there was a low, constant discomfort that followed him even when nothing was happening.

The city had been an answer, or at least it had felt like one.

Lights. Noise. Movement. The promise of being able to disappear into something larger, to lose the shape of himself in the crowd and come out different on the other side. He had left quickly, without much planning, carrying more hope than he would admit now.

It had not taken long for that to wear thin.

The city did not reshape you just because you arrived in it. It did not care what you had been before or what you wanted to become. It offered possibilities, yes, but it also demanded something in return. Money. Direction. A sense of self strong enough to hold under pressure.

Ryan had arrived with none of those.

He had drifted from one thing to another. Short jobs. Odd shifts. Things that did not last. The same patterns followed him. Restlessness. Mistakes. The pull toward anything that broke the monotony, even when it cost him.

Now he was here.

Wet. Tired. Counting coins in his pocket like they might multiply if he checked often enough.

The street shifted as he walked. The low, flickering signage gave way to something brighter, more deliberate. The kind of places he did not usually let himself linger near. Glass and steel, polished surfaces that reflected back something sharper, more composed. People moved differently here. Slower. More certain of where they were going.

He felt it immediately.

The way his presence did not quite fit.

It settled into his shoulders, into the slight inward curve of his posture, the way he instinctively took up less space. His hands slipped into his pockets, fingers curling around the few coins he had left, counting them again without needing to look. The numbers had not changed. They would not change unless he made them.

He exhaled slowly.

There was a tension in him tonight that felt close to the surface. Not quite anxiety. Not quite anger. Something sharper than both. It made his movements more precise. His attention narrower. The world reduced itself to fragments that mattered and everything else fell away.

He became aware of objects.

Details.

Things that could be taken.

A phone left too close to the edge of a table. A wallet half-visible in the back pocket of a man laughing too loudly with his friends. A bike chained poorly to a post, the lock cheap, the metal already strained.

He did not act.

Not yet.

But the noticing itself was enough to shift something in him. To bring him into a kind of focus that felt almost like relief.

He slowed as he turned onto another street, this one quieter despite the brightness. The rain had thinned to a fine mist, barely visible except where it caught the light. It clung to the air, softening edges, blurring distances. Music drifted faintly from somewhere he could not see, low and rhythmic, threading through the space without demanding attention.

He let himself drift with it for a few steps, following the sound without thinking about why.

That was when he saw it.

Not her.

Not at first.

Just the suggestion of something out of place.

A shape that did not belong to the pattern his mind had begun to map across the street.

He slowed again, his gaze catching, holding, returning without his permission.

It took him a second to realise what he was looking at.

Then it settled.

And he stopped.
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It took him a moment to understand what had caught his attention.

At first it was just contrast. A stillness in the middle of motion. The street around her moved in that same slow, uncertain rhythm he had been drifting through all night, people slipping past each other without contact, heads down, light pooling and breaking across wet pavement. But she did not move with it. She seemed… placed.

Deliberately.

Ryan’s gaze lingered before he realised he was staring.

She stood beneath a wash of violet light that spilled from a sign above the café behind her, the colour catching in her hair and turning it into something deeper, richer than simple red. It fell in long, loose waves down her back, dampened slightly by the mist in the air, strands clinging together in a way that made their weight visible. Not styled into neatness. Not careless either. It looked like it belonged exactly as it was.

He told himself to look away.

He didn’t.

There was something about the way she held herself that made it difficult. Not overt. Not demanding. Just… complete. Like every part of her had settled into place without effort. Her posture was relaxed but precise, shoulders back, spine aligned, weight balanced evenly as though she was aware of her body in a way that most people were not. Even standing still, she occupied space fully, without apology.

She wore black, but not the kind he was used to seeing. Not worn, not functional. Intentional. A long coat that fell cleanly along her frame, fitted enough to suggest shape without restricting it. Beneath it, glimpses of softer fabric, darker still, layered close to her skin. The lines of her body were clear even through the structure of her clothing. Full hips. A strong curve at her waist. The subtle rise and fall of her chest as she breathed.

It drew the eye without asking for it.

Her hands were the first thing he noticed after that.

They moved slowly as she held her phone, fingers precise, deliberate in their gestures. Silver caught the light at every shift. Rings, multiple, each one different. Some thin and delicate, others heavier, set with dark stones that seemed to absorb the glow around them. They framed her hands in a way that made every movement feel intentional. Decorated, but not excessive. Chosen.

There was more at her wrists. Slim chains. A bracelet that sat loose enough to move but not slide. And around her neck, partially hidden beneath the collar of her coat, the faint glint of something heavier. A pendant, maybe. He could not see it fully, but he felt its presence.

It made him think, absurdly, of something old.

Something that had weight beyond what it showed.

He shifted his stance without realising it, his body adjusting, angling slightly away as though that might break whatever held his attention in place.

It didn’t.

Her face came into focus slowly, not because it was obscured, but because he found it difficult to take in all at once. Strong lines, but softened just enough to avoid harshness. High cheekbones. A mouth that held the suggestion of a smile even when it was still, lips full, slightly parted as though she was always on the verge of speaking.

Her eyes were harder to place.

Green, he thought at first.

Then grey.

Then something between the two, shifting depending on how the light caught them. They were not fixed on him. Not yet. They remained on the screen in her hand, her attention directed elsewhere, but there was a quality to them even in that distance. Focused. Aware. As though she saw more than she needed to.

He swallowed.

There were markings at her throat, faint where they disappeared beneath fabric. Ink. The edge of a tattoo, dark lines that curved along her skin, disappearing under the collar of her coat. He caught glimpses of more at her hands when her sleeves shifted. Patterns. Symbols, maybe. Not random.

Nothing about her felt random.

Ryan let out a breath he had not realised he was holding.

Something in him tightened.

This was not his kind of situation. Not the kind of opportunity he was used to taking. There was too much… presence. Too much clarity. The usual calculus did not apply cleanly here. He could not place her easily into the categories his mind relied on.

Safe.

Not safe.

Easy.

Difficult.

She sat somewhere outside of that.

He took a small step back.

Just enough to test the feeling.

It didn’t lessen.

If anything, the distance made it sharper, like pulling away from something warm only to feel the absence more clearly.

He told himself to move on.

There were other options. Easier ones. Less visible. Less… complicated. He could turn, take the next street, find something that did not come with this low, instinctive caution that had begun to settle under his skin.

He shifted his weight, preparing to do exactly that.

And then his gaze dropped.

The bag.

It rested at her feet, exactly where it had been when he first noticed the shape out of place. Soft leather, dark, expensive without needing to prove it. The strap lay loose against the wet pavement, one end brushing against the toe of her boot.

He looked at it.

Then back at her.

She hadn’t moved.

Her attention remained on her phone, her posture unchanged, her breathing slow and even. There was no sign that she had noticed him. No flicker of awareness. No shift in stance.

Just… stillness.

The street moved around her. Light passed over her. Sound folded in and out. And she remained exactly as she was.

It felt like a gap.

A space where something could happen without consequence.

His fingers curled in his pockets, nails pressing lightly into his palm. He could feel the coins there again, small and insufficient, a reminder of everything that had brought him to this point. Rent. Days. The narrowing options. The quiet panic that waited beneath every thought.

One bag.

One moment.

He could disappear before she even looked up.

He knew the rhythm of it. The timing. The way people moved when they were distracted, the way attention slipped when it was directed elsewhere. He had done this before. Not like this. Not with something this obvious. But the principle held.

He stepped forward.

Slowly at first, testing the movement, letting his body adjust to the decision before his mind could catch up and interrupt it. His shoulders lowered. His breathing evened out. He let his focus narrow until the world reduced itself to distance and timing.

One step.

Then another.

He kept his head down, gaze angled just enough that he could track her without appearing to look. The space between them closed quickly, faster than he expected, each step bringing more detail into focus. The texture of her coat. The faint movement of her hair where it brushed her collarbone. The subtle shift of her fingers against the screen.

Closer.

He could hear her breathing now.

Or maybe it was his own, too loud in his ears.

He did not think about it.

He let the movement carry him.

His foot came down beside the bag. Close enough that he could reach it without breaking stride. Close enough that it would look like nothing more than a passing adjustment if anyone glanced his way.

His hand slipped free from his pocket.

For a moment, it hovered.

Not hesitation.

Something else.

Awareness.

The space around her felt different up close. Warmer. Thicker. The faint scent he had noticed before stronger now, something floral but darker, deeper, like something blooming in shadow rather than sunlight.

He ignored it.

He reached.

His fingers brushed the strap.
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His fingers closed around the strap.

For a fraction of a second, nothing happened.

The world held. The rain, the light, the low hum of the street all continuing as though he had slipped cleanly between moments again, as though this would be just like the others. Lift. Turn. Walk. Gone.

He tightened his grip and moved.

Or tried to.

Something caught him.

Not a jolt. Not a sudden yank that threw him off balance. It was too precise for that. A hand closed around his wrist, firm and unyielding, stopping the motion before it could fully begin. The force of it travelled up his arm, sharp and immediate, arresting everything else with it. His body reacted instinctively, muscles tensing, breath catching hard in his throat.

He froze.

The bag hung between them for a heartbeat, suspended, before the weight of it pulled slightly against his grip.

“Drop it.”

Her voice was close now.

Too close.

It did not rise above the noise of the street. It did not need to. It settled into him the same way it had before, quiet and certain, leaving no room for interpretation.

Ryan’s fingers tightened reflexively.

“Drop it.”

There was something different in it this time. Not louder. Not harsher. Just… final.

His hand opened.

The strap slipped from his grasp and fell back against the pavement with a soft, damp sound. For a moment, neither of them moved. Her hand remained around his wrist, not squeezing, not pulling, just holding. Gentle in pressure. Absolute in effect.

He turned slowly.

Up close, she was worse.

The details he had only caught in fragments before now pressed in on him all at once, too much to process cleanly. The green of her eyes was clearer here, threaded with grey that shifted with the light, watching him with a focus that felt almost invasive. There were freckles scattered lightly across the bridge of her nose, barely visible unless you were this close. Her lips were darker than he had realised, the colour precise, immaculate, not a line out of place.

Everything about her was… finished.

Complete in a way that made him acutely aware of how unfinished he felt standing in front of her.

He swallowed.

Her grip shifted slightly, not loosening, just adjusting, her fingers settling more comfortably against the inside of his wrist. He became suddenly, painfully aware of the contact. The warmth of her skin. The steadiness of her pulse. The way it did not match the frantic rhythm of his own.

She looked him up and down.

Not quickly. Not dismissively.

Thoroughly.

It made him want to shrink under it, to pull back, to break whatever hold she had on him and disappear into the crowd. At the same time, something in him stilled under that attention, held in place by it as surely as her hand held his wrist.

A small smile touched her mouth.

“I’ve been watching you,” she said.

The words landed softly, but they tightened something in his chest all the same.

He blinked. “What?”

She tilted her head slightly, as though considering him from a different angle now. “Not tonight,” she added, almost as an afterthought. “Longer than that.”

Ryan’s breath came shallow, uneven. “I don’t… I think you’ve got the wrong—”

“I don’t,” she said gently.

He stopped.

Her gaze did not waver. It did not need to.

“I’ve seen you moving through this part of the city,” she continued. “Seen the way you look at things. The way you hesitate. The way you decide.”

A faint shift in her expression, not quite amusement, not quite approval.

“The way you scramble for scraps.”

Heat flared in his face, sharp and immediate. Shame, familiar and automatic, rose up to meet it. He tried to pull his wrist free without thinking, a small, instinctive movement.

Her grip tightened.

Not much.

Just enough.

The difference was immediate. The bones in his wrist pressed together under her fingers, the pressure precise, controlled, impossible to ignore. It wasn’t pain exactly, but it bordered on it, a clear message without escalation.

He stilled again.

“I wanted a better look,” she said.

Her eyes moved over him once more, slower this time, taking in the details he knew were there. The worn jacket. The damp hair clinging to his face. The way he held himself slightly inward, as though bracing for something that hadn’t happened yet.

“And you’re exactly what I was hoping you’d be.”

Something in his stomach dropped.

“What does that mean?” he asked, his voice thinner than he intended.

“It means,” she said, her tone light, almost conversational, “that I was right.”

He shook his head quickly, the movement jerking, uncoordinated. “Look, I’m sorry, alright? I didn’t… I don’t usually— I just—”

He stopped, the words collapsing in on themselves before they could form anything coherent.

“I’ll go,” he said instead, the urgency in his voice bleeding through despite his effort to keep it steady. “Just… let me go. I didn’t take anything. It’s fine. I’m sorry.”

Up close, she smelled different.

He had noticed it before, faintly, but here it was clearer. Not perfume in the way he expected. Something softer. Warmer. Like crushed petals and something darker beneath it, something he couldn’t quite place. It settled into the air around her, into him, distracting in a way that made it harder to think clearly.

Her makeup was flawless. Not heavy, not exaggerated, but precise. Every line clean. Every shade deliberate. It drew attention to her features without overpowering them, the effect subtle enough that he might not have noticed it at all if he hadn’t been looking this closely.

He became aware, suddenly, of the difference in their height.

The heels she wore added enough to make her look down at him slightly, the angle small but significant. It shifted the dynamic in a way that made him feel… smaller. Not just physically. Something else. Something harder to name.

He tried to pull away again.

This time with more intent.

Her hand did not move.

The pressure increased just enough to stop him before the motion could build into anything real. His breath hitched, a sharp intake that he couldn’t quite suppress.

“Don’t,” she said quietly.

It wasn’t a warning.

It was a statement.

He froze, his body responding before his mind could argue with it.

“I’ll do anything,” he said, the words slipping out before he could stop them.

There was a brief, strange pause.

Then her smile deepened, just slightly.

“I was hoping you’d say that.”

Ryan’s stomach twisted.

She released his wrist.

The absence of her touch was immediate, almost disorienting. The warmth lingered where her fingers had been, a phantom pressure that didn’t fade as quickly as it should have. He rubbed at the spot without thinking, as though that might erase it.

She bent smoothly, retrieving the bag from where it had fallen, brushing a trace of water from the leather with a casual flick of her hand. The movement was unhurried. Controlled. As though nothing about the situation had required effort on her part.

When she straightened, her attention returned to him fully.

“I have an offer for you,” she said.

He blinked, thrown by the shift.

“What?”

“I’m in need of an assistant,” she continued, as though the word carried more weight than it should have. “Someone to help with certain aspects of my work.”

Ryan stared at her.

“You’re serious?”

“Very.”

He shook his head again, slower this time, trying to find something solid to hold onto in the conversation. “Why would you… I just tried to rob you.”

“And failed,” she said.

There was no judgement in it. Just fact.

“That doesn’t exactly make me want to hire you.”

Her gaze sharpened, just a fraction.

“On the contrary,” she said softly. “It makes you interesting.”

He let out a short, disbelieving breath. “You’re going to have to explain that.”

“I don’t,” she replied.

The simplicity of it caught him off guard.

Instead, she stepped slightly closer, closing the space between them by a margin that felt significant. Not enough to touch. Enough to shift the air.

“Work for me,” she said. “Six months. After that, you can leave. No obligation to stay beyond that point.”

Her tone remained even, measured, but there was something beneath it now. Something that made the offer feel less like a suggestion and more like… something else.

“I’ll pay you,” she added. “Well.”

His mind stumbled over that.

Money.

The word landed harder than anything else she had said.

“Enough that you won’t have to do this again,” she continued, her gaze flicking briefly to where the bag had been before returning to him. “Enough to give you a second chance at whatever you thought you were coming here for.”

Ryan’s throat felt dry.

“And if I say no?”

She held his gaze for a moment longer.

Then, calmly, “I hand you over to the authorities.”

The words settled between them without drama.

A simple equation.

