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Chapter 1: Splashdown
 
 
 
The hot summer sun of Türkiye’s Aegean coast felt delightful on Romeo Valenti’s olive skin as he basked along the pool. Taking a break at a warm and sunny resort after the European Tour was just what he needed. Especially as he wasn’t that well known in Türkiye yet, so could enjoy some anonymity. Sure, he loved the cheers of the crowds and the cute young women and men lined up for autographs from Canada’s latest pop-star heart throb, but everyone needed a break from work sometimes.
Now if only his manager would stop complaining in his ear. He had half a mind to hang up if Rachel didn’t relax a little.
“Why are we on the phone anyway? Shouldn’t you be at the resort too?” Romeo asked, interrupting Rachel’s discussions about the negotiations for releasing the band’s next album when they got back to Toronto.
“The wifi is garbage there,” Rachel replied coldly. 
“The wifi’s bad on purpose. You’re supposed to unplug when you’re here. De-stress,” he said, slowly enunciating the words in an effort to instill them with the maximum amount of relaxed energy he could manage. “We’ve been working like crazy since Vienna.”
“Being disconnected from information is stressful for me,” she muttered. “Also, I had to get away from all the flirtatious men at the resort.”
“Why would you want to do that? Most of the guys here are pretty cute,” he replied. “Speaking of romance, though… I should really get going for my date.”
He stretched, pulling on a button up t-shirt and grabbing his towel to start walking to his room. “Oh, yeah. Look at the time. Cansu’ll be here any minute.”
“Your date today was with Cansu? Oh no. I thought you were going out with Gökçe today, I must have written something wrong in my notes,” Rachel said, a mischievous tone in her voice that he knew meant she was grinning from ear to ear.
“You didn’t,” he asked, realising just what she’d done. 
“Oopsy,” she said, not meaning it in the slightest.
He winced, preparing for the worst as two feminine voices called out from the entrance of the lobby.
Turning, the beautiful young women were still standing in the doorway, giving each other a once over, wondering why the other had called out Romeo’s name.
“Have fu~un,” Rachel said before hanging up.
Romeo glared angrily at his phone for a moment, before turning to the two women with a smile.
“Hello Cansu. Hello Gökçe,” he said, pulling all the charm he could manage. “I think I can provide an explanation.”
Both women turned to him with raised eyebrows. The looks in their eyes left him suspecting he had an uphill battle ahead of him.
“So, as you both know, I’m in town for barely more than a week. Which really isn’t much time at all, and, well… you’ve both enjoyed the past few days, right?” he asked.
The girls nodded, before realising the other was nodding and giving one another concerned looks.
“You’re both such lovely and beautiful women as well, that I thought it would be quite unfair of me to only offer my love to one of you while I was here,” he said, before stepping forward and placing an arm around both women’s shoulders. “Now that you’re both introduced, though, maybe we can be more efficient with our limited time together and I take the both of you on dates at once? It’s all just a bit of casual fun anyhow, am I right?”
He smiled down at both of them. They seemed confused, initially. Then Cansu’s eye twitched. Followed by Gökçe pushing away from him.
“You two timing—!” she hissed, pointing an angry finger at him. “I have half a mind to—”
“We could not do the same time dating thing and pretend this never happ—urf” Romeo started, only to receive a mop to the face from Cansu.
He wondered for a moment where she’d gotten that when he realised Gökçe had pulled out a pitchfork as well. That was even more confusing than the mop. 
“H-hey, girls, girls there’s no need to get violent,” he said, holding his hands up placatingly as they pointed their armaments towards him. “I can apologise, if that’s what you—gah!”
After Cansu swung the mop again, Romeo decided negotiations were over and made a break for it. 
Running out into the stone-paved streets in flip flops maybe wasn’t the best idea he’d ever had, but the girls had rather firmly cut him off from the lobby. They were both yelling insults at him as they chased him. Or, presumably insults. Most of it was in Turkish, and he’d only really learned to say ‘hello’ and ‘thank you’ for the trip.
Rather than trying to use this as a chance at immersive language learning, he instead focused on running away from them. He was glad he’d kept up his morning jogs as the chase stretched into blocks. He’d ended up losing his flip flops on the way, but they’d just been slowing him down. Once the adrenaline wore off he’d probably regret it, but not as much as he’d regret getting caught.
Unfortunately, the girls were starting to catch up with him, and he was getting rather nervous about just what they had planned. Just then he saw an alleyway and ducked into it. The alley quickly led to a courtyard, revealing itself to be a dead end. There was a large fountain in the middle, though.
A fountain with a few ancient looking columns sticking out of it. The one nearest the shore was in a serious state of crumbling, and was now short enough he could hop up onto it. From that higher point he could jump over to the next shortest ruined column. He then jumped to the half sunken archway in the middle.
He panted as he turned around, looking to see the girls at the edge of the pond. Both of them seemed to be trying to work out how to chase after him without disarming themselves.
Wait. Pond? The fountain did look like a pond, all of a sudden. It was also surrounded by grass. How had he not noticed… looking out to the walls of the courtyard, he realised they were hazy. The buildings around looked like mirages, and seemed to flow in and out of existing or being replaced with a forest. Wherever he was didn’t seem properly connected to the outside world.
The two women noticed as well, before turning to look at the entrance. That still seemed connected to where they were, and to the outside world. The girls looked at each other, said something in Turkish, and ran for the entrance. 
Watching them go, he was left unsure what to do. Did he follow them outside and get beaten to a snot, or stay in this strange… whatever it was?
“Maybe it’s fairies? Is that a thing in Türkiye?” he mumbled to himself, taking another quick look around.
“It’s the Spring of Salmakis, actually,” a voice said.
“The wha—” he started to say as he turned to the source, only to find himself looking at a winged person of some sort sitting on the nearest column.
The surprise made him take a step backwards, away from the strange new arrival. Only, there wasn’t anymore arch in the direction he stepped, and he fell backwards, his heart doing a backflip as he did.
Hitting the water, he felt strange while sinking into the surprisingly clear spring. He floated beneath the surface in confusion for a moment, as his body briefly felt awash with pins and needles, like a foot fallen asleep. The feeling passed as quickly as it had started, though, and he pushed his way up to the surface. 
The odd angelic figure was still standing on the column, looking down at him with a slight smile.
“The Spring of Salmakis. An ancient magical spring, the effects of it are called a curse by many,” the figure said, their voice as androgynous as their face.
“Effects?” Romeo called out, before realising his voice sounded off. Kind of… high pitched?
“All men bathe in it find their figures softened and rendered womanly, for they are left but half a man,” the angelic being said, crouching down on the pillar to get a closer look at him. “Mhm, it seems it was fairly generous with you.”
Romeo also looked down at himself, confused, only to find his unbuttoned shirt was leaving a pair of breasts rather exposed. 
“I… I have... boobs?” he said, floating in the water.
His voice definitely sounded higher pitched.
The spring had turned him into a woman? That was absurd. It was outrageous. It was like something out of a… an… an anime? Actually… like something from a specific anime he remembered some of his bandmates liked.
“So… hot water will fix this, right?” he asked, looking back up at the angelic figure.
They stared at him for a moment, before finally replying: “What.”
“Like in the anime you must have gotten the idea from?” Romeo said.
“An… anime? Do they not teach the classics anymore? Ovid discussed this spring in the Metamorphoses? He got several details on the creation wrong, but surely his account is famous enough that you’ve read it?” the figure asked, before leaning forward and gliding down to the water’s edge. “He was one of the most influential writers of the classical world!”
Romeo pulled himself out of the water, and went to use the towel around his shoulders to dry himself off, before realising it was utterly soaked and useless at this point. “I think the name ‘Ovid’ sounds familiar… though… hmm… maybe it’s just because it sounds like ‘covid’?”
The angelic figure looked disappointed at the lack of familiarity. “I… w-well. Either way, no. Hot water does not affect this magic.”
That news sent a slight shiver down Romeo’s back. Even if he wasn’t sure it would help with the warmth much, he decided to try buttoning up his shirt all the same. “So, uh… is it permanent, then?”
“I can tell you how to reverse it later, once I am satisfied with the humility imparted,” the angelic figure replied.
Romeo stared. “Yeesh. I didn’t know angels were so jerki—”
“I’m NOT an ANGEL!” the being shouted, their wings outstretching to either side of them. “I am Hermaphroditus! An EROTE! Born of Aphrodite and Hermes. Deity of the intersex and marriages, protector of unwed brides!”
Romeo blinked. “Oh… Oh, ancient Greek deity. Gotcha… jerkishness makes se—I mean, it’s an honour to meet you, please don’t curse me any further.”
Hermaphroditus didn’t look impressed with his slip up, but didn’t ask Zeus to call down a lightning bolt to kill him or anything, so he counted that as a win. Instead they just glared. That was probably the best possible outcome for upsetting an ancient Greek deity.
“Can I ask why I need to learn humility?” Romeo asked.
“Your father’s been a jerk to the rest of us, and you’re his favourite son right now, so embarrassing you seemed the best way to get back at him,” Hermaphroditus replied, crossing their arms with a huff.
“My… father? I… listen, I don’t even know who my father is. My mum was at a party and apparently someone slipped something into her drink or… something, because she was out of it enough she swore the guy she slept with turned into a literal ange—wait. Wait,” Romeo said, his brain fitting together a new fact with a very old fact. “He’s one of you Erotes?”
“He’s Cupid,” Hermaphroditus muttered, glaring off to one side. “Mister ‘oh look, I’ve got a holiday celebrated worldwide’… pompous jerk.”
Romeo nodded slowly. His dad was Cupid. The cupid… wait. wasn’t Cupid a baby?
Apparently he had a lot of research about Greek mythology to do.
Also, looking down again, bras. Giving into a little temptation, he poked his chest. The feeling was odd.
Struck by curiosity about what his face looked like now, he turned around and looked at the calm water of the cursed spring. The face looking back at him was… more or less the same. A bit softer. Definitely a woman’s face. A rather handsome woman, if he was being honest. Which made sense, since he was gorgeous and on the pretty side as a man.
Still, he looked different. His voice was definitely different. Plus, the breasts. Those might take some work to hide.
Oh, and the height change. That was pretty significant. Probably. He didn’t really have a good frame of reference besides his shirt being too big now. 
It all added up to one important question.
“How the heck can I keep up my career like this?” he asked his reflection, figuring Hermaphroditus didn’t care about his struggles.
 
Chapter 2: Reintroductions
 
 
 
There had been nothing for Romeo to do but walk back to the hotel. Barefoot. Because he’d lost his flip flops. Something he noticed rather more without the adrenaline distracting him while he was being chased.
Also, with people (mostly men) staring at him and the way his still damp thin button-up stuck to his new chest. 
He tried to ignore them and focus on what he was going to do about this. He’d been promised that it was probably temporary. Once he’d been humiliated enough to amuse a jerkish Olympian deity. Really, he’d gotten off pretty easy, compared to people who got turned into monsters or flat out killed in old myths. He just had breasts now. Which he was sure he could work with.
It opened up new fashion options. Women did have a lot more variety of shirts to choose from. He’d explored fashion options more than most men, but he still had some looks he didn’t feel he could pull off before.
Of course, that all relied on him figuring out some way to keep his career alive. He was pretty sure Rachel or her father would drive him to bankruptcy for breach of contract if this ‘curse’ thing meant he couldn’t keep performing.
He figured he should phone her, to tell her what happened. Only to remember that his phone had been in his pocket when he’d fallen into that spring. Pulling it out, he saw that it had died a watery death. Would putting it in rice work? He’d never actually tried that, or really looked it up. 
Eh, he’d get a new one. He was pretty sure he had insurance of some sort. Most of the stuff on there was saved to the cloud these days anyhow, right?
He supposed he could try the rice first, though. 
After he contacted the band, though. The hotel was in front of him now, and his poor feet would soon be on carpeted floors. 
He walked past the front desk and straight to the elevators, hoping no one tried to stop him. Then it was a short ride up to the third floor, before stepping out onto the gloriously soft carpeting of the hallway. He stood there for a moment, letting out a sigh of joy. Then headed to his room. Thankfully the key card was rather more waterproof than his phone, and he got in without any trouble. 
He walked over to the phone in the room, picking it up and dialing for the front desk. He lied a little, claiming he’d fallen in the pool, while doing his best to make his voice sound deeper. Thankfully whoever was at the front desk didn’t know what he was supposed to sound like, and happily accepted his request to call his bandmates up to his room.
That complete, Romeo walked over and sat in the chair at the desk, staring at the wall while feeling the sweet relief of being off his feet. He was still a little damp, and realised he probably had some pond gunk on him. The spring had seemed weirdly clean, but a shower would probably still be smart.
After everyone showed up, though. He probably should have grabbed the shower before calling everyone, but… oh well. They shouldn’t take long.
He leaned back in the chair, closing his eyes for a moment. He realised he was going to have to tell his mother about this. He had no idea how she’d react. Though she was pretty chill about most thin—
Knocking on the door forced him to stand up. His feet hurt more after having gotten the chance to rest, which was annoying, but he made his way over to the door all the same. Realising he didn’t want to have the conversation with everyone in the hallway, he hid behind the door as he opened it, awkwardly coughing ‘come in’.
Thankfully, Rachel and the whole band had shown up together, so he could do this all in one go.
“Alright, Romeo, what’s…” Rachel started to ask, once he started to close the door, emerging from hiding behind it. “Uhh… huh?”
“It’s me,” he said as he shut the door. “I can prove it, if you guys want to ask me a question only I would know or… something?”
“I… I think I can believe it’s you,” Jovita Megalos said.
He smiled up at the tall and muscular drummer, glad she believed him so easily.
“Either you’re Romeo or he’s secretly had an identical twin who’s a trans girl I somehow don’t know about,” Logan Novak added, the elegant violinist raising an eyebrow. “I’m… not quite sure which is more plausible.”
“What happened?” the bassist, Frankie Grey, asked, as she gave him a once over.
“If you’ll believe it, I fell into a cursed spring,” Romeo replied.
Logan, Frankie, and JK all stared at him. While it no doubt sounded absurd to her, Rachel was missing the specific angle driving suspicion in the others. Why Jovita seemed so ready to accept things Romeo wasn’t sure, but he was happy to take the one win.
“Ok, no, I think I’m leaning back to the secret twin sister messing with us,” Logan said. “You just stole that from—”
“I know that it sounds like it’s—it isn’t though. Apparently it’s from an ancient Greek god? The spring is called the Spring of Salmakis,” Romeo said.
“You’re serious?” Frankie asked.
“Yes,” Romeo replied.
“Oh, hey,” JK, the generally quiet keyboardist, said, looking at his phone. “Apparently it’s real. There’s a Digipedia article. It’s tied to a nymph of the same name… and a deity called Hermaphroditus? Who’s… apparently the kid of Hermes and Aphrodite? I did not know those two were a thing. Anyhoo, yeah. It’s supposed to be right here in Bodrum.”
Rachel and the other bandmates crowded around JK’s phone, all trying to read the small screen. There were several murmurs of surprise from the group.
“How did I never realise the term ‘hermaphrodite’ had ‘Aphrodite’ right there in it,” Rachel mumbled.
The group then stared at Romeo for a moment, before turning to each other. They then looked back at him.
“Uhh… so… I’m guessing it doesn’t reverse like the ones in the anime?” Jovita asked, her eyes drifting over to the electric kettle in one corner of the hotel room.
“Nope. I asked,” Romeo replied.
Logan blinked. “You asked? Who did you ask?”
“Uh… Hermaphroditus? They showed up to… gloat, I guess? I—oh! Right! I found out who my dad is too!” Romeo said.
“Hermaphroditus, the Greek deity of marriage, is your dad?” JK asked.
“What? No. No. Apparently they’re my dad’s half sibling,” Romeo said, getting a few slow and tentative nods from the others. “My dad is Cupid.”
Everyone stared at him, like he’d… well, like he’d claimed his dad was one of the most famous ancient Greek gods.
“Isn’t Cupid a baby?” Rachel asked.
“I guess he grew up?” Romeo replied.
“The Greeks usually showed him as an adult. It was the Romans who were bigger on showing him as a baby,” Jovita said. “Also, his Greek name was Eros.”
It was the tall woman’s turn to get stared at.
“Uh… I was very into Greco-Roman mythology as a kid?” she replied, looking embarrassed.
“Mythology is pretty cool,” JK said. “I was really into pre-Christian Slavic mythology in high school.”
That surprised no one. JK just had that sort of energy after all. His most recent obsession was 1970s Nigerian cinema, for instance. 
The conversation spun around Romeo’s news about his father for a bit. Until they realised there wasn’t much they could do with the information just now. Instead, they had to focus on the more pressing issue of Romeo’s current transformation.
“Can we even get you back to Canada on your passport?” Rachel asked, causing Romeo to freeze.
“Uhh…” he mumbled.
“That shouldn’t be too hard,” Logan said. “I don’t know where we could get a binder around here, but a couple of sports bras and a baggy t-shirt could probably get him close enough to flat looking. Then a bit of contouring and… he looks more or less the same. It should work?”
Rachel gave a nod, something gentle in her eyes as she looked back at Romeo. “We’ll try to figure out a way to fix this when we get home.”
“I’ll see if any of the local libraries have anything to say,” Logan added.
“They’ll probably be in Turkish,” Jovita pointed out.
The handsome violinist blushed. “R-right. Right. Uh… I’ll check university libraries when we get back to Toronto.”
That led to some more discussion about other places to do research. There was a general agreement that they’d probably want to go to somewhere fancier than Canada to get the good ancient tomes on magical things. They were going to start with what they had, though. Even if Romeo wasn’t sure that undoing the magic on their own was the best plan with the deity who caused it already around and paying attention. It felt a bit… ‘hubris-y’. Which was never a good idea around Hellenic deities.
“Thanks, everyone,” Romeo said, smiling. “I would kind of like to wash the pond gunk out of my hair, though… so… not to kick everyone out, but…”
“Oh, yeah. That’s fair,” Frankie said.
The others nodded and filed out, though still debating various points. Logan was the last to leave, hovering near the door.
“If, um… if you want to talk about ways to deal with dysphoria, let me know,” the violinist said.
Romeo smiled. “You’re the first one I’d ask, obviously.”
“Ah, good. Good. I just wanted to make sure the offer was on the table,” Logan said. “Well, have a good shower?”
“I’ll try,” Romeo replied, giving a quick wave goodbye as Logan left.
He wasn’t really sure how he felt about being naked now. He’d deal with it, though. 
After taking a few breaths he headed to the bathroom, where he stared at his reflection. On one hand he really did look about the same. On the other hand, that little bit of softening was all his face needed to look like a beautiful woman. Sort of more of a classical art style strong featured beautiful woman, but… beautiful all the same.
Nervous, not out of unfamiliarity with breasts but unfamiliarity with them being a part of his reflection, Romeo pulled off his shirt. Looking at his reflection again, he supposed it still wasn’t as weird as he’d braced for. He felt oddly certain he could rock them if he wanted to. Though he wasn’t sure if he wanted to right now… but he was sure he could. It was also nice to see that he’d kept most of the muscle toning he’d worked hard to build.
He pulled his swim trunks off next, figuring the absence of a thing would be less startling than the addition of a thing. Only… only…
“Why is that still there?” he said, staring at a bit of anatomy he had not expected to still have.
“The curse half changes your body,” Hermaphroditus’ voice said, causing Romeo to jump (and cover his groin for modesty).
“Wha-whe-huh?” he stammered, before seeing the deity in the mirror, sitting on the counter in the reflected bathroom while not existing in the real one. “Waah?”
“It’s not easy for me to manifest in the physical world, but I can do this just fine,” the deity replied.
Romeo nodded a few times, before processing two things: he should also cover his chest, and what Hermaphroditus had said.
“What do you mean half changes my body?” he asked, while adjusting a hand to handle the added modesty concern.
“The wording of the curse was ‘turns whoever falls in into half a man’… or maybe it was ‘half a woman’… it’s been a few thousand years, I don’t remember exactly. But, either way. It’s changed your body halfway… overall. Some areas were fully changed over. Some areas partially. Some not at all,” the deity replied, stretching their wings a little. “Compare your chest and height to your face and then to your whole pelvic area.”
“That… I…” Romeo mumbled, turning his back to the mirror to get a better look. “Huh, I really don’t have much in the way of hips…”
“You sound almost disappointed,” Hermaphroditus said, a playful tone in their voice.
Romeo blushed and looked over his shoulder. “I just… I’m surprised.”
Hermaphroditus gave a smug grin in reply. 
“I… so… you’re going to be paying attention to what I do, right?” Romeo asked. “Meaning that I shouldn’t try to find a cure on my own.”
The deity shrugged, vanishing from the mirror before replying. “My spring has the power of three gods behind it. There’s nothing a mortal can find to reverse it.”
“Oh,” Romeo whispered, slumping at the news.
Even if he hadn’t wanted to risk it, it was also disappointing to learn it was hopeless. 
He shook his head and decided to continue with cleaning up.
He was about to turn on the shower when he realised something. Wasn’t it Salmakis the nymph’s spring? The Digipedia article had said they were fused, though… was the deity actually both beings?
 
-
 
Hermaphroditus had told the truth. The hot water of the shower did nothing to undo the transformation.
 
Chapter 3: Awkwardness
 
 
 
Getting up the next day, Romeo’s morning routine wasn’t overly changed. There were still teeth to be brushed. Still skin to be cared for. No shaving, though. That had taken a moment to realise, but Romeo rolled with it.
Everything done, Romeo smiled at the girl in the mirror who was looking downright radiant. How had she not figured out she was a god’s daughter bef—daughter!?
Why was he thinking about himself as a girl?
“Is it the curse?” he wondered aloud, staring at his reflection. Did it affect his mind too?
Sure, he was rather in touch with his feminine side some days. To the point he’d almost thought he was trans too in high school. But he liked being a guy… most of the time? 
Ok, most of the time he didn’t really think about gender much, but the days when he’d felt more exploratory about his gender were rarer than the ones he was quite happy as a guy. 
So, full on thinking of himself as a woman. That had to be magic, right? Hormones didn’t do that. 
Or, well, maybe they could nudge at those feeling of in-touchness with femininity? Make them stronger? The way Logan had talked about feeling more confident in his masculinity once he’d started testosterone?
Romeo couldn’t say. He was no neurologist. Or endocronologist. Or… whatever the term was for the most relevant… was it endocronologist? Endocrinologist? Endocronoligist? 
He was pretty sure it wasn’t that last one.
It was confusing, and too early in the morning to try to remember a six-syllable word. He turned to leave the bathroom, when he had an itch on his ankle. Nothing weird, but, when he scratched it, he noticed how his legs were hairy. About the same as they normally were. It was maybe a little thinner, but… 
 
-
 
Romeo let Logan and Frankie into the suite, each carrying a bag or two of freshly bought clothing. It had been weird for him to stay in the hotel while they shopped for him, but Rachel was worried about the risk of paparazzi or a fan of some sort taking photos and leading to a whole scandal. So Romeo was stuck in his room.
“Good news. We found some platform boots in your size,” Frankie said, holding up her bag. “That should help with the height change.”
“Oh that’s—wait. My old size or my new size?” Romeo asked.
The other two blinked, before blushing.
“Right. It would make sense for your feet to shrink,” Logan mumbled, looking down at the smaller feet poking out of the bottom of now too long sweatpants. “… why are you wearing full pants? You never wear full pants in summer, unless Rachel forced you to.”
It was Romeo’s turn to blush as he squirmed under his bandmates’ curiosity.
“I—uh… I cut myself a little,” he mumbled.
“You what,” Frankie asked, the tomboyish woman’s eyes filling with concern.
“Is the dysphoria that bad? Do you need emergency help?” Logan added, hurrying over and grabbing Romeo’s hand.
“Em-er—what!? Oh! No. No.” Romeo shook his head, pulling away. “I—It was an accident. I just nicked myself! I was trying to shave my legs. I guess I got impatient or… something.”
“Why did you shave your legs?” Frankie asked, tilting her head in confusion.
“I don’t know! I… I just had the impulse to try it. I… last night I was reading about a dude named Tyresias who got turned into a woman for seven years by Hera, and… I don’t know. I guess I wanted to get started on skills I might need if my transformation lasts that long,” Romeo replied, trying to forget the odd feelings of happiness that had come with having smooth legs even while covered in cuts and scrapes.
Logan gave a nod, while still keeping that soft and caring look in his eyes. “I suppose different people respond to crises differently. You always seemed to be big on adaptability… well, either way, you should try on the clothing we bought. We’ll see how well you can pass. Especially since Rachel decided we’re flying out tonight.”
“Wait, what? We still had, like, three days left?” Romeo asked.
“She wants to get back to the studio and see what we can figure out with a few days grace period,” Logan explained.
“I’m also pretty sure I heard her muttering about being afraid you might get yourself pregnant if you’re left unattended at a resort,” Frankie added with a mischievous grin.
“I’m not going to get pregnant,” Romeo muttered, his cheeks going warm.
Logan, who was blushing far worse than Romeo felt he was, cleared his throat and offered his bags to Romeo. “So, we should get to work.”
Romeo nodded, grabbing the bags to put them on a chair, and then pulling his shirt off. The sports bra proved a very tight fit, but he supposed that was the point. It was supposed to compress after all. 
Logan was grumbling about how much better a binder would be for the job, when Romeo became aware of a shift in his blood flow. Specifically towards the area he’d been surprised to find unchanged the night before. Why in the world would that be—right now? 
Was it from wearing the bra? Was wearing women’s undergarments really turning him on? Even one this utilitarian?
He wasn’t sure, but he sat down, pulling the bags onto his lap. He hadn’t had something like this happen since high school. It was severely embarrassing. Especially for something that made him seem rather... perverted.
“Y—you ok there, Romeo?” Frankie asked.
“F-fine. Fine,” he mumbled, waiting for the issue to sort itself out.
“Are you sick?” Logan asked, leaning in with concern in those warm brown eyes of his.
Because, yep. Remembering his lingering awkward attraction to his old friend was totally what he needed when trying to calm down his… downstairs.
“The way your shifting those bags on your lap,” Frankie started to say, “If you still had one I’d half think—”
“Ok! Ok! So… it turned out the spring only gave me a partial transformation,” Romeo blurted. “I wasn’t sure how to bring it up, but… well, I don’t know why wearing a bra is having this effect. Not a kink I expected to have.”
Logan blinked, silently mouthing the word ‘partial’.
“Oh. That’s not a kink,” the Frankie said, the bassist putting her hands in her pockets as both men turned to her. “The chest is a sensitive area. Especially with estrogen running through your system. Contact there gets your body on edge, and so… other areas respond. Physical arousal doesn’t always connect to mental arousal after all. Heard about it happening to plenty of trans women who then get self conscious.”
“Mmmm… I guess so. They are sensitive... Still embarrassing,” Romeo mumbled. 
“W-well, hopefully wearing the bra for a while works it out of your system…” Logan added, blushing away. “I… also, good that you’re left with something. Hopefully it helps with any dysphoria issues… at the very least it means you don’t have to worry about periods?”
Romeo paled, looking down at his gut. “I… well, I don’t know what’s going on on the inside, since the change is all patchy, but… I really hope I won’t have periods.”
“We’ll… uh, we’ll take you to a doctor when we get home,” Frankie offered.
Romeo nodded. “That sounds good.”
 