He exhaled slowly, his thoughts scrambling to catch up.

“Why me?” he asked.

It came out quieter than he intended.

Her expression shifted again, something thoughtful passing through it.

“Let’s just say,” she said, “that I see… potential in you.”

The word hung there, weighted in a way he did not fully understand.

“And I’m a firm believer in potential,” she added, her eyes holding his. “Especially the kind you have.”

Something in his chest tightened again.

Not fear this time.

Not entirely.

He looked at her, really looked, and for a moment the street, the rain, everything else seemed to fall away.

“Six months?” he said.

“Yes.”

“And then I can just… leave?”

“If you want to.”

He hesitated.

It felt like standing on the edge of something he couldn’t see the bottom of.

But behind him was everything he already knew.

Everything that had led him here.

He swallowed.

“…What kind of work?” he asked.

Her smile returned, slow and deliberate.

“You’ll see,” she said.


Two

Ryan almost didn’t go.

The card sat on the small table beside his bed all night, its edges catching what little light filtered through the thin curtains. He had turned it over more times than he could count, as though something new might reveal itself if he looked at it from the right angle. It was thick, heavier than anything he would have chosen for himself, the surface smooth beneath his fingers. No logo. No flourish. Just an address pressed cleanly into the centre in dark, precise lettering.

No name.

That should have been enough to stop him.

He lay awake longer than he meant to, staring at it, turning over the same thoughts in slightly different shapes. It could be a trap. It probably was. People did not get handed opportunities like that on the street, not by women like her. Not without something else attached. Something hidden. Something that only became clear once you were already too far in to step back.

He imagined it in fragments. A door that closed behind him. A room with no windows. A conversation that shifted, turned, revealed itself to be something else entirely. He imagined waking up in a hospital bed without understanding how he got there. Or not waking up at all.

The thoughts should have scared him more than they did.

They hovered at the edges, never quite settling into anything solid enough to hold onto. They felt… distant. The way everything had been feeling lately. Even fear struggled to land properly.

What stayed with him instead was her voice.

Work for me.

The way she had said it. Not persuasive. Not pleading. As though the outcome had already been decided somewhere he could not see.

He slept eventually, though it didn’t feel like rest.

When he woke, the room was grey with early light. The city had not fully settled into the day yet, the usual noise dampened, held back. For a moment he lay still, disoriented, the events of the night before sliding back into place slowly, reluctantly.

The card was still there.

He sat up.

His body felt heavier than usual, the lingering damp in his clothes replaced by a different kind of weight, something that had settled into him overnight. Not quite dread. Not quite anticipation. Something in between.

He reached for the card.

The address looked no different in the morning.

He exhaled slowly.

“…Six months,” he muttered under his breath, as though saying it out loud might make it feel more real. Or less.

He stood, the floor cold under his bare feet, and moved through the small space without thinking too much about what he was doing. There wasn’t much to choose from. That part, at least, was simple.

His clothes hung loose from a single rail, most of them worn thin, edges fraying where they had been washed too many times without being replaced. He picked through them with a vague sense of detachment, fingers brushing over fabric that all felt the same.

He chose what passed for his best.

A shirt that was only slightly faded, the collar still holding its shape. Jeans that hadn’t worn through at the knee. He pulled them on slowly, aware of himself in a way he usually tried not to be. The way the fabric sat against his skin. The way it hung from his frame.

He paused in front of the mirror.

It was smaller than the one he had passed in the street the night before, cleaner, less distorted. It gave him back a clearer version of himself, and somehow that made it worse.

He studied the reflection.

The same narrow frame. The same softness at the edges that refused to resolve into anything more defined. His hair had dried unevenly overnight, falling into loose waves around his face, too long to ignore, too short to tie back. He ran his fingers through it again, trying to push it into something more presentable, but it slipped back into place almost immediately.

His eyes looked brighter than they should have.

Wider.

He looked… younger than he felt.

Or maybe just unfinished.

He dropped his hand.

“This is stupid,” he said quietly, though there was no one to hear it.

It didn’t stop him.

He left the room with the card in his pocket and the same uncertain weight sitting low in his chest.

The address led him away from the parts of the city he had come to recognise, the places where the noise and light made it easy to disappear. The further he walked, the quieter it became. Not empty. Not abandoned in the way that invited danger. Just… hollow.

Buildings stood where they had always stood, but something about them felt stripped back. Facades worn by time rather than neglect. Windows that reflected the street without revealing much of what lay behind them. Businesses that might still operate, or might not. It was difficult to tell.

It felt like a place people passed through without stopping.

Ryan slowed as he moved deeper into it, his gaze shifting more carefully now, taking in the details without fully trusting them. This was not what he had expected.

It did not match her.

Nothing about the area suggested the kind of presence she carried. There was no excess here. No display. No attempt to draw attention. If anything, it seemed to avoid it.

He frowned slightly, pulling the card from his pocket and checking the address again.

It was right.

He looked up.

The building in front of him was… unremarkable. A warehouse, maybe, or something that had been repurposed into one. The exterior had been painted recently, a clean, neutral tone that blended into the rest of the street rather than standing apart from it. There was no signage. No indication of what existed inside.

Only a door.

And beside it, a small panel.

He hesitated.

The quiet pressed in around him, not oppressive, but noticeable. The kind of quiet that made small sounds feel larger than they should. His breath. The faint scuff of his shoe against the pavement. The distant hum of the city further away.

He stepped closer.

The panel held a single button.

He stared at it for a moment longer than necessary, the weight in his chest shifting again, tightening slightly. This was the point where he could still turn back. Walk away. Pretend none of this had happened. The offer would dissolve into something unreal, something he could dismiss later when things felt less… close.

He reached out.

Pressed it.

The sound it made was soft. Almost nothing.

He waited.

Seconds stretched. He became aware of himself again, of the way he stood, the way his shoulders had drawn in slightly, the way his hands hovered at his sides without settling.

He resisted the urge to check the street behind him.

The door opened.

It happened quietly, smoothly, without the heavy mechanical sound he expected. One moment it was closed. The next, it wasn’t.

Ravenia stood in the doorway.

For a moment, everything else fell away.

She looked… different.

Not less than she had the night before. Not softened. Just… sharper. More defined in the absence of rain and shadow. The details he had caught in fragments were clearer now, more precise.

Her dress was black, cut shorter than the coat she had worn before, the lines clean and deliberate. It followed the shape of her body without clinging to it, structured in a way that made every movement feel intentional. Her legs were bare, the skin pale and unmarked where it caught the light, the line of muscle beneath it visible when she shifted her weight slightly.

The heels added height, enough to change the angle of her gaze again, though it had never felt necessary for her to look down on him.

Her tattoos were more visible now.

Dark lines traced along her arms, disappearing beneath the fabric at her shoulders, reappearing at her wrists and hands. Patterns he couldn’t fully make out, but that felt cohesive. Designed. Not random.

She wore glasses.

He hadn’t noticed that before. Thin frames, dark against her skin, sitting low enough that she looked over them when she focused on him. It added something unexpected to her presence. Not softer. Just… different. Another layer he hadn’t accounted for.

Her eyes were bright.

More green than grey in this light, though that might have been the way she was looking at him.

Direct.

Aware.

And then she smiled.

It was small, controlled, but real enough to shift something in the air between them.

“I’ve been waiting for you,” she said.

Her voice was the same.

Ryan realised he had been holding his breath.

He let it out slowly.

“Yeah,” he said, though it came out more like an exhale than a word.

She stepped back, opening the space behind her without breaking eye contact.

“Come in,” she said. “We can get started.”

He hesitated on the threshold.

Only for a second.

Then he stepped forward.
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The air inside felt different.

Ryan noticed it immediately, before he had time to take in anything else. Not warmer, not colder. Just… still. Controlled. The faint damp chill of the street fell away behind him as the door closed with a soft, final sound, sealing the space off from everything outside. The noise of the city dulled to almost nothing. What remained was quiet, deliberate, as though even sound had been curated.

He hesitated just inside the threshold, his body adjusting slowly, like he had stepped into a different rhythm and hadn’t quite matched it yet.

“Come,” Ravenia said, already moving.

He followed.

The space opened out quickly, far larger than the building had suggested from the outside. The walls were clean, smooth, finished in muted tones that caught the light without reflecting it harshly. Everything felt… intentional. Not minimal in a way that suggested absence, but in a way that suggested choice. Nothing unnecessary. Nothing accidental.

Their footsteps echoed faintly, softened by the flooring beneath them. Ryan became aware of the sound his shoes made, slightly uneven, slightly too loud in the quiet. He adjusted his pace instinctively, trying to match hers.

She moved easily.

Not quickly, not slowly. Just… exactly as she needed to.

“This is the front space,” she said, gesturing lightly as they passed through what looked like a waiting area.

It was almost empty.

A few chairs, low and sculptural, arranged with care rather than convenience. A table, smooth and dark, holding nothing except a single object that Ryan couldn’t quite identify at a glance. Art, maybe. Or something like it. It didn’t look like anything he recognised, but it didn’t feel out of place.

The lighting was soft, indirect, coming from sources he couldn’t immediately locate. It made the edges of things gentler, blurred slightly without obscuring detail.

It didn’t feel like a business.

Not in the way he expected.

No clutter. No signage. No sense of function beyond what she told him it was.

“Clients wait here,” she continued, her voice carrying easily through the space without rising.

Ryan nodded, though he wasn’t sure why. The gesture felt automatic.

He glanced at the chairs again, trying to imagine people sitting there. The thought felt strange. The room didn’t seem built for waiting. It felt… transitional. Like a space you passed through on the way to something else.

“What kind of clients?” he asked, the question slipping out before he could stop it.

Ravenia did not slow.

“The kind who need solutions,” she said.

The word settled oddly.

Solutions.

He frowned slightly, trying to pin down what that meant in practice, but nothing obvious presented itself. The place didn’t look like a clinic. Or a salon. Or anything else he could easily name.

She turned down a corridor and he followed, the shift in space subtle but noticeable. The walls here were closer, the lighting slightly brighter, more focused. Doors lined one side, each one identical, smooth and unmarked.

“Treatment rooms,” she said, as though that explained everything.

Ryan’s gaze lingered on the nearest door.

“What kind of treatment?” he asked.

She glanced at him, just briefly, the look sharp enough to hold his attention without fully answering the question.

“The kind that works,” she replied.

It wasn’t dismissive.

It was… sufficient.

He swallowed, the unease that had been sitting low in his chest shifting slightly, sharpening rather than fading. He wasn’t sure if that made it better or worse.

They moved on.

The further they went, the more the contrast with the outside settled into him. The building had seemed almost abandoned from the street, another hollow space in a part of the city people had stopped paying attention to. Inside, everything was precise. Clean. Expensive in a way that didn’t announce itself loudly, but made itself known in the details.

The materials. The finish of surfaces. The absence of wear.

Nothing here had been left to chance.

Ravenia paused at one of the doors, her hand resting lightly against the surface.

“You’ll be assisting me here,” she said.

Ryan looked at her, then at the door.

“Doing what?”

“Observing,” she said. “Learning. Responding when necessary.”

His brow furrowed. “To what?”

She smiled slightly.

“To the client.”

The simplicity of it left him with nothing to push against.

He nodded again, though he wasn’t sure what he was agreeing to.

They moved through the rest of the space in the same way, Ravenia guiding him with minimal explanation, offering just enough to orient him without filling in the gaps. It left him slightly off-balance, his mind reaching for clarity that never quite arrived.

And yet…

He followed.

That was the strangest part.

At some point, without noticing exactly when, he had fallen into step with her completely. His movements aligned with hers. His attention tracked where she directed it. Even his posture had shifted subtly, straightening without conscious effort, as though the space itself demanded it.

Or she did.

It wasn’t pressure.

It didn’t feel like being forced.

It felt like… expectation.

And something in him rose to meet it before he had time to question why.

They returned to the front space without him fully registering the transition. Ravenia stopped then, turning to face him properly for the first time since they had entered.

Her gaze moved over him again.

Slow.

Deliberate.

Ryan felt it land on every detail he had tried not to think about that morning. The uneven fall of his hair. The slight creases in his shirt. The way the fabric sat against his frame, not quite fitted, not quite right.

He resisted the urge to shift under it.

Only just.

“We’ll need to address this,” she said.

He blinked. “What?”

Her hand lifted, gesturing lightly toward him as a whole.

“You,” she said.

Heat crept up his neck. “I got dressed. This is—”

“It’s insufficient,” she interrupted, not unkindly.

The word landed with quiet precision.

“You’ll be representing me,” she continued. “You need to look your best.”

There was something in her voice when she said it.

A note he couldn’t quite place.

Not criticism.

Not quite.

Something closer to… certainty.

As though there was a version of him she could already see, and this wasn’t it.

Ryan hesitated.

The instinct to push back rose, familiar and automatic. To defend. To explain. To shrink away from the attention and make himself smaller, less noticeable.

It didn’t quite form.

Instead, he found himself nodding.

“Okay,” he said, before he could think better of it.

Ravenia’s expression shifted, satisfaction flickering there for a moment before smoothing out again.

“Good.”

She turned, already moving toward another door he hadn’t noticed before, set slightly apart from the others. It opened at her touch, revealing a smaller space beyond.

“A changing room,” she said.

Ryan stepped inside, his gaze moving over the contents quickly. It was more furnished than the other rooms, but only just. A bench. A mirror, full-length this time, set into the wall. A rail of clothing, arranged with the same careful precision as everything else in the building.

None of it looked like anything he owned.

Ravenia moved past him, her presence filling the space without crowding it. She reached for the rail, her fingers sliding along the fabric briefly before selecting a few pieces.

“Try these,” she said, handing them to him.

He took them automatically.

The material felt different under his fingers. Softer. Heavier in a way that suggested quality rather than weight. The cut was… sharper than what he was used to. Cleaner lines. Fitted.

There was something else, too.

Subtle.

A detail in the shape, the fall of the fabric, that made him pause.

“This is…” he started, then stopped.

Ravenia watched him.

“Yes?” she prompted.

He glanced down at the clothes again.

“It’s… different.”

“That’s the point,” she said.

Her tone left no room for argument, but there was no force behind it either. Just expectation. The same quiet certainty he had been feeling since he stepped inside.

He hesitated for another moment.

Then nodded.

“Right.”

He moved toward the bench, setting the clothes down, his fingers lingering on the fabric as though testing it again.

“Get cleaned up,” Ravenia said, already stepping back toward the door. “And get dressed.”

She paused in the doorway, her gaze settling on him one last time.

“And hurry,” she added. “We have our first client in two hours.”

The door closed softly behind her.

Ryan stood there for a moment, the clothes in front of him, his reflection waiting in the mirror.

He didn’t move.

Not yet.

But something had already shifted.
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The shower was warmer than he expected.

Ryan stood under it for a moment longer than necessary, letting the heat soak into him, loosening something that had been tight for days. The water came steady and clean, not the stuttering, temperamental flow he was used to. It ran over his shoulders, down his spine, carrying the last of the cold from the street with it.

He reached for the soap.

Even that felt… different.

The bar was smooth, almost weightless in his hand, the surface untouched by use. When he brought it to his skin it lathered easily, richer than anything he had used before. The scent rose immediately, something soft and floral at first, then deeper, layered in a way that made it difficult to place. It settled into the air around him, into him, without overwhelming.

He dragged it across his arm.

His breath caught.

It wasn’t just the scent.

There was a sensation beneath it, subtle but unmistakable. A faint tingling that spread from where the soap touched his skin, not sharp enough to hurt, not strong enough to startle. Just… there. A soft fizzing that lingered even after the lather was washed away, leaving his skin warmer than the water alone should have made it.

He frowned slightly, testing it again along his shoulder, his chest.

The same response.

It shouldn’t have felt like that.

And yet, standing there under the steady stream, it didn’t feel wrong. If anything, it drew his attention inward, grounding him in a way he hadn’t expected. Each pass of the soap became something he noticed fully. The slide of it over his skin. The warmth that followed. The quiet, almost pleasant awareness that lingered behind it.

He moved slower because of it.

More deliberate.

By the time he rinsed the last of the lather away, his body felt… lighter. Not physically, exactly. Just… clearer. Like something that had been sitting on him had shifted slightly, enough that he could feel the difference without naming it.

He stepped out of the shower and reached for the towel, drying himself quickly at first, then slowing as the same faint awareness lingered under his skin. It hadn’t faded. If anything, it had settled, a low, constant hum he could feel when he paid attention to it.

He dressed.

The clothes Ravenia had given him sat differently on his body. That was the first thing he noticed. The trousers fit closer than he was used to, the fabric soft but structured, following the line of his legs without restricting them. The top was lighter, the material finer, falling cleanly across his shoulders and chest in a way that made him aware of his posture without forcing it.

He adjusted it once.

Then again.

It didn’t need much.

It seemed to… settle.

Like it knew where it was meant to sit.

Ryan exhaled slowly and turned toward the mirror.

For a moment, he didn’t quite recognise what he was seeing.

Not because it was drastically different.

Because it wasn’t.

It was still him.

But something about the way he was held together had shifted. The lines of his body looked… clearer. The softness that had always made him feel unfinished now sat differently, shaped rather than undefined. The clothes framed him in a way that made that softness look intentional instead of accidental.

His hair had dried in loose waves around his face, the unevenness less obvious now, the strands catching the light faintly. His skin looked… brighter. He couldn’t tell if it was the lighting or something else, but it seemed to hold it differently, less dull, less tired.

His eyes stood out the most.

Blue.

Clearer than he remembered them.

He stepped closer to the mirror without thinking, his gaze fixed on the reflection.

He didn’t hate it.

That thought came quietly.

Carefully.

He held onto it for a second longer than he should have.

Maybe…

He shook his head slightly, as though to dislodge it, but it didn’t fully leave.

A knock sounded at the door.

“Ryan.”

Her voice carried through the space easily.

“Are you done? Our client will be here soon.”

“Yeah,” he called back, though his voice felt different in his own ears. Lighter, maybe. Or just less strained.

He opened the door.

Ravenia stood on the other side, her gaze moving over him the moment he stepped out. It was quick this time. Efficient. But no less thorough.

She smiled.

“Much better.”

Something in his chest lifted at the words before he could stop it.

She stepped closer, just enough that the space between them narrowed again, her attention settling on him with that same quiet intensity.

“You’re quite beautiful,” she said.

The word landed differently this time.

Not like before.

Not something to recoil from immediately.

It still made heat rise to his face, but there was something else threaded through it now. Something warmer. Something that stayed.

“It’s a shame to see you hiding it,” she continued, her tone almost thoughtful. “We’ll have to change that.”

Ryan opened his mouth, not entirely sure what he was going to say.

He didn’t get the chance.

The sound of the doorbell cut through the space, soft but clear.

Ravenia’s attention shifted instantly.

“Perfect timing,” she said.

She turned, already moving.

“Come,” she added over her shoulder. “You’ll shadow me for the next few days. Watch. Learn. You’ll get the hang of it soon enough.”

Ryan followed.

It felt… natural.

That was the part that unsettled him.

He didn’t question it. Didn’t hesitate. His body fell into step behind her, his attention aligning with hers as she moved through the space.

They reached the front door together.

Ravenia opened it.

A woman stood on the threshold.

Middle-aged, maybe. It was hard to tell exactly. There was a kind of careful maintenance to her appearance that suggested wealth, or at least the means to present it. Her coat was expensive. Her shoes polished. Her hair styled with precision.

But it didn’t sit right.

Not fully.

There was something beneath it. In the way her shoulders held tension despite the effort to relax them. In the slight hollowness around her eyes. The way her expression seemed… pulled inward, as though whatever she was presenting was layered over something else.

Something tired.

Something worn thin.

She held out a card.

Ryan recognised it immediately.

The same one he had been given.

Ravenia took it, glancing at it briefly before returning her attention to the woman.

“I was told you could help me,” the woman said.

Her voice was controlled, but it carried a faint edge. Not desperation exactly. Something quieter. Something that had settled in after desperation had burned itself out.

Ravenia stepped back, opening the space.

“Come in,” she said.

The woman hesitated for a fraction of a second, then stepped forward.

Ryan watched her as she crossed the threshold, the shift in the air around her subtle but noticeable. The same way it had been for him. The outside falling away. The inside taking hold.

He felt it again.

That sense of crossing into something.

He glanced at Ravenia.

She didn’t look at him.

Her focus was already on the woman, her posture shifting slightly, not changing so much as… refining.

“Let’s get started,” she said.

Ryan stood just behind her, still unsure of what exactly that meant.

But he didn’t step back.

If anything, he leaned in slightly, his attention fixed, his body aligned with hers.

He was in it now.

And somewhere beneath the uncertainty, beneath the unease, there was something else.

A pull.

A quiet, growing desire to understand.

And, more than that, to be seen the way she had seen him.


Three

The first few days passed in a way that felt both slow and strangely compressed, as though time had folded in on itself.

Ryan woke each morning with the same brief moment of disorientation, that small gap between sleep and waking where nothing had settled yet. In that space, he was still the same as he had always been. Unformed. Uncertain. Then the room would come into focus, the memory of where he was would return, and something inside him would shift to meet it.

Not resistance.

Not quite.

More like… adjustment.

He began to move through the space more easily than he expected.

At first, everything required thought. Where to stand. When to speak. How to hold himself when Ravenia was in the room. He watched her closely, the way she interacted with clients, the way she moved through each space.

She didn’t need to explain.

“Watch,” she would say.

So he watched.

He noticed how she greeted people. Not overly warm, not distant. Precise. Each word placed carefully, each gesture measured. She listened more than she spoke, but when she did speak, it landed.

He began to anticipate things.

Small things.

A glass of water before it was asked for. A chair positioned just slightly differently. The timing of when to step in and when to step back. At first, he got it wrong as often as he got it right.

Ravenia corrected him.

“Not like that. Again.”

He would try again.

She was patient.

That surprised him.

Her corrections were precise without being harsh. She simply… redirected.

And when he got it right—

She noticed.

“Better.”

The first time she said it, something in his chest lifted before he could stop it.

The feeling lingered, warm and unfamiliar. He found himself wanting it again, enough that he paid closer attention the next time.

It became easier.

Not immediately.

But gradually.

His posture shifted. His shoulders settled back, his movements slowed, his steps becoming more deliberate. The clothes helped, encouraging certain shapes, certain lines.

He noticed it when he caught his reflection.

At first, he avoided it.

But it didn’t last.

He looked… composed.

Not finished. Not fully. But closer.

There were moments where the reflection felt almost like someone else. Just a version of him he hadn’t quite recognised before.

He would linger for a second longer than necessary, his gaze tracing the lines of his body, the way the fabric sat against it.

Then he would look away.

The clients came and went.

Different in almost every visible way. Some arrived in carefully curated outfits. Others came in worn clothes, carrying themselves with a quiet discomfort Ryan recognised immediately.

But they all shared something.

A tension.

A sense of being slightly misaligned.

He saw it more clearly now.

The way their shoulders held, the way their gaze flickered to mirrors and away again, the hesitation before fully entering a room.

Ravenia saw it too.

She would sit with them, speak with them, listen in that same focused way she had listened to him on the street. And slowly, something would shift. Not immediately. But over the course of a session, something in the client would begin to settle.

They would leave differently than they had arrived.

More… aligned.

It was subtle.

But once he noticed it, he couldn’t unsee it.

He found himself watching more closely.

Trying to understand what exactly she was doing.

He didn’t find one.

Instead, there were small things.

Adjustments.

A hand placed lightly on a shoulder. A word spoken at the right moment. The introduction of an object, a mirror turned at a specific angle.

It all seemed simple.

And yet the effect was not.

Ryan moved through his tasks more confidently with each passing day.

Taking bookings became easier once he understood the rhythm. Fetching coffee, preparing rooms, keeping the space as it needed to be. These things settled into him quickly.

And through it all, Ravenia remained a constant point of reference.

She watched.

Not constantly. But he was aware of her attention.

“Slower,” she would say.

He would adjust.

“Don’t rush.”

He hadn’t realised he was rushing.

After that, he became more aware of it.

He let himself slow, matching the pace of the space, the rhythm Ravenia set.

It felt better.

And when he got it right—

“Good.”

It settled into him, warm.

He began to look for those moments.

The more he matched her expectations, the more those moments came.

“Better.”

“Yes.”

Each one landed.

Each one stayed.

There were moments when he caught something else in her expression. Not just approval. Something like interest.

It made something in his chest tighten.

In a good way.

He wasn’t sure.

At night, when he returned to his room, the quiet felt different.

He would sit on the edge of the bed, the day still lingering in his body. His shoulders remained back. His movements slower, more deliberate.

He would catch himself in the mirror again.

And this time, he didn’t look away immediately.

There was still a part of him that resisted.

That old discomfort, the sense that he was stepping into something that didn’t belong to him.

But it didn’t quite hold.

Not like it used to.

Because beneath it, there was something else.

Quieter.

Steadier.

A sense of… rightness.

Not fully formed.

But present.

He would stand there for a moment longer, trying to reconcile the two.

The version of himself he had been.

The one that was… emerging.

It felt like something was unfolding.

Slowly.

Delicately.

He didn’t have a name for it.

But when he thought about leaving, about the six months passing and stepping back into the life he had come from—

Something in him resisted.

Not strongly.

Not yet.

But enough that he noticed.

And that unsettled him.

Because for the first time in a long time, he wasn’t just trying to escape something.

He was beginning to move toward it.
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The first time it felt easy caught him off guard.

It wasn’t anything dramatic. No sudden shift. It was smaller than that. Quieter. The kind of thing he might have missed entirely if he hadn’t been paying attention.

Ravenia had asked for coffee.

“Coffee,” she said.

Ryan nodded.

He knew where things were now. The kitchen had revealed itself through repetition. Where the cups were kept. How she preferred them arranged. The blend she used, richer than anything he had bought for himself.

He moved there without hesitation.

That was new.

His body seemed to know what to do before he consciously walked through the steps. Water. Measure. Heat. The rhythm settled into him, smoothing out movements that would have been clumsy before.

He leaned slightly against the counter while he waited, his hands resting loosely against the surface.

It felt… calm.

Not the restless awareness he was used to carrying. Not the constant hum of something being off.

Just… still.

Maybe it isn’t such a bad deal.

The thought came unguarded.

There was food here. Real food, not whatever he could afford to grab on the way back to his room. If he was here, he would eat properly. The kitchen was stocked in a way that had unsettled him at first.

He had eaten better in the past few days than he had in weeks.

His body had noticed.

The tired, hollow feeling had begun to ease, replaced by something steadier.

And the money.

It was coming. Enough that he wouldn’t have to think in coins anymore.

It felt… stable.

He poured the coffee carefully, watching the level rise in each cup, making sure not to overfill them. His hands were steadier than they had been a few days ago.

Not perfect.

But better.

He picked up the tray and turned back toward the room.

As he stepped through the doorway, his attention shifted automatically.

Ravenia sat with the client in the same composed way she always did, her posture relaxed but exact, her presence filling the space without overwhelming it. The lines of her dress caught the light, the curve of her body more defined in motion.

Ryan’s gaze lingered for a second longer than it should have.

He noticed things he hadn’t let himself notice before.

The way her waist curved into her hips. The line of her legs where they crossed. The way her hands moved as she spoke, the silver rings catching the light.

Her face.

He found himself returning to it again and again. The precision of her makeup. The softness of her mouth when she wasn’t speaking. The way her eyes held people.

Something in his chest shifted.

Unfamiliar.

But not unwelcome.

He approached the table.

The client glanced up briefly, then back to Ravenia. Ryan set the tray down carefully, his movements slower now, more deliberate. He reached for the first cup.

“Thank you,” Ravenia said.

It landed.

He handed the cup to the client first, then reached for the second.

His hand slipped.

Just slightly.

A thin line of coffee spilled over the rim and onto the table.

Ryan froze.

Heat rushed to his face.

“Sorry,” he said. “I didn’t—”

He reached for something to clean it, his movements suddenly less controlled, smearing the spill before he caught himself.

“It’s fine.”

Ravenia’s voice cut through it.

Ryan stopped.

He looked up.

She was watching him.

Not with irritation. Not with disappointment. Just… observing.

The client didn’t seem to have noticed.

Ryan grabbed a cloth and wiped the spill properly this time, slower, more careful. His hands steadied as he focused on the task.

“There,” he said quietly.

He stepped back.

The heat in his face lingered. He waited for the correction.

It didn’t come.

Ravenia turned back to the client as though nothing had happened.

The conversation resumed.

Ryan stood there for a moment longer, unsure what to do with the absence of response. Then he stepped back into his place.

His heart was still beating faster than it should have been.

But the panic didn’t follow.

Instead, something else settled in.

She had seen.

Of course she had.

And she had said nothing.

Not to dismiss it.

Not to correct it.

Just… nothing.

It left him slightly off-balance.

But not in a bad way.

He let out a slow breath.

He would do better next time.

The thought came easily.

Not as pressure.

As intention.

He shifted his weight slightly, settling back into the space, his attention returning to Ravenia, to the way she spoke, the way she held the room.

He wanted to understand it.

And more than that—

He wanted to match it.
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Ravenia did not say anything in front of the client.

That, more than the silence itself, told him it was coming.

Ryan felt it before she even moved. A shift in her attention, subtle but unmistakable. He kept his focus where it was meant to be, standing still, listening, watching the way she guided the conversation. But something in his chest had already tightened.

When the session ended, it happened cleanly.

The client left calmer than she had arrived. Not transformed in any way Ryan could name, but lighter. More settled.

The door closed behind her.

The quiet returned.

“Ryan.”

He turned immediately.

“Yes.”

She gestured lightly toward the corridor. “Come.”

He followed.

They moved into one of the smaller rooms. Ravenia closed the door behind them.

Ryan stood where he was, hands at his sides.

Her gaze settled on him.

“You’re still struggling,” she said.

Ryan swallowed. “I’m trying.”

“I know.”

She stepped closer.

“You have the capacity. But you’re not using it properly.”

His chest tightened.

“I didn’t mean to spill it,” he said quickly.

“Stop.”

He stopped.

“You’re not being corrected for the mistake,” she said. “You’re being corrected for what sits beneath it.”

Ryan blinked. “I don’t—”

“You hesitate,” she said. “You rush. You lose your centre the moment something shifts.”

Her eyes held his.

“It’s not the action. It’s the lack of alignment.”

The words settled somewhere deeper than he expected.

“I can do better,” he said quietly.

“I know you can.”

“I can help you,” she added.

Ryan nodded. “Okay.”

He didn’t want to get this wrong.

Didn’t want to lose this.

And the alternative sat clearly in his mind.

Police.

Back to where he had been.

But it wasn’t just that.

It was the way she looked at him when he got something right.

He wanted that again.

Ravenia studied him for a moment longer.

Then she turned, moving toward a small cabinet. She opened it and reached inside.

When she turned back, she was holding a box.

It was simple. Dark. Wrapped neatly, a thin ribbon tied around it.

She stepped toward him and held it out.

“Take this home,” she said.

Ryan hesitated, then reached for it. The weight surprised him slightly.

“What is it?” he asked.

“You’ll see.”

Her gaze held his.

“I expect better of you tomorrow.”

Ryan nodded. “Yeah. Okay.”