-
 
The rest of getting ready had gone rather less awkwardly. The second sports bra helped compress Romeo to something almost approaching flat (he wasn’t one for false modesty and was more than willing to admit the Spring of Salmakis had been good to him… something he chalked up to being the grandchi—grandson of Aphrodite). The baggy t-shirt over top and a bit of advice on bad posture from Logan to help him further hide his chest had him looking roughly like his old self. Just… when he was 14 or something, with the softer face and lost height. Sunglasses and the new boots helped further, and, well, they’d run out of time before they had to grab taxis to the airport. 
It was a decent drive to the airport they were using, and then there was the early arrival recommended for international flights. Along with Rachel’s insistence to have a buffer on top of that, to deal with ‘celebrity problems’ that did have a habit of cropping up. Paparazzi. Fans. Getting instruments through customs. Romeo sneaking off to a bathroom with someone he’d just met that found the whole ‘world famous pop star’ thing wildly attractive.
That last one wasn’t an issue today, though. He wasn’t sure how someone would react to his changed body here in Türkiye. Or in most of the world.
And everyone in the band was watching him like a hawk, seemingly convinced he’d be the victim of another angry ancient supernatural force. Or transphobia. Or… both? He hoped both wasn’t a possibility, but figured it was best not to jinx it. Weren’t Amazons supposed to be pretty brutal to anyone vaguely masculine?
Were Amazons a thing?
Thankfully he was able to pass through security with relative ease. He looked enough like himself he was able to claim the passport photo just had bad lighting. He got past the metal detector, only having had to remove his boots. Which lead to comments about celebrities always being shorter than they wanted you to know. Annoying, since he was normally 5’10”, which was a perfectly respectable height. Not tall, sure. But acceptable. Unfortunately the curse had him down to, what, 5’6”? Maybe 5’7” when he was fresh out of bed in the morning.
It was depressing. Turned into a girl was one thing, but turned short? That was just rude.
He decided to pout for most of the next hour. Partially over the height change. Partially because the barista at the nearby coffee shop was really cute and clearly star struck when she looked his way. Yet he couldn’t do anything with that right now.
What was the point of apparently being the child of the god of physical desire if he had to behave himself like this? Especially since he’d been under lock and key since Krakow, where he’d apparently misread his Polish phrase book while mildly drunk and accidentally proposed to a woman when trying to call her pretty. Then his dating efforts in Bodrum had been torpedoed by Rachel before he’d gotten anywhere more than a kiss or two.
He pulled out his phone, plugging some headphones in and tossed on music. It was a good way to tune the world out for the next forty minutes until they boarded.
That only lasted a moment, though, as Rachel reached out and touched his hand. Confused, he pulled off his headphones.
“I know you’re stressed out, but we’ll figure this out,” she said.
He could tell she was tired, now that they were making eye contact. She wasn’t wearing makeup, her clothes were more casual than normal, and her eyes seemed so much softer. So much kinder.
Like she’d look at the end of their first tour. When—
“It’s not the curse,” he blurted, trying to forget the mistake they’d both made all those years ago. Only to blush as he looked around, making sure no one was paying attention. 
He’d gotten lucky, the band were the only ones seated nearby. Well, apart from an old woman who was quietly reading a novel.
Plus, in retrospect, it wasn’t like people would think he was talking about real magic.
“Are you sick, then?” Rachel asked.
“No. No. It’s nothing… just annoyed by the vacation ending early,” he lied.
Rachel let out a groan and rolled her eyes.
 
-
 
Sitting down in his business class seat, Romeo found himself between Logan and Rachel. He probably shouldn’t have been surprised by that. Logan was his closest friend in the band, so worried about him, while Rachel liked to keep him on a short leash whenever she thought he would misbehave.
Well, that or she was actually worried about him, but… she was probably more worried about her family’s record company’s bottom line if something happened to him than worried for his own sake. Any impressions he’d had that she might feel more deeply for him had been foolish optimism. That was a lesson he’d learned some time ago.
Shaking off the memories, he plugged his headphones into the entertainment system, hoping to watch a movie or two on the flight to Paris. Of course, the safety video came first, which he was ready to tune out.
Until he realised the flight attendant on the small screen had wings. It was Hermaphroditus, arms crossed and wearing a smug grin.
“You have some serious commitment issues, don’t you?” they asked.
“What,” he muttered, glancing over to see both Logan and Rachel’s screens were showing normal safety presentations.
“I’m an Erote. I can sense the true feelings you have in your heart for those around you. Yet you ignore any relationships that would lead to actual commitment. You chase after short term flings that have no chance of turning serious while avoiding your feelings for those around you,” the winged deity said, the camera having zoomed out to show more of their flight attendant outfit while the background changed the same as in the normal video.
Romeo blushed and crossed his arms, slumping in his seat before whispering a reply. “I’m not going to get psychoanalyzed by a flight safety video.”
“Well, I hope you realise I’ll be paying more attention than I originally planned to. You’re an amusing little mortal, and, as the deity of marriage… I’m invested in fixing those commitment issues,” Hermaphroditus said, grinning away on the screen before the safety video finally ended.
 
 
Chapter 4: Jetlagged Dysphoria
 
 
 
Red eye flights were the worst… even having gone business class, Romeo had gotten barely any sleep. The discomfort on his chest hadn’t helped either. The whole time travelling he couldn’t wait to get home and get the awful double too small sports bras off.
Only, now… he wasn’t sure if it was the 20+ hours of travel; the way he’d only had about 3 hours sleep in the last 37 hours; the way it was now barely noon and he shouldn’t crash immediately; the fact he was home and everything was more real; or if the honeymoon period of simple curiosity had worn off, but… he really didn’t want to be aware of having his chest more feminine right now.
All the confusing gender from the day before was gone, as he watched the towers of Mississauga rise around them in their descent into the airport. He felt the dysphoria Logan had been warning him about, and tried to hide away from the world by slipping deeper into his hoodie.
Not that that was very plausible. The laws of physics were sadly conspiring against his efforts.
Sighing in defeat, he filed out of the plane with the others, making his way through the sprawling Toronto airport and towards the baggage area. Not that he was stopping there. Jovita, JK, and Frankie would handle the baggage while Rachel and Logan dragged Romeo off to grab a taxi out to the studio. 
Romeo was fairly certain at least one paparazzo photographer lurking in the airport snapped their picture, but he was hopeful it would be too poor quality for anyone to figure anything out. Or they’d assume a body double before jumping to the ‘magic’ option. 
He had to keep reminding himself that, as big of a secret as he was sitting on, it was also an improbable secret. No one would guess it first try. Or second. They’d probably need several tries before going for ‘magically turned halfway into a woman’.
As the cab ride stretched on, Romeo squirmed in his skin, wondering how he’d felt so comfortable earlier. He tried to take his mind off it by looking out at the city, seeing if there were any new cranes up from the last time he was in town. As well as how much the building that had been going up had changed in the past few months.
That was one thing he liked about coming back to Toronto after a decent time away. So much managed to change in so little time. He didn’t know much of anything about construction itself, but it was neat to see the city grow.
Finally, they arrived at the studio, tucked away on a side street not far from Kensington Market and Chinatown. Still outside the ever expanding sea of towers that was downtown, but the forest of condos grew closer with every visit.
He was sure Rachel’s father was watching the expansion with excitement himself. The man no doubt planned to flip the studio property and buy a bigger one out in the 905 somewhere the moment he got the chance. Maybe in Hammer City, Barrie, or Berlin if he felt like staying urban (or if there was a better deal to be made).
Not that Romeo judged him for it. Hank Collins liked money, yes, but he was the sort of person whose love language was showering people with gifts. The man clearly felt that the more money he had to spend on those he cared about the more love he could show. Hank also had an amazing memory for what people liked, keeping his gifts from feeling impersonal.
He’d honestly been the closest thing to a fatherly figure Romeo had had in years, which had left the current victim of water induced sex-swapping nervous how Hank would react as they walked upstairs to the office section of the building. 
Romeo found Hank pacing about his office as they stepped in, the grey haired man lighting up with a smile as the trio walked in.
“Rachel! Romeo! Logan! There you are. I—are you all feeling alright?” he asked.
“Fine, daddy. Just tired. We did travel across three continents in two days,” Rachel said.
Romeo and Logan, being rather jetlagged, took a moment to remember that yes, Türkiye was technically in Asia. At least most of it.
Hank nodded, before turning back to Romeo. “And how are you holding up with the whole… curse thing?”
“I think it’s finally hammering home,” Romeo replied. “Not thrilled with it.”
“Now that we’re back in Toronto I can probably find him more resources, though,” Logan explained.
“Mhm. I’ll try to see if I can get you a shrink. Discreetly, and only if you want it, obviously,” Hank offered.
“Thanks. Right now I think I need the strongest coffee you can find and to throw myself at music for a bit,” Romeo replied.
Rachel and Logan both agreed to the idea of coffee, Hank making a call to one of the gophers to make a coffee run. With the reminder to go to ‘somewhere decent’ instead of Ron Horance’s unless they wanted to be blacklisted from the entire Toronto entertainment industry.
Romeo made his way downstairs, heading to his dressing room. He was pretty sure he spent more time in this room than his apartment, so it was ‘coming home’ enough for him to relax. He half fell and half sat down on the couch, refusing to lie down lest he fell asleep and kept his sleep schedule ruined. After trying to let out a sigh, he realised he couldn’t unwind with his chest being constricted, and reluctantly pulled off the sports bras, flopping them on the couch beside him.
The amorphous shape of the hoodie hid his new chest fairly well, but he still knew what was there. There was also the mirror across from him, reflecting this new face at him. The face that had seemed so pretty just yesterday, but now felt so wrong. 
He sneered at it while waiting for his coffee, being annoyed at how cute it still looked despite the angry expression.
“I was beginning to wonder if you were actually a woman,” Hermaphroditus’ voice said, before the winged deity stepped into sight in the mirror. 
Romeo glared.
“I don’t do much of the whole ‘cursing mortals for their hubris’ thing, so I wouldn’t have been surprised if I’d accidentally given you a blessing,” they said, wearing an annoying smirk.
Romeo didn’t really want to talk about it, but had to admit there were questions that needed asking. “So the spring doesn’t affect your gender? Just your body?”
That got a shrug out of the deity, before wiggling their hand in a ‘so-so’ gesture. “Swimming in it changes your body. Regularly drinking it affects your mind. But the mind is so much harder to change than the body, so that can take months or years.”
Romeo shivered at the idea. Changing what your body was was one thing, but changing your spirit? Who you actually were and wanted to be? That was terrifying. 
They clearly noticed his reaction and gave a small nod.
“It’s part of why we—why I locked it away in that little pocket realm. It was never supposed to do that in the first place. Aphrodite and Hermes must have hit it with too much magic,” Hermaphroditus mumbled, actually looking guilty. 
He supposed that was a good sign. If he was dealing with the only Greek deity with a sense of guilt it meant there was hope he wouldn’t be stuck like this for too long. 
Possibly.
When he turned to ask something else, he found Hermaphroditus was gone.
 
-
 
He definitely passed out for a few minutes, but the assistant bringing coffee woke him back up. He downed the black and bitter coffee, not really feeling more energized, but knowing he wasn’t going to sleep any time soon. Which was what he needed.
Another assistant then called him to a recording booth. Hank and JK were at the soundboard, and sent him in to go sing. They all wanted to know if careful editing and modulation could make his new voice sound like his old one. While it was obvious he couldn’t go on tour like this, being able to still release music would definitely buy them time before the secret had to leak.
Sitting down in the booth, he slid headphones on and closing his eyes, letting the music be everything. The deep and rhythmic force of Jovita’s taiko drums started it off, a sign of what was coming. This was music to dance to, like everything his band did. After the moment of drums the rest of the instruments hit, Logan’s rapid violin pushing to the front. Romeo bounced his head along, waiting for his cue, the violin stepping back to give the lyrics their space.
Then he launched into singing. The lyrics weren’t deep, but bouncy. It was meant to be fun. 
“Baby, you’re my galaxy,
Baby, you set me free~ee.
Baby, won’t you dance with me?”
He couldn’t hear his actual voice, with the way he wore the headphones, but he didn’t want to right now. He knew it would be wrong. Either he’d end up focusing too much on trying to match his normal pitch and lose the rest of the performance or he’d simply get thrown off by the wrongness. Instead they’d work on the audio with the mixers. 
Hopefully it wouldn’t sound like an autotuned mess.
After a few minutes the song was finished and he headed over to the mixing room with the others. Rachel had joined her father and JK, and they all seemed rather quiet as they thought things over.
“So, how does it sound?” he asked.
Hank was the first to respond. “Honestly, your new voice is just as incredible as your old one. Especially with the way you sing.”
“Mhm,” Rachel added. “It’s interesting hearing such a female voice singing in such a male way. The way you’re singing in your chest more… some of the different choices of emphasis you use…”
“I almost wish we could release your singing as is,” Hank muttered. 
Romeo found himself rather uncomfortable with the idea. All the compliments on the wrongness of his current state felt like backhanded insults. Even if he knew they weren’t meant to be.
“That’s not what we’re doing, though,” JK said, before fussing with some settings.
His focus provided Romeo with relief. Until he pressed play and Romeo had to listen to his new voice. 
At least it was only a few minutes of cringing at the too high and feminine sound. They pitched it down on the next play through, though it did indeed sound overworked on the first attempt. A bit more finagling made it sound more natural, but it still wasn’t right. 
After several passes, they had pushed his voice deeper than his normal one had ever been. Yet it still sounded feminine, somehow. Romeo stared at the soundboard, confused and frustrated.
“How goes it?” Logan asked as he walked in.
“Poorly,” Romeo muttered.
“We’ve made it sound fairly natural while dropping the pitch, but it… well, it sounds like a woman’s voice with the pitch dropped, not a man’s,” Rachel added.
“Can I hear it?” Logan asked.
Romeo shrugged and pressed play, Logan closing his eyes to listen. 
“It’s too smooth,” he said, as the song was half over. “It definitely reminds me of a pre-T trans guy, pushing his voice as deep as possible, but… Testosterone doesn’t just make a voice deeper. It makes it gravelier. There’s a roughness you’re missing here, and that makes a bigger difference than most people think.”
The others blinked, before jumping into a debate on how to add gravel. There were audio filters they could toss on. Or they could modify the mic. JK briefly tossed out making Romeo sing for a few hours to wear his throat out, which Romeo had to admit sounded plausible but unpleasant to do.
In the end they went with a filter, one they usually used to try to cover up the rare times they had to over-tune when they couldn’t get the right take. After some fudging the filter did its job, and it was clear they had the vocals way deeper than needed. Pitching them back up most of the way to where they’d started, the voice finally sounded like Romeo. 
He let out a sigh of relief. It wasn’t perfect, but for their first day of experimenting it was good progress. Unfortunately, he lacked the energy to go any further with it today, as did the rest of his bandmates. 
Realising they weren’t making any further progress, Hank excused himself to attend to other things. JK slipped out shortly after. 
Logan stayed a while, trying to make sure Romeo was doing alright. 
“I can tell the way you’re squirming, today’s a rough one, isn’t it?” he asked.
Romeo let out a sigh. “I hope a good night’s sleep will help.”
“It might. Some days will be better than others,” Logan replied. “Do you want to talk about it?”
“Right now I think I just want greasy food and something to drink while trying to ignore it, if I’m being honest,” Romeo said.
He also worried that venting about some of the things he was feeling would end up leaving Logan feeling insulted. Something he really didn’t want to do.
“Mmm, well, don’t make too much of a habit of it, but… from time to time it can be nice to just forget,” Logan replied with a soft smile. 
Romeo returned the smile, and tried to ignore memories of Hermaphroditus calling him out for avoiding his feelings for those around him. A relationship with Logan would just risk drama that could hurt the whole band. Plus, he was sure Logan didn’t feel the same. 
Instead, Romeo said goodbye, watching Logan slip down to the garage. He always left his car at the studio when they went on tour.
Romeo called a taxi himself, heading to wait for it near the front entrance. Only to find Rachel waiting for him.
“When you’re miserable like this you get drunk, and when you get drunk you always do something dumb unless someone is keeping an eye on you,” she said, before he could protest. “So I’m going to keep an eye on you.”
“I was just planning to watch some movies,” Romeo protested. 
“I don’t doubt that’s what you plan now, but, even if you stay home, you could get into a twumblr fight with someone, giving me a headache as your public relations person. Or… knowing your need to show off, I wouldn’t be surprised if you posted a picture of yourself in a bra to brag about your new figure,” Rachel countered.
“Trust me, I’m not planning to do anything like that right now,” he grumbled. 
Not that it seemed to matter, she followed him into the cab as it pulled up. The short ride to the building with his condo was filled with a tense quiet, the cab driver’s few attempts to lighten the mood falling flat. Romeo was feeling rather sorry for the man until it was time to leave, and the driver said he hoped ‘you two ladies can work through it’. 
His tone was kind, but being read as a woman was not what Romeo wanted right now. He fumed quietly as he walked into the building, heading down to the basement level connected to the rest of Toronto’s underground tunnel network. There was a grocery store down there, and he wanted to grab something from the wine section before he headed up to his apartment. 
He wasn’t much of a drinker normally, not wanting the calories to get in the way of his maintaining a good set of abs. So he didn’t have anything in his kitchen. 
Rachel followed him, and ended up taking over the selection process. She knew wine better than him. Her uncle owned a vineyard in the Niagara Region after all. Romeo decided to roll with her choice, paying before heading up. He looked up the menu of one of his favourite Chinese places on his phone as they took the elevator up. Rachel insisted she wasn’t going to eat much, but he ordered one of the dinners for two all the same. 
Romeo was a bit too impatient to wait for the food before opening the wine and… well, the night turned into a bit of a blur after that.
 
Chapter 5: AWOL
 
 
 
Romeo woke up the next morning with a hangover. At least the light wasn’t too… oh. Turning slightly revealed it was still dark out.
Delightful.
After staring at the ceiling for a few moments, Romeo realised the cause and was annoyed to still be half on Eastern European time.
Slowly waking up further offered another revelation that wasn’t something to thrilled about: there was someone else in the bed.
A quick glance over revealed it was Rachel. Which brought a flood of memories back of the night before. How the alcohol had hit stronger than expected due to his new smaller stature. Which had led to him spilling the beans on desperation he’d felt to prove his masculinity to himself. So, with Rachel being straight he’d… well, he’d said it wasn’t anything deep. Apparently she’d been drunk enough to agree, and… well, both of them were naked right now. 
Romeo vaguely remembered it having gone well, even if it had been a colossal mistake. 
Right now, though, the gender-bent singer stumbled to the bathroom, hoping a splash of cold water might help with waking up. It seemed to, at least a little, but it also brought a new bit of confusion. The face in the mirror didn’t seem half as alien as it had yesterday. Nor did the… well, chest. 
Was Romeo just too tired for gender right now? Or had the drunken mistake last night actually done its job of being reassuring on matters of gender?
It was much too early in the morning to figure out either way. But Romeo silently reminded himself he was a guy. As distant and abstract as the concept felt today.
There was one thing that was clear, though. Romeo had to head out. He had to prove that promise the from last night had been true. That there wasn’t anything deeper than a proof of masculinity to sleeping with Rachel. Nothing emotional. Nothing to ruin their working relationship.
He also knew exactly where to go.
There was just the slight matter of not wanting to get there any time soon.
Still not quite awake, Romeo tried to move silently through the bedroom before slipping into the walk in closet. The door shut, he flipped the light on and hunted for some clothing that would clash a little with his earlier reminder to himself. As well as the needs of last night.
Skinny jeans seemed fairly androgynous. The underwear and socks… well, no one would see those so it didn’t matter what he picked. 
For the shirt he grabbed the one with a plunging v-neck that he’d bought to show off well toned pecs. The neckline would leave little question about his current figure, and hopefully throw people off. Even if it wasn’t giving him the most flattering boob situation. 
A little more digging led him to his face masks. Sure, the world was back to normal these days (if you ignored what happened out east with the aliens, and the fact that apparently Greek Gods existed), but he could feign a cold and no one would raise too much of an eyebrow about him wearing a mask on the train.
It wasn’t needed for reading as female, so much as going incognito.
He turned the light off before opening the door, glad to see Rachel still asleep. 
Romeo grabbed his wallet and slipped out the front door. The elevator ride was quick and quiet, most of the building still asleep. 
Stepping out onto the street, he was hit with the chill of early morning. Apparently he hadn’t lucked out, and it was one of those nights that had actually gotten cool, even with the heat-island-thing of the city.
He wished the underground tunnel network was open at this hour of the morning, but, nope. It ran through private buildings that all opened at different times. So he had to move above ground. In the cold.
Slipping through the all but empty city streets, he found himself fishing his wallet out for a few homeless folks, handing out bills when he was waiting for lights to change.
When he arrived at Union he found the area around it already plenty alive. People worked all sorts of hours, and, even if Toronto was the biggest city around, there were still those who worked in the surrounding cities and wanted to take the train out.
He didn’t understand those people, with housing costs in downtown Toronto, but he knew they existed. 
Romeo made his way through the ever changing station, trying to find his way to the regional trains. A route that worked the last time he was here led him to the new bus bay instead, and forced him to turn around… the station really needed better signage.
Finally, though, he was on the platform for the train to London, with plans to get off in Berlin. To go home home.
 
-
 
Once the train rolled out of the suburbs and into the surrounding countryside, Romeo was left seeing his reflection in the window, with the outside still so much darker than inside the train. Which brought forward an inarguable fact: the outfit really wasn’t flattering.
Hermaphroditus had told the truth about the curse not offering much in the way of hips. And the shirt just… yes, it showed he had boobs, but with how thin it was and how cold the train was… no wonder so many businessmen had made sure to get a second look at him.
Unable to ignore how poorly dressed the girl in his reflection was, Romeo decided to get out at the next stop. Georgeville or Orangetown or… whatever it was. He’d driven through before, and remembered it had a fairly nice little downtown. There had to be a clothing store or two. 
Stepping out of the train, the station was simple enough and easy to exit. It was basically just a platform beside a bus loop after all. 
Then it was a short walk over to the downtown where he… realised it was barely 7am. None of the shops were open yet. Letting out a tired sigh, he walked down the main street until he hit a Ronny’s. At least that was open and he knew what he could find there.
Slipping in, he ordered a coffee and a doughnut, sitting down to browse the new phone one of the gophers had gotten for him. There was a text from Rachel, asking where he was. 
‘I have something to do today. Thanks and sorry for last night,’ he typed back. ‘I owe you one.’
He received a few more texts from her asking for details, but he didn’t really want to get into them. He just finished his coffee before heading out for a jog. He’d been slacking the past few days, and was pretty sure he’d need to work harder to maintain his muscle mass with estrogen in his system. He remembered how thrilled Logan had been about testosterone boosting his muscles after all.
Even if Logan had always kept on the thin side. Ready to try to blend in with a K-Pop group if everyone ignored how he was half Hungarian.
Unfortunately jogging proved rather less pleasant than Romeo had hoped, with the current unsupported weights on his chest… he very much regretted leaving the sports bras at the studio now. 
A bit of wandering around the town listening to music wasted enough time for Giggle Maps to tell him the mall on the edge of town was about to open. A mall that had a bra store in it. 
It was a bit of a walk, but he had time to waste, so didn’t mind.
Arriving at the store, he decided to stroll in with confidence. He’d long ago learned that acting like you knew what you were doing generally kept people from questioning you. Which… sometimes wasn’t the best and left the chance to make a fool of yourself, but he felt there was only so much that could go wrong right now. 
He also did honestly know a thing or two about bras, having unclasped a lot of them in his lifetime. So, he grabbed a bra that looked about what he thought his size was and asked to try it on. The two attendants looked mildly concerned about his current clear lack of undergarment, and so were happy to hurry him to the change-rooms.
Putting it on, he… wasn’t sure if it was the right size or not. Like, it was snug, but… were bras supposed to be this snug, or not? 
Ehh, he’d figure it out another time. He just needed an outfit for today. 
He bought the bra, the attendants more than happy to cut the tags off so he could wear it immediately. He was sure they were whispering behind him as he left, heading back to the main street stretch that qualified as ‘downtown’ in a small town like this. 
The smaller boutiques were now open. It was nice to support independent businesses, though the main thing on his mind was the fact that second hand stores were more likely to have older staff. Which meant Romeo was less likely to be recognised.
Even if that was less of a risk right now, the habit was ingrained in his thought patterns. 
Browsing the second hand store that caught his eye, he poked through various outfits that seemed to fit the styles of women a good thirty to forty years older than he was. 
If he knew more about sewing he could probably have modified some of them into something fun, but, well, he didn’t. So he kept looking. 
And then he spotted it. A cute white sundress with a sunflower pattern on it. The skirt had a bit of poof to it and a high waist that looked like they would cover for his lack of hips. It was much too wholesome (and feminine, obviously) to be something in his usual wardrobe, but, well, the whole point of presenting fem was to throw off any fans or paparazzi who might be lurking about, so why not go outside his comfort zone? Lean into the idea of this being a disguise.
Romeo asked a staff member to be let into a change room. Nervous, now worried that leaning into something as truly fem as a dress might set off the discomfort from yesterday, Romeo stripped and then slid the dress on.
Turning to the mirror and looking at the reflection… she was cute. She was… a girl.
The girl in the mirror. 
Not Romeo, of course. Because, well, if Romeo was a girl then how did you explain yesterday? Or the fact that thinking about himself as ‘she’ felt a bit odd still.
Sure, thinking of himself as ‘he’ was also feeling odd today. It had felt odd plenty of times throughout Romeo’s life. But, he was a he. If he’d been a she he’d have figured that out by now. Between Logan and Frankie he had exposure to folks who thought about gender plenty. 
So why was the ability to pass as a woman making Romeo so giddy right now?
It wasn’t really wanting to be a woman so much as… wanting to not be a man right now?
Romeo nodded to the girl in the mirror. That made sense. That was the feeling. A desire—a need to rebel against and escape assigned gender. Romeo had squirmed under gendered expectations before, but had thought it was just an issue with toxic masculinity. Not… full gender… stuff.
This was going to need a proper conversation with Logan at some point, but, for right now, Romeo had to pay for the dress and grab another train to Berlin. They had to do one thing at a time.
 