He held the box a little tighter than necessary.

“Good,” she said.

The conversation was over.

He left shortly after.

The walk back felt different. The lights seemed brighter, the reflections sharper. He moved through it with the same steady pace he had been learning to hold.

The box sat under his arm.

He didn’t open it on the way.

By the time he reached his room, the tension had settled.

He closed the door and stood there for a moment.

Then he set the box down.

He looked at it.

The ribbon was tied cleanly, the bow precise. He reached out and touched it lightly.

He pulled it loose.

The ribbon slipped free easily.

For a second, he just held the lid.

Then he lifted it.

His breath caught.

Inside, everything was arranged carefully.

Fabric folded in clean lines, textures layered over one another.

His gaze moved slowly over it.

Lingerie.

Stockings, sheer and dark. Suspenders. Underwear, soft and minimal.

There was a dress beneath it.

Slim. Fitted.

And heels.

Clean lines. Sharp. Elegant.

There were smaller items tucked alongside them. Bottles. Glass. The same faint scent he had noticed before.

Soap.

And something else.

A folded sheet of paper.

He picked it up.

Simple instructions.

Wash.
Prepare.
Wear.

His fingers tightened slightly.

For a moment, he didn’t move.

The room felt smaller.

He looked back at the contents of the box.

This wasn’t subtle.

Not like the changes over the past few days.

This was… clear.

Defined.

He swallowed.

This is part of the job.

That was the simplest version.

He had agreed to work for her.

This was a step.

His chest tightened.

The old instinct rose quickly. That this didn’t fit. That he should close the box and walk away.

It pressed against him.

Familiar.

Strong.

And beneath it—

Something else.

Quieter.

But there.

He thought of the mirror.

Of the way he had looked earlier.

Of the moment where he hadn’t hated it.

Of the way her voice had sounded when she said beautiful.

He exhaled slowly.

The paper remained in his hand.

A choice.

Always a choice.

He looked at the box again.

Then at himself, reflected faintly in the dark of the window.

He didn’t move.

Not yet.

But he didn’t close the lid either.
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The box remained open.

Ryan stood over it, the contents laid out in quiet, deliberate invitation. Fabric. Glass. Light catching on the edge of something sheer and fine. The instructions still rested in his hand, the paper slightly creased now from where his grip had tightened without him noticing.

Wash.
Prepare.
Wear.

He read them again, though he didn’t need to.

A choice.

Always a choice.

His eyes moved back to the box, slower this time, taking each piece in with more intention. The stockings first, delicate and impossibly thin. The suspenders, structured, purposeful. The panties, soft in a way that made his fingers hesitate before touching them. The dress beneath it all, dark and smooth, something that promised shape rather than hiding it. And the heels, sharp, elegant, waiting.

His chest tightened.

This is part of the job.

He held onto that.

It gave him something to stand on, something simple enough to move forward with.

He set the paper down carefully.

Then he undressed.

There was a moment, standing there bare in the dim light of the room, where the old discomfort rose again. The instinct to turn away from the mirror, to avoid the full shape of himself, to not look too closely.

He didn’t.

Not this time.

He held his own gaze for a second longer than he usually would, then turned and stepped into the bathroom.

The light was brighter here, cleaner. It flattened everything out at first, too honest, too clear. He reached for the shower and turned it on, the pipes humming softly before the water came through, steady and warm.

He stepped under it.

The heat spread quickly across his skin, sinking into him, loosening something that had been tight since he left the building. He let it run over his shoulders, down his back, across his chest, closing his eyes for a moment as he adjusted to it.

Then he reached for the soap.

The first touch made him inhale sharply.

It wasn’t just the scent. It bloomed in the air immediately, soft and layered, something that settled into his lungs and stayed there. But beneath that, something else moved. The same faint tingling he had noticed before, but stronger now. Not sharp, not overwhelming, but… present.

He dragged it slowly across his arm.

The sensation followed.

A low, spreading warmth, almost like a quiet hum under his skin. It lingered as he moved the soap higher, across his shoulder, down his chest, each pass leaving that same soft, insistent awareness behind.

He slowed without meaning to.

Paid attention.

The water washed the lather away, but the feeling stayed. Built, even, as he worked it across the rest of his body. His stomach. His hips. Down his legs, the motion becoming more deliberate, more careful, as though the act itself mattered in a way he hadn’t expected.

By the time he rinsed the last of it away, his breathing had changed.

Deeper.

Slower.

His skin felt… different.

He opened his eyes.

The mirror had fogged, the glass blurred by steam, but he could still make out the shape of himself through it. Softer at the edges. Less defined. He reached up without thinking, wiping a section clear with the flat of his hand.

He froze.

His arm.

Smooth.

He turned it slightly, running his fingers over it, expecting to feel the familiar roughness, the faint resistance of hair.

There was none.

His breath caught.

He checked the other arm. His chest. His stomach. His legs.

Gone.

All of it.

For a moment, something like panic flickered. Sharp. Immediate. This isn’t right. This isn’t—

But it didn’t take.

Not fully.

Because beneath it, there was something else.

He ran his hand slowly down his arm again, more deliberately this time, feeling the way his skin responded. The way it seemed to hold sensation differently now. More sensitive. More… aware.

He swallowed.

It didn’t feel wrong.

That was the part that unsettled him.

He turned slightly, angling his body toward the mirror, trying to see more clearly through the fogged glass. The shape was still his. Recognisable. But something about it had shifted, too subtle to name, too present to ignore.

He rinsed himself off quickly after that, though the feeling didn’t leave him. It stayed under his skin, quiet and constant, like something newly awake.

He stepped out of the shower and reached for a towel, drying himself slowly at first, then stopping halfway through.

His body felt… lighter.

Not smaller.

Just… less held.

He looked down at himself, trying to pinpoint what was different. The lines of him seemed smoother somehow. The angles softened, but not enough to call it anything definite. Not enough to name.

He let the towel fall slightly.

Looked again.

Nothing he could point to.

And yet—

He picked up the stockings.

The material was impossibly fine between his fingers, almost weightless. He hesitated for a second, then stepped into them, carefully guiding them up over his feet, his calves, higher. The fabric clung to him, smooth and close, following the shape of his legs in a way that made him aware of them differently.

He pulled them into place.

Adjusted them.

His breath shifted again.

The suspenders came next.

More structured. More deliberate. He fumbled slightly at first, unfamiliar with the way they sat, the way they were meant to be fastened. He worked it out slowly, piece by piece, the process grounding him in the act itself.

The panties.

He paused before picking them up.

Then he did.

They were soft. Light. He stepped into them, pulling them up slowly, the fabric settling against him in a way that felt… close. More intimate than anything he was used to wearing. He adjusted them once, twice, then let his hands fall away.

The heels waited.

He sat to put them on, his movements careful, deliberate. The shape of them forced his feet into a different position, his balance shifting as he stood again, testing it. Unsteady for a second.

Then not.

He adjusted.

The dress came last.

He held it for a moment, feeling the weight of it, the way the fabric moved. Then he stepped into it, pulling it up slowly, the material sliding over his skin, settling across his hips, his waist, his chest.

It fit.

Of course it did.

He smoothed it down without thinking, adjusting the way it sat, the way it fell.

Then he turned toward the mirror.

For a moment, he didn’t recognise what he was looking at.

Not because it was someone else.

Because it wasn’t.

It was him.

But not in the way he had ever seen himself before.

The lines of his body had changed.

Subtly.

But enough.

His waist curved slightly where it hadn’t before. His hips held a shape that felt new under the fabric, the dress catching there, defining it. His thighs looked fuller, the stockings tracing their shape cleanly.

His chest—

He inhaled.

There was something there.

Not pronounced.

Not obvious.

But present.

A softness that hadn’t been before, the fabric resting differently against it.

He lifted a hand without thinking, pressing lightly, testing the reality of it.

It was real.

His breath came out slowly.

He looked up.

His face.

His hair fell lighter around it, softer, the edges less harsh. His eyes looked brighter, clearer. His lips—

He pressed them together, then relaxed them, watching the shape of them change.

Fuller.

He swallowed.

He looked… good.

No.

More than that.

He looked—

The word came uninvited.

Hot.

His heart stuttered.

Something in his chest leapt, sharp and immediate, not fear, not quite excitement, something between the two that made his fingers curl slightly at his sides.

He stepped closer to the mirror.

Studied himself.

Not a boy.

Not a man.

Something else.

Softer.

Prettier.

He didn’t look away.

Not this time.


Four

Ryan felt it before he even knocked. Not nerves exactly, though there was something sharp in his chest, something quick and bright, but a heightened awareness that seemed to sit just beneath his skin, following him in every movement. The heels forced him into it. Each step deliberate. Each shift of weight noticed. The dress moved with him, brushing his thighs, reminding him constantly of the shape it held him in. By the time the door opened he was already inside himself in a way he had never quite been before.

Ravenia stood there as she always did, composed, self-possessed, entirely certain of her place in the world. But her gaze changed when it fell on him. It slowed. Took him in. Not rushed, not surprised, but attentive, as though confirming something she had already known. Her eyes moved from his face down the line of his body and back again, precise, deliberate. Ryan felt it land on him, that attention, felt the way it held him in place without needing to force him there.

“Well,” she said softly.

Something in his chest lifted.

“Much better.”

It wasn’t praise in the way he had known it before. Not exaggerated, not given freely. It felt earned. Measured. Real. And because of that it settled deeper, anchoring itself somewhere in him before he could think to question it.

He stepped inside.

The space felt the same, but he didn’t. He was aware of himself in it now. The way he moved through it. The way the clothes shaped him within it. The mirrors caught him again, quiet and deliberate, and this time he let his gaze flick toward them without pulling away immediately. The image held there felt closer. Not finished. Not complete. But closer.

Ravenia moved around him once, slow, not touching, just looking. He held still without being told to, waiting without quite knowing what he was waiting for. Her attention sharpened slightly as she came back in front of him, something thoughtful in her expression.

“You see it now,” she said.

“I think so,” he answered, though the words felt smaller than what he meant.

“Good.”

She stepped closer and adjusted his shoulder with a light touch, guiding it back. The contact was brief but precise. He felt the correction settle into his body immediately.

“Stand like this.”

He did.

Her hand moved to his chin, lifting it just slightly.

“And this.”

He followed, and something shifted. Not dramatically. Just enough to change the way he occupied the space.

“You’re still holding yourself like you expect to be wrong,” she said.

The words landed cleanly.

“I—”

“Don’t explain.”

Her voice was soft, but there was no space in it for argument.

“Correct.”

He exhaled slowly and adjusted again, more consciously this time. He could feel the difference now, the way small changes in his posture altered everything else, the line of his body, the way the dress sat against him, the way he was seen.

She watched.

Then nodded.

“Better.”

The word settled into him, warm, steady.

She stepped back slightly, looking at him again, assessing. There was a pause. Not long, but enough to make him aware of it.

“One problem,” she said.

His chest tightened automatically.

“What?”

She tilted her head, a faint note of amusement in her expression.

“Ryan doesn’t suit you anymore.”

The words hung there.

Simple. Certain.

Something in him shifted in response, not resistance, not quite acceptance either, something in between that felt closer to recognition than anything else.

“Maybe,” she continued, “while you work with me, we use something more befitting.”

He didn’t think about it. Not properly. The name came up the same way the changes had come, already there, waiting.

“Ria,” he said.

It felt different as soon as he spoke it. Lighter. Softer. But not fragile.

Ravenia smiled.

“Perfect.”

The word landed with weight. Final in a way that didn’t feel forced.

Ria.

He let it sit in him.

It fit.

Too easily.

Ravenia moved past him, gesturing for him to follow.

“Come. We have work to do.”

He followed, more aware now of the way he moved, the way the heels shaped his steps, the way his balance adjusted with each shift of weight. It wasn’t natural yet, but it wasn’t as difficult as it had been. There was a rhythm to it, something he could feel if he paid attention.

She stopped in the open space and turned back to him.

“Walk.”

He hesitated for half a second, then stepped forward.

The first step was careful. The second steadier. By the third he was beginning to find it again, that same subtle shift in his hips, the way his body aligned differently when he let it.

“Slower,” she said.

He slowed.

“Feel it.”

He tried.

The movement changed again. Less forced. More deliberate. The tension in him eased slightly as he stopped trying to control each part and instead followed the shape the movement wanted to take.

He reached the end of the space, turned, and came back.

Ravenia watched the entire time, her gaze fixed, attentive, catching every small misalignment.

“Better,” she said.

The word landed.

He straightened slightly without thinking, the posture holding more easily now.

She stepped closer again, adjusting him with light touches. A shoulder. The angle of his arm. The position of his head. Each correction small, exact.

“You rush,” she said quietly. “Before you know what you’re doing.”

He felt that.

He nodded.

“Slow down before the mistake,” she continued. “Not after.”

He let that settle, then tried again.

This time the movement held longer. Not perfect, but closer.

“Good,” she said.

It warmed him.

He stopped in front of her, breathing slightly uneven, though he hadn’t exerted himself. It was the attention. The focus. The constant awareness of himself in motion.

She studied him for a moment, then nodded once, as though confirming something.

Then her attention shifted.

He felt it before he saw it.

A subtle change in the room. A tightening of focus.

“Our first client will be here soon,” she said.

The words landed differently.

Ryan—Ria—felt a flicker of nerves, sharp and immediate, but it didn’t overwhelm him. It sat alongside something steadier now, something that held him in place instead of pulling him apart.

He nodded.

Not because he was certain.

But because he was no longer entirely unsure.

And that felt like enough.
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The bell rang not long after, a soft, measured sound that seemed to carry further through the space than it should have, and Ria felt it land in her chest before she moved, a brief tightening that had nothing to do with fear exactly but everything to do with the awareness that followed it, the sense of being seen already, even before the door opened; Ravenia’s gaze flicked toward her, brief but deliberate, and Ria understood without being told, stepping forward, each movement careful, the rhythm of her steps settling into something steadier than it had been before, though the awareness of it never quite left her, the heels grounding her even as they made her conscious of every shift in weight, every line of her body as she crossed the room; her hand paused on the handle for a fraction of a second, then she opened the door.

He stood there, uncertain in a way that felt immediately familiar, though she couldn’t place why at first. Young. Around her age, maybe a little younger, his posture slightly hunched as though he was trying to take up less space than he occupied, his clothes worn in a way that spoke of use rather than care, and his eyes flicked up to meet hers for a second before dropping again, quick, almost apologetic. There was something in that movement that caught her, something that pulled at a thread she couldn’t quite see.

“Hi,” he said, the word hesitant, as though he wasn’t sure it belonged here.

Ria felt the response rise in her, automatic at first, then shifting as she heard her own voice.

“Hello,” she said, softer, more measured than she expected, and the sound of it seemed to settle the space between them in a way she hadn’t anticipated.

His gaze lifted again, more fully this time, and she felt it land on her, not just a glance but a look, taking her in, trying to understand what he was seeing, and there was a flicker of confusion in it, something like recognition that didn’t quite find its place, and her chest tightened in response, sudden and sharp.

Does he know me?

The thought came too quickly.

Know Ryan?

She held still for a moment longer than she should have, the question hanging there, then stepped aside.

“Come in,” she said.

He hesitated at the threshold, just for a second, then crossed it, and she saw it then, more clearly, the way he carried himself, the slight tension in his shoulders, the way his gaze moved through the space, catching on details and slipping away again, never quite settling, and something in her shifted in response, a recognition that was still forming, still just out of reach.

She closed the door behind him and guided him through, her movements slower than they might have been before, more deliberate, and he followed, uncertain but compliant, his attention flicking toward her again and again, as though trying to place her, to make sense of her, and she felt that too, the way his gaze lingered just slightly too long before dropping, the way it returned, drawn back without permission.

“Just through here,” she said, and the words felt steady, grounded, as though they belonged to her now in a way they hadn’t before.

Ravenia was already waiting.

Of course she was.

She sat as she always did, composed, contained, her presence filling the room without effort, and when her eyes moved to the young man they settled immediately, holding him in place with a quiet certainty that made him still.

“Welcome,” she said.

He stepped forward, awkward, unsure, and held out a card with slightly unsteady hands.

“I was told you could help me,” he said, and his voice carried that same uncertainty, that same searching quality that Ria had heard before, though she still couldn’t quite place where.

Ravenia took the card, glanced at it briefly, then looked back at him, and something in her expression shifted, softened, not with sympathy exactly, but with recognition.

“I can,” she said simply.

The words seemed to settle him, just slightly, his shoulders dropping a fraction, the tension easing enough to let him breathe more fully.

“Sit,” she added, and he did, almost immediately, as though the instruction had been something he had been waiting for.

Ria stepped back without being told.

It felt natural now, the movement, the awareness of when to be present and when to remove herself from the centre of the interaction, and she turned toward the kitchen, her steps quieter this time, more controlled, the rhythm of them something she was beginning to understand rather than fight.

The kettle filled. Water measured. The familiar sequence grounded her, but her attention didn’t leave the room entirely. It stayed tethered there, drawn back by the sound of his voice as he began to speak.

“I don’t really know what’s wrong,” he was saying, and there was a roughness to it, not quite emotion, not quite absence of it either, something in between that felt worn. “I just… I don’t fit. Anywhere. I keep trying to, but it never—” he stopped, exhaled, ran a hand through his hair, “it never feels right.”

Ria stilled for a second, the words settling into her in a way that made something tighten unexpectedly.

“I was told you might understand,” he continued, quieter now. “A friend gave me your card. Said you helped them. That you could… fix it.”

The kettle began to hum softly as it heated, the sound low and steady, but Ria barely registered it. Her attention had narrowed, focused inward now as much as outward, something shifting into place that she hadn’t been able to see before.

That’s—

The thought caught.

She moved again, slower, more deliberate, pouring the water, measuring the coffee, the actions almost automatic now, her body carrying them out while her mind turned over what she was hearing.

It was familiar.

Not just similar.

Familiar.

She had said things like that.

Hadn’t she.

The uncertainty. The sense of not fitting. The constant, low-level wrongness that never quite resolved no matter what she tried to change around it.

Her hands steadied on the counter.

Was that what she had sounded like?

The question landed harder than she expected.

She carried the tray back carefully, her steps measured, her posture held in place without conscious effort now, and as she entered the room again her gaze flicked to him, really looking this time, not just seeing but recognising.

The way he held himself. The way he avoided the mirror at the edge of the room. The way he seemed to shrink slightly under Ravenia’s attention even as he leaned toward it.

It clicked.

Not all at once.

But enough.

He wasn’t just like her.

He was her.

Or something close enough to it that the difference didn’t matter.

A version of her from not long ago.

The thought unsettled her.

It hadn’t been long.

Days.

A week, maybe.

And already—

She set the coffee down carefully, placing the cups where they needed to be, her movements precise, controlled, and Ravenia’s gaze flicked to her briefly, a small acknowledgment, then returned to the client.

“I don’t fix things,” Ravenia said, her voice even, steady. “I reveal them.”

The young man frowned slightly, the confusion returning, but there was something else there now too, something like hope threading through it.

“I don’t understand,” he said.

“You don’t need to,” Ravenia replied. “Not yet.”

Ria stepped back again, her place clear, her role settling around her more easily now, and she watched, not as an outsider but as part of the process, part of the space that held him.

Something in her chest shifted.

This is what she does.

The realisation was quiet.

But it stayed.

The session continued, the conversation moving in ways Ria couldn’t fully track but could feel, the subtle shifts in tone, in posture, in presence that marked something changing beneath the surface, and when it ended the young man looked different, not transformed, not visibly altered, but steadier, more grounded, as though something in him had been given space to settle.

Ravenia stood.

“Ria,” she said.

The name still caught her slightly, but less now.

“See him out.”

“Yes,” she said, and the word came easily.

She moved toward him, her steps measured, the heels no longer something she had to think about quite so much, and he followed her back toward the door, quieter now, his movements slower.

“Thank you,” he said as they reached it, and his gaze lifted to her again, more direct this time, less uncertain.

She held it.

“You’re in the right place,” she said, and the words felt true as she spoke them, not rehearsed, not borrowed.

He nodded, something in his expression easing just slightly, then stepped out.

The door closed behind him.

Ria stood there for a moment, her hand still resting lightly against it, her reflection faint in the glass.

What’s happening.

The thought rose again, stronger this time.

But beneath it—

Something steadier.

She turned back toward the room.

She was beginning to understand.
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Ria lingered by the door for a moment after it closed, her hand still resting lightly against the cool surface, her reflection faint in the darkened glass, and she watched herself there without quite meaning to, the shape of her body held in the line of the dress, the quiet lift of her shoulders, the softness that had begun to replace something tighter, something harder, and she was still trying to understand it, still trying to find the edges of what was changing and what had always been there, when a presence settled behind her, close enough that she felt it before she heard it, a shift in the air, a warmth at her back that made her spine straighten without conscious thought.

“You handled that well.”

Ria turned, just slightly at first, then fully, and Ravenia stood there, closer than she had expected, close enough that every detail of her became impossible to ignore. The dark fabric of her dress clung to her in a way that felt intentional, every line deliberate, every curve defined without ever seeming forced, her body held in perfect balance between strength and softness, and the light caught on the silver at her fingers, at her throat, small flashes that drew the eye without distracting from the whole. Her hair fell in loose waves over one shoulder, deep red, rich and warm against the stark black, and her eyes held Ria easily, steady and unhurried, the green-grey of them sharper up close, clearer, something alive in them that seemed to see straight through whatever Ria might have tried to hide.

“I was watching,” she continued, her voice low, even, but threaded with something warmer now, something that softened the edges without dulling them. “Listening.”

Ria felt the words land immediately, felt the awareness of it settle through her, the memory of the moment replaying without her asking it to, the way she had spoken, the way she had held the young man’s gaze, the quiet certainty she had offered him without quite knowing where it had come from.

“I just—” she started, then stopped, the instinct to explain rising and faltering in the same breath.

Ravenia’s mouth curved slightly.

“You did perfectly,” she said, and there was no hesitation in it, no qualification, just the simple, deliberate truth of it, and Ria felt it move through her, deeper than the smaller corrections, the measured better and good she had grown used to, this landing somewhere steadier, something that didn’t need to be chased.

“You saw him,” Ravenia went on, stepping a fraction closer, not enough to crowd, but enough that Ria became aware of the space between them as something charged, something present. “You understood what he needed. You gave it to him.”

Ria swallowed, her breath catching slightly as the words settled, as the recognition in them found something in her that answered back.

“I knew you would be good at this,” Ravenia said.

She.

The word slipped into the space between them so easily that Ria almost missed it, but not quite. It landed differently. Softer, yes, but also more precise, more accurate in a way she hadn’t expected, and something in her chest tightened and then opened in response, a quiet, unmistakable sense of rightness that made her breath catch for a second.

Ravenia saw it.

Of course she did.

Her gaze shifted, not away, but deeper, catching that flicker, holding it.

“There it is,” she said quietly.

Ria felt heat rise to her face, a blush she couldn’t quite control, and she dropped her gaze for a second before bringing it back, drawn in again despite herself.

“I saw you,” Ravenia continued, her voice softer now, though no less certain. “From the beginning. I watched you. I recognised something in you.”

Each word felt deliberate, placed with care, but not manipulative, not forced. Just… known.

“You were already there,” she said. “You just didn’t know how to find yourself.”

Ria nodded before she could stop herself, the motion small, instinctive, her thoughts struggling to keep up with the feeling that rose in her chest, something that felt like being seen in a way she hadn’t known she needed, something that made everything else feel suddenly distant, less important.

Ravenia stepped closer again.

Close enough now that Ria could feel the warmth of her, the faint scent that seemed to follow her, something deep and layered that settled into the air and stayed there, and it made something in Ria shift again, a quiet pull that she didn’t resist.

“You didn’t need to become anything,” Ravenia said, her voice almost a murmur now. “You only needed to allow it.”

Ria’s breath caught.

She didn’t move.

Couldn’t, not really.

“Thank you,” she said finally, the words soft, a little unsteady, but real.

Ravenia smiled.

It changed her face in a way that made something in Ria’s chest tighten again, sharper this time, the curve of her mouth softening the strength of her features without taking anything away from it, the effect more striking for the contrast.

“No,” she said gently. “Thank you.”

Ria blinked, caught off guard.

“You were perfect today,” Ravenia added, and the word settled into her again, deeper, heavier, something that seemed to root itself in place rather than pass through.

Ria felt it.

Felt all of it.

The warmth. The certainty. The way Ravenia’s presence filled the space and held her there without force, without pressure, just… held.

Ravenia’s hand lifted, slow, deliberate, giving Ria time to move if she wanted to.

She didn’t.

The touch came light at first, fingertips brushing her jaw, guiding her just slightly, tilting her face upward, and Ria followed without thinking, her body responding before her mind could catch up, her breath shallow now, her pulse quick beneath her skin.

Ravenia leaned in.

The moment stretched.

And then her lips met Ria’s.

Soft.

Certain.

Not demanding, not hurried, just… there.

Ria stilled for a fraction of a second, the contact sending something through her that she couldn’t name, a warmth that spread outward from that single point, and then she melted into it, her body softening, her awareness narrowing to the closeness, the heat, the quiet certainty of it.

It wasn’t overwhelming.

It wasn’t too much.

It was… right.

When Ravenia drew back, it was just as deliberate, just as measured, leaving that warmth in place rather than taking it with her.

Ria’s eyes opened slowly.

Ravenia was still there.

Watching her.

And smiling.


Five

Ria began to understand it in pieces, not all at once, not in any way she could explain if asked, but in the way her body settled into itself more easily with each passing day, in the way the space around her no longer felt uncertain or sharp at the edges, in the way she moved through it with intention rather than hesitation. It was not the how. That remained just out of reach, something she could feel without grasping, like trying to follow the shape of a current beneath the surface of water. It was not the end either. She did not know where this was leading, what she would look like when it was finished, or if it would ever truly be finished at all. But the why had begun to take root, quiet and steady, and the what had revealed itself in flashes that were becoming harder to ignore. Ravenia was changing her. Not forcing. Not taking. Revealing, shaping, drawing something out that had always been there but had never been given space to exist. And Ria found that she liked it.

She liked herself in a way that startled her when she let herself notice it. It came in small moments at first, reflections caught in passing that she did not immediately turn away from, the way her body felt under her own hands when she adjusted her clothes, the softness of her skin, the subtle curve at her waist that had deepened, the weight and shape of her chest pressing gently against the fabric of the dress. It came in the way people looked at her now, not openly, not always, but enough that she felt it, a softness in their gaze, a flicker of interest, of attention that lingered just a moment longer than it might have before. She was seen. Not as something to dismiss or overlook, but as something to notice. Something to want.

The first time she realised she liked that, it unsettled her. The awareness of it sat in her chest, warm and unfamiliar, and she turned it over carefully, expecting it to feel wrong, to catch somewhere against the shape of who she had been. It didn’t. It settled instead, quiet and certain, as though it had always been waiting for her to stop resisting it. Pretty. The word came easily now, without the sharp edge it might have carried before. Pretty, and more than that. There was something else in it, something deeper, something that held weight. Sexy. She did not say it out loud, not yet, but she felt it, the way her body responded to itself, the way the clothes shaped her, the way the mirror reflected something that felt both new and entirely her own.

She worked harder because of it.

Not out of fear, not the kind that had driven her before, but out of something that felt closer to hunger. She paid attention in a way she hadn’t needed to force anymore. The rhythm of the work had settled into her, the timing of it, the small details that made everything run smoothly. She anticipated what Ravenia would need before she asked for it. Adjusted herself before correction came. Slowed before the mistake rather than after it. Each time she got it right, she felt it, that small, precise acknowledgment, the quiet “good” or “better” that landed exactly where it needed to, and she found herself leaning toward it, not desperately, not blindly, but willingly.

She liked being useful.

The realisation came slowly, then all at once. It grounded her in a way nothing else had before. There was a place for her here. Not temporary. Not uncertain. A role that fit the shape of her as she was becoming. She assisted. She guided. She held the space Ravenia created and helped it function, helped it breathe. And in doing that, she was seen. Not just looked at, but recognised. Valued.

Wanted.

The word settled deeper than the others.

She felt it most when Ravenia’s attention turned toward her, when her gaze lingered for that fraction longer, when her voice softened just slightly as she spoke to her. It was never excessive. Never overwhelming. But it was enough. More than enough. It made something in Ria’s chest open, made her stand a little straighter, move a little more deliberately, hold herself in a way that matched what she was being shown she could be.

She wanted more of that.

She did not hide it from herself anymore.

The obedience came with it, though she did not think of it in those terms at first. It was simply easier to follow than to resist. Ravenia’s instructions were precise, clear, and when she followed them the world seemed to settle into alignment around her. Things made sense. The space held. The clients responded. And Ravenia noticed. That was the part that mattered. Not the instruction itself, but the way it led to that moment of recognition, that small, grounding approval that felt like being placed exactly where she was meant to be.

Over time, it deepened.

She began to anticipate not just the actions, but the intent behind them. The shape of what Ravenia wanted before it was spoken. The way a room needed to feel before a client entered it. The way her own body needed to be held to support that, to reflect it, to enhance it. Her posture, her voice, the way she walked, the way she looked at people. It all became part of the same thing. A single, continuous adjustment toward alignment.

And in that alignment, she found something that felt dangerously close to comfort.

Home.

The word came quietly, almost without permission.

She did not push it away.

There were moments now where she caught herself moving through the space and felt… right. Not perfectly, not completely, but enough that the absence of wrongness was noticeable. Enough that she paused, just slightly, letting the feeling settle before continuing. It came when she was alone, adjusting a room before a client arrived, or standing at the counter making coffee, the familiar motions grounding her, her body moving with a grace that no longer felt entirely borrowed. It came when she caught her reflection and did not question it. When she saw herself and did not flinch.

She was becoming.

The thought did not frighten her the way it might have before.

It steadied her.

She leaned into it.

Deliberately now.

Choosing it.

When she dressed in the mornings, she took her time. Not out of uncertainty, but intention. The feel of the stockings against her skin, the careful fastening of the suspenders, the way the dress settled over her body. She adjusted each piece with attention, smoothing the fabric, aligning it with the shape beneath. She watched herself in the mirror, not critically, but curiously, noticing the changes, the way her body responded, the way her presence filled the space differently.

She liked what she saw.

That still felt new.

But it was no longer fragile.

And when she stepped into the studio, when Ravenia’s gaze found her and held her for that brief, deliberate moment, she felt it settle again, that quiet confirmation that she was moving in the right direction, that she was not lost anymore, not in the same way.

She had a place.

She had a shape.

She had a name.

Ria.

And she wanted to be her.

Not reluctantly. Not as an escape.

Fully.

Completely.

She wanted to be good at this. To be seen as capable, as beautiful, as exactly what Ravenia needed her to be. The thought of it sent a small, warm thrill through her that she did not try to suppress, the desire to be chosen again and again, to be looked at and found right.

A good girl.

The phrase formed quietly, almost shyly, but it did not carry shame. It carried something softer, something that settled into her like warmth, like belonging.

She held onto it.