-
 
Having taken a train to Berlin and then a tram nearly to the city limits  of Cambridge, Romeo hovered on the sidewalk outside the modest two story building where they’d grown up. The Il Gato Franco-Italian Bakery. Their mother’s company, the name a cheesy pun about the Italian word for cat and the French word for cake. 
They slipped around the back, to the employee entrance. It was always unlocked at this time of day, ready for various deliveries of ingredients arriving and deliveries of products leaving. Stepping in, they took a moment to breathe in the smell of it all. The smell of home. 
“Excuse me, signorina, but this area is employees only,” a deep, but gentle, male voice said.
Romeo turned, not recognising the accented voice, and was greeted by the sight of a man who seemed the definition of beefy. His build was clearly that of someone who worked out at the gym more than on a job, but he still had enough body fat on him to offer a softness to his form. A softness reinforced by kind, though lonely, eyes. 
“Ah, I’m—my, uh... aunt is the owner?” Romeo offered, both unsteady from being put on the spot and from the flush heating their cheeks as they maintained eye contact with this total hunk of a baker.
If he was gay, they were totally going to want to hook up with him later...
“Oh! Sì, sì. I can see the family resemblance. Very sorry. Signora Valenti did not tell me to expect anyone,” the man said. “I will go get her… what was your name, signorina?”
“Oh, it’s Ro—R-Rosalind,” Romeo offered, blanking on any other options after having started with ‘Ro’. “Rosalind Valenti.”
The man nodded, turning to leave, before stopping and turning back to her. “Is it rude to get your name without giving mine? I am Mario Gallo.”
“Uh… I didn’t think it was rude, but… I suppose it’s useful to know your name, Mr. Gallo,” Romeo replied.
The pair exchanged awkward smiles, before Mario remembered what he was supposed to be doing and hurried off again.
Combining his apparent confusion and his sad eyes, the man kind of reminded Romeo of a lost puppy. Which was awakening feelings in the gender confused pop star. Feelings they hadn’t processed much before. That felt like a… feminine attraction to a man?
Was that right?
“I think there might be some sort of a mistake, miss, I don’t—” their mother started, interrupting Romeo’s confusion.
Romeo looked up from their thoughts and at their mother. Erica Valenti was middle aged, and going ever more grey with each passing year, but she looked, if anything, better at 50 than she had in her youth. Some people ‘aged well’ by barely aging, but she aged well by growing ever more refined looking. 
She also clearly recognised her child, despite the recent changes caused by the curse.
“Can we talk upstairs?” Romeo asked.
After a moment of shock, their mother nodded, stammering a half formed reply before gesturing to the door, and managing to say ‘it’s unlocked’.
 
Chapter 6: Mom’s Macaroni
 
 
 
The main room of their mother’s small apartment was, under normal circumstances, comforting in its familiarity. Right now it felt terrifying and suffocating, however. Romeo’s new form felt especially out of place in the home they’d grown up in. With all the memories of their boyhood here, they felt almost like some sort of fairy changeling stealing the spot of their mother’s son.
It was amazing what a few hours of introspection (and a thousands of years old curse) did to one’s perspective.
Their mother walked in from the stairs, having needed a moment to settle everyone down in the bakery before coming up. She walked over to the recliner and sat down, Romeo turning on the love seat to face her.
“So… I don’t remember it going this quickly for Logan,” their mother said.
“What?” Romeo asked.
“The whole… transition. Is it faster for women, or… is it because you had more money?” she explained.
“Wha—no. No. I didn’t—this isn’t… It wasn’t…” Romeo paused, trying to work out a way to explain what happened without sounding crazy. There didn’t seem to be one. “I got cursed.”
Their mother blinked. “Cursed?”
“I ran afoul of an ancient Greek deity in Türkiye. I think I got lucky, after reading the sorts of transformations that usually happen to people in myths. I wasn’t turned into a plant or an animal, so… that’s something?” they offered. “Do let me know if my hair starts turning into snakes, though.”
“An… ancient Greek god?” their mother replied.
“Deity,” a voice said from the tv.
Both Romeo and their mother turned to it, confused to see the tv suddenly on. Though Romeo was less thrown off when they spotted the androgynous winged being on the screen, sitting as the anchor for some sort of news programme.
“Deity is more gender neutral than ‘god’, thank you very much,” Hermaphroditus explained. 
“Th-the… the tv is talking to us?” their mother said, before things clicked into place in her eyes. “Wait, you’re the one that did this to my little Romeo? Why?”
Hermaphroditus shuffled the papers on their desk, before absently perusing them. “Well… the string of broken hearts your ‘little Romeo’ has left behind are enough to drive a deity of marriage such as myself up the wall, but the issue was more his father meddling in my work too many times.”
“His fa—wait, so there wasn’t something funny in the weed that night?” their mother asked. “I actually slept with a glowing angel of a man with wings?”
“I can say nothing either way on that first subject, but the second portion is… mostly correct. We Erotes do not especially care for comparisons with angels, however… nor is my dear brother Cupid well behaved enough to be called ‘angelic’ in the more secular meaning,” Hermaphroditus replied, looking more than a little annoyed.
“I slept with a god,” Erica Valenti muttered.
Her eyes went wide as she realised that was some amazing bragging rights right there. 
The sparkling look only lasted for a few moments before she realised the more pressing issue. “How long are you going to keep poor Romeo like this?”
Hermaphroditus shrugged. “Until I get bored. Or until Eros apologizes for his most recent meddling… which obviously won’t happen.”
“That’s what I’m having to deal with,” Romeo said, with a shrug of their own. “Who knows how long it takes a… uh… an ancient deity to get bored. I’ve heard time goes faster when you get older, so being thousands of years old they can probably wait for decades...”
Their mother nodded slowly, processing the information as Hermaphroditus gave a wave and the tv shut off. 
“So… how are you holding up with the change, then?” Erica asked.
“Eehhh… it’s mixed? I… yesterday my skin was crawling. Today I kind of like it,” they admitted. “I don’t really know what it means, but it’s… probably something gender?”
“And the name? Rosalind?” 
“… I panicked and had already started saying Romeo,” they replied with a blush. “It was the first name to pop in my head that sort of worked…”
“Ah,” their mother said. “Well, know that I will love you whatever you end up working out about your gender.”
“Thanks mum,” Romeo replied with a smile, before realising they were starting to genuinely tear up.
They didn’t feel more emotional than they’d expected with the weight of the conversation, but the fact it brought out tears was surprising. Their mother came over and gave them a hug, which Romeo was happy to receive. They really didn’t spend enough time with her.
After a few moments, their mother spoke up. “I’m sure they need you back in Toronto, but what do you say I cook you some lunch before you go?”
“That sounds good. Thank you,” Romeo replied.
 
-
 
While their mother cooked, Romeo popped open their phone to text a question to Logan.
Only to find roughly a hundred missed texts from having put the phone on ‘do not disturb’. Mostly from bandmates wanting to know where they were. There were also a couple of messages from JK, which Romeo checked first. They consisted of pictures of odd varieties of insects that the keyboardist had found out about.
It was amazing how many of those JK had found over the years, and yet he kept finding more. Romeo texted back ‘cool’ before moving on to the more serious messages.
Rachel had continued to try to get information out of them for what seemed to be about half an hour after they’d put their phone on ‘do not disturb’. Only to pause for an hour, before texting again about having set up a doctor’s appointment for them that was scheduled in two days. They sent her a thank you.
Logan and Hank had also both tried to get a hold of them, wondering where they were. They also both had ideas about the band and what Romeo could do to make things work. Hank was working on a ‘claim an injury’ train of thought, while Logan was wanting to work out ways to improve their passing. 
Lastly, a few texts from Jovita and Frankie were focused more on asking how Romeo was holding up. Well meaning, but, feeling tiring at this stage. 
They were glad to have their mother call them to the dinner table, freshly baked macaroni and cheese and bacon at the ready. The top was crunchy goodness, while the interior was a gooey delight. 
“You know, with how cute you are like this, maybe you could help with my new business venture idea,” their mom said, after they’d grabbed a few mouthfuls.
“Hm?” Romeo replied, swallowing what was in their mouth.
“Well, you know how cat cafés are getting more popular these days?” their mother asked, getting a confused slow nod from Romeo. “Since we’re called ‘Il Gato’ I thought it would make sense for us to try the model out too. Unfortunately, it turns out there’s a lot of paperwork involved with the board of health and all that… plus I don’t really have the space for a cat section… but, I was looking at similar ideas, and found out cat-girl cafés are a thing in Japan and I thought we could try something similar.”
Romeo stared at their mother. “Aren’t your customers mostly old Italian ladies?”
“Are you saying old Italian ladies can’t appreciate a cute theme? Or wouldn’t like to see Mario down there in a butler suit with some cat ears?” Erica asked.
“I—” Romeo began, before the mental image hit them, and made their cheeks go hot. “Ok… I guess he’d look good.”
“While you and the girls would help attract some new clientele. Oh, and when you figure out how to undo your curse, you would definitely attract new customers if you were to dress in the new uniform,” their mother replied.
“I’ll… think about it,” Romeo replied. “I should really grab the train back to Toronto soon, though. I think the rest of the band are going to start a riot if I don’t.”
Their mother gave a nod. She then moved on to questions about Romeo’s tour of Europe. Things she’d mostly already known about, since they tended to keep in touch online. 
They finished the meal a short while later, Romeo excusing themself and heading downstairs. On their way out, they found Mario out back, the solidly built man hanging up his apron. 
“Done for the day?” Romeo asked.
“Sì. I have the morning shifts,” the man replied. “Are you leaving as well?”
Romeo nodded, feeling small next to him. “I’m going back to Toronto.”
“Ah! I can give you a drive,” he offered with a smile.
“Oh, well… it’s a bit out of the way…” they mumbled, not wanting to say no, but…
“I need to get to know the area more,” Mario said with a smile.
Romeo found themself trying to act cute in reply, not really sure how to flirt in the feminine way they felt inclined to right now.
They walked out to Mario’s car, where Romeo discovered a tiny Italian vehicle they could barely believe would fit Mario’s solid frame, let alone two people. 
Yet they did both manage to fit, and Romeo found there was more room than they expected. Mario did end up pushing into Romeo’s personal space as he looked over his shoulder to back out of the parking lot, but… that wasn’t so bad.
And then they were off.
Like a bullet.
Romeo found their knuckles turning white as they grabbed onto the dashboard, cursing that they’d forgotten what Italian drivers were like. Mario swerved between traffic at least twenty kilometres an hour above the rest of the traffic. 
“So, what do you do, signorina Valenti?” Mario asked, while reaching a highway ramp faster than Romeo thought possible.
“Sing,” Romeo yelped as they swerved past a few more cars.
“Ah! I am sure your voice is lovely,” he said, turning to smile at Romeo.
Which would have been nice to see if they weren’t running down the highway at something like 130km/h. 
“I am very thankful for your aunt hiring me,” he said, looking back at the road at last. “I only just moved to this country. You see, my great aunt has gotten older and she has no children to look after her… she… well…”
He dropped to a whisper, looking shy. “It turns out she is a lesbian. So that’s why she never had children. My father apparently asked her not to tell me and my siblings, I had no idea. Her and her roommate were actually married all that time…”
Romeo nodded along, realising Mario’s shy nervousness about the subject effectively confirmed the man was straight. Which left them sighing, seeing their hopes of a fun night with the cute himbo dashed against the rocks before it got off the ground.
Alright, so that was a mixed metaphor, but Romeo was still a bit jet lagged, so it was fine.
The conversation shifted to general topics about the region, Romeo wanting to still be friendly. Mario was still one of their mum’s employees after all. They’d see him again. Which they really wouldn’t mind, even if it was ‘look but don’t touch’. 
Then things got interesting when Mario’s Italian driving met Toronto traffic, and Romeo was once more too busy worrying for their life to maintain functional conversations. They were very glad to live downtown, not far from the highway that cut along near the lakeshore. 
“Well,” Romeo said, catching their breath again as the car came to a sudden stop outside their condo tower. “That was… interesting. And… only forty minutes. Not… bad.”
“Canadian roads are very nice to drive on,” Mario replied, all smiles. “The lanes are wide and everyone leaves so much space between their cars for people in a hurry.”
Romeo barely held back a grimace. “Y-yeah. Definitely…”
They started to get out of the car, when they noticed a sort of nervous sadness in Mario’s eyes. It was clear he was debating asking them a question.
Right. He didn’t have many friends in the country yet.
“I’ll give you my number, if you’d like. I’d be happy to show you some of the sights in the region,” they said with a smile.
“Oh! That sounds lovely!” Mario replied, pulling out his phone.
With numbers exchanged, Romeo waved him off, cringing at the screeching rubber as Mario swerved around a streetcar to head back onto the highway.
Romeo headed inside, sitting down in the lobby for a moment to ground themself. If they closed their eyes they almost still felt like they were moving…
Then they pulled their phone back out, sending a text to Logan, asking him to come over. They really had to sort out this… gender stuff.
Chapter 7: the Talk and the Walk
It did not take Logan long to arrive. Romeo had barely had time to try to get their thoughts into something vaguely resembling order when he buzzed to show he was in the lobby. They buzzed him in, then looked in the mirror again.
At their reflection, standing there in a dress. Looking cute.
They weren’t sure what Logan was going to say. Well, they also weren’t sure what they were going to say, and that was probably the bigger issue. 
Logan’s knock on the door shook them from their thoughts. They hurried over, letting him in while, once again hiding behind the door as they did so. 
“Is every—you’re wearing a dress?” Logan said as Romeo closed the door.
They nodded. “I am. I… I think I have gender going on.”
“You… have gen—what type?” Logan asked.
“That’s the thing,” Romeo said, feeling shy. “I don’t know. Just… something.”
There was a pause as Logan stared at them. “I’m going to need more to go on before I can give you advice.”
“It’s—yesterday I felt I was a guy. I’m certain of it. But… today I’m not. I don’t think I would say I’m a girl, but… I can definitely feel like I’m not a guy. But I feel like I was probably girlish the day we caught our flights? Maybe… I… I’m lost.”
“Sooo… you might be genderfluid?” Logan offered.
Romeo blinked. “Right. That’s not just what was in that spring… but… I didn’t feel this mixed up before, so… could it just be hormones?”
“May—well, they probably contribute? Also, knowing what you’re missing,” Logan replied. “Like how realising you’re trans can make living the life you lived before harder. You know where the itch is, and you want to scratch it. In your case, though, rather than being societal dysphoria driven, it’s physical?”
“Ah... so there’s a chance fixing the curse will instead just leave me with dysphoria the other way,” Romeo muttered, flopping gracelessly down onto their couch.
“I suppose that’s plausible, yeah,” Logan replied, sitting down on a nearby chair. 
Romeo sighed. That just made the whole mess seem even worse. Sure, at least they’d get their career back by fixing this, but the idea they’d be left with this much of a gendered mess thanks to having gotten to explore things outside of being a guy…
They weren’t even sure how to put into words the way that felt. It was confusing and unpleasant, though.
“I guess there’s a chance you might have something else going on, though. It could just be days of varying dysphoria,” Logan said, having given them a moment to think things over. “And it’s enough of a shift from your normal that you don’t quite know how to handle it?”
“That… no. This isn’t just feeling acceptance… I think I honestly don’t want to be a guy right now.”
Logan nodded, but didn’t say anything.
Romeo needed to fill the silence, however. “I just… I don’t understand how I never figured this out before? Being friends with you and Frankie and all that…”
“Gender is hard,” Logan said with a shrug. “It’s complicated and messy and you can’t easily compare how you feel to how anyone else feels.”
“Still… you’d think having two—one… one and a half,” Romeo said, a questioning tone for the last offer, which got another shrug from Logan. Their bassist, Frankie, was sort of trans, after all. But maybe not fully. Assigned Male by Parents (in denial). “Having one and a half trans friends from high school… it should have made me a bit better at understanding everything. And figuring myself out.”
Another silence lingered in the air for a moment. Romeo didn’t know what else to say. Dwelling on mistakes wasn’t really their style. They usually just rolled with things, smiling and nodding. Which was probably also why Logan didn’t have anything to say to comfort them. They’d never really needed comfort. 
The rare times they were frustrated they usually just got drunk, did something stupid, and then got lectured by people.
Which maybe wasn’t the healthiest of forms of self expression, but it had worked for the past twenty three or so years and they hadn’t seen much need to change. At least before now.
“Do you think you’d still like a binder, though?” Logan asked, drawing Romeo out of their thoughts.
“Hmm? I… oh. Yeah. I think so,” Romeo replied. “I’m sure there’ll be more days where I need one.”
“I’ll call a cab then.”
 
-
 
Romeo followed Logan on the sidewalk down Church Street, from where the cab had dropped them off. They’re been to this part of town plenty on their own, being thoroughly bi they’d looked for cute guys to hook up with at some of the clubs. What they’d not done, however, was go into the more trans oriented stores that existed here.
The one they went into was rather nice, basically just a clothing store with things divided by sizes in a unisex way. There were a few things that stuck out, however. The binders on the one side of the store were the most initially obvious thing. A bit of poking around out of curiosity showed Romeo there was also a back area with an attendant that sold packers and various types of breast forms. 
“Two things I don’t need,” Romeo mumbled to themself, before swinging back around to the binders.
Logan had been getting a handle on the organisational philosophy the story was using, and soon directed them to roughly the sizes he thought would best fit, based on their current frame.
“You’re sure I don’t need bigger? I know it’s about going flat, but that spring was fairly generous to me and I don’t want this to hurt,” Romeo mumbled, picking up one of them.
“It’s supposed to be tight,” Logan replied in a flat tone.
Romeo scrunched their face up a little, but had to admit that at least binders looked pretty sleek. So that was a plus. 
They also had a few colours, which was nice. Romeo had figured they were black only based on Logan’s preferences.
“E—excuse me,” a teenager said, approaching the pair with nervous body language. “Are you—are you Logan Novak?”
“Mhm, yes,” Logan replied with a smile.
“Oh gosh. I—I just want to say I really love you music. As does my boyfriend,” the person said, gesturing over to another teen.
“Ah, thank you,” Logan replied.
Romeo gave a slight nod, holding their breath a little as they waited for the fan to say something to them. Only for the young teen to hurry back to their boyfriend, the two whispering excitedly a few racks of clothing away. Romeo listened in just enough to hear a ‘I can’t believe you actually asked him’, but… nothing about themself. 
They really…
“I thought I was just harder to recognise, not totally different,” Romeo mumbled to themself.
“You’re wearing a sundress. Put something more your normal style and that binder on and you’ll probably have some people recognise you.”
They nodded. They were not, however, sure which direction to go with this. People not recognising them felt so weird. It hammered home they were changed.
But it was also liberating. They could just exist.
That could be a bit of fun. Especially when there eyes drifted over to an area with some dresses that were rather less… wholesome than their current outfit.
Maybe it was time to embrace a little femininity on this shopping trip too.
Was that weird, or just how genderfluidity worked? They supposed they’d find out based on the cashier’s reaction to them buying a clubbing dress and a couple binders at the same time.
 
-
 
Logan didn’t look impressed as Romeo scrolled through their phone for which gay clubs downtown were the best. Things changed quickly in Hogtown, after all.
Did anyone even call Toronto that anymore? Romeo wasn’t sure… but they were sure Logan was still watching them, judgement in his eyes.
“What?” they asked, feeling defensive.
“I’m just worried about you, going out to get drunk again this quickly. It’s not like you,” Logan replied, before taking another sip from an overpriced Italian soda.
“I’m not going to a club to get drunk,” Romeo muttered. “I just want the music and the crowd and all of that.”
He stared at them for a moment. “And you’re not going to sleep with anyone?”
“Not if they’re drunk and I’m sober,” Romeo replied, crossing their arms defensively. “Now, if we’re both sober, maybe that’s different, but… probably not happening.”
“Mhm. And did you want me to take your clothes back to your condo for you, your majesty?” Logan asked with a smirk.
That prompted an eye roll from Romeo. “The clubs aren’t even open yet. I’ll take my stuff back, get ready, then head out.”
 
-
 
Right. Normal people had to wait in line to get into clubs. Romeo, thankfully, remembered that before trying to stroll right in, and pulled out their phone to pass the time as they waited. The wonders of modern technology made the wait quite bearable.
Walking into a club alone probably made them seem a bit lame, but they didn’t have anything to prove to anyone. 
They didn’t really feel like dancing alone, though, so they slipped over to the bar, ordering a mocktail for a bit of hydration. Then they waited. Between their amazing good looks that followed them whatever sex their body was, and the way the dress left very little to the imagination, they knew it wouldn’t be long for someone to approach them.
Their confidence proved right. A short haired woman came up to them about halfway through their drink, a hungry look in her eyes.
Not their first expectation at a gay bar, but, hey, they probably weren’t the only bi person here.
“Now what’s a cute thing like you doing being a wallflower?” the woman asked, leaning into Romeo’s personal space.
“Waiting for someone to dance with,” Romeo replied, smiling back.
They put their drink down and followed the woman out onto the dance floor. They started out dancing with some distance between them. More simply dancing near each other than really with each other. However, after a few songs the other woman came closer, until, as one of Romeo’s own songs came on, the pair were all but interlocking.
Romeo was happy to embrace the proximity, pressing back against the woman as they moved to the music.
And then the woman stopped, stepping back a few steps. “What was that?”
“What was what?” Romeo asked back, half shouting over the music.
“Does your dress have pockets?”
“Uh… no?”
“Then what was… I felt something…” the woman replied, eyes drifting down.
Down to Romeo’s groin. They stared down for a moment, then looked up again.
“Are you wearing something down there?” the woman asked, her tone seeming to get a bit confrontational to Romeo’s ear (as best as they could tell over the music).
“Uh… underwear?” Romeo replied.
The woman’s face scrunched up in revulsion. “How much work have you had done to look like that? Ugh!”
She began to storm off before Romeo properly processed what she’d said. However, processing the words didn’t quite parse the meaning, so they hurried after her, feeling confused.
“What are you talking about?” they asked.
The woman spun around, glaring at them. “I’m here to dance with a woman. A female! Not… not participate in whatever social experiment you’re up to!”
“… What?” Romeo shouted back, confused.
“Ugh! This is why no one likes people li—”
Whatever she’d been about to say was cut off by the sharp ‘ahem’ of a large woman behind her. She was taller than Romeo’s current height, though probably not as tall as they used to be. But height wasn’t the end all of calling her ‘large’. She was built like a weightlifter, solidly muscled and with a decent amount of body fat to add to her imposing frame. Her black hair buzzed to little more than a crew cut added to her commanding presence.
She was also wearing black jeans, and a black t-shirt with security written on the front in white blocky letters. That rounded out her intimidation factor nicely.
“A reminder that this club is welcoming to all queer identities,” the bouncer said, her voice deep and rough, no doubt from yelling over loud music as much as she did.
The woman Romeo had been dancing with paled for a moment, then turned red and stormed off towards the exit. 
“I’m sorry you had to deal with that,” the bouncer said with a kind smile.
“Uh, n—no worries. Thank you for the support,” Romeo replied, wondering at how there seemed to be a little more to that smile than they were used to getting from such intimidating women.
And how it seemed to be getting to them.
However, as a bouncer, the woman had other duties and headed off, leaving Romeo alone with their racing heart.
After a moment they regained their senses and headed back to the bar. Another mocktail would probably do them nicely right about now. They were a bit thirsty from all the dancing.
Unfortunately they realised they needed to use the washroom part way through the drink and asked the girl beside them to watch their drink before hurrying off to pee. 
Thankfully there wasn’t really a line at the time, so it wasn’t long until they were back at the bar, thanking the woman for the help.
Only, finishing the drink, they suddenly felt rather dizzy. Another woman, all smiles, approached them to be someone to lean on. Which Romeo appreciated.
“Here, we’ll get you out for some fresh air,” the woman said, arms shifting as she supported Romeo.
Except… weren’t her hands moving places they didn’t need to go? Nothing quite wrong just yet, but they felt like they were getting a little close.
“I’ll help her,” a rough voice said.
Romeo blinked and looked up. The bouncer from before. They smiled at her, giving a little wave.
“I’ve got her,” the woman supporting them said.
“I can put her in a staff break room. That’s probably better for her right now,” the bouncer said, her tone making it clear this wasn’t for debate.
Romeo didn’t quite follow what happened next. The lights and music filled their head as they clung to whoever was next to them, fully disoriented.
 
Chapter 8: Scrutiny
 
 
 
Steady bright lights helped Romeo get grounded again. They were in a waiting room of some sort. The bouncer from the club was with them, and they were being called up to a desk. It looked like a hospital emergency room, as Romeo processed that the woman behind the counter was dressed in scrubs.
“Someone put something into their drink,” the bouncer woman was explaining. “We just want to make sure it’s not causing more than disorientation.”
The nurse nodded. “Very well, we’ll just need your health card… miss?”
It took Romeo a moment (and a second ‘miss?’) to realise that meant them, but then they nodded and fished out their wallet, passing the little card over. The nurse took it, but then stared at the card.
“Is this… is this some sort of a joke, miss?” the nurse asked. “‘Romeo Valenti’. Really?”
“Uh, tha—n—not that Romeo Valenti,” they stammered. “I just… I had the same name. And I haven’t updated the health card yet.”
The woman raised an eyebrow, but filled out her information. “Well, you had a good night for it, at least. We’re pretty quiet, so you’ll be able to head right in.”
The woman from the club helped them towards the door, at which point a male nurse appeared to help them.
“Sorry, but family only at this point,” he said towards the woman.
A statement that, for some reason, made Romeo panic. Sure, they didn’t have any reason to distrust the nurses, but… they still felt more than a little out of it, and didn’t want to lose a point of stability right now. And there was something quite comforting about the solidly built woman’s presence.
“She’s my girlfriend!” Romeo had blurted before processing what a terrible idea it was.
The nurse gave the other woman a once over, seeing the word ‘security’ written across the chest of her shirt. He didn’t look convinced. However, the woman seemed to see the worry in Romeo’s eyes and she gave a nod.
“Yeah—Yes. Not for long, but yes,” she said.
There was a brief pause before the nurse gave a very small shrug, but didn’t argue the point. Instead he led them towards a bed, tucked away in a corner of the emergency room. There was another bed in the small room, but it was currently empty.
Blushing while waiting for someone to come do blood work, Romeo turned to the woman beside her. “Th-thank you. And sorry.”
“You’ve had a terrible enough night already. I understand not wanting to do this alone. Especially if they give you any hassle about being trans… they shouldn’t, but if they do,” she said.
Romeo nodded. “Well, um… if I’m going to be saying you’re my girlfriend, I should probably learn your name.”
“Tanvi Mishra is my proper name, but my friends all call me Teddy. Since they also say I’m very good for huggin… And you?”
“Oh, uh… Rosalind. Rosalind Valenti,” she replied.
“It’s a pretty name,” Teddy said, a smile on her face.
A smile that caused poor Romeo to blush furiously. What was with her luck and having so many gorgeous people around lately. 
Thankfully, she was saved from making much of a fool of herself by the arrival of another nurse. This one took some blood samples, promising the tests shouldn’t take too long. Which made Romeo feel a bit less guilty about having dragged Teddy into all this. Sure, Teddy said she was fine, she had finished her shift and hadn’t had plans for the evening, but all the same…
Thankfully, in the end, it turned out Romeo was processing everything well. Teddy, though, wasn’t ready to let Romeo make her own way home. Not while she was sure Romeo couldn’t be 100% quite yet. As well as the fact it was now pushing 3am. Late enough it was fair for her to worry about a small and pretty girl like Romeo currently was.
Teddy called a cab, the pair waiting quietly for it to roll up. The ride was fairly short, Romeo starting to doze off a little. Arriving, though, she insisted on paying, despite Teddy’s protests.
As they both stepped out of the cab, Teddy looked up at the building and gave a nod. “Alright, yeah, looking at the place I can accept you having paid for the cab.”
Romeo felt slightly self conscious. It was a fairly nice and new condo tower, but it wasn’t ultra luxury or anything. Though she could afford luxury if she wanted these days. If she were actually home more to make it worth it.
“I do want to thank you for everything, Teddy. And apologise,” Romeo said.
“You have nothing to apologise for,” Teddy replied. “But… I would feel better if you gave me a call next time you go clubbing. Since someone as cute but naive as you shouldn’t be at a club alone.”
“Oh… well, I’m not sure when I’ll get the chance, but thank you for the offer,” she said, pulling out my phone.
They quickly exchanged numbers and she started heading in when she was left with a question. “Are you ok to get home? I have a futon if you need to crash.”
Normally, with a gorgeous person so close to her apartment, she’d offer more than a futon, but… tonight that wasn’t exactly on her mind. Not after what had almost happened. A thought that was only just starting to really click in her mind. Someone had planned to…
“I can take a night bus, it’s all good,” Teddy replied. “I’ve got work again tomorrow.”
Romeo nodded. “Well… let me know when you get home, at least?”
“Will do,” Teddy replied.
Romeo then headed in, taking an elevator up to her apartment. She grabbed some food to try to keep herself awake, though she was barely conscious when she got the text that said Teddy was home. She ended up passing out on the couch.
 