And let herself become.
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Morning came softly, not with the jolt of disorientation that had once defined the space between sleep and waking, but with a slower, more deliberate unfolding, as though her body already knew where it was meant to be before her mind fully caught up. Ria lay still for a moment, aware first of sensation before thought, the lightness in her limbs, the way the sheets rested against her skin without resistance, the quiet, steady rhythm of her breathing. There was no immediate urge to move, no sharp pull back into the old shape of herself. Just a calm awareness, a presence that settled into her gradually, like something returning rather than arriving for the first time.

She sat up.

The room was unchanged, but she was not, and the difference was no longer something she had to search for or question. It was there, immediate and undeniable, in the way her body held itself, in the subtle shift of weight as she stood, in the quiet grace that had begun to replace the awkwardness she once carried without thinking. Her movements were slower now, not out of hesitation, but intention. She crossed the room without rushing, without the need to escape her own awareness, and when she reached the mirror she did not stop short or glance away.

She looked.

Really looked.

The reflection met her without resistance.

Her hair fell long now, softer around her face, catching the light in a way that made it seem almost luminous against the darker tones of the room. It framed her differently, drawing attention to the shape of her features, the curve of her cheekbones, the fullness of her lips. Her eyes seemed brighter, clearer, as though something behind them had settled into place, no longer flickering or uncertain.

She stepped closer.

The line of her body was unmistakable now. The softness she had first noticed had deepened into something more defined, more present. Her waist curved gently inward, her hips held a fullness that shifted subtly as she moved, and her thighs carried a shape that felt both new and entirely natural beneath her own gaze. Her chest rose and fell with her breath, the gentle weight there no longer something she tested or questioned, but something she accepted, something that belonged.

She lifted a hand without thinking, resting it lightly against her own skin, feeling the warmth, the softness, the quiet responsiveness that still surprised her when she paid attention to it. There was a delicacy to it, but not fragility. Something alive. Something that felt… right.

The word came more easily now.

Pretty.

She let it sit there.

Then something deeper followed.

Sexy.

Her breath caught slightly, not from discomfort, but from the way the word settled into her, not as something foreign, but as something that described what she was seeing, what she was feeling, without distortion.

She turned slightly.

The movement was slow, deliberate, her eyes never leaving the mirror as she shifted her weight, letting herself see the full shape of it, the way her body moved, the way it held itself. The curve of her hips, the line of her back, the way her posture carried her now without effort. There was a fluidity there that she hadn’t had before, something that made the act of simply standing feel… intentional.

She paused there.

Let herself take it in.

Not rushing past it. Not dismissing it.

Just… seeing.

Her chest tightened, but not in the old way, not with anxiety or discomfort. It was fuller now, warmer, something that expanded rather than closed.

This is me.

The thought came quietly.

And for the first time, it didn’t feel like something she had to argue with.

She reached for her clothes.

The ritual of dressing had become something else entirely now, not just preparation, but a continuation of the same awareness, the same intention. The stockings slid over her legs, smooth and close, the sensation grounding her immediately, drawing her attention back into her body in a way that felt steady and reassuring. She adjusted them carefully, making sure they sat exactly as they should, the small precision of it satisfying in a way she hadn’t expected.

The suspenders followed, the familiar sequence of fastening them already settled into her hands. Then the panties, soft and minimal, fitting her without resistance, without question.

She chose the dress with more thought this time.

Shorter.

Tighter.

The fabric held her differently, closer, shaping her rather than simply covering her, and she felt it as she pulled it into place, the way it settled against her waist, her hips, the way it defined rather than hid. She smoothed it down slowly, adjusting the line of it, making sure it sat just right.

The heels came last.

She slipped them on without sitting this time, balancing as she adjusted, the movement more natural now, the shift in her centre of gravity something her body had begun to understand without conscious effort. When she stood fully, she paused again, letting herself feel it, the height, the posture, the way it changed everything else.

Then she looked back at the mirror.

And stopped.

There was no hesitation this time.

No instinct to look away.

She took a step closer, then another, until the reflection filled her vision completely, and she let herself see all of it at once.

The hair. The makeup she had learned to apply with increasing care, subtle but deliberate, drawing out the features that already felt more defined. The softness of her face, the brightness of her eyes. The line of her body under the dress, the curve of her waist, the fullness of her hips, the way her thighs met and shifted as she moved.

She turned again, slower this time, watching the movement from every angle, the way the fabric followed her, the way her body carried it.

Her heart lifted.

Not sharply.

Not with surprise.

But with something steadier.

Full.

This is what I want.

The thought came clearly now.

Not as a question.

But it lingered there anyway, just for a moment longer than it needed to.

Isn’t it?

She held her own gaze.

Waited.

There was no immediate answer, not in words.

But there was no resistance either.

No pull away.

Just that same quiet, steady feeling settling deeper into her chest, spreading outward, anchoring her in place.

She exhaled slowly.

And smiled.

Not widely.

Not performatively.

Just enough.

Then she turned from the mirror and moved toward the door, her steps measured, deliberate, the rhythm of them now something she carried with her rather than something she had to search for, and as she left the room she did not look back, not because she needed to avoid it, but because she already knew what she would see.
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The day settled into rhythm almost before Ria noticed it, the familiar flow of movement and attention carrying her from one task to the next with a steadiness that would have surprised her not long ago, and she moved through it now without the constant second-guessing that had once shadowed every action, her body aligning itself before she had to think, her hands finding their place in the work, her voice softer, clearer, measured in a way that felt natural rather than rehearsed. She greeted clients, guided them, held their uncertainty without absorbing it, and each time she did she felt that quiet thread of recognition, the sense that she knew this space now, not fully, not completely, but enough to stand in it without feeling like she might slip out of place at any moment. Ravenia watched, not constantly, not in a way that pressed, but in the way that mattered, her attention arriving at exactly the right moments, catching what needed to be seen, and when she spoke it was the same as it had always been, precise and deliberate, but there was something softer beneath it now, something that felt less like correction and more like acknowledgment.

“You’ve come a long way,” she said at one point, her voice low, almost thoughtful, as Ria adjusted the room between clients, the words slipping into the space between them without ceremony.

Ria paused, her hands stilling briefly against the edge of the table, and felt them land in her chest with a weight that was different from the small, guiding praise she had grown used to. This was something else. Not a correction. Not even a moment. A recognition of the distance she had travelled, even if that distance had been measured in days rather than years.

“I—” she began, then stopped, the instinct to minimise rising and faltering in the same breath.

Ravenia’s gaze flicked to her, catching that hesitation.

“Don’t,” she said gently.

Ria closed her mouth, the word settling her without needing explanation.

She returned to the work, but something had shifted. Not dramatically. Just enough that she felt more present in it, more anchored, as though the ground beneath her had become firmer without her noticing the moment it changed.

The next client came and went. Then another. The pattern held. Ria moved within it, no longer on the edges, no longer observing from a distance, but part of it, essential to it in ways she was only beginning to understand. She found herself anticipating without strain, adjusting without hesitation, and each time she caught Ravenia’s eye there was that same quiet acknowledgment, the same small, steady approval that warmed her from the inside out.

By the time the last client left, the light had shifted, softer now, the edges of the day beginning to blur into evening. The space felt different in its quiet, less expectant, more reflective, and Ria found herself standing in it with a sense of completion that she hadn’t known she could feel.

Ravenia closed the door behind the departing client and turned back to her.

“Come,” she said.

Ria followed without question.

They moved into one of the smaller rooms, the same one Ravenia had used before, the same quiet, contained space that seemed to hold something just beneath the surface, something that only revealed itself when the door closed.

Ravenia leaned lightly against the edge of the table, her posture relaxed, but there was an intention to her stillness that made Ria aware of the moment immediately.

“You’ve done well,” she said.

The words were simple.

But they carried more weight than anything else she had said that day.

Ria felt it settle into her, deeper than before, not something she had to reach for, but something that met her where she stood.

“Thank you,” she said softly.

Ravenia watched her for a moment longer, as though confirming something.

Then she nodded, once.

“There is something we need to discuss.”

Ria’s chest tightened, just slightly, the old reflex flickering back into place, though it did not take hold the way it once would have.

She held her ground.

Ravenia’s expression did not change, but something in her tone shifted, not colder, not distant, just… more deliberate.

“The debt is paid,” she said.

The words hung there.

Clear.

Final.

Ria blinked.

“I—” she started, unsure what to do with that, unsure what it meant in the context of everything that had come after it.

Ravenia did not rush to fill the silence.

“You agreed to work for me,” she continued. “You’ve done that. More than that.”

Ria felt something twist in her chest, not pain exactly, but a sudden awareness of what those words implied, of the shape of what could come next.

“You are free to leave,” Ravenia said.

The room seemed to still around that.

“I can return you to him,” she added, her gaze steady. “To Ryan. To your old life. You can go back to what you were.”

Ryan.

The name felt strange now.

Not wrong.

But distant.

Ria’s breath caught, her mind flickering through images she hadn’t touched in days, the narrow room, the restless nights, the constant edge of something being off, the way she had moved through the world without quite fitting into it, always adjusting, always trying to find a place that would hold her.

There was a pull there.

Faint.

A memory more than a desire.

“And you will be safe,” Ravenia continued, not unkindly. “You will have what you need. You will be… as you were.”

As you were.

The words settled heavily.

Ria swallowed.

There was grief in it.

She felt it clearly now, rising up in her chest, not overwhelming, but present, a quiet ache for something that had once been hers, even if it had never truly felt like home. The familiarity of it. The certainty of it. The known shape of a life that did not ask her to become anything she wasn’t already.

But alongside it—

Something else.

Stronger.

Ravenia’s gaze did not leave her.

“There is another option,” she said.

Ria’s attention shifted immediately.

“You can stay,” Ravenia continued. “Not as you were. Not partially.”

Her voice softened, but the intention behind it sharpened.

“As my assistant.”

Ria felt that land differently.

It wasn’t new. Not entirely. She was already doing the work, already stepping into that role, but the way Ravenia said it now gave it weight, definition, something more permanent.

“But there is a price,” Ravenia added.

Ria held her gaze.

“What?” she asked quietly.

Ravenia did not look away.

“I want you,” she said.

The words were simple.

Unadorned.

But they carried a weight that pressed into Ria’s chest and stayed there.

“The girl you are becoming,” Ravenia continued, her voice steady, certain. “The one I have come to know.”

Ria’s breath caught.

“The good girl who listens,” she went on. “Who learns. Who understands what is needed before it is spoken.”

Each word felt like it was being placed carefully, not to trap, not to force, but to reveal something that was already there.

“I want her as my assistant,” Ravenia said. “As an example of the work I do.”

Ria felt heat rise to her face, a flush she couldn’t quite control, the words settling into her in a way that made something inside her open, something that wanted to be seen like that, defined like that.

“And,” Ravenia added, her voice lowering slightly, “as my companion.”

The word lingered.

Not heavy.

Not binding.

But significant.

Ria stood very still.

Her mind moved, not quickly, not in panic, but carefully, tracing the shape of what was being offered, what was being asked.

To stay.

To become fully what she had only begun to understand.

To let go of the version of herself that had existed before, not erased, not denied, but… left behind.

The grief rose again.

Sharper this time.

Ryan.

The name echoed faintly, a reminder of what she had been, of the life she had lived, the struggles, the confusion, the constant search for something that never quite resolved.

There was a tenderness in it.

A quiet respect.

But it did not hold her.

Not the way this did.

She thought of the mirror.

Of the way she had looked at herself that morning.

Of the way her body felt when she moved, when she worked, when she stood under Ravenia’s gaze and felt herself placed exactly where she needed to be.

Of the word good.

Of the way it settled into her.

Her chest expanded slowly.

She lifted her gaze.

“Yes,” she said.

The word came without hesitation.

Clear.

Certain.

Ravenia did not smile immediately.

She watched her for a moment longer, as though confirming the depth of it, the truth of it.

Then she nodded.

“Good,” she said softly.

And this time, it felt like something more than approval.

It felt like arrival.


Six

Ravenia did not take her back to the front rooms that day.

They moved deeper.

Ria felt the shift as soon as they passed the familiar threshold, the air changing, the quiet thickening into something more intimate, more contained. The corridors narrowed slightly, the lighting softer, warmer, the edges of the space less defined, as though the world beyond this point had been deliberately left behind. She followed without question, her steps slower now, not from hesitation but from the growing awareness of where she was being led, the sense of something approaching that she could not quite name but did not want to interrupt. There was already a heat in her body, faint but present, a low awareness that had not left her since Ravenia’s earlier touch, now stirring again as if responding to the direction they were moving.

At the end of the corridor, Ravenia opened a door.

The room beyond was nothing like the rest of the studio.

It was not clinical. Not minimal. It was… lush. Draped fabrics softened every surface, deep tones layered over one another, dark reds and blacks and muted golds that caught the light in a way that made the space feel almost alive. A bed sat at the centre, wide and low, dressed in soft, heavy linens. Mirrors stood at angles that reflected not just the room, but the body within it, multiplying perspective, offering no single fixed view.

Ria stepped inside slowly.

The door closed behind them.

The sound settled.

“This,” Ravenia said, her voice quieter now, but no less certain, “is where your journey ends.”

Ria turned to her.

“And where it begins.”

The words moved through her, not as instruction, not as command, but as something inevitable, something she had already been moving toward without fully realising it. Her breath had slowed, her body attuned in a way that made every small shift feel significant, the awareness of herself growing sharper, heavier, as though every sensation carried more weight than it had before.

Ravenia’s gaze held her.

“Undress.”

Ria felt the word land in her chest.

Not fear.

Not resistance.

Something closer to exposure, to being seen fully, without the small layers she had grown used to holding between herself and the world. And beneath that, something else, a flicker of anticipation that tightened low in her body, unfamiliar and yet not entirely new.

She nodded.

Her hands moved slowly, not out of uncertainty, but because she felt each movement now, each piece of clothing as it was removed. The dress first, lifted carefully, the fabric sliding over her skin, revealing the lines beneath it, and the air against her body felt different now, cooler but somehow sharper, more present. She folded it without thinking, setting it aside, then reached for the suspenders, unclipping them one by one, the small, precise sounds echoing softly in the room, each one marking another layer gone, another step deeper into being seen.

The stockings followed, peeled back from her legs, leaving her skin bare and sensitive, a faint shiver running through her as the fabric left her. The bra, unfastened with a careful motion, the weight of it gone, her chest rising slightly as she adjusted to the shift, more exposed, more aware. The panties last.

She paused there.

Only for a second.

Her breath caught, not from doubt, but from the intensity of the moment, the awareness of her own body rising higher, tighter, something gathering inside her that made stillness difficult.

Then stepped out of them.

She stood before Ravenia fully, her body open, unhidden.

There was no rush to cover herself.

No instinct to turn away.

Her skin felt alive, every point of contact heightened, the warmth of the room settling around her, the quiet hum of awareness running beneath everything, growing, tightening, her body responding in ways she could no longer pretend not to feel.

Ravenia stepped closer.

Slowly.

Her gaze moved over Ria with the same care it always had, but there was something deeper in it now, something more openly appreciative, more deliberate in its attention. Ria felt it land across her body like touch before touch even came, her breath catching again as that awareness sharpened, focused.

“Look at you,” she said softly.

Ria felt the words before she understood them.

The way her body responded, the way her breath shifted, the way something in her chest opened under that gaze, and lower, that steady, growing tension tightened again, more insistent now, impossible to ignore.

“So soft,” Ravenia continued, her voice low, almost reverent. “So beautifully formed.”

Her hand lifted.

Paused just short of contact.

Then brushed lightly against Ria’s arm.

The touch was gentle, but it carried through her immediately, a shiver that ran down her spine, deeper this time, sharper, her body reacting before she could think about it, the sensation spreading outward and downward, gathering, concentrating, her breath catching harder now.

Ria’s body answered it openly. The subtle tension she had felt before became clearer, firmer, a physical response that rose without hesitation, her hips shifting slightly as if trying to follow the touch, to meet it, to find more of it.

Ravenia’s fingers traced lightly downward, following the line of her arm, then her shoulder, the curve of her waist, each touch deliberate, each one drawing a stronger response that Ria could not suppress even if she wanted to.

She didn’t want to.

“You feel it,” Ravenia said.

It was not a question.

Ria nodded, barely able to find her voice.

“Yes.”

Her body answered more clearly than the word.

The warmth building low in her had become something more focused now, a steady, undeniable presence, her breath coming faster, her chest rising and falling, her body leaning into the contact without thought. The awareness of her own arousal was no longer distant or abstract. It was immediate. Physical. Real.

Ravenia’s hand moved lower, then away.

Not taking.

Not pushing.

Just… noticing.

Ria felt the absence of it as clearly as the touch, a small, involuntary shift forward, her body seeking it again before she could stop herself, the tension in her tightening further, her breath catching at the loss.

Her heart was beating faster now, the rhythm of it loud in her chest, her awareness narrowing to the space between them, to Ravenia’s presence, to the way she held herself, the confidence of it, the ease, the quiet control that made everything feel deliberate.

Then Ravenia stepped back.

Her hands moved to her own clothing.

Ria watched.

Could not look away.

The dress slipped from Ravenia’s body with the same deliberate grace she brought to everything else, revealing the form beneath it, the lines she had only glimpsed before now fully visible. Her skin held the light differently, warmer, deeper, the curves of her body full and defined, strength and softness held in perfect balance.

Her tattoos traced over her skin in dark lines, intricate and deliberate, following the natural contours of her body, drawing the eye, telling something that Ria could not quite read but felt nonetheless.

Ravenia removed the rest with the same care.

Unhurried.

Certain.

Until she stood before Ria in nothing but the final layers, her body open, unguarded in a way that did not feel vulnerable, but powerful.

Ria’s breath caught again.

There was no comparison.

No hesitation.

She was… breathtaking.

The thought did not feel sufficient.

Something in Ria’s chest tightened, then softened, something that felt almost like reverence, like the instinct to lower herself, to offer something in return for what she was being shown. And beneath that, the tension in her body pulsed again, stronger now, her awareness of it undeniable, her body fully awake to the moment.

She didn’t move.

But the feeling stayed.

Ravenia stepped closer again.

Close enough that the space between them felt charged, alive.

“Are you ready,” she asked quietly, “for the final step?”

Ria’s throat felt tight.

But she nodded.

“Yes.”

Ravenia held her gaze.

“Then kiss me.”

The words settled into her, not as command, but as invitation.

“Give yourself to me,” Ravenia continued, her voice softer now, but no less certain. “Let me unmake you.”

Ria felt something in her chest open fully then, the last small resistance giving way, not forced, not broken, but released.

“So you can finally be what you were meant to be.”

Ria stepped forward.

She did not hesitate.

Her hand lifted, resting lightly against Ravenia’s skin, feeling the warmth of it, the reality of her, her body already responding, already leaning in, and then she leaned in, closing the space between them, her lips meeting Ravenia’s in a way that felt less like a beginning and more like a continuation of something that had been building all along.

And this time, she did not hold back.
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The kiss did not stay contained.

It spread.

Ria felt it first as warmth, then as something heavier, something that settled low and began to build, not in sudden spikes but in slow, gathering waves that rolled through her and returned again, stronger each time. Her mouth softened against Ravenia’s, opening without being told, responding instinctively to the way Ravenia held her there, guided her, shaped the rhythm of it. It was not rushed. That was what made it unbearable and perfect at once. There was time to feel everything.

Ravenia’s hand slid from her jaw to the back of her neck, fingers threading lightly into her hair, holding her there with a gentle firmness that made Ria lean in rather than pull away. The other hand moved across her body, not quickly, not searching, but deliberate, tracing the line of her shoulder, her collarbone, pausing just long enough at each place that Ria could feel the imprint of it before it moved on.

Ria breathed in sharply.

Her body answered immediately.

Her chest lifted into the touch, her back arching slightly as Ravenia’s fingers moved lower, following the soft curve of her ribs, the inward dip of her waist, and then the outward line of her hips. Each point of contact seemed to draw something out of her, something that had been building and was now given direction, her body responding in small, unguarded movements she could not control and did not want to.

She pressed closer.

The contact between them deepened. Skin against skin, warmth against warmth, the space between their bodies narrowing until it was gone entirely. Ria could feel Ravenia fully now, the weight of her, the shape of her, the way her body held itself with that same quiet certainty she carried in everything else. It grounded her even as everything inside her was beginning to shift.

Ravenia’s hand moved again.

Lower.

Not sudden.

Not invasive.

Just… there.

And Ria felt it.

A sharp, clear pulse of sensation that made her breath catch hard, her hips shifting forward before she could stop herself, seeking the contact, needing it. The response in her body was no longer subtle. It had gathered into something solid, something insistent, a physical truth that rose and held, impossible to ignore now.

She froze for a fraction of a second.

Not from fear.

From recognition.

And Ravenia did not stop.

Her touch adjusted, not retreating, not pushing, simply acknowledging, holding that place with a quiet confidence that made the moment settle instead of fracture. That acceptance moved through Ria even more strongly than the touch itself, dissolving the last remnants of hesitation.

“Yes,” Ravenia murmured, her voice low against Ria’s mouth. “Don’t pull away from it.”

Ria didn’t.

She leaned into it instead.

Her hands moved with more certainty now, sliding across Ravenia’s back, her shoulders, down along the curve of her spine. She felt the strength there, the grounded presence of her body, the way it responded under her touch with a subtle shift, a breath, a quiet answering movement that made Ria press closer.

Her fingers traced downward, slower now, more aware, following instinct rather than thought, learning the shape of Ravenia as she had been learned. The warmth of her skin deepened under her hands, the texture of it, the subtle shifts in muscle and softness, every detail pulling her further into the moment.

Ravenia’s breath changed.

Not dramatically.

Just enough.

Ria felt it.

And it did something to her.

The awareness that she could draw that response, that she was not just receiving but giving, that her touch mattered, that it was seen and felt and answered. It sent another wave through her, stronger, her body tightening, her breath unsteady again as the sensation built, layering over itself.

She moved closer still.

There was nowhere else to go.

Their bodies aligned fully now, the contact undeniable, the heat between them rising, deepening, and Ria felt everything at once. The pressure, the warmth, the way her own body responded without restraint, the steady, growing intensity that made her shift again, instinctively, seeking more of what she was already being given.

Ravenia allowed it.

Guided it.

Her hands steadied Ria at her waist, holding her there, letting her feel the full weight of the contact, the reality of it, not letting her rush past it or escape it. The moment stretched, expanded, every second filled with sensation.

“To feel it fully,” Ravenia murmured, her voice soft but unyielding, “you have to stay in it.”

Ria nodded against her.

She stayed.

Her body softened and tensed at once, opening into the sensation rather than bracing against it, letting it move through her instead of trying to control it. The awareness of herself had never been this complete, this immediate, every part of her present, responsive, alive.

Her hands moved again.

Lower.

And then—

That shift.

That moment of understanding.

Her fingers stilled, just for a breath, as the shape beneath her touch resolved into something unmistakable, something that did not disrupt what she felt but clarified it, deepened it. Her breath caught sharply, her forehead pressing lightly against Ravenia’s as the realisation settled.

Ravenia did not move her away.

Did not explain.

She let her feel it.

Let her understand it through contact, through presence, through the same quiet certainty she had brought to everything else.

Ria’s hand moved again.

Not uncertain now.

Intentional.

And Ravenia’s breath shifted in answer, subtle but real, a reflection of the connection between them, the shared physicality, the mirrored response.

It did not break the moment.

It completed it.

Ria exhaled, her body fully engaged now, every part of her aligned with what she was feeling, with what she was becoming. There was no split, no confusion, no sense of something being out of place.

Only this.

Only the steady, growing certainty that she was exactly where she was meant to be.

And she stayed there.

Letting it deepen.

Letting it take her further.
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Ria did not think about it.

The impulse rose from somewhere deeper than thought, deeper than hesitation, something instinctive, something that had been building in her from the moment Ravenia first touched her and saw her and named her. It moved through her body before she could shape it into anything else, and she let it.

She lowered.

Slowly.

Deliberately.

Her knees met the soft floor, the fabric beneath them giving slightly, grounding her, and she felt the shift in her body as she settled there, the angle of it, the way it placed her, the way it changed the space between them. Ravenia stood above her, unchanged, composed, and yet something in her gaze deepened, sharpened, as though this was the moment she had been waiting for.

Ria looked up.

And felt it fully.

The presence of her. The weight of her body. The undeniable reality of her arousal, visible now, unmistakable, held with the same quiet confidence Ravenia carried in everything else. It did not feel hidden. It did not feel shameful. It was simply… there.

Ria’s breath caught.

Her hands moved.

Not tentative for long.

Her fingers brushed Ravenia’s skin, then settled, then moved lower, drawn by instinct rather than thought, and when they found her, when her fingers wrapped gently, then more firmly, around that solid, undeniable heat, Ria felt the response travel through both of them at once.

Ravenia inhaled.

Small.

Controlled.

But real.

Ria felt it.

And it did something to her.

Her grip shifted slightly, adjusting, learning the shape, the weight of it, the warmth that pulsed subtly under her hand, and her own body answered immediately, the tension in her tightening further, her breath coming faster now, her hips shifting without permission, her awareness narrowing to the contact, to the feeling of it.

She leaned closer.

Drawn.

Her head dipping, her breath warm now where it fell, close, so close, the heat of her mouth gathering, her lips parting without thought, the space between them dissolving into something charged and inevitable. She hovered there for a moment, suspended, her breath brushing, her body already answering, already committed, the instinct no longer something she questioned but something she followed.

And then she gave in.

The contact was immediate.

Overwhelming in its simplicity.

Warmth meeting warmth, softness meeting something firmer, the reality of it flooding her senses all at once, her breath breaking into a quiet, unsteady sound as her body reacted, her awareness collapsing inward to that single point of connection. She felt it through her mouth, through her chest, through the steady pulse of her own body answering in kind, something deeper than thought, deeper than intention, something that felt like recognition as much as desire.

Her hand tightened.

Her body softened.

The moment stretched.

Ravenia’s hand came to her hair, not stopping, not pulling away, just holding her there, allowing it, acknowledging it, and Ria leaned into it, fully now, the last of her hesitation gone, replaced by something instinctive, something that felt right in a way she could not explain.

A quiet sound left her.

Unintended.

Uncontrolled.

And Ravenia felt it.

Ria could tell.

The subtle shift in her breath, the way her body responded above her, the way her hand in Ria’s hair tightened just slightly, not to stop, but to feel, to hold, to mark the moment.

Ria stayed there.

Let herself feel it.

Let herself take it in, not just as sensation, but as something more, something that moved through her like a current, a faint, growing warmth that was not entirely physical, something that spread beneath her skin, that answered the contact in a way that felt like more than touch.

Magic.

She could feel it now.

Not distant.

Not abstract.

Alive.

Moving.

Pouring.

Through Ravenia.

Into her.

And she opened to it.

Without question.

Without resistance.

For a moment, there was nothing else.

No past.

No future.

Only this.

Only the steady, pulsing connection between them, the warmth, the closeness, the quiet, undeniable certainty that she was exactly where she was meant to be.

Then Ravenia stopped her.

Not abruptly.

But with a firm, grounding certainty that cut through the moment without breaking it.

Her hand tightened in Ria’s hair, lifting her just enough, drawing her back, holding her at the edge of what she wanted, what she was already moving toward.

Ria stilled.

Her breath uneven.

Her body still alive with everything she had been feeling.

She looked up.

Ravenia’s gaze held hers.

“There is more,” she said quietly.

Not denial.

A promise.

“But not like this.”

Ria swallowed, her lips parted, her body still leaning forward, still wanting, the instinct not gone, only held in place.

“I don’t want part of you,” Ravenia said, softer now, but heavier.

Her thumb brushed along Ria’s cheek.

“I want all of you.”

The words settled deeper than anything physical.

“To claim you fully,” she continued, “you have to give yourself fully.”

Ria nodded.

There was no hesitation left in her.

Only the ache of being pulled back from the edge.

And the certainty that when she was allowed to cross it—

She would not hold anything back.
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Ravenia did not rush her.

She let the moment breathe.

Guided her upward from her knees with slow, deliberate hands, fingers warm and steady where they touched, lifting, turning, positioning without force. Ria followed without resistance, her body soft from everything she had already given, everything she had already felt, her awareness still bright and open, every sensation lingering rather than fading.

The bed received her gently.

She felt it beneath her back, the softness of the fabric, the way it gave just enough to hold her without swallowing her, and for a moment she lay there simply breathing, her chest rising and falling, her body still humming with the echo of Ravenia’s touch.

Ravenia stood above her.

Still.

Looking.

Ria felt that gaze as clearly as any contact, moving over her body with quiet intention, taking her in fully, not searching, not judging, just… seeing. It made something in her chest tighten again, that same warm, full feeling she had come to recognise, that sense of being exactly where she was meant to be.

Her legs shifted without being told.

Opening.

Not from instruction.

From instinct.

From the way her body already knew how to receive this moment.

Ravenia noticed.

Of course she did.

A small, almost imperceptible smile touched her mouth before she moved, lowering herself slowly, deliberately, letting the distance between them close in a way that made Ria feel every inch of it. The warmth came first, then the weight, then the full contact of skin against skin, and Ria’s breath broke softly as her body answered immediately, arching slightly, her hands lifting to meet Ravenia’s shoulders, her back, needing that closeness as much as the contact itself.

There was no rush.

Ravenia moved with intention, each shift of her body measured, placed, letting Ria feel everything as it happened rather than pushing her past it. The pressure, the warmth, the steady, grounding presence of her, it all built slowly, layering sensation over sensation until Ria could no longer separate one from the other.

And then—

That moment.

The one her body had been moving toward without knowing.

A slow, inevitable meeting.

A deeper contact.

Ria felt it before she understood it, a sudden, unmistakable fullness, a warmth that pressed and then yielded, a sensation that made her breath catch sharply as her body reacted in a way that was entirely new and yet felt as though it had always been waiting for this.

She gasped.

Not in pain.

In shock.

In recognition.

The stretch of it, the heat, the way her body opened around it instinctively, adjusting without instruction, receiving without resistance. It was not forced. It was not taken from her.

It was accepted.

Her hands tightened against Ravenia, her back arching more fully now as the sensation settled, as her body found its way around it, the initial sharpness softening into something deeper, something richer, something that spread through her in slow, steady waves.

“Oh—”

The sound left her without meaning to.

Ravenia stilled for a breath.

Let her feel it.

Let her understand it.

“Stay with it,” she murmured softly.

Ria did.

She stayed.

Even as her body trembled slightly, even as the sensation shifted and deepened, the fullness becoming something she could hold, something she could feel from the inside out, something that made her more aware of herself than she had ever been before.

And then Ravenia moved.

Slowly.

Deliberately.

A subtle shift of her hips that sent another wave through Ria, stronger this time, the sensation no longer unfamiliar but building on itself, layering, deepening. Ria’s body answered immediately, her own hips lifting, meeting the movement without thought, her breath breaking again as something inside her tightened and released in response.

She couldn’t stop it.

Didn’t want to.

Her body had taken over.

Found its rhythm.

A quiet, instinctive answering of Ravenia’s movement, a soft, rolling motion that came from somewhere deeper than conscious control, guided by sensation alone. Each shift brought more of that warmth, more of that fullness, more of that spreading heat that now moved through her entirely.

It was too much.

And not enough.