-
 
Waking up the next morning, Romeo realised their phone was vibrating like crazy. Picking it up, they were getting a stream of texts from Rachel as well as a few from Logan and the others. 
After a few moments to actually wake up, rather than just to have open eyes, Romeo slowly processed that the messages were about tabloid pictures. Looking at the attached article pages, they realised some paparazzo (or more than one) had taken pictures of them yesterday. Coming and going from their condo tower and spending time with Logan.
The question of ‘who’ they were was leading to wild speculation, but apparently folks had noticed their ‘resemblance’ to their previously fully male self. Some were suspecting a sister or a cousin. Others were saying that Romeo had gotten a secret sex change (in Morocco, for some reason?). Which was the closest to accurate, but also rather unbelievable for how long recovering from surgery would take. Then there was a weird theory about an obsessive fan who’d had plastic surgery to try to become Romeo. 
‘So, what are we going to do about it?’ Romeo asked, texting Rachel.
It took only a few moments to get a reply. ‘You’re not doing anything. You have a doctor’s appointment today. I’ll worry about what to say to the press.’
‘It’s my career. And life.’
‘And I’m better at planning. Let me work my magic. You go get a cat-scan or whatever they’ll want.’
Romeo replied with a grumpy emote, but then reluctantly got up and tossed together some breakfast. Then he got dressed, pulling the binder on and making a face at how tight it was. Still, once he’d put on a loose dress shirt over top he thought he looked decently masculine. He’d probably need contouring to look properly like himself, especially up close, but he was pretty sure he could pass for a teenaged guy. 
He grabbed a cab to the doctor’s office, well up the way on Bathhurst. The cab driver kept glancing over at him on the drive, clearly almost recognising him, and it left Romeo feeling better. After last night… after feeling so vulnerably feminine, he wanted to feel like his old self again. And be seen as such by others. 
After a short wait, the doctor came in to see Romeo and began to ask a number of questions about how he felt. Health wise, he seemed fine, and so that was what he told the doctor. The man then had him switch to a medical gown, before beginning a full physical. The pressure on his abdomen felt odd as the doctor pressed and messaged him, but that was likely a lack of familiarity rather than a cause for concern. 
“I think we’ll want to do some bloodwork,” the doctor said. “And… would you accept an ultrasound of your abdomen? I would like to make certain of what I felt in the exam.”
“What you… so you think there might be, uh, new bits in there?” Romeo asked.
“No, I don’t believe so. But I would like to confirm it. Your current physical traits seem inconsistent with—well, with any hormonal balance I know of,” the doctor replied. “Part of why the blood work is important.”
Not having any objections, Romeo agreed to the tests. Even if he was annoyed at having to stay in the medical gown. Without the binder. 
The ultrasound found no evidence of any new internal reproductive organs. That was reassuring. He didn’t know what he’d do if his body tried to menstruate without the proper outlet.
The bloodwork, however, came back more complicated.
“You have nearly even levels of testosterone and estrogen right now,” the doctor said. “And I have no idea where that estrogen is coming from…”
Romeo nodded. “That’s magic for you, I guess.”
“It’s… disconcerting. I will say that much,” the doctor muttered. “Also, I am not passing moral judgement, but we found some trace amounts of a drug in your system that—”
“Oh, that’s… that’s still in there?” Romeo asked.
“Yes,” the Doctor replied. “Again, I am not going to give you a moralist lecture, but with your now unusual physiology, I’m not sure how safe it is for you to—”
Romeo raised a hand, causing the doctor to pause. “I didn’t do it voluntarily. Someone spiked my drink last night.”
“They—they did? Did you report it?”
“Can’t prove who did it. The club was too crowded.”
“Do your bandmates know?” the Doctor asked.
“They would just panic. It’s done. It’s dealt with. It’s in the past,” Romeo said, as much to reassure himself as the doctor.
“Alright… well… in that case, I think you seem fine. Or, at least, as fine as I can work out when magic is involved… which is not something I ever thought I’d be saying,” the man muttered. “Please, do be more careful with your drinks, though.
 
-
 
It was well into the afternoon when Romeo finally got back to the studio. There was a chaotic buzz in the air as he headed over to Rachel’s office. Thankfully she was there, staring at her computer screen, and seeming like she was trying to develop laser vision to get vengeance on whatever it was shining her way.
“So, how goes the excuse crafting?” Romeo asked, sitting down on the edge of the desk and leaning in with a smile.
“You’re a primadonna,” she muttered.
“I don’t think I’m that bad,” he replied, feeling hurt.
Was this about the sex? He’d figured the professional thing to do had been to ignore it. To just move on, after they’d both had their fun.
“No, in the excuse. The best thing I can come up with, to explain you ‘vanishing’, is that you’re having some sort of artistic block. A feeling like you’ve abandoned the music in your soul or some nonsense like that. And you’ve decided to withdraw from public life to find yourself… but you have a cousin who’s a talented singer who might be filling in for the time being. If ‘she’ is accepted by the band and auditions well,” Rachel explained.
Romeo made a face as he stared at her. “Seems like a weird cover.”
“Can you do better?” Rachel replied.
“Well, since we already have Christian fundy types hating us for the queerness, they’d probably hate us even more if we came clean about the magic. Who knows how bad they’d get… maybe we could blame aliens? They could probably do this to someone… pretty sure Frankie and Jovita were talking about an anime where that happened,” Romeo offered.
“Aliens?” Rachel replied.
“Hey! People know they exist! They blew up Halifax. Some of them have been trading with Americans for years. Who knows what they might do if one of them was the fan of a dashing earthling pop star,” Romeo said, flashing a grin and a shrug.
“I… I don’t think spreading lies that involve them is a good idea, though. Besides, if we’re going to blame aliens we might as well just take the plunge and admit it’s magic. It’s just as likely to rile people up,” Rachel said.
“Alright. Alright… so, I take it you want to read over the press release you wrote for me?” he asked.
She nodded, scooting her desk chair out of the way to let him read.
 
 
 
Chapter 9: New Girl
 
 
 
“What do you mean I need a makeover?” Romeo asked as Rachel dragged him down to the garage.
“You’re going to be presenting as a female celebrity now. That has a higher standard,” she replied. “We need to get you to the label’s consultant.”
“I am a known fashion icon,” he said in protest. “I think I can handle myself.”
Rachel gave him a lidded stare. “Male fashion icon translates to barely passable for a female celebrity. How many times have you worn a simple suit to an event?”
“Those were designer suits…”
“Suits are suits,” Rachel said, leading him to her car. “There’s small variations, but they’re generally all about the same.”
“I’ve worn more interesting things than suits,” he added as further defence.
“Yes, yes. And you were called an icon for daring to wear something other than a black tux. Even if it didn’t suit you,” Rachel replied. “As I said, you could probably be passable, if barely. But we already have Jovita on the band to do that. Especially when you throw in Frankie’s butch styling. You need to actually look cute… someone in the band has to.”
“I’m feeling guyish today, though,” he muttered, though he got in the car.
“Today?” she asked, while turning it on.
He blushed slightly, but then explained what he’d worked out with Logan. Thankfully it didn’t take much to make Rachel understand the concept of gender fluidity. She had some experience with the trans and gender non-conforming community after all.
In fact, she proved surprised that Romeo hadn’t figured it out before, considering the way he’d acted in the past. There’d apparently been days she’d forgotten he ‘was a guy’ before this whole curse thing, when thinking about the gender balance of the band and similar matters. Which he found both reassuring (in that it told him the curse hadn’t changed his actual essence) and embarrassing (in that he’d not noticed).
With the knowledge he could go feminine now, Rachel encouraged him to try. Not knowing how one started at that, he decided to close his eyes and try muttering about being girly. 
Unfortunately that led to a flash of the confusion of the night before and a shiver running down his spine.
“No good. I don’t think I can change on command,” he muttered.
“Ah, well. We’ll just get you the basics today, then. Next time you feel girly we’ll have her give you a proper appraisal and lesson,” Rachel replied. “So you can enjoy it.”
“Do you enjoy that sort of thing?” Romeo asked.
It seemed an unfeminist assumption to make, in his eyes.
She glanced at him as they waited at a red light. “No. But I’m not you. We’ve already established you like fashion. I just figured you’d like girly fashion more when you’re feeling girly.”
The logic of that was pretty sound, so he couldn’t argue.
Instead he stared quietly into empty space as they pulled into the parking area of what seemed like just another warehouse in the Port Lands. Romeo knew better, though. He’d been to their style consultant before. He’d gotten a basic assessment for himself, as well as providing moral support whenever Jovita got dragged in and lectured for wearing jeans and a fandom t-shirt to official events.
The warehouse was near enough to the main film studios to be ideal for helping with productions, and was out of the way of the more common shoppers on Queen St. Which helped it keep a low profile from those not ‘in the know’. And therefore gave those in the know more time for their consultations.
While he’d been before, though, he’d never been here ‘as a woman’, and so he did have to wonder how different it would be.
The fashion consultant was waiting for them as soon as they stepped in. 
“Oh, but you really do look just like Romeo,” she said. “That’s good, assuming your colours are the same. We can do a quick test for that.”
Romeo nodded weakly. He’d done something along those lines before, being dragged in front of a mirror under specific lighting conditions as a series of fabrics were draped in front of him. It had been a while, so he didn’t remember how long the last time took, but he was reasonably certain it went faster this time. The woman muttered that ‘she’ was a little more pink toned than ‘he’ was. Otherwise things were apparently about the same.
The woman then began to take his measurements. A process that he swore required rather more places being measured than before. 
“You’ll need to remove the binder, of course,” the woman said after measuring his limbs. “Why were you wearing that anyhow? You weren’t trying to make her pretend to be Romeo, were you?”
“We were thinking about it. Just a few little appearances here or there… we were probably being a bit overly optimistic over how quickly we could get Romeo back,” Rachel replied.
“Poor thing,” the woman said. “Forcing a girl like you to try to pretend to be a man.”
“A girl like me?” Romeo asked as he took his binder off, not quite sure what that meant.
“Your pants are fairly tight, dear,” the woman said. “And I was just down there measuring your thighs.”
“Oh,” he mumbled, blushing slightly. “I’m… uh… I’m ok with it.”
“Again, we were thinking it would only be a few appearances anyway,” Rachel added.
“Mhm,” the woman said while moving to measure his torso.
Once she had the measurements she handed them off to an assistant who plugged them into a spreadsheet. That then apparently spat out a list of outfits they had on hand that could fit him well. Which meant a flurry of outfit changes. The consultant muttered something about flaring skirts to hide his small hips. 
At some point Romeo found his chest in a sticky strapless thing stuck to his chest, serving the role of a bra. It was one of the weirdest things he’d ever… worn? Was something so sticky technically ‘worn’ or did you use a different word for that? 
He couldn’t guess, and he’d had to try another three dresses on before he realised how weird it was. It was all rather a blur. Rachel tried to intervene to save him, but the consultant would have none of it. The coming press conference was to be ‘Rosalind’ ‘s first public appearance. ‘She’ needed something memorable. Or else the fashion consultant would feel she was neglecting her duties.
And so Romeo grimaced and accepted the next hour or so of new outfits. Then makeup, which he couldn’t hope to keep up with. He’d need another tutorial later, because this was just a blur.
At least it ended eventually. Though not until after he’d been decorated up further with more jewelry than he’d ever worn. Especially the earrings, which felt surprisingly heavy and large.
Ok, so it wasn’t that much jewelry, but it was more than he was used to.
“There we go, that suits you, now doesn’t it, dear?” the woman said with a soft smile.
Romeo stared, and had to admit the girl in the mirror looked amazing. He didn’t feel very connected to her right now, but, all the same, he could tell she looked good. And he’d like to look like this on a day he actually felt like a woman.
 
-
 
He’d always hated press conferences. They were like piranhas, circling and waiting for any misspoken phrase they could turn into a scandal. Smaller interviews on the red carpet and the like were fine, but when you got too many celebrity gossip reporters together? It was a nightmare.
And wow were they swarming today. He could barely keep up with all the questions.
“Yes, he fell in with European anarchist punk DJs.”
“No, I am not his secret identical female twin… how would that even work?”
“I’m not dating anyone in the band, no.”
“You can’t find anything because I’ve valued my privacy… you trying being a superstar’s cousin.”
“Why would I chan—the money is pretty good.”
On that lighter note, which got a few chuckles, Rachel called an end to press conference. Having given the press just enough to chew on,  to keep the paparazzi from swarming too much, she felt they’d offered up enough. Not for the first time, Romeo was glad that Canada’s paparazzi culture wasn’t quite as feral as many other nations’.
Afterwards, Rachel pulled Romeo back into the studio, where he then found himself nudged into the recording booth.
“Um… what’s this about?” he asked.
“We need to release something with your new voice,” Hank said from the booth. “Something to get people hooked and accepting of your position in the band.”
Romeo nodded a few times. “Alright, alright… which song?”
“Love Dash is still the top seller. Unless you’re feeling something else,” Rachel replied.
“I can do Love Dash,” he replied. “Is it going to be a general rerecording, or just new vocals?”
“We’ll see how it sounds,” Hank replied.
Romeo nodded again, listening to the music in his headphones. After a run through, bobbing with the music, he then motioned with his finger for them to restart. Then he began to sing. His voice sounded off to him today, but he decided to go with how it felt more than how it sounded. 
There were a few more attempts, and Romeo slowly let the musical value of that new voice take over against any preconceived thoughts about how it was supposed to sound. Slowly it began to feel right, perhaps helped a little by the rest of what Romeo was presenting with. 
They didn’t quite end up feeling feminine, but they were at least started feeling somewhere in the middle, reasonably indifferent to matters of gender. They were good at singing and they were attractive, whatever their gender was right now. They were transcending gender right now, if anyone asked.
“It’s good,” Hank said, after a couple of hours. “We’ll need to re-record some of the instrumentals to balance the pitch, but we can definitely manage to get a mix out on a fairly short turn around.
Romeo gave a thumbs up, before heading to their change room. They asked an assistant to go grab them some green tea to soothe their throat on the way. Next on the agenda was scrubbing the makeup off their face and taking the earrings out. Then they took the dress off, carefully hanging it somewhere a gopher could find. The dress was a designer piece and probably furiously overpriced, even at their salary. Valuable clothing removed, they flopped on the couch in their underwear, staring at the ceiling and wondering how their life had ended up like this.
“You should really wear a shirt,” Rachel said as she slipped in.
“I’m lounging,” they muttered.
“You’ve got breasts,” Rachel replied, blushing slightly. “At least put a bra on.”
Romeo grumbled, but headed over and pulled a shirt out of the wardrobe. “So, what’s up? Did you need me to re-record something?”
“No, no. I just wanted to tell you we’ve got you signed up for a few public appearances to help build your new reputation,” she replied. “Managed to pull some strings to get you to sing the national anthem for a CFL game in London. Then there’s still a couple music festivals that the whole band can crash.”
“We’re supposed to be laying low and recording our next album, not touring again,” they said.
“You’re supposed to be a guy. Things change.”
Romeo made a face, then caught their reflection. That was kind of fun, making silly expressions while looking like this.
“We’ll be setting you up with an Instasnaps account, as well. You need a social media presence. Here’s a schedule for the next week, so that you can give the right first impressions,” she explained, handing over a sheet of paper.
They read it for a bit, and didn’t feel overly impressed. “What sort of a girl do you take me for?”
“A new star who’s a least somewhat of a good girl type,” Rachel said, sounding a bit tired as she realised they might not cooperate fully.
Romeo gave her a look that confirmed her worries.
“I’m still acting like a Valenti. Valentis are rarely well behaved,” Romeo replied, grabbing a pen to scribble out a few things. “Plus, I need to spend more time in the gym. I’ve slacked a bit… we’ll post some gym snaps for sure.”
Rachel gritted her teeth, but kept quiet. She knew Romeo could only be so in character with her plans. It had been doomed from the start.
 
-
 
Looking at her new Instasnaps account, Romeo was amazed how many follows she’d gotten in so little time. And how many views her work out snaps and clips had gotten. Unfortunately, the comments were even more of a surprise than before.
She blushed furiously as Jovita and Frankie leaned in to look at what had frazzled her.
“Oh. Yeah. That’s cis straight guys for you,” Frankie said.
“They’re a strange breed,” Jovita added. “Very strange.”
Romeo grimaced. “I’ve… I’ve never been that bad, have I?”
Frankie shook her head. “Nah. Firstly you’re bi, so that improves things to start. Then you’ve always been—well, you’ve always been genderfluid, you just didn’t clue in… but I understand the fear. I worried about it too, while I was still figuring out my gender.”
Romeo gave a small nod, thanking her for the reassurance.
 
 
Chapter 10: Waking Up
 
 
 
It had been three of the busiest weeks of Romeo’s life. Rachel had managed to pull together so many appearances for ‘Rosalind’ to make them they’d felt like they were on tour, despite being able to return to Toronto at the end of most days. If it wasn’t a music festival it was an appearance as a musical guest on a late night show. If it wasn’t singing the national anthem at a sporting event it was an autographing session. Volunteering at a soup kitchen at least gave them a day or two to rest their voice. Rachel had also managed to get them on a collab with a rapper from another studio.
By the end of it, they’d gotten called ‘Rosalind’ so many times they were responding to that easier than their legal name. Especially on days like today, where she felt quite natural about being a girl.
Whether that was the social pressure to be feminine or the fact she’d had a nice pampering session at a spa before actually going home to their apartment last night, she weren’t sure, but… right now she was happy to laze about and paint her toenails while watching the news.
She’d painted her fingernails before all this plenty of times, though it had always felt at least partially motivated by shock value. A push to defy the gender norms of manhood. But painting her toenails? When she’d be wearing socks and shoes when she eventually went out to the gym (her only plan on this, her first day off)? That was all for her. For embracing her feminine side.
“That’s right, the new single from The Fire Hearts with their replacement singer Rosalind Valenti is out,” the entertainment correspondent said. “And I have to say… Romeo had always banked on good looks at least as much as talent. Which isn't to say he was bad, but he wasn’t exceptional, artistically. His cousin, however… The Fire Hearts probably should have signed her from the start, because she’s something else. I can’t wait for everything she has in the pipeline, and hopefully a career stretching years after that. Definitely recommend they keep her on and not worry about getting Romeo back.”
Staring at the TV, brush for her nail polish still in hand, Rosalind didn’t know how to react. What was the normal emotional response to being told you were better than yourself? Or… worse than yourself?
It kind of felt like both. Like she’d been insulted and complemented in one statement. 
Still, it was just one reviewer. Maybe some of the others liked Romeo better? She grabbed her phone, pulling up the major reviewers she’d put weight on. Nearly every one said something similar. That she’d been good as Romeo, but ‘he’ was getting by on charisma much more than talent. While one or two held that ‘she’ was similar enough, several others agreed that Rosalind was a better singer. Someone with that spark that separated a manufactured star from a superstar. 
Her head was spinning a little with confused emotions. She… that… 
She was getting dressed before she properly knew what she was planning to do. Where she was planning to go… she just had to go somewhere.
 
-
 
Logan’s place, that’s where she’d ended up. He had a loft in an older building on the other side of the Don River. In Leslieville, she was pretty sure. Though neighbourhood boundaries always seemed a bit nebulous. Especially in the hands of real estate agents who wanted to raise prices.
Getting into the building was easy enough, she had keys to his place, but she decided to knock at the apartment door. It took a couple minutes before she heard the door unlock, opening a crack to reveal Logan’s face.
“Ro? What are you doing here?” Logan asked, using the nickname he’d given her lately, short for both her real name and her alias.
“Can I come in?” she asked.
“Uh, yeah. Sure,” he replied, stepping back and letting her in.
She let him close the door before she let out her breath. “Have you read the reviews for the new single?”
“They seemed good?” he replied.
“Yeah, but… good in a weird way… they’re saying I’m better than myself?” she said.
“Ah. Well… it’s an older song that you covered?” Logan offered.
She shook her head and sat down on the sleek and modern couch Logan kept in his living room. “I’m pretty sure they were comparing my most recent stuff.”
He sat down beside her. It was still weird how he was taller than her these days. 
“You stand out, now. That’s all. You were taught to sing like a guy, and a woman doing that is memorable, even if people can’t place why,” he said.
“Maybe, but… bleehhhh,” she moaned, slumping across his lap.
They’d always been a friend group that was relaxed with physical contact, and she was a girl right now, so she felt extra comfortable with platonic contact. Even if it was with a guy, since it was with a guy she’d been friends with for roughly forever. Plus, he was gay. And had never seemed interested in her, so… definitely wouldn’t have ulterior motivations right now.
Maybe that was why he’d never been interested in her before. Too many days where she was somewhere murky between masculine and feminine? That made sense… right?
Either way, she’d always been a sucker for physical contact and it helped her feel better.
“Were you wanting me to offer you ice cream or something?” Logan asked, looking down at her with a smirk.
“That might help a little… cheesecake sounds better, though,” she replied.
“Mhm… though you’re going to complain about its effects on your abs tomorrow,” Logan said, shifting to nudge her off his lap.
“I’m a girl now. I need fat for my boobs,” she countered.
“Ah. Who’d have ever thought you’d get less worried about your diet as a girl,” Logan replied with a laugh. “Alright, but if you want cheesecake I’ll have to get some delivered. I don’t have any.”
 
-
 
The next day had been all about recording. Which did mean there was less need for Rosalind to present as the ‘part’ to strangers. They could just be. Sure, they had to dress fairly nicely, for the Instasnap photos being taken, but they didn’t have to act like anything but themself. No need to pretend they weren’t Romeo.
It was nice to just be themself. Just talk music, without having to build up any lies and secrets. 
Unlike what they’d had to do too much the past month… they still cringed a little at the memory of lying to Teddy, saying that the ‘truth’ was that they’d grabbed their cousin’s wallet instead of their own, and that was why they actually had a health card for ‘Romeo Valenti’ that night. That they’d lied to be able to get into the ER, and to keep from causing trouble for Romeo. An explanation tied to an apology for not having been able to meet up, being too busy with the band.
An apology they’d also had to send to Mario, promising that next week they could show him some sights in Toronto or Hammer City.
For the moment, though, they’d finished recording for a bit and were back in their change room. Sitting there and staring blankly at the mirror. It wasn’t about a disconnect from their face. Just a matter of being tired. 
The sort of tired where their brain felt dead, but they didn’t quite feel ready to take a nap. Nor did they want to risk that, considering it was barely 5 pm, but they felt mentally exhausted enough to want sleep for the night. Which meant they risked napping too long and not sleeping right that night.
“Where am I?” a voice asked, causing them to jump slightly.
The door hadn’t opened, and the room was empty… or, at least, this version of the room was empty. Across the mirror, they saw Hermaphroditus sitting on the couch with some serious behead. Really, the deity looked about as out of it as they felt.
“My dressing room?” Rosalind offered.
“Your… who are you?”
Rosalind stared at them. They stared back. Nothing was said for a few moments as both parties remained deeply confused by the situation. 
“I’m… I’m the one you cursed? That you’ve shown up to annoy from time to time the last few weeks?” Rosalind replied.
Hermaphroditus stared for another few moments, before their face scrunched up. “Salmakis!?”
Their face shifted and softened. “G—good morning.”
The face scrunched again. “What is going on, Salmakis?”
“Umm… well… it was Cupid’s fault you fell in love and then had your heart broken,” they replied to themself, face soft once more. “So… I figured I should get some vengeance by cursing his son?”
The back and forth continued for a few minutes after that, as Rosalind slowly pieced together what was happening. The myths had said that Hermaphroditus and Salmakis had fused into one being… sure, the stories all treated it like the fusing was physical and Salmakis’ mind had been completely wiped from existence, but it seemed that was not the case. She was still there, though seemed to be a bit of a junior partner. Which Rosalind supposed made sense. One of them was a deity while the other was ‘merely’ a nymph. 
As they listened, they worked out that it was Salmakis who had cursed them, acting on behalf of Hermaphroditus and impersonating them. She had specifically had it out for Romeo, as a way to get back at Eros. Hermaphroditus, meanwhile, had seemed to just want to pout in the back corner of their mind for a bit as a way of getting over a broken heart. They’d only just decided their mood was improved enough to face the world again.
What, precisely, had happened to break their heart, Rosalind wasn’t sure. They decided it was probably best not to ask an Olympian deity questions they weren’t likely to enjoy, however. There were probably worse things than their current curse they could be hit with.
Finally, Hermaphroditus shook their head and turned to Rosalind. “I am sorry you were dragged into all of this, but I will see what I can do to do right by you. I try to behave better than the rest of my family, after all.”
With that the winged deity then disappeared from the mirror, leaving Rosalind more than a little confused just what they were up to.
 
-
 
The next day Rosalind tried to keep the strange surprise appearance of the real Hermaphroditus off of her mind as she headed to the meet up point with Teddy. She just wanted a normal day, free from being a star. Those few days after being cursed where she’d been able to blend into crowds had reminded her how much she missed it.
Teddy was leaning against a tree, wearing a baggy hockey jersey (for the North York Furies), and looking quite dashing. Quietly, Rosalind felt a bit disappointed in the incompatibility coming from Teddy being a lesbian, but… hey, they could still be friends. 
Realising that Teddy hadn’t noticed her, Rosalind strolled up with a grin spreading across her face as she approached.
“Hey,” she said, struggling not to giggle.
Teddy jumped slightly as she realised it was Rosalind in front of her. “I—you’re wearing a wig?”
“Mhm. An advantage to having such a distinctive haircut is that tossing on a wig goes a long way to having no one recognise me,” she replied, lightly patting the long dark wig on her head.
It was a high quality one, and matched to her natural hair colour, so it looked quite natural. Adding in mildly dated sunglasses that covered a good chunk of her face and that second hand sundress she’d bought before and she was pretty sure no one would guess who she was.
“You look pretty adorable like that,” Teddy said, taking in her current appearance.
“Thanks!” Rosalind replied. “So, where are we going today?”
“Uh, well, I was thinking we’d grab some shawarma, then maybe stroll down Roncesvalles avenue to see if there’s any cute and quirky shops?” Teddy said with a slight shrug. “I’ll admit that my social life is usually a bit more nocturnal than this, but I thought you might like a little quiet.”
“Quiet sounds nice,” Rosalind said with a grin. “As does shawarma.”
Teddy gave a smile and then led the way to a nearby little takeout oriented shawarma joint. There were seats, though, and so the pair sat down at one of the two tables, beside a large mirror. Teddy was mentioning how the place had her favourite falafels when movement caught Rosalind’s eye. 
Glancing over at the mirror, she realised Hermaphroditus was sitting in the reflection, having pulled a chair up beside the table. Rosalind stared at them, not sure if they should say anything with someone else here. 
Could other people see Hermaphroditus? She really wasn’t sure…
“Not going to at least say ‘hello’?” the deity asked.
“I…” Rosalind started to mutter.
“What are you—” Teddy started to ask, before turning to the mirror and jumping. She then whipped her head back around, to see there wasn’t anyone else at the table on their side of the mirror. “Who th—how is… what in the…”
“Oh, good. You can see them,” Rosalind said, letting out a sigh of relief.
“I don’t think she can hear me, though, but seeing me is still pretty good,” Hermaphroditus replied. “Must have some good spiritual abilities and affinities.”
Teddy moved a hand to whisper to Rosalind, while keeping Hermaphroditus from seeing her mouth. “Please don’t tell me that’s an angel… I don’t want to know what my dad would say if I said I met one.”
“They’re an Erote,” Rosalind replied. “A type of ancient Greek love deity.”
Teddy nodded a few times. “Ok… and you don’t seem surprised to see them…”
“They cursed me… well, one of them did…” Rosalind explained.
“And I think I know a way to relieve the curse,” Hermaphroditus said. “To make up for Salmakis’ impulsive actions.”
“Y-you do?” she asked, turning to them.
“Mhm. There is a witch currently living over in Hammer City. She should be able to help you with it,” they said.
“There’s… that close? I… I need to go catch a train,” Rosalind said.
“A train? To where?” Teddy asked.
“Hammer City.”
“Stoney Creek, specifically,” Hermaphroditus explained.
“Uh, well, we can take a streetcar down to Roncesvalles Station?” Teddy offered.
“That sounds good,” Rosalind said, hopping to her feet. “Oh gosh… I’m going to be free from being cursed!”
As she bounced around excited, it did not pass through her mind just what being ‘uncursed’ would mean. At some point in the last month or so the ‘need to undo her curse’ had separated as a concern from thoughts about exploring her gender and connecting to her femininity. As such, she was simply too giddy about the idea of getting her old face and career back to stop and assess the situation.
Poor Teddy, who was quite confused about it all, had chosen to not ask about the specifics of the curse. If Rosalind wasn’t telling her then she assumed it was something private and embarrassing. Definitely not something to pry about on what was (sort of) a first date.
 