Her breath came faster, her hands gripping harder, her body arching and softening in turn, the sensation building steadily, rising again toward something she could feel approaching but could not yet reach.

Ravenia’s hands grounded her.

Held her there.

Kept her from drifting too far from the moment even as it intensified.

“Stay with me,” she whispered again.

Ria clung to that.

To her.

To the feeling of being held, guided, seen.

The warmth inside her brightened, the faint glow returning, stronger now, unmistakable, moving through her in time with their bodies, echoing every shift, every movement, every breath.

Magic.

Alive inside her.

And building.

Ria’s head fell back slightly, her throat exposed, her breath breaking into soft, unsteady sounds she could not hold back, her body fully open now, fully engaged, no longer holding anything in reserve.

And then—

Ravenia did not just guide it.

She met her in it.

And the moment broke open into something larger than both of them.

Ravenia moved with her, not pushing past the moment, not rushing toward an end, but deepening it, drawing it out so that every shift of their bodies carried weight, carried meaning. The rhythm between them found itself, not forced, not constructed, but discovered, something instinctive and shared, something that rose from both of them at once.

Ria felt it in the way her body answered.

The way her hips moved without thought, lifting, meeting Ravenia in a slow, rolling motion that built on itself, each movement drawing more sensation from her, more warmth, more of that steady, consuming glow that now filled her completely. It was no longer something she observed.

It was something she was inside of.

Her hands held Ravenia tightly, fingers pressing into her back, her shoulders, needing the contact, needing the certainty of her there, real, solid, present. Ravenia answered that grip, her own hands grounding Ria at her waist, guiding without controlling, letting her move, letting her feel it fully.

Their bodies stayed close.

No distance.

No separation.

Only the constant, shifting contact, the heat between them building, deepening, spreading through Ria in waves that left her breathless, her chest rising and falling in uneven rhythm. She could feel Ravenia everywhere now. The weight of her, the movement of her, the way she fit against her, inside her, not as something foreign but as something that completed the shape of her.

The thought flickered through her.

Not in words.

In feeling.

Yes.

Ravenia’s breath had changed.

Ria could feel it where their bodies met, where their chests brushed, where their closeness allowed nothing to be hidden. It matched her now. The same rising tension, the same gathering intensity, something shared between them rather than separate.

“Good,” Ravenia murmured softly, the word warm against Ria’s skin. “Stay there. Don’t lose it.”

Ria couldn’t.

Her body wouldn’t let her.

The movement continued, slow but insistent, each shift of Ravenia’s hips answered by her own, a quiet, instinctive rhythm that built steadily, drawing her higher, deeper into the sensation. The warmth inside her had become something brighter now, something that pulsed with each movement, something that felt alive in a way she had never known before.

Magic.

It moved through her, through both of them, not separate from what they were doing but woven into it, carried by it, growing stronger as they moved together.

Ria’s head tilted back slightly, her throat open, her breath breaking into soft sounds she could no longer hold back, her body fully surrendered to the moment, to the sensation, to Ravenia.

To herself.

The glow inside her surged.

Brighter.

Stronger.

Her body tightened around it, around Ravenia, responding instinctively, pulling her closer, deeper, her hands gripping harder as the sensation built toward something she could no longer contain.

Ravenia met her there.

Her movements shifted, sharpened just slightly, not losing their control but gaining intensity, her body pressing closer, holding Ria in place as the moment reached its peak.

“Now,” she whispered.

And Ria broke.

The sensation surged through her all at once, a wave that moved from the centre of her outward, filling her completely, her body tightening and releasing in the same breath, her mind going quiet as everything narrowed to that single, overwhelming point.

Ravenia followed.

Not after.

With her.

Ria felt it in the way her body changed, the way the movement deepened, the way something inside her pulsed, warm and undeniable, a spreading heat that moved through her from within, not just sensation but something more, something that carried weight, intention.

Claiming.

Sealing.

The magic flared.

Bright.

Alive.

And then settled.

Not fading.

Rooting.

Ria’s body softened beneath Ravenia, her breath unsteady, her hands still holding on as the last of the sensation moved through her, leaving behind something calm, something steady, something certain.

Ravenia remained with her, their bodies still close, still connected, her presence grounding Ria as everything else fell into place.

No rush.

No need to move.

Ria lay there, held, her body still humming faintly, but beneath that there was a quiet she had never known before.

A certainty.

Not becoming.

Not searching.

Being.

Ria closed her eyes briefly, her breath finally beginning to slow.

And when she opened them again—

There was nothing left of who she had been.

Only who she was. And who she was becoming.


Epilogue

Morning light filled the apartment in long bands of gold, soft against the pale walls, warm where it spilled across the floorboards and sheets, and Ria woke slowly inside it, not dragged upward by anxiety or the dull weight of survival, not ripped from sleep already bracing against the day, but gently, naturally, as though her body no longer feared waking into itself. For a few moments she simply lay there, half tangled in the blankets, listening to the quiet hum of the city beyond the windows, distant traffic, the occasional murmur of voices below, the world alive outside without feeling hostile to her, and the difference still struck her sometimes, not sharply anymore, not painfully, but with the strange tenderness of remembering a wound that had finally healed. There had been a time, not even that long ago, when mornings felt grey before she even opened her eyes, when waking meant returning to a self that never fit quite right, a life held together by exhaustion and avoidance and the constant, gnawing sense of being misaligned with her own existence. She remembered the cold streets. The wet pavement reflecting neon in broken smears of colour. The ache in her stomach from missed meals and bad choices and endless movement without direction. She remembered the feeling of being haunted by herself.

Now sunlight touched bare skin and she smiled before she even fully realised she was doing it.

The apartment Ravenia had found for her sat high above one of the quieter districts of the city, tucked between old brick buildings and modern glass towers that caught the morning light like polished crystal. It was not enormous, but it was beautiful, full of soft textures and dark wood and carefully chosen details that made the space feel intentional rather than expensive for the sake of it. Fresh flowers rested in a narrow vase beside the window. Books lay stacked neatly on the coffee table. One of Ravenia’s jackets hung over the back of a chair from the night before, black and sharp against the warm colours of the room, and the sight of it stirred something soft and immediate in Ria’s chest.

Home.

The word still felt miraculous.

She pushed herself upright, her hair falling loose around her shoulders, longer now, lighter, soft waves catching the sunlight as she stretched. The movement drew her attention briefly to her body, to the familiar shape of herself beneath the oversized sleep shirt she wore, and she felt again that quiet pulse of disbelief that had never fully left her. Not disbelief that it had happened. That part no longer felt strange. It was the memory of how impossible happiness had once seemed that still startled her.

She crossed the apartment barefoot, sunlight warming the floor beneath her feet, and stepped into the bathroom. Steam soon filled the room as the shower ran hot, fogging the mirror before she even stepped beneath the water, and she sighed softly as the heat settled around her, easing the last traces of sleep from her muscles. Her body no longer felt like something she inhabited awkwardly. It felt lived in now. Known. Loved.

The soaps Ravenia kept stocked in both their apartments smelled of cedar and spice and dark flowers, rich scents that lingered against the skin long after the water stopped running, and Ria smiled faintly as she worked the lather slowly over herself, savouring the simple sensuality of care, of attention, of no longer treating her own body like an inconvenience to drag through another day. Her skin glowed beneath her hands, soft and smooth, the curves of her waist and hips familiar now, the gentle weight of her breasts no longer startling but grounding, a quiet reassurance every time she touched them. She rinsed slowly, letting the water run down the length of her body, then stepped out into the warmth of the room and caught sight of herself through the fogged mirror.

She paused.

Even now, even after all this time, the sight of herself could still catch her breath.

She wiped the mirror clear with one hand.

A beautiful woman looked back at her.

Not perfect in the artificial way she had once imagined beauty had to be, not distant or untouchable, but alive. Radiant. Her eyes looked brighter now than they ever had before, blue and open and full of light instead of uncertainty. Her lips were soft and full beneath the faint smile forming there naturally. Her body held itself with ease, not tension. Her shoulders no longer curled inward defensively. Her posture had changed so completely that she barely remembered what it felt like to make herself smaller.

More than anything else, she looked happy.

The realisation warmed her all the way through.

Ria dressed slowly, enjoying the ritual of it. Lace lingerie first, black and delicate against pale skin, the familiar softness settling around her like a second layer of confidence. Stockings drawn carefully up smooth legs. Suspenders clipped into place with practiced hands. Then the dress, dark and elegant, fitted cleanly to her figure, shaping without constraining. She sat at the vanity by the bedroom window to do her makeup, morning light falling across her face as she worked, small careful motions that had once felt intimidating now easy and almost meditative. Eyeliner. Mascara. Deep colour brushed softly across her lips. She styled her hair afterward, fingers moving automatically now, teasing gentle waves into place before stepping back toward the mirror one final time.

And there she was.

Ria.

Not becoming anymore.

Simply herself.

Warmth bloomed through her chest so suddenly it almost hurt.

She laughed softly under her breath, shaking her head once at her own reflection before moving toward the kitchen. The coffee machine hissed quietly as it brewed, filling the apartment with rich bitter scent, and she prepared two cups automatically, adding cream to Ravenia’s exactly the way she liked it. The small domestic intimacy of it filled her with a strange, tender joy every single time. Once, survival had consumed all her attention. Now she had rituals. Beauty. Love.

She carried the coffee down the short hallway toward the bedroom at the far end of the apartment, moving carefully in her heels, graceful now without needing to think about it. Morning light spilled across the dark sheets where Ravenia still rested against the pillows, long red hair spread loose around her shoulders, tattoos visible against bare skin where the sheets had fallen low. Even half awake she was breathtaking, all quiet power and effortless sensuality, the kind of beauty that seemed to alter the shape of the room around it.

Ria crossed the room slowly and lowered herself gracefully to her knees beside the bed, offering the coffee upward with both hands.

“Good morning, my love,” Ravenia murmured, her voice still rough with sleep, low and warm enough to send a pleasant shiver through Ria immediately.

Their eyes met.

Ravenia smiled.

“Another beautiful start to another beautiful day.”
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The clinic had become beautiful in a way Ria had not noticed while she was becoming part of it. Back then it had felt dreamlike and strange, all polished surfaces and quiet rooms and mirrors placed with unsettling precision, but now it felt lived in, intentional, almost sacred in its stillness. Morning light spilled through the high windows in soft white bands that caught against glass and silver and dark wood, and the entire space carried that same feeling Ravenia did, composed and elegant and utterly certain of itself. Ria moved through it with practiced ease now, heels clicking softly against the floor as she prepared the day’s appointments, adjusting schedules, checking messages, laying out papers in neat careful stacks that Ravenia would barely need to glance at before understanding completely. She knew the rhythm now. The structure. What needed to be done before it was asked.

And she loved it.

Not just the work itself, though there was satisfaction in the precision of it, in the way everything aligned cleanly under her hands, but the feeling beneath it. The quiet certainty of belonging here. Of moving through the world without resistance scraping against her at every turn. There was no performance in it anymore. No awkwardness. She no longer felt like she was pretending to be herself.

She simply was.

Ria stood near the main desk entering the final notes for the morning when she became aware of Ravenia approaching behind her, not through sound exactly but presence, the subtle shift in the atmosphere that always seemed to follow her, warm and magnetic and impossible to ignore. A moment later elegant fingers slid lightly along her waist as Ravenia passed behind her chair, the touch brief but affectionate, and Ria smiled immediately, instinctive now, her body softening under the contact before she could even think about it.

“You’re ahead of schedule,” Ravenia murmured.

Ria glanced up at her and nearly lost her train of thought entirely.

Ravenia looked devastating this morning. Black silk wrapped close around her body, sharp at the waist and low enough at the chest to reveal glimpses of tattooed skin beneath silver chains, the dark red of her hair falling loose around her shoulders in rich waves that caught the light every time she moved. Her makeup was immaculate as always, dark lashes framing those impossible green-grey eyes, lips painted deep wine-red, and there was something about the contrast between her composed authority and the casual intimacy of her touch that still made heat rise through Ria every single time.

“I wanted everything ready before the first appointment,” Ria said.

Ravenia hummed softly, pleased.

“You always do.”

The praise warmed her instantly.

Ravenia leaned down then, one hand settling lightly beneath Ria’s chin, tilting her face upward just enough for their lips to meet in a slow, lingering kiss that made Ria melt almost immediately, warmth blooming through her chest and stomach all at once. It was not demanding. It never needed to be. Ravenia carried certainty into even the gentlest affection, and Ria found herself leaning into it instinctively, eager and soft beneath her attention.

When Ravenia pulled back her thumb brushed once along Ria’s jaw.

“Good girl,” she murmured.

The words sent a sharp pulse through her.

Not shame. Not embarrassment.

Pleasure.

Simple and immediate and deep enough to make her thighs press together slightly before she could stop herself.

Ravenia smiled as though she noticed everything.

Of course she did.

Then, as she moved away toward her office, her hand landed lightly against the curve of Ria’s ass in one smooth affectionate pat that made heat flare through her all over again.

“Try not to distract me today,” Ravenia said lightly.

Ria laughed softly despite herself, blushing as she watched Ravenia disappear through the doorway.

God.

There were still moments where the sheer reality of her life struck her all at once. The warmth. The affection. The ease of being wanted. Not tolerated. Not endured. Wanted.

Loved.

She took a slow breath and steadied herself before returning to the desk just as the front bell chimed softly through the space.

Right on time.

Ria stood smoothly, adjusting the line of her dress automatically before crossing toward the entrance. Her heels clicked in measured rhythm against the polished floor and she felt herself settle naturally into the movement now, hips swaying subtly beneath the fitted black dress, posture straight, shoulders relaxed. There was pleasure in it. In being seen. In the soft confidence that now lived in her body where fear used to sit.

The reflection in the glass door caught her briefly as she approached and for half a second she saw herself as though through someone else’s eyes.

Elegant.

Beautiful.

Happy.

She opened the door.

The young man standing outside froze slightly when he saw her.

Ria recognised the expression immediately.

Nervousness. Hesitation. That brief flicker of uncertainty that came from someone standing too close to the edge of themselves without yet understanding what they were looking at.

He looked young. Slim. Hoodie sleeves pulled down over his hands despite the warmth of the day. His posture curled inward slightly as though apologising for existing too loudly. His eyes lifted to hers for only a second before dropping again.

“I… uh…” He swallowed. “I was told you might be able to help me.”

The words landed somewhere deep inside her.

For a moment she saw herself again. Not Ria. Ryan. Wet streets. Hollow eyes reflected in neon glass. That same aching uncertainty wrapped around every movement.

And suddenly she understood fully.

Not just what Ravenia did.

Why.

Warmth softened through her chest.

She smiled at him gently, stepping aside to let him in.

“You’ve come to the right place,” she said.

He hesitated at the threshold.

Ria held his gaze more steadily this time, letting him see kindness there, reassurance, certainty.

“We can do a lot more than help you,” she said softly.

The words felt natural now. True.

Behind her, somewhere deeper in the clinic, Ravenia waited like a dark star at the centre of everything.

Ria smiled a little wider.

“We can remake you.”

THE END
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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.


His Princess

Aaron comes home hollowed out, jobless, untethered, carrying a softness he doesn’t yet know how to want.

Working in Daniel’s quiet house, he feels seen for the first time, steadiness without judgment, attention without demand. A man whose restraint feels less like refusal and more like an invitation waiting to be answered.

And then he discovers Daniel’s secret…

Aaron doesn’t arrive knowing how to seduce. He learns, slowly, dangerously, what his softness can do once it is allowed.

A glance held.

A vulnerability chosen.

A door opened because someone finally made it safe.

Softness as a homecoming.

His Princess is a queer, gender-soft romance about permission, transformation, and the moment longing stops feeling like a mistake and starts feeling like truth.


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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