 
Chapter 11: Freedom(?)
 
 
 
The train was rolling through Burlington as Roaslind got replies from the rest of the band. Basically just everyone wanting to know what ‘curing the curse’ was going to mean. She, however, was feeling too giddy and excited to really stop and carry on much more of a text conversation. She was going to get her old face back. Her old life. Everything would be so much simpler again.
Her legs were bouncing about with excitement as she watched the cityscape of the Golden Horseshoe sparsen a little after Burlington. At the point where they rolled through the large conservation area in western Hammer City. 
“Oh, hey, that’s actually a pretty nice view,” Teddy said, looking out the window as she sat across the seat set from Rosalind. “Thought Hammer City was all factories and industry…”
“Mhm. There’s some nice parks. Done some music festivals,” Rosalind replied, though she wasn’t really focused on small talk.
“A much easier place to relax than Toronto as well,” another voice said.
Both of them jumped slightly as Hermaphroditus’ winged form appeared in the seat beside Rosalind.
“You’re… you’re physical,” she said, poking them on the arm.
“Mhm. Takes barely any energy somewhere with ley lines like this,” they said.
Teddy was staring, before turning to see if anyone else on the train had noticed the androgynous winged humanoid who had just appeared. No one seemed to care, however. Which, she supposed, made sense. The train was mostly filled with Torontonians (who were well trained in ignoring things) and Hammer Cityers (who were used to strangeness, based on what she’d learned whenever the news covered an event in Hammer City). If the presence of a Greek Deity hadn’t taking so much of her focus, she’d have probably remarked that the two cities were well matched siblings, one always making rude faces while the bigger sibling ignored them. Not quite twins, though, as there were too many other cities in the area for that (Niagara Falls, Berlin, London, Guelph… the list went on), but still close siblings.
“So, who exactly are we going to see?” Teddy asked as they rolled into the urban portions of Hammer City.
It wasn’t as large as Toronto, especially lacking the truly towering glass condos spreading to every corner of the 416, but it was still clearly a city. There was brick and history here you didn’t get in the suburbs between the two cities. 
“There’s a witch who’s moved out here. I don’t know why she left the Mediterranean, but it works out well for us. She should know how to contain the curse,” Hermaphroditus explained.
A short while later they’re rolled into a tunnel, and then popped out into the downtown of the rougher city. Though, being that it was Canada, there were still a few condo towers rising here. Then they pulled into the downtown station, for their second last stop.
It wasn’t a long wait, but any time spent sitting still was digging at Rosalind’s anticipation. 
The final leg of the voyage had been dominated by Teddy asking Hermaphroditus about the whole ‘god’ thing. Which Hermaphroditus had corrected as being a ‘deity’ thing. They were nonbinary, perhaps a little more masculine than feminine, but not overly connected to either. Salmakis, meanwhile, was mostly feminine, but also felt a bit disconnected from gender.
They also explained that, yes, they were indeed a bit over two thousand years old, though fairly young for a Theoi. They’d also spent a lot of time napping, especially after the rise of Christianity and the loss of any real active worship.
“I was lucky to be remembered at all,” they said, as the train pulled into the Stoney Creek station. “Lots of folks were not, and a forgotten deity will slowly fade. Having my name be connected to a phenomenon really helped me out… even if I’ve got nothing on Eros or either of my parents.”
Teddy seemed rather fascinated as they disembarked, though Rosalind was a bit less interested. The gods (at least the Greco-Roman ones) were jerks and she’d gotten lucky to run into the least jerkish of them all. That was as far as her thoughts went.
“So… why did Salmakis curse Rosalind?” Teddy asked as they walked from the train station to where Hermaphroditus said the witch lived.
“Their… their father is Eros,” Hermaphroditus explained.
“Ah, you mentioned that name before… I’m not sure I know who it is, though,” Teddy replied.
Rosalind felt herself starting to blush, and nudged between the two of them. “How long of a walk did you say it was, again?”
“Hm? Oh, about fifteen minutes? Circe currently lives in an apartment building not far from here. A small walk-up. A bit of a drop from having a private island, but… sometimes it’s nice to live the simple life for a few decades,” they replied, before turning their attention back to Teddy like they’d not been interrupted. “And you might know Eros’ better by his Roman name: Cupid.”
“Cupid? Like… the little baby for Valentine’s Day?”
“He’s not really a baby,” Rosalind muttered.
“The Romans just liked to show him that way, and the rest of Europe seemed to latch on to it… it’s the one thing we can tease him about,” Hermaphroditus explained with a slight smirk.
“So… does that make you a demigod then, Rosalind?” Teddy asked, seeming rather frazzled by the whole idea.
“I guess? I don’t know,” she replied.
“More just a mortal of divine parentage,” Hermaphroditus explained. “Demigods must prove themselves.”
The rest of the walk was quieter, Teddy seeming quite impressed by all she’d heard. Hermaphroditus took them on an efficient walk through the historic, though small town feeling, streets of ‘downtown’ Stoney Creek, before leading them up the walkway to a small apartment that looked like it was built in the 50s or 60s.
There was enough yard around it to almost make one wonder if it was any denser than a similar number of houses would be, but surely it must have been, to warrant someone actually building apartments instead. Hermaphroditus went to push the button on a buzzer when someone stepped out of the building.
Rosalind did a double take at the woman leaving, because there was little question in her mind that she was a vampire… as absurd as it sounded. The woman had a red and black victorian dress on, red coloured eyes, pointy ears, and, when she opened her mouth in surprise at seeing Hermaphroditus’ winged form, Rosalind was certain the woman had prominent fangs. Oh, and she had a sort of deathly pallor about her, despite having a reasonably dark skin tone.
“I—I’ll hold the door for you mis—mist—uh, your angelicness,” the petite vampiric woman said, though it seemed she was more using it as a shield than really thinking about being polite about holding the door open.
“I’m not an angel,” Hermaphroditus said with a soft smile, “but thank you all the same.”
The vampiric woman gave a small nod, but still seemed quite nervous as the trio headed in. Teddy watched her hurry off for a moment, before following the other two up the stairs. 
“Don’t vampires burn in the sun? It’s daytime?” Teddy asked.
“Depends on the vampire,” Hermaphroditus replied, leading them up towards the third floor. “Good sunblock does wonders these days.”
There was an odd smell up here. One Rosalind couldn’t identify, yet swore she somehow knew. Walking past a few apartments, they came to one that, rather than a door, had a simple bead curtain. Well, it looked simple, but she suspected there was something magical about it. Hermaphroditus pulled the beads back and bid the other two to enter before following them.
The apartment on the other side was, in a word, crowded. There were shelves attached to almost every portion of wall, and the shelves were filled with—well, it almost seemed like anything that could be found. Some items looked like glass jars filled with what were surely magical ingredients. Others seemed nothing more than random nick-nacks from second hand stores. Pointless souvenirs meant to provide visual noise to a space and nothing else.
It all struck Rosalind as deeply claustrophobic. Adding in the scents of the place as she was struggling not to scurry out, gasping for fresh air and open spaces.
She was distracted, though, by a small creature hurrying over to her side and making an oinking noise. It was a piglet, and a rather adorable one at that. A bit larger than a cat, but still clearly young for a pig.
“Aren’t you just a cute little thing?” Rosalind said, crouching down to give it a scritch behind the ears.
“Huh… I didn’t realise piglets were so cute,” Teddy said, bending over to look at the creature.
“Are you trying to escape again, Jennifer?” a female voice with a vaguely southern European sounding accent. 
The woman then walked into view, and Rosalind saw she looked to be in her forties, a greying haired and olive skinned woman that would have easily blended into any streetcar in Toronto.
“Oh, Hermaphroditus,” she said. “You’re early.”
“Valenti was in more of a hurry than I expected,” they said.
“You named the pig Jennifer?” Rosalind asked, thinking it was a rather human sounding name.
Though, then again, she didn’t really know what normal names for pigs were.
“I didn’t name her anything. That was the name her parents gave her… probably,” Circe said with a casual shrug.
“Pare—oh, you’re pig-sitting?” Teddy asked, petting the piglet herself.
“In a manner of speaking… until her boyfriend pays what he owes me and I turn her human again,” Circe said with a shrug.
“Turn her… human…” Rosalind mumbled, staring in terror at the pig.
Or… human being that was transformed by ancient magic? Magic surely not too different than the magic that had transformed her… sure, she’d read about the other people turned into animals in the Metamorphoses (well, the abridged summaries of the story she found online) and other Hellenic myths, but actually seeing it? With her own eyes?
It was terrifying and left her thankful she’d retained her humanity with her curse. 
“Now then, which of you is the one I’m treating?” Circe asked, apparently not caring about the existential crisis she’d just inflicted.
“Uh… it’s… it’s me?” Rosalind replied.
“Huh… not who I would have guessed. Well, stand up,” Circe said, waving her over.
Once Rosalind got close enough, the witch grabbed her wrist and dragged her off towards the kitchen. The place looked like it hadn’t been renovated since the building was built, as best as Rosalind knew her historic interior decorating trends.
“Now, thankfully, the curse on the Spring of Salmakis is fairly general and undirected, so it doesn’t take too much to confuse it and deactivate it,” Circe explained, nudging Rosalind to stand in the middle of the kitchen. “Most witches would still have no idea where to begin to deactivate it, but lucky you this isn’t ol’ Circe’s first time encountering a victim of the spring. Had some poor confused Crusader so desperate for a cure back in the day I got him to renounce his church before I treated him.”
“I… um… I’m not really religious,” Rosalind offered.
“Didn’t think you were, child,” Circe replied. “Foolish, but not a Christian… besides, your dear father’s sibling asked me to help you, and who am I to deny the child of two Olympians? Now then, the actual fix is fairly straightforward. Mixing the symbols of Hermes and Aphrodite the right way convinces the magic that you’re under the protection of both of them… though it’s more than just the symbols. You also need the right medium. A special blend that’s mostly the ash of an olive tree, but with some other matters mixed in.”
With that, she pulled out a sort of ink well and a narrow paint brush. Circe dipped the brush into the well, then pulled Rosalind’s arm over and painted on the symbol in question. As soon as she added the final touch a tingle shot through Rosalind’s body. With the spread of the tingle came the spread of her birth form.
She shot up a few inches while the dress became tighter on her. Her shoulders shifted broader and she felt her jaw grow squarer. And… and…
She felt a shiver run down her spine because she’d forgotten breaking the curse and getting her old life back meant losing the delightful femininity that she’d gained from it. The dysphoria of her birth form hit her in a way it had surely done before, but she’d never been able to put a finger on. Now, though… now she knew exactly what was wrong and how much she hated it.
“What just happened?” Teddy asked from the doorway of the kitchen.
Rosalind—or, she supposed she should really think of herself as Romeo again now, grimaced. She raised her arms in a placating manner.
“I—I can explain. This—I—well… ok, it’s… I know it doesn’t look good,” she stammered, her mind desperately trying to come up with an explanation that made her gender clear despite the awkward way she’d stumbled onto it… while her head also spin with the sudden discomfort at her own body. “I… I got this curse in Türkiye, and it sort of turned me into a girl and then I wanted to get uncursed because it made my life a mess, but then I also realised I kind of liked being a girl sometimes, and so I embraced it but I also still wanted my old life back but now I think I made a mistake and having to choose one form or the other really sucks because I’m genderfluid.”
“Oh, don’t worry,” Circe said with a smirk. “The fluid part just got more literal now, is all.”
“What do you mean?” Romeo asked.
Instead of answering, Circe grabbed a pitcher of water off the counter and then dumped it onto Romeo’s forearm. The sigil on her forearm washed away with the water, and a new tingle spread across her body, returning her to her cursed form.
“The ash mix isn’t waterproof. Water based curse and all, it was always going to have issues around water,” Circe explained. “I’ll sell you some at a reasonable price, though. Don’t worry. I’m an honest witch… these days. Especially for the child of Cupid.”
“Oh,” Rosalind muttered, glad to have her more feminine body back.
“I… I know several people who would love to have that,” Teddy muttered, her eyes still not quite focused yet.
“Mmm… maybe we should start bottling that water of yours, Atlantiades,” Circe said.
Hermaphroditus gave a small nod, seeming to seriously consider it.
 
 
Chapter 12: 1÷2= A Tired Romeo
 
 
 
Sitting in Circe’s kitchen, Rosalind did her best to copy the sigil just as the immortal witch had written it. It took a few attempts before she got it, but she did, in the end. Partially because it wasn’t all that complex of a symbol. Two circles touching one another with a few bits sticking out of them. The trick was mostly about getting the circles round enough and the proportions right. Even then there was a bit of give.
Teddy watched, having stayed quiet while Rosalind was focused, but now speaking up. “I still… I still can’t believe that you’re actually Romeo Valenti. Like, the Romeo Valenti.”
All Rosalind could think to do as a reply was force a grin that was clearly awkward. What was she supposed to say at this point? She hoped she didn’t really need to reply any further, and that, at this stage, it was just part of the solidly built woman’s processing, uh, process.
Maybe?
“Well, I think you’re good to go, now. Unless Atlantiades here has something else to request of me?” Circe said.
“Oh, no. I am satisfied, and Salmakis has no interest in staying,” they said.
Rosalind gave a nod, standing and picking up the small mason jar of olive-tree ash-tar. She hoped it was going to be good for her skin, since she was sure she’d be using it fairly often. For her part, Teddy still seemed a bit out of it, but followed along quietly as they left the building. Probably the best one could expect with surprise deities and magic.
The smell of fresh(er) air as they stepped out into the hallway was sweet relief to Rosalind’s nose and lungs. Heading down the stairs, she was even more glad to get the actual fresh air out of the outside… only to become confused by the fact that there was a car parked on the road with both Rachel and Logan waiting there.
“Uh… hey guys. W—what brings you here?” she asked.
“We were worried about what th—that person has wings,” Rachel said, growing distracted by Hermaphroditus as they left the apartment building.
“Oh! Right! This’d be your first time seeing them,” Rosalind said, stepping out of the way. “Very fancy and divine looking, aren’t they?”
“Uh—uh… yeah,” Logan replied, also staring.
“They’re pretty friendly, though. For a Greek deity and all that,” Teddy said. Before whispering to herself, “Oh gosh, that’s Logan Novak.”
“It really says something about my family that such a statement feels like damning with faint praise,” Hermaphroditus muttered at roughly the same time as Teddy’s comment about Logan.
Rachel and Logan both nodded slowly, watching Hermaphroditus for a few more moments before turning to Rosalind.
“Ei—either way. Rom—Rosalind… did you… did it not… work?” Logan asked, trying to sound compassionate despite also being clearly confused.
“Did—Oh, the cure. It worked. It’s just… temporary?” she replied. “I have to write a magical symbol on my arm, but the specific thing I have to write it with isn’t waterproof.”
“So… we can get—well… they know, right?” Rachel asked, indicating to Teddy.
“That she’s the Romeo Valenti?” Teddy asked. “Yes.”
Rachel gave a quick nod. “So… you can be Romeo when we need you too?”
“Unless it’s raining,” Rosalind replied with a shrug and a smirk.
“And… we still get to have Rosalind?” Rachel added.
“I’m standing here as a woman, aren’t I?”  
That led to a small nod from Rachel. Followed by a sparkle in her eyes that left Rosalind almost certain she could see dollar signs flash.
“Good. Because Rosalind Valenti has a number of obligations she’s signed up for. I called in favours to get you promo’ed again, and I need to rebuild those favour reserves now that people are asking to work with you. Rosalind you,” Rachel explained, marching over and grabbing Rosalind by the wrist. “And there’s also commitments that Romeo Valenti needs to fill, that were in place before you got cursed. As well as some newer debt repayments.”
Rosalind found herself nudged into the car then, in the seat behind the driver. As she sat down and buckled up, Logan opened the other passenger door for Hermaphroditus and Teddy to both get in. Surprisingly, the Erote’s wings didn’t prove impossibly bulky to fit in the back seat of the car, seeming to fold in ways that didn’t seem possible. 
Also, the back seat area may have gotten larger? Rosalind wasn’t sure, but that still seemed like it had to be the case to fit those wings, however they folded.
“Wait… how did you guys find us anyhow?” she asked as Rachel and Logan got in the front seats.
“The tracking option on your phone?” Rachel replied as she started the car.
“Tracking option on my phone? What!?” 
Rachel stared at her through the rearview mirror. “Yes. I explained it to you when I gave you the new phone in Paris? Along with how to turn it off if you really wanted privacy… you nodded and acted like you were paying attention…”
“I… I may be better at faking attention than most,” Rosalind mumbled.
The car went quiet, then, as they drove through the eastern suburbs of Hammer City, towards the Skyway bridge to Burlington. A quicker route than the trains that had to go around the bay. From time to time, Logan, Rachel, or Teddy would look over her way, everyone seeming oddly concerned about her. Just as they were heading up the bridge, Rosalind noticed a smirk on Hermaphroditus’ face.
And then the deity vanished from the middle back seat, Teddy suddenly seeming so much closer.
“Ley Lines or… something… it’s harder for them to manifest away from Hammer City,” Rosalind explained as Logan spun around with concern.
“Should have warned me… it’s a good thing I don’t spook easily,” Rachel muttered, having managed to drive as if one of her passengers hadn’t just vanished into thin air.
“Sorry. Slipped my mind,” Rosalind replied.
“Uh… s—same,” Teddy added.
 
-
 
Arriving back in Toronto, Rosalind apologised again to Teddy about the day going so sideways, and promised to try to meet up again at some point. A promise that raised an eyebrow from Rachel, no doubt due to her plans to run Rosalind ragged with commitments.
Something Rosalind was expecting.
She hadn’t been expecting for it to start immediately, however. Rachel drove them to the studio, dragging Rosalind into her office to help compose a return announcement from Romeo. After some haggling, Rosalind agreed to state that seeing the disappointment of ‘his’ fans, and then the joy brought to fans by ‘her’ release, ‘Romeo’ was reminded that the true goal of an artist was to bring joy and love into the world. Therefore ‘he’ would be returning to performing immediately. 
With that done, Rosalind then found herself dragged down to the recording booth, lyrics placed in front of her.
“What are these?” she asked, reading a few lines. It was a pop tune from the nineties that she remembered.
“A song with two singers,” Rachel replied.
“Mhm, I know that.”
“We managed to get the rights to do a cover of it during the tour in Europe. Daddy and I were sending out feelers to see who might want to sing it with you,” Rachel said. “Then we had to pause for a bit when the curse happened… but now you can sing it.”
She looked down at the lyrics again. “Which… which part?”
“Both of them,” Rachel said with a shrug. “It’s not a romantic duet or anything. It’s just a track with both male and female lyrics. So you can do both.”
Just as she was processing that, Logan pulled the rest of the band in. Well, she supposed she needed to get them up to date on the situation. And then, it was time to make music.
 
-
 
Romeo squirmed as he sang, annoyed to be told he had to redo a few lines for the female part of the song today. He’d wanted to be a guy all day today, now that he could actually do that again while feeling masculine.
Still, he was a professional. So he made it work, just trying his best not to process how wrong his voice sounded today. How he wished it sounded like the previously recorded male bits (that he’d mostly recorded while feeling weird about that voice instead.) 
“Good,” Hank said, with a thumbs up. “That should be everything we need you in the studio for today.”
“Thank goodness,” Romeo said with a sigh of relief, taking off his headphones and starting to head out of the booth. “Time to change.”
“You can change when you get there,” Rachel said, getting up from her own seat behind the mixer.
“Get…. where?” Romeo asked.
“The More Music interview,” Rachel replied.
“Wouldn’t it be better to change here to hide the magic?”
Rachel stared at him. “It’s a gig for Rosalind. They’re doing a bit for female singers today.”
He failed to hide his grimace, muttering complaints as Rachel led him off to one of the vans. Not that he could really refuse the gig. But he could grumble. He could grumble with the best of them… or the worst, depending on one’s point of view.
“Can I at least dress futch-y today?” he asked, as they neared the TV studio downtown.
Rachel looked about to shoot that down, but Logan gave her a look of a sharpness he rarely used. Rachel gave a slight nod.
“Sure. Yeah. The studio should have a good range.”
In the change room, Romeo managed to scrounge something vaguely punkish and tomboy looking, which seemed the best he could manage. The interviewers noted it was different from ‘Rosalind’s’ norm, but he shrugged it off. It wasn’t that weird for a woman to wear pants, after all. Wearing dresses and skirts all the time had been the more unusual thing.
 
-
 
The day finally done and the band back at the studio, Romeo rushed to his dressing room. He applied the sigil he’d been taught and let out a sigh of relief as he grew longer and squarer, no longer feeling squished into too small of a form. He stretched out, embracing it, before heading out to hunt for food. There was a proper break room, that catering made sure pretty well always had a bit of a buffet.
The same sort of food you’d get while filming a music video, but enough to tide himself over right now. He was tired, he’d been hungry, and changing had just made him hungrier. Being larger in his birth form meant he had a larger appetite.
Reaching the kitchen, he found Logan, JK, and Jovita seated at a table. The latter two were discussing some board game, while Logan seemed to simply be spacing out. An understandable response to listening to some conversation between those two.
Romeo grabbed a few slices of pizza (from a proper Italian restaurant, not anything greasy and cheap… they were pop stars, they had to eat lean) and then nudged his chair over to sit beside Logan. Close enough his elbow bumped against Logan’s arm.
The violinist jumped slightly as he processed Romeo was back to his old self. Which, of course, meant Romeo was the taller of the two of them again.
“Doing better now then, are you?” Logan asked, wearing a soft smile on that handsome face of his.
“I think so, yes,” Romeo replied. “It’s so much more comfortable like this, right now.”
“Oh, right! I should show you the new game I got,” Jovita said, seeming to confuse JK. “I’ve got it set up in my dressing room. Let’s go.”
The keyboardist gave a small nod, before following her, leaving Romeo and Logan alone in the room. Well, apart from the occasional assistants or technicians popping in for a muffin or whatever. There were other bands that worked with Hank Collins, but most of them didn’t hang out at the studio to the same degree as the Fire Hearts, so it was probable that none of them were around right now.
Still, both guys were a bit too tired to carry on much of a conversation. 
“If you need back up with Rachel over dysphoria again in the future, just let me know,” Logan said, after Romeo had eaten about half a slice of pizza.
“Thanks,” Romeo replied with a smile.
Logan was quite a little longer, before speaking up again. “Either way.”
“Either way?” Romeo asked.
“If you’re having girl days and she’s making you be masc too,” Logan explained.
“Oh… right. I didn’t even—thank you.”
“Hey, what are friends for?” Logan replied.
Romeo gave him another smile while chewing on a bite of pizza. They then stayed quiet, being good enough friends not to have to say anything to enjoy one another’s company.
 
-
 
As the last week had been as busy as the three before, Romeo was drowsy as they snuck out of the city. Even if the rush to get gigs for Rosalind had ended now, Romeo also had to make appearances and work on new songs. Today was their first day off since finding relief from the curse, but they didn’t quite believe they would actually get to relax. There was a worry in the back of their head that Rachel would spring something on them as they took the train to Berlin. For that reason, perhaps, it was her, more than the paparazzi that they were hiding from by wearing baggy clothing, a baseball cap under a hood, and a face mask. 
They decided to drown out the world by tossing on some headphones and listening to favourites from high school. Only, when they pressed play, they didn’t get music.
“You really are terrible at relationships needing commitment, aren’t you?” Hermaphroditus’ voice asked.
“What did I tell you?” Salmakis’ voice added, sounding just a little softer and more feminine. And sitting more in the left headphone than the right, where Hermaphroditus’ voice was coming from.
“I don’t know what you two are talking about,” Romeo muttered, watching Etobicoke slip by as the train sped up.
“As a deity of marriage, I really do need to intervene, don’t I?” Hermaphroditus replied.
Glaring out the window, Romeo mumbled a reply. “I think you’ve intervened enough… let me live my life.”
“Now, now. Being aromantic is fine. Being happy and single is valid,” the Erote replied. “But you aren’t either of those things. You just need a nudge.”
Romeo’s eye twitched.
 
Chapter 13: Toronto Tour
 
 
 
The Il Gato bakery was already well into its operational hours when Romeo arrived. That was to be expected, of course. Bakeries were famous for being early morning things, while pop stars… weren’t. Romeo was a bit more of an early riser than most in their business, though. Likely due to growing up in their mother’s bakery, and frequently being drafted to help out before school. 
That pressure had mildly killed their social life in middle school and the first couple of years of high school, but Logan and Frankie hadn’t ever minded. Doing band practice reasonably early in the evening had actually been rather popular with Logan’s parents and neighbours. 
Of course, then their videos had been discovered online by Hank Collins (along with a couple million other people), they’d been propelled into fame, and Romeo had moved out to be closer to the studio as soon as their mother had let them.
They’d always be allowed to stroll back in whenever they got the chance, however. Today proved to be no different, as their mother lit up upon seeing them. 
“You’re… you’re back to—” Erica started to say, before glancing over her shoulder.  Her employees were still a bit too close, easily within overhearing range. She waved to get the attention of one of the bakers, gesturing towards the door. “We’re going upstairs.”
“Sure thing, Erica,” the woman replied.
Romeo followed their mother up into the apartment, getting enough space to talk privately. It wasn’t a strange thing to do, as Romeo frequently had off the record and tabloid sensitive career information to share. Or non-career information, like who they were dating.
“So, I am thrilled to see you again, dear, but… are you going AWOL again today? Rachel doesn’t like it when I hide you from her,” their mother asked, once the door was shut.
“No, mum,” Romeo sighed, heading over to the kitchen in search of cookies. “I booked the day off weeks ago.”
Their mother almost always had fresh cookies from the bakery around, and they’d only had a small breakfast to catch the early train. A bit of digging revealed peanut butter chocolate chip ones in the fridge. 
“Can I have some?” they asked, holding up the tray.
“Of course,” their mother replied. “What brings you out here, though? Besides your love of raiding my cookie collection.”
“Ah, well, a couple of things. First, I wanted to show you… well, that I can be like this again,” they said, waving vaguely at themself. “And I thought you might be interested in seeing the change.”
“It’s easy to do?” their mother asked.
“Sure. Feels a little funny, but not exactly bad,” they replied.
With that, Romeo walked over to the sink and wet their hands, then lifted their shirt to scrub off the marking on their upper hip. The transformation then washed over them, shrinking them and shifting their proportions to cause their clothes to grow even more baggy. Still, it was passable for them to wear it. From mildly ill-fitting on a man to adorably oversized on a woman, really.
“Wow… that’s…” their mother mumbled. 
“Mhm, it’s pretty—wait. I should put a bra on,” Rosalind muttered, realising they hadn’t been wearing one. 
They went to the chair they’d left their bag on and began digging through it to pull out a sports bra. Then they pulled their shirt off to then struggle the tight and elastic nonsense of the sports bra on, somewhat regretting they’d gone for one over a regular bra. As they pulled their shirt back on, they realised the odd look on their mother’s face.
“That just wasn’t something I ever expected to see you do… even after seeing you transformed, it… it never really registered,” she explained. “I—but don’t you want to change back?”
Rosalind shrugged. “I’m not really feeling either gender today, and I’d told Mario I’d show him around Toronto a bit the last time we met… and, uh… I looked like this when we met.”
“Ah… it’s good that you don’t feel masculine today, then,” their mother replied, walking towards the door back down to the bakery.
She could only be away for so long, after all.
“I think I’m whatever about gender a lot of the time, these days? Maybe always have been,” the explained before she was called down. 
They then flopped on the couch for a bit, knowing there was still about an hour until Mario’s shift ended. After a bit of channel surfing, they decided to do a light workout. A few crunches and push ups. The latter were harder with shifted musculature, but they could still manage well enough.
Combined, however, those activities only covered about thirty of the sixty-eight minutes they had to wait. So they had a couple more cookies. Then poked about on twumblr. Both on their public account (liking a few PR friendly posts from others) and then switching to their anonymous one, where they actually acted like a human being. Otherwise known as finding and sending annoying memes to their bandmates and other friends. 
Then the wait was more or less over and they slipped downstairs. The baker from before gave them a double-take, but ‘Rosalind’ and ‘Romeo’ looked enough alike that seeing them for roughly twenty seconds over an hour ago was easy to dismiss as misremembering. 
Thank goodness their hair didn’t change colour or anything like that. Just a couple cup sizes added onto their chest and a handful of inches taken from their height. The former was made even less obvious by a now baggy shirt and compressing sports bra. 
Having passed inspection, they floated about, giving a slight charm offensive towards customers. Their hat and face mask removed, they were recognisable enough, and didn’t mind it being known they’d shown up at their mother’s bakery. Or ‘aunt’s’ bakery, as far as anyone knew.
After a middle aged woman hurried out, smiling from ear to ear while carrying an new photo on her phone alongside her order of muffins, a familiar face appeared. Mario had returned from his last cake delivery of the day.
“Got it there with most of the icing still attached?” Rosalind asked, wearing a playful grin.
“I believe so?” the Grade A all Italian beefcake replied, seeming confused.
“Despite his wild Italian driving, somehow the cakes do arrive intact,” their mother said with a smirk of her own, before turning to Mario with a more gentle expression. “Forgive her, she’s just a gremlin. Valenti family genes run deep, but we tease out of familiarity and friendliness.”
Rosalind nodded enthusiastically.
“Ah. I had noticed you did do that, signora Erica,” Mario said, seeming to clue in.
“Well, time for you to clock out, right?” Rosalind asked. 
“Mhm! Yes. Then it is off to Toronto… sì?” he asked.
“Yeah, that’s probably best. I know it better than Hammer City or the Niagara Region,” Rosalind replied.
He nodded, looking nervous. “Are… are you free to do this? You are a celebrity now?”
It took them a moment to remember the ‘now’ was because he didn’t know they were Romeo and had been famous well before meeting him. Juggling the two identities and faces was more than a little confusing.
“Being famous is tiring. It’s nice to pretend I’m not every so often,” they replied. “Casually hanging out and giving you a tour is a good way to do that.”
Mario lit up happily at that, heading off to grab his jacket.
 
-
 
The one thing they hadn’t thought enough about, before agreeing to show Mario around the GTA, was the fact it would mean riding in his car again. Their knuckles were white as they held onto the seatbelt with the desperation of a mountain climber grasping their life line. Some part of their brain was registering that was mildly foolish and imparting no assistance in the result of a crash, but the primal portion of their body that had taken over most of their neurons insisted they had to hold on to something. If they let go of the seatbelt, well, there was only about a 50% chance they’re go for the dashboard in place of panicking and grabbing ahold of the tall and muscular specimen beside them… generally that would be logical. Say, in a haunted house or somewhere he could provide protection. However it was a rather poorer idea when he was the one driving the vehicle.
They let out a quiet thanks to an unspecified deity when he finally parked the car in a downtown Toronto parkade. Then they clambered out with shaky legs, trying to regain their cool.
“We should get lunch,” they said, fixing their mask back on.
“Can we get something East Asian? I will guess Toronto is good for that?” Mario replied.
“Mhm. There’s a good cheap Korean joint not far from here,” Rosalind replied.
The pair went down to the ground level and hopped on a streetcar. Even if the driver was probably a bus driver who recently changed lines, it was still far less terrifying than riding with Mario. They took it over to Spadina, getting out and walking a couple blocks to the restaurant.
Mario ended up ordering a spicy beef bulgogi, while Rosalind got some savory pancakes. The portions were generous and the food was high quality. Just as Rosalind remembered it, the last time they’d managed to sneak over to the spot for some casual dining out on. Mario seemed quite happy with it.
After the meal, they set out down Spadina, heading to show off the old Chinatown. They then followed the street towards the rising sea of condos towards the south, Mario impressed by the sheer amount of existing towers and the roughly as numerous rising buildings under construction.
“I heard from JK that Toronto sometimes has more cranes than New York… I don’t know if it’s true, but I’d believe it,” they said.
“It’s like they’re building a whole new city,” he replied.
“Something like that,” they muttered, taking a turn.
It would bring them deeper into the forest of high rises, which Rosalind figured Mario would appreciate. It also didn’t make the walk to their destination too much longer. The only drawback was having to go under the scaffold covered sidewalks beside various construction sites. Those were both a bit more crowded, being thinner than the other sidewalks, and prevented Mario from getting a good view of the towers rising overhead.
But, hey. That was Toronto. The whole city was an eternal construction site.
When they emerged from the last construction scaffolding, they were now at the base of the CN Tower. The concrete monolith to a world record now firmly lost, but an impressive building all the same.
“It’s bigger than I thought, up close,” Mario mumbled, looking up.
There was a brief moment where an inappropriate reply flashed through Rosalind’s mind, but they dismissed it. Mario seemed a bit too soft, naive, and wholesome for that sort of thing. (Not too mention too heterosexual.)
“Tickets are fairly reasonable,” was what they said instead. “And the views are pretty good.”
 
-
 
Above the city, at the upper sky pod, Rosalind found themself enjoying the view more than they’d thought. They’d always liked being up high. Perhaps the instincts universal to all primates… but maybe influenced by their winged and divine father’s genes. 
Even if they still found that whole concept strange to think about. And they’d yet to meet him.
Which, really… was it that much of a demand to want their father to come visit? Especially now that they knew who he was, so wouldn’t be surprised? They were a world famous celebrity… wasn’t Eros proud of them?
“I think the sign on the top of that building is farther away now than when we were on the ground,” Mario said, leaning over to look at the window some more, drawing Rosalind out of thoughts of their father. “And that’s a tall building.”
“Huh. I think you’re right,” Rosalind replied.
Mario moved around the edge of the pod, to look out across the lake. It was a bit bright, with the shimmering of the sun on the water, but it wasn’t unbearable.
“Quite the lake… you can just barely make out part of the other side,” he said as they walked over to be back at his side. “What are those towers over there?”
Leaning over themself, Rosalind realised where he was looking. “Ah, that’s Niagara Falls. The hotels and casinos and such.”
“There’s casinos?” he asked, sounding surprised.
Maybe he thought Niagara Falls was all about the nature?
“Mhm. It’s like Canada’s Vegas… or… maybe more Atlantic City, since it also can’t really compete with the real Vegas.”
He nodded, though it seemed clear to Rosalind that Mario didn’t actually know what Atlantic City was. Instead, Rosalind decided to point out the other main sights.
“Over that way you can see Mississauga’s skyline. Kind of a mess if you actually visit on the ground, but it looks impressive from a distance,” they said. “And you might be able to make out Hammer City. It’s downtown is kind of hidden by the Niagara Escarpment, but if the sun’s right you might be good.”
Mario nodded, leaning in to try to make it out. Rosalind was fairly certain they saw a slight glint of some of the newer buildings, but it was always hard to say. Mississauga was much closer, and so easier to enjoy the view of. 
They didn’t realise, though, that Mario was enjoying a different view at the moment. 
“Is there something in my hair?” they asked, when they realised where his eyes were.
Normally, when a guy looked at them like that they’d get ideas, but Mario was straight, so it had to be something else… so they ran a hand through their hair, checking for fluff.
 
 
Chapter 14: Living the New Life
 
 
 
The feeling of the music was wonderful. It shook her to the bone as she performed on stage, a cheering crowd thrilled to get a concert from the Fire Hearts at their local music festival.
The only issue with it all was that she was having to be Romeo. On a day where her masculine body felt like she was stretched and pulled by bones that were too large for her. She did her best to drown those feelings in the music and the roar of the crowd, and did a pretty good job in her opinion. It wasn’t perfect, but she was pretty sure no one would notice how she was feeling inside. They would probably chalk any oddness up to that recent push to try to be ‘artistic’ that the official releases claimed Romeo had been up to.
At last, the number ended, and she was able to slip off the stage.
Slipping back into the change room, she grabbed a bottle of water from the counter. It had been cold enough that she hadn’t managed to sweat the sigil off, which she had accidentally done while in the studio sauna the other day. (That had been awkward, when Hank had stepped in and then done a rapid 180 to give her privacy.)
They were going to have to figure sweat issues out later, when she had shows in the summer, and would be sweating like crazy. In the autumn, like it was now, she was rather less sweaty. Which was good for performances, but annoying when she wanted an excuse to be a woman.
Before she could apply to water to wash the sealing sigil off, however, Rachel pulled the bottle from her hand.
“Not until we’ve left. We don’t want any confused photographers showing Romeo perform and then Rosalind leave,” Rachel said.
“Why? No one is going to figure it out,” Rosalind muttered in a too deep voice. “They’ll just think they missed Romeo leave and Rosalind was being sociable.”
Rachel narrowed her eyes. “It’s a cover story. You’re two primadonnas we can’t handle having both in the same place. That explains why you’re never performing together.”
“Why do I always come off so poorly in these explanations?” Rosalind asked.
“Gee, I wonder,” Rachel said, rolling her eyes.
Annoyed, Rosalind decided to focus on pouting for the next few minutes as she cleaned off her makeup. All while thinking it seemed a bit harsh. Thankfully it was soon time to leave. They were still in Toronto city limits, even if they were in deepest Scarberia, so there was no tour bus to file into. There was just the rented high end SUV and then Rachel’s car. 
Rosalind decided to go with the latter, wanting to figure out what she’d done to tick her manager off so much. She got a glare from Rachel when she slipped into the passenger seat, but it wasn’t like she could change in the SUV, which had a driver.
As such, Rachel stuck to fuming silently while Rosalind pulled out some water to wash her sigil off. She let out a sigh of sweet relief as she returned to her female form. Then they both sat in awkward silence for a few blocks.
“What did I do?” Rosalind asked at last, not able to handle it any longer.
Rachel’s eye twitch slightly, her cold demeanor struggling to keep a balance on her annoyance. “Nothing.”
“I definitely did something,” Rosalind replied.
That saw Rachel blush slightly. “It’s what you didn’t do… and then, I suppose, the things you did do afterwards.”
“What didn’t I do?”
Rachel let out a sigh. “I—it’s weird to talk about it when you’re a woman.”
“Why?” Rosalind asked, genuinely confused.
“Be—because… it’s… I’m straight,” Rachel muttered.
“Ok? I knew that?”
Rachel turned, glancing at her, before shaking her head. Then it was back to the silence. Silence that told Rosalind she’d missed something important. Something that was somehow relevant to Rachel’s sexuality.
“It’s about the sex, then?” she asked, as they pulled onto the highway.
Rachel didn’t say anything.
“I… ah! I get it. I was kind of a jerk, sleeping with you when I was like… this, even if I was guyish inside that day. And… um… you want to sleep with me again when I’m fully—THE ROAD!!” Rosalind shrieked as she realised Rachel had turned to stare at her.
The car shuddered slightly, but then Rachel turned her attention back to drive.
“No… that’s not—no,” Rachel said. “Not—well, not that transactionally. I just… I just like clarity.”
“Ok,” Rosalind replied in a quiet voice, not quite sure what to take from that.
Instead she decided to drop it, at least for the sake of surviving the rest of the drive back to the studio. While wondering what sort of clarity Rachel was after. (That wasn’t found via sleeping with Romeo, to leave her sexuality less confused.)
 
-
 
“So, we’ve noticed you and your cousin don’t spend much time together,” the tv host said, his tone casual. “Is there some sort of family vendetta going on there?”
“I…” Romeo started. “No?”
“Ah. Do you and her get along?”
Romeo felt the gears in his brain trying to turn. Trying to find an answer to insert into the question asked. He wasn’t finding anything, though. What was he supposed to say? That he got along with himself?
Sure, he’d tried practising, but it was still so abstract to talk about himself in the third person like that. It melted his brain.
“They get along too well,” Logan said, sliding in with the rescue. “If we put them together they get up to so much chaos.”
“Pranks like you wouldn’t believe,” Jovita added. “The Collinses insisted that we only have one of them in the studio or at a concert at any one point. Otherwise… well, let’s just say that Hank is still cleaning glitter out of things.”
Romeo offered a strained sort of smile while nodding along, pretending like it was true. “I don’t think we’re that bad together.”
“You haven’t seen what you’re like from the outside,” Logan said, wrapping an arm around Romeo’s shoulder. “It’s very overwhelming for the rest of us.”
Something about the tone he used and the proximity of their bodies left Romeo wondering if there was something more to the statement. He’d have thought it was flirtatious from almost any (gay) guy other than Logan, but, well… it was Logan. They’d known each other for years and nothing had ever happened.
As much as Romeo might sometimes wish it would. Despite that being a terrible idea for the stability of the band.
Thankfully, the interviewer moved on to less confusing topics, so Romeo was able to answer questions without having to melt his brain. It was enough to just try to figure out what was going on with Logan lately.
Or Rachel.
Why were both of them acting so oddly? 
Well, ok. He’d slept with Rachel again, and the last time he’d done that had led to things being awkward for a while. He hadn’t done anything with Logan that was different, though.
Maybe it was just improved bonding around Romeo now also having stumbled into a sort of transness?
That probably made sense.
It might be smart to ask the others what they thought, though. 
After the interview. And then after the recording session they had planned for the evening.
 
-
 
Slinking off down the hall after finishing his recording session for the day, Romeo ran across JK in one of the more relaxed hallways. He was lounging on a couch, playing a game of some sort on his phone.
“Hey, do you mind if I ask you for an opinion?” Romeo said, leaning against the wall.
“It depends on what it’s about,” JK replied, not looking up from his game.
“Logan and Rachel have both been acting a bit… odd, right?”
JK paused what he was doing to give the matter a moment’s thought, and then shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t know. Maybe? I’m not really what most folks call a ‘people person’.”
“Right… very true,” Romeo muttered, standing up properly again. “You were not the one to ask. Though, I suppose, at least it’s not obvious enough you noticed it.”
“I try not to notice things. Noticing things leads to drama and drama is bad for bands,” JK said. 
“It can be better to vent before things explode, though,” Romeo replied, starting to walk away.
He heard a quiet ‘touché’ from JK as he left.
Heading down the hallway, Romeo passed Hank’s office and, very briefly, thought about asking him for advice. He was vaguely akin to a ‘father figure’ and offered wise advice from time to time.
He was, unfortunately, also an actual father to Rachel. So, not the best person to talk about the current issue with. Too much risk of a push to make things serious, instead of recognising that both Romeo and Rachel had more of a ‘coworkers with benefits’ thing going on. Since they both knew that relationships lead to drama, and, as JK had said, drama was bad for bands. 
Plus, Rachel could do better than Romeo for a serious relationship partner. He knew that, through and through. Hardly a week went by without Rachel finding some serious flaw of Romeo’s to rant about. Even if he did his best to fix most of those issues, taking them as Rachel’s professional managerial advice, there were some things he saw as non-negotiable and surely other things she simply hadn’t pointed out yet. 
“Jovita!” he said, seeing the Amazonianly tall and muscular drummer walking down the stairs.
“Oh, hey Romeo, have you seen JK?” she replied.
“He’s just down the hall,” Romeo said. “I—but, before you go, can I ask for your opinion on something?”
“Sure?” she replied in a questioning tone.
“I,” he began, before he remembered that Jovita was exceptionally aro-ace. So, also maybe not the best person to ask about current confusion. Though, maybe it would also mean she was objective. She did pay a bit more attention to things than JK tended to.
She was also staring at him, one eyebrow slowly raising.
“Have you, um… have you noticed that Logan and Rachel both seem to be acting a bit… different? At least towards me?” 
“I—a little? I think Logan has real ‘protect the new trans’ energy going on? Classic queer—well, not ‘elder’ behaviour, but… ‘sempai’ behaviour? If you’ll forgive the Japanese-ism,” Jovita replied.
“If I remember what that means right, then… that was what I was thinking, but I wasn’t sure if I was right,” Romeo said.
“Mhm. And then Rachel, well… you did sleep with her, and now you’re flipping sexes on a nearly daily basis. I think she’s just trying to work out if she’s as straight as she thought she was?” Jovita said. “Or… something like that?”
“Ah. That… that makes sense,” Romeo replied.
“Probably just a matter of time before she pops over to a gay bar, gets wooed by a dashing lesbian, and then finds out if she actually likes it or not,” Jovita said, nodding sagely to herself.
“Maybe,” Romeo replied, not sure if Rachel actually did casual one night stands with strangers all that much. 
Hiring a professional seemed more her style, considering her tendency to trust money over people.
“Thanks for the input, though,” Romeo replied, feeling better about things.
“No problemo,” Jovita replied, before heading off towards where JK had been.
It was a good relief. Romeo had been worrying that Hermaphroditus had been messing with his friends. Changing platonic feelings to romantic all in the name of trying to get someone into a wedding dress and a ring on Romeo’s finger.
With his mind now clearer, Romeo decided to head off and go through some fan mail. There was a nice pile of it near his dressing room, all checked by mildly paranoid security personnel for anything suspicious. 
He grabbed the basket and started sorting through it. Someone had sent him a package with a lacy thong in it, which was… odd, but only a little bit stranger than having similar things thrown on stage. There were plenty of love letters from adoring fans. Other letters were simply more friendly. A few people had sent him snacks from around the world (which he checked to make sure was still properly packaged). There were marriage proposals, which stuck out to him due to recent worries, but there had always been marriage proposals. Generally as jokes.
At least he hoped.
One, however, stood out. It was a letter from a woman in Krakow, who had included a picture. A picture containing a face he vaguely recognised from his little mis-translation issue. Also included in the letter was a very major claim that he did not know how to process.
The woman was insisting she was pregnant. With his child.
 
Chapter 15: Perspective
 
 
 
“So, could it be your child?” Hank asked, as they sat in his office, the letter sitting on the desk between them.
“Maybe?” Romeo said with a small shrug. “I always wear protection, and I don’t know what her sex life is like otherwise.”
“And she… wants to marry you?” Hank replied, letting out a tired sigh.
“Mhm, something about not wanting to have the kid out of wedlock or whatever. And, uh... I maybe accidentally proposed to her?” Romeo muttered. “I messed up with my Polish phrase book, but Rachel swore she cleared it all up. Ending up pregnant must have changed her mind?”
There was a long sigh before Hank spoke again, “So, what are you going to do?”
“If she does a paternity test and it’s mine I’ll pay support fees. Generous ones. But I’m not marrying someone over a one night stand and a poorly organized phrase book,” Romeo muttered, leaning back in his chair. “I know you need all the time you can get to hush this all up, though.”
“Time and money,” Hank said with another sigh. “Wish you would stop sleeping around quite so much… it makes these claims so much more plausible.”
“At least now I know I come by it honestly, being the child of the Greek god of lust and all that,” Romeo offered with a slightly forced grin.
Hank said nothing. The man remained an impenetrable wall of vaguely paternal disappointment.
“Also, c’mon. It’s probably another false alarm, like that girl from Sherbrooke,” Romeo said.
“Probably. I would still prefer it if you could stick to sleeping with people you can’t get pregnant in future…” Hank muttered.
“Hey! I’d never even slept with that woman from Brandon and she still tried to claim I’d gotten her pregnant, so my behaviour is tangential at best,” Romeo protested.
That got a tired sigh out of Hank. “I just hope she stays on that side of the Atlantic.”
 
-
 
Another day in the recording booth had Rosalind exhausted. The rest of the band was getting some time off, to make up for how busy the last couple of months had been, but it seemed both of the Collins had decided to keep them as busy as possible. Both to keep them out of new trouble and punishment for having stirred up another scandal. Regardless of how innocent she insisted she was.
Which meant they were doing collabs now, to keep them busy while the others rested. And that meant dealing with outsiders who didn’t know about the whole ‘Ancient Greek Curse’ thing. So they were having to keep that whole aspect of themself under wraps. The half-truths and acting were making it all even more tiring. It was especially awkward when they were dealing with people they knew, but only as Romeo. So Rosalind having to feign being a stranger.
Today had been especially awkward, Zoe Livings being an old friend. Rosalind kept almost dropping inside jokes and references that would give them away in an instant. Rachel had insisted they keep the number of people who knew to a minimum, though, so Rosalind was left simply struggling.
They were so very glad to be done for the day and able to sneak into the break room to enjoy some bagels with cream cheese. The delightful spread was even strawberry flavoured.
“Decadence,” they said, wearing a small smile as they savoured the taste.
“Maybe we should overwork you more often. It seems to make you cheaper to please,” Rachel said, strolling up and sitting across from them at the table.
“So, you admit I’m being overworked?” Rosalind asked.
“Yes, but so am I,” Rachel replied. “I’ve got a career to launch while not intruding on another well established career, which is getting extra demands pulled on it as people want favours returned for taking a chance on the ‘new’ star. It’s a nightmare to schedule.”
“You can slow the pace down a little? I really wouldn’t mind,” Rosalind said, wearing an innocent smile.
“So you can sneak off and get someone else pregnant?” Rachel muttered, glaring at her while grabbing a bagel of her own.
“I told your dad, odds are good it’s not even mine,” Rosalind protested.
“You sleep with enough women and one of them is going to get pregnant, Rome--Rosalind… I’m just glad it didn’t end up being me,” Rachel said, shooting her an icy glare.
“I knew it!”
Rachel and Rosalind both spun around towards the doorway of the break room to find Zoe standing there. The brunette was still wearing her stylishly casual fall outfit and still had that fashionable short hairstyle, but she had added an expression of smug satisfaction to really round out the whole look.
“Uh—that you’re Romeo, somehow. That was what I knew. Not that you’d slept with Rachel… though I suppose it makes sense that she’s your type since she and I do both look a bit alike and we’ve slept together,” Zoe said, getting a bit distracted by that angle.
Rachel turned back to glare at Rosalind. “You’ve slept with her?”
“It was in the tabloids?” Rosalind replied.
“They claim you’ve slept with half the female celebrities in North America… and about a fifth of the male ones… which is too much even for you to have managed,” Rachel muttered. “If I’d known you two had slept together I never would have agreed to this collab.”
“What? That’s not—It was the friends side of the ‘friends with benefits’ that was why I recognised Rosalind was Romeo. If anything, the ‘benefits’ side made me confused by trying to mesh the idea together… but, anyway, I knew that body language and those lame sorts of jokes you love,” Zoe said with a nod. “So I made sure to stay behind and snoop around until I found the truth.”
“My jokes aren’t that lame,” Rosalind protested.
Rachel decided to spend a few moments with her face buried in her hands, a quiet sigh of defeat escaping her.
“So, what I want to know is how you’re doing the height thing,” Zoe said, ignoring Rachel’s sighs and Rosalind’s protests. “The boobs bit I get, it’s those cosplay silicon things, right? But height… you’re a good couple inches shorter, but when you’ve done appearances as Romeo again you looked full height. So it can’t be hips shifting from hormones or anything…”
“Do you promise not to tell anyone?” Rosalind asked, realising there was no stopping Hurricane Zoe once she was on a roll.
“I—obviously? I’m not going to squeal something you’re clearly keeping secret for a reason,” she said, slipping over and taking an empty chair. “So. Spill.”
“Magic,” Rosalind replied.
“…. magic?” Zoe repeated, actually sounding a bit thrown off for once in her life.
“My disaster client got themself cursed by an ancient Greek god,” Rachel said in a cold and ‘all business’ tone. “Specifically with some sort of magical spring.”
“A magical spring? No kidding? Like that anime you love?” Zoe asked, her tone making it seem like she’d managed to accept the idea magic was real in a matter of seconds.
Rosalind somewhat wished most people could handle their world being thrown sideways as easily. Even they’d taken a bit longer to adjust and it had happened to them.
“Ani—I don’t love it. I’ve watched it, but it’s more Frankie and Logan’s thing… and Jovita’s, I guess. Since she’s generally an anime buff,” Rosalind replied.
“I distinctly remember you showing me the first episode one time and saying how much you wished you had that curse,” Zoe countered.
“I—I did?” Rosalind asked.
“You were a little drunk, but… yes,” Zoe said. “That was when I figured you probably weren’t exactly a guy and I’d limit things to friends-with-benefits rather than trying anything more formal.”
Rachel blinked, giving Zoe a look of confusion.
“What? I’m straight,” Zoe said, remaining the whirlwind of confidence as she always was. “I’ve tried making out with a girl or two, but it did nothing for me. But, anyway… magic? Really?”
“Uh, yeah,” Rosalind said. “I’ve got it sort of under control now, but it’s still not perfect.”
“We are trying to find a way to make it ‘perfect’, but we have found no way to waterproof the sealing sigil yet,” Rachel said, trying to keep in business mode.
That got a few slow and thoughtful nods from Zoe, before she finally spoke, tilting her head slightly. “Why not just tell the world? Aliens blew up a city. I’m sure people can handle a little gender magic?”
“I’m not sure how well people would handle ‘Greek Gods are real’,” Rosalind replied. “Probably all sorts of religious fundies induced chaos would follow.”
“Conservative Christian types, especially down the States, already hate us enough for having a bisexual lead, a trans band member, a lesbian band member, and an asexual band member,” Rachel explained, counting out the issues on her fingers. “We would prefer not to get any more threats to have to deal with.”
“Mhm,” Rosalind said.
Zoe gave a small nod, slowly accepting that. “Well, I am still a bit disappointed you didn’t tell me. But I am willing to help out all the same. Just let me know if there’s anything I can do.”
“Ah, so the benefits our friendship comes with isn’t just sleeping together about once a year,” Rosalind replied with a smirk.
Zoe turned to Rachel. “See? Lame jokes… wait, if it’s magic, does that mean the boobs are real?”
“Yes,” Rosalind and Rachel both replied, the latter blushing.
Zoe gave a small nod, clearly picking up on just why Rachel was blushing. 
“Well, I do have to get going, but remember the offer stands. Even if all you need is someone to talk to.”
“It’s appreciated,” Rosalind replied.
 
-
 
Disguising from the paparazzi when Rosalind felt easier. ‘She’ was less famous than Romeo was, after all. So the standards weren’t as high. To be honest, she didn’t even need a disguise for most activities, like going for groceries or shopping for new clothes. Life for Rosalind was closer to the rest of the band’s. Rather than being seen as a constant source of tabloid fodder like Romeo’s life was, just because he’d had a few dramatic relationships.
Going out as Rosalind with a single and specific friend, however, seemed a bit riskier. Tabloids loved relationship speculation, no matter how baseless. So that was why she’d generally slipped into disguises, even in her less famous form.
All that said… he was Romeo right now, and heading off to hang out alone with Teddy, so it was leaving him deeply paranoid. He double checked the face mask he had on, glad that the weather was finally cooling down enough that it wasn’t unpleasant to wear. The baggy hoodie was nicely warm while also disguising his figure a bit, which he hoped would help. The jeans were also a type that hadn’t been in fashion for years (but not enough years to be daringly retro), so wasn’t something anyone would expect them to wear. Plus, he’d dug out the pair of old runners he’d kept around for days like this.
It all added up to let him sneak out the door of his condo tower unnoticed, and he was soon walking down Queen towards China Town. The plan was to meet up for lunch and then just sort of drift around the neighbourhood, looking at various things. The odd part, though, was how Teddy had asked that Romeo come as a man, if they could.
They had talked gender enough for Teddy to know that he wasn’t always able to handle it. Sometimes she was completely and totally a girl now. Today, though, he was fairly certain they were leaning masculine. Ish. Maybe a little to the side.
Their sense of gender was a little wonky sometimes.
All, like, metaphorical and whatnot. He wasn’t sure they liked it. Those might have been ‘demi-god’ genders, though, and that was a thought that helped him feel important.
But, to get back on the subject of Teddy asking him to be a man for the meet up, they were a bit unsure what that meant. Was it because he was adorable and so slightly confusing to be around when in feminine form? 
That made sense. He was gorgeous either way, so must have been weird for a lesbian to hang around with, knowing they weren’t properly a woman. Just sometimes maybe one by accident.
“Hey there,” Teddy said, strolling over from a streetcar stop.
Romeo found himself doing a brief double take, realising he was now taller than she was. The last time they’d met up he’d been so distracted by matters of magic he hadn’t realised it. Only by an inch or so, but enough to be noticed. 
She still had a solid sort of build that left him with little doubt she could carry him around for fun, which made their heart flutter as much as it did when they were a woman. But, well, it was odd to be taller than her.
“Uh, hey,” he finally managed, having at last realised he should say something.
After a brief exchange of ‘how are you’ and equally vague ‘good’ from both of them, Teddy asked an actually significant question. “What do you think, something quick or a proper sit down meal?”
“It’s getting a bit chillier. Hotpot sounds good to me?” he offered.
That got a nod out of Teddy, “I think there’s a Mongolian place I’ve been curious about trying over by Huron.”
“Lead away,” Romeo replied, happy to fall into step slightly behind her.
They continued some vague small talk as they walked. Mostly complaining about work. Teddy had some stories about particularly bad customers at the club. Romeo had complaints about how busy he was being kept.
The conversation flowed smoothly as they found a booth in a darker portion of the restaurant. Their focus had been on a story about a particularly odd customer Teddy had had to kick out of the club. The woman had seemed deeply baffled by the concept of people being trans, which, perhaps unsurprisingly, had sparked more conversation than most of her stories so far.
“But, she didn’t seem transphobic?” Romeo asked, honestly a bit thrown about how that could be the case.
“No. She seemed like she’d genuinely never heard of trans people before and had lots of questions… but she wasn’t very good at reading that people weren’t at a club to give someone a lesson on gender. And, well, I didn’t really kick her out. I more just led her back to the door, explaining that she should respect others’ privacy and trying asking questions elsewhere. I—well, no, that’s probably going to sound like nonsense,” Teddy said, trailing off to eat some of her hotpot.
“My dad is apparently a Greek god and water changes my sex. My ‘nonsense’ threshold is a bit looser than most people’s,” Romeo replied.
“Fair,” Teddy said, after swallowing her mouthful of soup. “It… there was just something about her that felt… alien? There were other things, beyond trans people, that she seemed just as perplexed by. And she had an accent not quite like any I’ve heard before… which is saying something, since we’re in Toronto.”
“Huh,” Romeo replied.
“I—yeah. It’s an odd feeling to have. Probably just paranoid,” Teddy said, shaking her head. “The world went crazy for, like, three months after Halifax blew up and then we were told to pretend nothing happened and go back to our jobs… that can’t be good for our mental health.”
Romeo shrugged. “If aliens are anywhere in this country they’re probably in—ok, they’re probably in Hammer City, but Toronto is the second most likely place, along with being right next door. And, I’d definitely rather be busy wondering about aliens over having to deal with a Polish woman who’s claiming I got her pregnant…”
“Pardon?” Teddy said, blinking and staring at him.
“I… I suppose that’s not a thing your friend group deals with much,” Romeo replied, suddenly feeling like the heat of the hotpot burner was getting to them.. “It… uh… it’s not the first time it’s happened. I’m rich and famous and I do sleep around a bit, so there’s logic to the claims, but the last two weren’t mine so I doubt this one is either.”
“You… doubt? You don’t know?” Teddy said, eyeing him judgementally.
He felt the desire to shrink, but couldn’t manage it anywhere so public. Even if there was liquid right in front of him… the broth would also end up smelling. Plus it was probably too hot to want to have on his skin.
“I… I did sleep with her, but, y’know. I used protection. It’s very unlikely it was me. Especially when she didn’t seem the type to normally have condoms involved, being all Polish Catholic,” he said, hoping the defense would stand.
Teddy gave a small nod. “If you say so…”
“Hey. If it is mine I will be more than happy to provide all the financial support that is deemed reasonable by law. And then I’ll probably send gifts to the kid. But… I just don’t want to have to marry some stranger,” Romeo said, pouting slightly.
That seemed to assure Teddy somewhat. “Well, I suppose that puts you a step better than your own father.”
Romeo felt himself go flush at the comparison. With the ongoing mystery as to what his father was like… why he’d yet to contact Romeo, even now that Romeo’s uncle/aunt/whatever-the-gender-neutral-term-was had shown up to cause chaos. Had the apple really not fallen far from the tree? Was he comfortable with that idea?
“I… I’m not sure I feel hungry anymore,” they muttered, leaning back in the booth.
“Sorry,” Teddy said in a soft voice, poking at her own bowl for a moment.
“It’s… it’s my own fault,” Romeo mumbled. “But… can I go change? I don’t… I don’t feel great about my masculinity right now.”
“Oh... Sure. Sure thing,” Teddy replied.
Romeo gave a smile and got up, slipping over to the mens’ room. The inside was surprisingly large, with two guys already present, discussing something in reasonably hushed tones. Whatever it was didn’t really interest Romeo, however, and they focused on heading over to the sink, activating the motion sensor for the water, and then washing away the sigil on thier left forearm. It took a little scrubbing, but then the tingle of transformation washed over their body and she found a cuter and more feminine face in the mirror before her.
“Much better,” they said, letting out a soft sigh. So much of the discomfort and guilt from before washed away, as she felt her self image shift.
Women didn’t really have to worry about being seen as deadbeat dads. The relief brought a small smile to their face.
Then she realised the two guys who’d been sharply whispering in the corner were staring at them. The one was a redhead, a bit short and pudgy, though in a way that made him seem kind of adorable. Like someone should protect him. The other, though… dang. He was handsome. Slightly androgynous, with a face that felt worthy of being a model or even also a pop star too. Adding to that nice face was long dark hair up in a messy bun and they could tell he was in pretty good shape under those baggy clothes of his. If she hadn’t been here with Teddy, and hadn’t had the slight complications of their cursed form…
“Kevin, am I going crazy or was that cute girl a guy five seconds ago?” the redhead whispered, just barely loud enough for her to hear.
“I… I…” the Kevin guy stammered, as both men’s eyes moved towards the sink she’d just used.
“You’re cute,” Rosalind said, giving a finger guns to Kevin, “but I do not have time for a relationship right now. Sorry.”
She then slipped out towards the booth, as the two men approached the sink nervously. They could wonder about the mysteries of magic, she was going back to her booth.
“That lifted your mood more than I expected,” Teddy said, raising an eyebrow.
“Well, it was a very guy problem, and I’m not a guy now,” Rosalind replied with what they were sure was a cute smile.
Teddy opened her mouth, seeming ready to argue. Then she closed it, apparently deciding not to ruin the mood further. They still had a while left in their planned afternoon.
 
 
Chapter 16: From Poland With Love
 
 
 
Romeo walked slowly down the street towards the studio, not feeling any great reason to hurry. Sure, Rachel would grill them for being late, but she didn’t have much wiggle room for punishments when she was already working them so hard. There simply weren’t any openings in the schedule to fill that she didn’t need open, since even Rachel Collins needed to sleep at some point.
Somewhere behind them they were pretty sure there was a bored paparazzo napping in their car, but they did their best to ignore that. They didn’t have any plans that would excite them, after all. 
“Ukochany!” a voice called out from ahead of them.
They only really processed it because of how directed their way it seemed to be, though they had no idea what the word(s?) meant. Freezing in place, they then saw the blonde and curvaceous woman bounding their way from the front of the studio. 
She was talking a blue streak in some sort of Slavic language that Romeo’s process of deductive reasoning guessed was probably Polish. Specifically because they remembered sleeping with the woman in front of him in Krakow. Their brain froze up on the realisation that she’d crossed an ocean to push her marriage schemes, and he soon found himself wrapped up in a hug while she continued to ramble away in a language he barely remembered three sayings of (those being ‘hello’, ‘thank you’, and ‘beautiful’).
“Oh. Oh no. I was speaking Polish… jet lag. I am sorry, ukochany,” she said.
“Hello…” they started to say, before blanking on her name.
It had been on the letter she’d sent and everything. What was it?
“I was so worried you hadn’t gotten my letter, but then that envelope showed up with plane tickets and I knew you were a man of honour,” she said, apparently not noticing he’d stumbled (if she’d even noticed he’d spoken at all).
“W—what plane tickets?” Romeo asked, looking down at her with concern.
“The ones you sent?”
Out of the corner of his eye, they swore they saw an extra figure reflecting in a nearby window, but it was gone before he was certain.
“I… I am going to have to talk to my manager about that,” Romeo said, doing his best to squirm out of the Polish woman’s grip.
He proceeded to fail, but at least moved her enough he could start walking with her clung on and following him. The security guard at the studio’s front entrance eyed the pair suspiciously, Romeo answering with a tired shrug, which was apparently enough for the man. He let them pass, which resulted in the woman making a face as she passed him. Romeo could only guess how much of an argument the two must have been having before he got there.
Passing further employees, who all raised eyebrows due to his current ‘accessory’, Romeo made his way to Rachel’s office. She looked up from her computer, clearly ready to yell at him for being late when she spotted the woman attached to him.
”Is—is that Miss Sikora?” she asked.
”Tak! Yes!” the blonde replied, Romeo finally managing to escape her grip as she decided to give a friendly wave to Rachel.
”And she’s here because someone sent her a plane ticket,” Romeo said, shooting Rachel a probing glare.
She countered with any icy gaze that shot down his confidence. “Neither myself nor my father were involved in that. We had enough of a headache keeping the paparazzi from finding out about her in Poland. She’s much more trouble on this side of the Atlantic.”
”I am not any sort of ‘trouble’,” Miss Sikora said—right, Beata Sikora, that was her full name. Romeo remembered now. “I am simply here to marry my ukochany.”
”Your…” Rachel said, trailing off.
”I think you say… ‘beloved’ in English?” Beata explained. “I like the Polish better, though. It feels more meaningful.”
Rachel let out a small sigh, before nodding. “Alright. Alright… have you done a paternity test, Ms Sikora?”
”Why would I need to? I have slept with no other men,” Beata replied in a confident tone.
The statement was so certain that Rachel found herself at a loss for words, instead turning to stare at Romeo. He grimaced and shrugged, before an idea struck him.
”Had any visits from angels?” 
Beata blinked, a look of shock crossing her face. “How did…”
Romeo and Rachel exchanged glances, though their looks carried rather different messages. On Romeo’s part the implication was a mixture of ‘that explains her tickets’ and ‘aren’t I clever coming up with an excuse how it might not be mine’. The first part Rachel clearly accepted, but she was having none of the latter, quite certain the child was in fact Romeo’s.
Not thrilled by Rachel’s sharpening glare, Romeo continued his effort to smooth-talk Beata. “I was just thinking, you seemed like a good Catholic, and, hey, what’s a better time for the second coming than after aliens attack?”
Beata nodded slowly for a few seconds, seeming to seriously consider the possible revelation. Until she shook her head. “No. No. The angel specifically said that the child was yours and I should go to you. That you need encouragement to settle down and marry.”
”Ugghhh… yeah, that sounds like—listen, I still want a paternity test. But, if it is mine, I’ll happily give you any financial support you need. Maybe it could even be the start of a friendship, if we bond over the little tyke… but I’m not going to marry a stranger, ok?” Romeo replied, offering the warmest smile he could.
”Not—but you sound as if you have met the angel too? You wish to refuse divine intervention? We are clearly soulmates. The proposal may have been a mistake, but it must have been divine guidance. I have never felt this way about another man,” Beata replied, moving in to cling to Romeo’s arm before he realised her goals.
”L—Listen. Be—Ms. Sikora,” Romeo stammered. “That—that wasn’t an angel. That was an ancient Greek deity. A somewhat minor one, but all the same… they’re a deity of marriage, and I upset them. So they just want to find a way to get me hitched to anyone they can.”
”I know what I saw,” Beata replied. “That was an angel.”
”Can we discuss matters of religion later? Romeo has a recording session scheduled,” Rachel muttered.
”Oh! I can go with you, ukochany,” Beata replied, nodding enthusiastically.
”No!” Rachel and Romeo both blurted.
”Y—you’ll be a distraction,” Romeo said.
”And there’s expensive equipment we don’t just allow anyone near,” Rachel added.
”It’s true,” Romeo said. “She barely lets me touch half of it.”
Beata nodded again, this time more slowly. “I will… wait in the hallway, then? I hope there is a couch?”
”I’ll have someone show you the way,” Rachel replied, forcing a smile and prying Beata off of Romeo’s arm.
As soon as the woman was out of the room (muttering to herself in Polish the whole time), Romeo let out a sigh. It felt like a weight had been lifted.
At least until they remembered he was going to be having his recording session with a very angry Rachel. She was dangerous enough when she was in a good mood. (Something she hadn’t been in rather a while.)
Not wanting to upset her any further, he scurried off to the recording booth. A technician was present, and had him run through a few quick notes to confirm no one had played with the settings. Then Rachel swept into the room, scaring the heat out as she did so.
The harsh look in her eyes told Romeo she was ready to go off on a campaign at the slightest provocation. Romeo straightened his back, ready to be a good model employee. Only to be utterly thrown by the first thing she asked from her side of the booth glass.
”You’re not seriously thinking about marrying her, are you?”
Blinking, it took him a few seconds to find a reply. “N—no? Obviously… why would you…”
”The way you were blushing… she was clearly having an effect on you,” Rachel explained, a slight hint of… was that worry in her voice?
She must have thought a relationship would distract him from his work.
”Have you seen her figure? A woman who looks like that, literally throwing herself at me? But I told you, I’m not going to marry a stranger,” Romeo replied.
That didn’t seem to be quite enough for Rachel, judging by the face she made, but she shook her head and launched into instructions for the recording session. It felt weirdly artificial to Romeo, doing it without the rest of the band, but he (or, rather, she) had been busy with a tv appearance when the others had recorded the instrumentals. So there was nothing for it but to slip his singing around the others’ performance.
Focusing on work seemed to help Rachel’s mood a little, dropping to her normal harshness in place of the extreme judgement that she had started at. 
After a couple hours, they’d managed to finish up for the morning, feeling confident about the mix. They’d want Hank to give it the final approval, but Rachel’s opinions usually aligned with her father’s. She’d been doing this long enough, no longer fresh out of university like she’d been when Romeo had first joined up with the label. So it was a good time to go get some lunch.
Romeo was nearly out the door, when he froze, remembering who was out there.
”Could I have a little water?” they asked.
”Water?” the technician asked. “Oh! Oh right! Sure.”
The man then passed Romeo his water bottle. Pouring a tiny bit on his arm (while well away from any electronics, to keep Rachel from murdering him), Romeo washed the sigil off of their upper arm, and shifted forms.
She then strolled out the door, and into the hallway. A waiting Beata leapt to her feet, about to unleash another hug, before pausing as she gave Rosalind a once over. 
A once over that led to a momentary blush, before the Polish woman asked the obvious question. “Who are you?”
”Rosalind Valenti. Romeo’s cousin,” Rosalind replied, happy to have practised their lie. 
“The—the family resemblance is strong,” Beata said, eyes drifting over Rosalind’s form once again.
”I’ve heard people say that,” Rosalind replied, before starting to walk off towards their dressing room. 
“Is… is Romeo still in the booth?” Beata asked, a worried tone in her voice.
”Oh, uh… no,” Rosalind said. “He… he snuck out a window? Yeah. Slippery when he wants to be.”
Beata’s lips began to quiver, tears welling in her eyes. The woman seemed on the edge of a breakdown and Rosalind was suddenly washed over with guilt. They’d expected anger, not blubbering.
“Hey, hey now,” she said, hurring over to the other woman. “There’s no reason to—he’s not worth it.”
Sure, that stung to say, but she was also pretty sure it was true. She was hot in either form, but she was also a disaster who was incapable of commitment and she was certain Beata could do better. Heck, she was pretty sure ‘being single’ counted as ‘doing better’ with how much of a disaster they could be.
Her words did not seem to be working, however. 
Panicking a little at her failure (and the attractive woman tearing up in front of her) Rosalind nudged Beata off towards her dressing room. Opening the door, she led the other woman over to the couch, while Beata continued to blubber in Polish. Or, at least, mostly Polish. Some of it was likely heavily accented English.
Looking around for something that might distract Beata from her current emotional strain, all she spotted was a box of crackers. Still, it was better than nothing, so Rosalind grabbed it.
”Here. You might need salt after all that crying,” she said, hoping that made sense.
Judging by the face Beata made, it might not have, but the absurdity of it seemed to work as a distraction. The blonde took the box of crackers, before offering a somewhat wobbly smile.
”Th—thank you for trying to cheer me up,” she said.
Rosalind nodded, glad to have managed to do something. “No worries. It’s my idiot cousin’s fault you’re this bad… let me put a bra on and then you can complain my ear off about him.”
Blinking, Beata one again glanced towards Rosalind’s chest, and the way the loose t-shirt hung upon it. “I had wondered… why are you not wearing one?”
”Oh, uh…” Rosalind mumbled, suddenly on the spot. “Well, when you’re not moving around much, some of them are more uncomfortable than they’re worth?”
“Ah… I suppose that makes sense,” Beata said, her eyes not moving from Rosalind’s chest.
Not even when Rosalind started to take her shirt off, and began to hunt around in her wardrobe for a bra. Curious, Rosalind decided to let Beata see things, whenever it was practical. Was there some hope of giving Beata a gay awakening?
That would fix everything, since then she wouldn’t want to marry ‘him’ anymore. Not in either form. It wasn’t like Rosalind was properly a woman after all… just part time enjoying exploring the part.
”Aren’t you wearing the same thing as Romeo?” Beata asked, as Rosalind clasped her bra up.
”Uhhh…” Rosalind started, her brain not coming up with a good explanation. “I do it to annoy him?”
That probably wasn’t the best explanation, but Beata nodded, seemingly ready to accept that. Taking the win, Rosalind then flopped beside her on the couch, offering a smile.
”So, time to complain about Romeo,” she said, trying to steel herself against how much it was likely going to hurt.
”What is there to complain about?” Beata said. “Besides the fact he clearly does not think I am good enough for him? Is it… am I too… ‘easy’, I think is the phrase? I should have never slept with a man before being married… I thought he was the one and he did propose…”
”Woah, woah,” Rosalind replied, placing a hand on Beata’s shoulder. “You’re not—if anyone’s too easy, it’s Romeo. He’ll sleep with pretty well anything with a pulse, if they flirt with him. Honestly, probably single-handedly responsible for a lot of people thinking bisexuals sleep around too much.”
Beata blinked, turning to stare are Rosalind. “B—bisexual?”
”Oh, uh, he swings both—likes men and women?” Rosalind said. “And anyone else. I don’t know what the Polish word would be.”
”I am aware of what it means,” Beata replied. “What I mean is—my Romeo has fallen down that path?”
”… Fallen?” Rosalind asked, a defensiveness slipping into their tone.
“Clearly the angels have chosen us to help one another… Heaven is so much more forgiving than the priest in my home village made it seem,” Beata said, her eyes seeming to start to sparkle.
”Can—can we get back to the ‘fallen’ bit?” Rosalind asked. “What’s ‘fallen’ about being bisexual? There’s nothing wrong with it?”
Beata turned to her, fear in those large and still wet eyes. “My mother warned me that going to Canada could be dangerous, but I did not think it would be so… so casual.”
Getting up from the couch, Beata then shook her head, before turning to Rosalind. “That was—that was why you were attempting to seduce me earlier, wasn’t it?”
“Seduce you?” Rosalind asked, slightly lost. They were pretty sure they’d know when they was trying to seduce someone.
”Showing off your breasts so shamelessly… I thought it had been being offered the comfortable sisterhood of women, that I—not… not… perversion,” Beata said, eyes fully tearing up before she turned and barrelled out the door.
Rosalind sat in shock, blinking. They had not been prepared for that sudden swing in the conversation. 
At least it meant they could keep Beata away if they stayed in female form?
Though it did rather hurt their odds of managing to talk Beata down. Their best bet now was to get a band member to do it. They pulled out their phone, firing off quick pleas for help to each band member. The replies were… not encouraging.
”Rachel said to let you and her handle it” was AJ’s reply.
”If she’s that bad about bi people, I should probably avoid her,” was Logan’s (which Rosalind admitted was fair).
Next came in Jovita’s, with: “You should show her the curse. It could totally scare her off.”
Rosalind had to admit that had some legs. If it didn’t backfire and cause Beata to decide a guy who half turned into a woman was the perfect outlet for what were clearly some deeply repressed sapphic tendencies.  All while insisting she was going to try to ‘save’ them from their gender.
“She was hot right?” came as the final reply, from Frankie.
Raising an eyebrow, Rosalind typed in their answer. “I mean, yeah. If she wasn’t trying to force me into a marriage, I’d probably think about dating her. Well, if I didn’t think she was a deeply repressed lesbian.”
A few moments of watching the ‘Frankie is typing’ dots, the reply came. “Let me try to help you out.”
Rosalind led out a sigh of relief, glad someone was on their side. That said someone was the band’s butch bass guitarist left them feeling quite confident things were going to work out. Miss Grey was second only to Logan as Rosalind’s friend on the band, and somewhat more reliable. (Which was a compliment to Frankie, not an insult to Logan.)
 
-
 
That afternoon, Romeo had returned to male form to work on some more recordings. Hank had had some minor notes, and there’d been a few touch ups wanted for another song. Thankfully, Beata had made herself scarce after deciding the studio was a den of depravity, and so the day had been rather more relaxed. 
Romeo was debating changing before he left the building all the same, when there was a knock on his dressing room door.
“Come in?” he replied, sitting at the desk.
The door opened to reveal Rachel, who was looking uncharacteristically nervous. She took a few steps, before simply standing in place at about an arm’s length from where he was sitting.
“Is… is everything alright?” Romeo asked.
“Yes. Or… I think so… mostly?” Rachel said.
“Ok. Now I’m worried. You’re never like this,” Romeo replied.
She seemed to take a moment to gather her thoughts, before staring at him with intimidating intensity. “Romeo, I—with that Polish woman running around, clinging to you and talking about marriage, I’ve come to a realisation.”
“A rea—” he started to ask, before Rachel reached over, placing a finger on his lips to stop him.
“About you and I and… and our working relationship. I’ve been taking it for granted too long, that, no matter how many people you sleep with, none of them last. That, when it comes to any actual long term commitments, and genuine heart to heart discussions about life planning, you’ve always come to me… and… and I’ve realised I don’t just want to be your manager, Romeo. I think I’m in love with you… and I want to marry you.”
Romeo stared, dumbstruck for a few moments.
“Pardon?”
 
 
Chapter 17: Divine Madness
 
 
 
“It’s Hermaphroditus’ magic. I’m telling you,” Romeo said, once they’d actually processed what Rachel had said.
Waving her hands in protest, Rachel then slumped onto the couch. “Why are you so stubborn about these things? It’s an honest proposal. Either accept it or give me a clear no, if that’s what you want.”
“I’m not accepting it because it doesn’t seem like you. There’s a deity of marriage trying to meddle in my love life and I’m pretty sure they’re preying on your stress—you like to keep me on a short leash, and you’re worried if I get married someone else will be giving me orders. It seems clear that Hermaphroditus is using that to make you think you want to solve it by getting married,” Romeo replied, before standing up from this chair. “Give it a few days and you’ll realise how crazy it was.”
Rachel glared at him. “Take this seriously.”
“Take the idea of divine magic influencing you seriously. How about we make a deal? If you really feel this way by next week, then I will give you an answer. But I’m not going to rush into ruining a years long working relationship when there might be magic involved,” Romeo explained.
Maintaining her glare, Rachel’s face scrunched up in frustration. “… fine. I suppose I can understand your worry, so I can wait. But I will hold you to that promise.”
Romeo smiled, walking over to shake Rachel’s hand. “You’ll be happy you listened to me.”
Despite her not looking impressed, Romeo decided it was a win and excused themself for the evening. On the way out, they popped into a washroom and quickly changed forms. Wanting to avoid any more needless drama, she hailed a cab and took that back to their apartment. It might have been extravagant, but it wasn’t like she couldn’t afford it. They had plenty of money from all their record sale royalties after all, even if they didn’t like to flaunt it and be a snob.
What was extra extravagant, though, was the choice to use up more of the magical sigil tar to return to his masculine form. It had simply felt more comfortable, and he wanted that after the weirdness of Rachel’s earlier behaviour.
Trying to toss together a basic dinner of some protein heavy pasta salad, he found himself distracted by just how out of character it was for Rachel. He had been pretty sure she didn’t have a romantic bone in her body and had figured if anyone (other than the proudly aro-ace Jovita) would have been immune to Hermaphroditus’ meddling it would have been Rachel. Still, that just underlined to him further how it was surely divine intervention.
Nothing else would make Rachel think of wedding bells.
Well, nothing other than thinking she’d worked out an amazing prenup.
He supposed that maybe that was what was going on. It would let her keep Romeo on a tighter leash, with no worry of any future spouses distracting him from work and would probably help her take a chunk out of his royalties. 
If she wasn’t being brainwashed, then that had to be it. In which case he was going to have to work out a diplomatic way to say ‘no’. After all, she was an amazing manager (and a good friend), but he quite liked having some freedom. 
 
-
 
The recording session the next day was, to put it lightly, tense. First Romeo had had to rush back into a stairwell in his condo tower to change into Rosalind thanks to Beata; the Polish blonde had been there waiting for him at the front entrance. That had put Rosalind in a bad mood, which had made a mess of the already sensitive issue of dealing with Rachel.
It seemed Rachel couldn’t decide between trying to go on a charm offensive, hoping to convince Rosalind to say yes, and being icy cold because she was annoyed at how they’d wormed their way out of an answer the day before. The contrast left Rosalind and the rest of the band walking on eggshells, not sure what to expect from her next.
Worse, Rosalind couldn’t change back, because someone had let Beata into the studio and she was waiting patiently for Romeo to ‘return’. It was leaving Rosalind deeply itchy with dysphoria… or, just the desire for what they couldn’t have. They’d gotten used to being able to change on a whim when they felt like this, so it was frustrating not to be able to.
Either way, they finished the recording session for the morning, and Rosalind retreated to their dressing room, wanting a little privacy. Not that they got it, hearing a knock on her door within barely five minutes of closing it.
“Hello?” they asked, opening it just a crack.
To their relief, it was JK, Frankie, and Jovita, the trio all looking deeply concerned.
“What in the world is going on with Rachel?” the tall Brazilian woman asked as the other two hung on any answer.
“Err… can you come in and we’ll discuss it in private?” Rosalind asked.
The trio had no objections and filed in, all crowding onto the couch with attentive expressions. Watching them for a moment, Rosalind let out a sigh before diving into the explanation.
“I think Hermaphroditus is messing with people’s heads. Or hearts. They’re a deity of marriage and… they must have used some sort of magic to make Rachel suddenly start thinking about dresses and wedding bells, because she proposed to me yesterday,” they explained.
“She…” Jovita said.
“Proposed…” JK added.
“Rachel?” Frankie finished.
“Exactly!” Rosalind said. “There’s no way she’d do that normally. There has to be some sort of divine intervention involved.”
“Gods are scary,” Jovita mumbled, palling slightly.
”What did you say?” Frankie asked, the short haired woman leaning forward attentively.
“I said she wasn’t acting like herself and we should wait a bit to hope it wears off,” Rosalind explained.
“Logical,” JK replied with a nod. “Also, understandable why you retreated in here so fast… did you want us to go get you some muffins?”
”Please,” Rosalind said. “I’m starving.”
The trio nodded, getting up and heading off with a look of determination in their eyes. Rosalind was slightly worried by just how determined the three of them looked, especially when working together. The end results of that could get a bit chaotic sometimes. 
Flopping back into their makeup chair, they mostly hoped they wouldn’t take too long. Their stomach was grumbling something fierce. Pulling out their phone to distract themself was only mildly successful, and they all but jumped out of the chair when they heard a knock.
”Wow, that was fas—” they started to say, until they realised who was actually out from of their door.
It was Logan.
He was visibly nervous, which they had to admit was a good look on him. Though, basically everything was a good look on Logan.
”What’s up?” they asked.
”May… may I come in?’ he replied.
”Uh, sure,” they said, stepping back to let him into the room. 
He made his way over to the couch, fidgeting with his hands once he sat down. It seemed to help calm him, though. Taking a deep breath, he then dove into it.
”Is it true? Did… did Rachel… propose?” he asked.
”Yes,” Rosalind said with a sigh, sitting beside Logan out the couch and slumping back against it. 
“You’re impressively popular lately,” Logan replied. “I’m sure you’re glad it’s only women, right?”
”What?” Rosalind asked.
”Well, you were also fine with a little casual fun with guys, but you’ve never really dated any.”
”Straight girls are just more common than gay guys,” Rosalind replied with a shrug. “And more likely to want things to be serious, since they’re more likely to be old fashioned. Look at that Beata woman…”
”So you… wouldn’t be against marrying a guy if he asked?” Logan said, turning towards her.
”No? Well, not for being a guy,” Rosalind replied with a vague wave of her hands. “Obviously I would say yes to any random guy.”
They weren’t really giving the whole conversation too much thought, until they realised how quiet Logan went. Turning to him, they saw an odd look on his face. He was biting his lip in thought and was…
”Not you too, Logan,” they said, turning to him with concern.
”I—right. You wouldn’t… you were there for the most embarrassing part of my life. I wouldn’t be in the running,” he mumbled, turning to stare at his feet.
”Most—your transition? Come on? Do you really think I’d hold that against you? Especially now? I fell your pre-top-surgery pain pretty well right now.”
He turned back to them, now with genuine confusion in his eyes. “No, not that… the… the rest of high school. I remember what my nicknames were. It makes sense why we’ve never ended up even going as far as you and Rachel...”
”… wait, you think I wouldn’t marry you now just because you had acne and braces in high school? You just had those a little late because you did puberty blockers… though they probably should have done your teeth—anyway, no. That’s not it at all.”
”Then why?” Logan asked, a pleading tone that pulled at her heart.
Those eyes looked so sad and vulnerable. It reminded him of high school, when Logan had first started transitioning and he’d made Romeo realise he liked guys. If only he hadn’t been operating under the false impression that all trans people were straight back then… 
But now—
“I can’t be sure it’s you,” he replied.
”Pardon?”
”It’s the same issue with Rachel. There’s a literal deity of marriage that has decided to interfere with my love life and now, suddenly, two of my closest friends are proposing to me? That’s rather suspicious,” Rosalind explained as he let out a sigh.
”No one is making me do this, Ro,” Logan replied. “I… I maybe had a dream with Hermaphroditus in it… but all I remember from that was encouragement to do something I’ve wanted to do for years. I was just always too shy… too worried I’d ruin our friendship.”
Rosalind stared into his eyes. They were so warm and read so genuine, yet… yet he couldn’t know. 
“I want to… oh god. I want to say yes, now that you’ve asked,” he said, their eyes trailing off to empty space. “Even more than I wanted to say yes to Rachel when she did… but I can’t. I can’t trust this. I don’t know how to prove how much of this is something you really want and how much is ancient love magic…”
Their lip began to quiver, emotions building up. And then the dam burst. They found herself sobbing, Logan pulling them close and hugging them.
”If Hermaphroditus’ magic were as strong as you’re worried it is, wouldn’t they just use it on you?” Logan asked, his voice so soft and reasonable.
”I… I don’t know? Maybe they can’t? Because of my dad… if they were telling the truth about who he is?” Rosalind said.
“That… that does make a bit of sense,” Logan said, nodding slowly as he still held them. “Well. How do I prove it’s me?”
”I don’t know. Give… can I have a little time to try to figure it out?” Rosalind asked, looking at Logan hopefully.
He seemed reluctant, but gave a small nod. “I can wait. Which I hope counts as an argument in favour of my having free will in this.”
“It does,” Rosalind replied, drying her eyes. 
He traced their cheek with his thumb, smiled, and then got up and left them to think things over. 
The solitude did not help them relax, however. They simply felt more need to squirm and a greater desire to escape their current skin. It was only as he was digging around for the sigil tar that he realised they could actually do something useful with changing back.
Romeo smiled as felt the shiver of transformation, having a mission. If it worked, he’d escape one of the… three engagements he’d somehow been dragged into. Because apparently he was some sort of… harem anime protagonist now or something.
Ignoring that, if the plan didn’t work, he wasn’t sure it would really cost him. It was just a matter of rejecting Beata until she accepted it. Possibly with some added cash incentives.
So he set out, looking for Beata. A few minutes later, he found himself coming up surprisingly empty, and he gave in to ask a security guard.
”Oh, the Polish woman… yeah, she was talking to Jovita and seemed to get spooked. Who knows what about. Anyway, she just left the building,” the guard replied.
”Thank you,” Romeo replied, before hurrying out.
Two things struck him as he exited the studio: he could feel the watchful eyes of the paparazzi, who had already published speculation about Beata; and he could smell the moisture in the air. It had rained while they were recording. Thankfully it had stopped, however. So he decided to ignore that information. It wasn’t like he planned to be outside for long.
Looking around he then spotted Beata sitting on a bench at a streetcar stop not too far down the street. He jogged over, guilt bubbling in him when she noticed him and lit up with hope. Still, he was able to remind himself that it wasn’t his fault that she’d been raised by horridly conservative parents, and he had offered everything reasonable. He just needed her to learn about feminism. For her own sake.
And getting support payments from him was probably better than marrying him. Especially for a stranger.
”Beata,” he said.
”Romeo,” she replied, standing up and taking his hands. “Ukochany.”
”Uh… sure,” he mumbled, the physical contact not helping his confidence for what he was about to do. “Can… can you come with me? I have something to show you.”
”Something to—what would it be?” she asked.
”Well, it’s a bit private,” he mumbled, tugging on her hand, to lead her back to the studio.
All while hating the fact he was pretty sure he could hear the click of paparazzi cameras as he held Beata’s hands. Though he did his best to tell himself it was just his nerves. There was no way he’d actually be able to hear that over the traffic. After all, there was even a large truck headed their way.
Heading both their way and… straight towards a large puddle. He’d been too lost in the confusion of emotions he’d not paid attention and it was now too late to do anything, even if the whole process felt like it was happening in slow motion.
The wave of water kicked up by the truck was larger than he’d expected, hitting him up to the shoulders and more than drenching the part of his forearm he’d placed the locking sigil on.
The disgust that washed over him thanks to the blast of cold and dirty water more than overcame the feeling of changing into his more feminine form.
Behind him, he heard Beata let out a gasp of shock, while anyone nearby on the sidewalk stopped to do a double take. 
Letting out a sigh of defeat, he turned to Beata and forced a smile. “Surprise?”
”W—what just… you are… but you were…” the blonde woman mumbled, staring at her. “Woman?”
”Magic,” he muttered, spotting a number of people carrying cameras running off in various directions.
The photos (and, probably video) of what just happened was likely already being sold by anyone who already had decent internet connections. Their life was about to get even worse. Somehow.
”Magic? It—it makes you and Romeo switch places?” Beata asked, apparently oblivious to the machinations of the paparazzi.
”No. I, uh… I lied. I was just trying to have an actual conversation with you,” they said, feeling like utter trash as they admitted it to Beata. “To try to talk you down from the whole marriage thing.”
The blonde stared at her with horror and betrayal mixing on her face.
”I’m sorry,” Rosalind offered. “But I am Romeo. It’s a transformation. Not as thorough of one as you might imagine, but… enough.”
”Nie… nie nie nie nie… nie,” Beata mumbled, shaking her head. She then continued to mutter in Polish that Rosalind couldn’t hope to parse.
Before Rosalind could offer her any sort of support, Beata turned and ran once again. It seemed she had a habit of doing that. Rosalind stood there and watched her run, before realising they had no great desire to follow her. Or to go back to the studio.
The day was much too ruined to want to do any more work. Instead, they saw a streetcar was approaching and stayed at the stop to hop aboard. All with no clear idea where they were going to go.
 
 
Chapter 18: Progress, Perhaps?
 
 
 
Eventually riding the streetcar as damp as she was proved too miserable for Rosalind. Other passengers on the streetcar were eyeing her judgementally, everyone clearly worried she’d get her street-puddle-water drippings on them. She could feel the disdain in their eyes. As such, not long after the streetcar had slipped into its own dedicated lanes and wider stop spacings for the more suburban neighbourhoods, she got out.
Standing on the platform, unsure what to do with herself, a fact slowly bubbled in the back of Rosalind’s mind. She wasn’t sure what it was, having relatively few facts about Etobicoke in her mind at any one time and even fewer that were useful. But, at last, she made out enough of the shape to realise this was a rare helpful one.
Teddy lived in Etobicoke. She wasn’t quite sure where, but pulling out her phone and texting the handsome bouncer would answer that question soon enough. Thankfully the blast of puddle water hadn’t fried her phone (that water resistant phone case she’d gotten after losing the last one to a cursed spring had been a good investment) and she was able to actually send the text.
She was also able to see she had thirty seven missed texts from Rachel, and nearly as many from the rest of the band. There were even a couple from Hank. She did not want to deal with that right now, however. It was clear enough her life was falling apart. Being yelled at by everyone would just make that feeling worse.
Pacing about on the streetcar platform, shivering in the chill of an early Toronto November (mellowed as it was by climate change) Rosalind did have to admit she was a little impatient for the reply from Teddy. At long last it came (after five false alarms that were mostly messages from Rachel).
And… it turned out Teddy lived closer to Islington. So Rosalind had to swallow her pride, hop on a bus headed north, and get stared at by an all new set of passengers. A particularly fussy old woman inched away from Rosalind the best she could and the tired pop star let out a groan.
“Yeah, I know. I’m trying to get somewhere with a shower,” she muttered. “But puddles and trucks. What can you do?”
The statement seemed to put the woman and other passengers slightly more at ease. At least now they knew she was merely the victim of bad luck, rather than a potential rogue lover of dirty water or… whatever it was people were worrying about. Who knew what went through the minds of strangers?
Whatever people thought of her, she was glad to get out of the bus when they made it up to Islington. The whipping wind between the various highrise apartments (both old and new) combined with being in their shadows left her shivering, however. She rubbed her arms for a few moments, hoping to warm up, before setting off towards the address Teddy had given her.
It proved to be one of the shorter and older buildings, specifically one that seemed at risk of being devoured by a massive construction sight that wrapped partially around it. Teddy was waiting in the entry area, not quite large enough to count as a lobby.
“You look soaked,” she said, as she let Rosalind in. “How have you not gotten hypothermia out there?”
“I-it’s, like, 13 d-degrees out and sunny. Only r-really mildly d-damp now. I d-don’t think I had much r-risk of hypothermia,” Rosalind replied, though she suspected her confidence sounded foolish with the way she was shivering.
“We’re getting you in a warm shower immediately,” Teddy said, grabbing her hand and leading her up the stairs of the walk up building.
Her strong grip left Rosalind with little desire to argue. The warmth of her hands was also so very nice. They went up a few floors, before reaching Teddy’s apartment. The entryway was a bit crowded, with more shoes and coats than Rosalind had expected.
“My roommate is in bed right now. She works the night shift,” Teddy explained as Rosalind pulled off her shoes.
“You h-have a roommate?” Rosalind asked, now following Teddy towards the bathroom.
The room was small, mostly beige and looked like it had last been redecorated in the 90s by someone with a poor sense of fashion for even that often forgotten decade. That, or it was done in the 80s by someone who was a truly forward thinking designer. Either was equally plausible and equally dated by the 2020s.
“Mhm. I couldn’t afford an apartment actually in Toronto on my own. Not all of us are superstars… anyway, get those clothes off while I get the shower going,” she said.
Rosalind nodded, pulling her shirt off (despite how cold she felt making that feel foolish) before something struck her. “Um… I can probably manage the shower on my own?”
Teddy paused whatever she was doing to adjust the shower settings and turned her head to reply. “Trust me, this shower is nonsense. I swear it had to be designed by an alien or something. Took me a month to figure it out.”
“I…” Rosalind began, before deciding to accept it.
Showers could be utterly incomprehensible sometimes. Though those were usually the fancier ones where the designers had put more effort into making it look luxurious than it actually making sense.
Instead of arguing, she continued to remove her clothing, until only her boxers were left. Of course, still being a bit damp they clung to her enough she wasn’t sure they were leaving her with much privacy.
“There we go,” Teddy finally said, having apparently finished her battle of fussing with the shower’s setting and turning around. “I’ll take you—huh, I thought you’d have kept your bra on.”
Blushing, Rosalind covered her chest. “I… I still forget sometimes that I need to cover these.”
“Well, you don’t need to,” Teddy replied with a shrug and a smile that worsened Rosalind’s blush. “But, anyway. The shower is all yours. The stuff at the front is mine. Feel free to use it. Also, hang your clothes in here to dry at the end. We’re north facing, so they’ll never dry on the balcony.”
“Thank you,” Rosalind said with a small nod, scooching out of the way for Teddy to leave the small bathroom.
Once Teddy had left, she pulled off the last of her underwear and stepped into the shower’s warm embrace. It took a few minutes before she felt any level of warmth return to her core, but, by the time she’d washed herself from head to toe, she felt almost like a warmblooded creature once more. Figuring out how to turn the shower off when she was done with it did prove more complicated than she’d expected, though. It explained just why Teddy had set it up for her. Finally, though, after a few cranks and shoves, the water stopped (though not before she’d been blasted with much too hot and freezing water in short succession).
Stepping out of the shower, she realised she now smelled like Teddy, which was a very good smell. A specific mixture of masculine body washes, of the more in-your-face scent than Rosalind had ever used, but had always rather liked the smell of. Combining that with a base estrogen-influenced body odour and Rosalind kind of found herself wishing she was actually able to date butch lesbians. Assuming they all smelled as nice as Teddy did.
It took a few moments to hang up her clothes, and then she realised a slight dilemma: she needed a towel. Cracking the door open slightly, she was about to call out for Teddy, before remembering her roommate was asleep.
“What the heck do I do now?” she muttered, slowly getting cold thanks to the air from the rest of the apartment.
To her relief, a few moments later Teddy walked over to the hallway, from what Rosalind presumed was the living room. “Everything ok?”
“I, uh… towel?”
Teddy’s eyes flashed with realisation. “Oh! Right! Sorry.”
A quick rummage through a nearby linen closet later and Teddy shoved a towel in her hands. Remembering to protect all of her modesty, Rosalind wrapped it around her chest and was then led to Teddy’s room. There were some clean clothes laid out on the bed. The bedroom was also small and apartment-beige in colour. The double bed took up most of the room, a built-in closet and a small bookshelf being the only other things of note in there. The window was covered over by a curtain, so she wasn’t sure what the view might be like.
Rosalind put the clothes on, amused that they fit her about as poorly as her male sized clothing, then went out to the living area. It proved to be a bit of a combined living-room-dining-room area, with the kitchen barely a separate room either. All of it was smaller than Rosalind’s living room in her condo. It was also quite crowded, with the tv area, couch, coffee table, dining table, and everything the kitchen needed.
“I don’t really have anything fancy or overly healthy to eat,” Teddy said, standing in the small kitchen. “I hope chicken wings and fries sound alright? That’s about all that’s left right now… though I’ve also got some beer in the fridge and vodka.”
“Let me pay for some delivery. I showed up unannounced and imposed on you,” Rosalind replied.
“Ah. If that’s what you prefer, Ro,” Teddy said. “Uh… I don’t know what’s around here that’s up to your standards. I spend all my eating out money on dates, so don’t order in much.”
That news left Rosalind feeling a bit bit bad about having gone out to eat with Teddy and not offered to pay. Which led to her deciding to let Teddy pick the restaurant, despite the chivalrous woman trying to worm out of the offer.
“I’m at least half guy,” Rosalind had muttered, “so you’re not ‘making a cute girl put you first’… not that there should be anything wrong with letting a cute girl treat you as a thanks.”
The whole being called a ‘cute girl’ by Teddy made her feel a bit odd. The muscular woman knew her situation… she didn’t want to be keeping up any sort of a lie. She was sure she wasn’t feminine enough to count as a proper woman. All she did was sort of look and play the part, but she so firmly lacked any needed experience.
Whatever the case, Teddy relented and decided they should get chicken. It took a little more negotiation for her to accept the slightly fancier choice of Swiss Canton over the cheaper Poultry From Kentucky option (Rosalind shaking her head at Teddy considering PFK a treat). Waiting for the delivery, and still feeling a little cold as she sat on the couch, Rosalind accepted Teddy’s offers of both beer and a blanket. 
“I’ll admit to being curious as to why you’ve come to me,” Teddy said, sitting beside her and opening her own beer. “I’m not complaining. Always happy to see more of you, but… it didn’t seem like you were exactly all that close by when you called me.”
Rosalind let out a sigh. “I don’t really want to get into it…”
“Ok, ok. But, you can understand why I’d be concerned, right?” Teddy asked.
Giving a little nod, Rosalind then took a sip of her beer. Despite being cold, there was still a warming effect to it. Then a concerning thought struck her, and she turned to Teddy.
“Y—you don’t plan to propose to me, do you?” she asked, concern in her voice.
“Prop… wha—pardon?” Teddy replied.
“Sorry. Sorry. That probably sounds crazy out of context, but… I think Hermaphroditus is… it’s just been weird. But I wanted to make sure you weren’t being affected,” Rosalind said, shaking her head.
“Well, don’t worry. I have some serious complaints about the legal institution of marriage as it currently stands,” Teddy said, downing a bit more of her beer. “Anyway, I think a question that weird tells me how bizarre of a day you’ve had, and… how about we watch something as a distraction?”
“That sounds good, just… nothing entertainment-industry related. I can’t—that’ll be a nightmare,” she mumbled, sinking into the couch to wallow for a bit in misery (while nursing her beer).
“Sports?” Teddy offered, quickly accepting that the face Rosalind made showed it wasn’t her first choice. “Alright. Something properly mindless, then… giant monster movies. They’ve certainly aged better than alien invasion movies, am I right?”
Rosalind’s eyes went wide with a sudden fear, before she turned to Teddy. “Don’t jinx that.”
“… yeah, fair,” the handsome woman said, getting up and fishing through her DVD collection.
A bit of old fashioned love for physical media that Rosalind supported. It was always nice to be able to look at one’s collection, sitting there physically before you. They soon agreed on a more modern monster flick, only getting past the opening sequence before the food delivery showed up. 
Rosalind hopped up to pay, and then the pair dug into their meals as they watched a city be destroyed (with fairly low volume and subtitles on, to avoid waking a slumbering roommate). Towards the end of the movie, when she felt warm once more, and more than a little drunk now that she’d added a bit of vodka to the beer in her stomach, Rosalind found her lips starting to quiver and the need to vent welling up inside of her.
“I might be an idiot,” she mumbled, getting Teddy’s attention.
“Why do you say that?”
“Rachel and Logan… well, ok, well, I told you about the Polish woman and how she wants to marry me, right?” she asked.
Teddy nodded slowly. “I remembered that she was pregnant… I forget if you’d talked about marriage.”
“Mhm. Well, like, I’ve tried offering her everything else. Financial support, friendship, I’d even be down to help look after the kid a bit, but a marriage would fall apart in no time. It’s pointless,” Rosalind said, sinking into the couch again. “But… but, she’s not the only one talking about it now. Rachel and Logan… they both proposed to me. Rachel yesterday. Logan today. They say it’s because of Beata—the Polish woman—making them panic and worry about losing me or whatever, but… but Hermaphroditus is a deity of marriage and flat out said they were going to start trying to ‘fix’ my relationship situation. So, it seems like divine intervention and love magic to me… that makes sense to you, right?”
“Uhh…” Teddy began, before shrugging with her hands to show her lack of certainty. “I don’t have much familiarity with deities or magic. But, I guess it’s plausible?”
“Right. You also don’t know Rachel like I do… she doesn’t have a romantic bone in her body. I’d figured I would be married before she was, and I had no plans of ever tying the knot, so… and Logan’s just swung in out of nowhere with the offer,” she said. “But… but what if I’m wrong? What if they are both doing it of their own free will? And I now have to pick between the two most important people in my life as to which to say yes to? I feel like a jerk because there’s no way I could say no to either of them… but I can’t say yes to both, and… and… gah!”
Teddy nodded a few times. “Monogamy sucks sometimes.”
“It leaves me with the horrible position of actually hoping my friends are under magical influence, so that I don’t have to pick between them,” Rosalind muttered, before then chugging the rest of her vodka. “I’ve been drinking too much lately, but… I think my life falling apart like this warrants it. Lemme have a bit more.”
The request proved to give Teddy a slight pause, before she decided to shrug and pour them both another glass.
 
-
 
Blinking awake due to the buzzing of her phone alarm, Rosalind rolled and climbed over whoever was beside her in bed. It took a few clumsy attempts to stop the alarm, but, finally, her head was freed of the pain of the unwanted noise.
It was only as she stopped moving, laying against the firm-yet-soft bedmate, that she realised she’d been so affected by it due to being quite hungover. 
Also. She was naked. As was the other person in bed.
Slowly turning, Rosalind saw that the person she was laying on top of was Teddy.
“Oh… oh no,” she mumbled, worry filling her that Teddy would be the next to be affected by marriage-madness magic.
“Can we sleep a little longer?” Teddy mumbled, shifting to pull Rosalind beside her.
“Did… did we…” Rosalind whispered, slightly worried she was jumping to a questionable conclusion.
“Mmmm… pretty sure?” Teddy replied softly. “It’s a little blurry, but it doesn’t surprise me.”
“B—but I’m…”
“A cute sometimes feminine enby?” Teddy mumbled, before kissing Rosalind on the cheek.
“…oh,” Rosalind whispered, realising that maybe she did count as something of a woman.
 
 
Chapter 19: Spinning Spinning
 
 
 
Laying in Teddy’s bed, Rosalind found herself staring blankly in the direction of the ceiling. Not actually at the ceiling, though, that would have required focus. It was taking her whole brain to process the revelation on how others might see her. Especially because she was running on, at best, half of power between the hangover and relatively minimal sleep she’d gotten.
But.
Woman.
They were actually woman adjacent enough for lesbians to be attracted to them? On more than just a ‘hot for a one night stand’ level. Actual romantic attraction. It turned out she wasn’t just identifying with womanhood. She actually had it. Despite having blindly stumbled into it with minimal thought. Unlike the struggle and years of self exploration moving into their ‘new’ gender had taken Logan or Frankie.
How was that fair?
Why was she given an easy path when others had to struggle so much?
Also, what was Teddy doing, confessing a romantic interest in her after she already had two proposals to deal with? Was she really so confident in the charms of her impressively beefy arms that she would win in the end?
… maybe she had grounds to be confident. They were good arms.
A soft knocking on the door forced her to pull out of her swirling thoughts and bubbling guilt.
“Uh… Rosalind?” Teddy asked in a soft voice. “I know I was going to let you sleep until breakfast was ready, but… your manager is here. I guess you left your phone tracking on again?”
An indistinct grumbling escaped her lips, but Rosalind sat up and then dragged herself out of bed. Rachel did not take being ignored in person very well. It was a short walk over to the front entrance area, were she was waiting for her. In a move of remarkable chivalry, Teddy seemed to be hiding behind Rosalind as they approached. It seemed that her knight in shining armour feared the icy dragon before them.
“Er, hey Rachel,” Rosalind managed.
“We’re in trouble,” Rachel replied flatly, the statement apparently too important to be muddied by any emotion in her voice.
“In trouble?”
“Your little public switch yesterday. It’s taken over not just the entertainment tabloids, but has spread into the general press. There’s people claiming you’re an alien because of it. Which has the whole right-wing press media jumping on a chance to hate you. Turns out the general public are far more paranoid about aliens than I realised,” Rachel explained. “We’ve sent out press releases insisting that isn’t the case, but the world is on edge about the idea and it’s not like ‘ancient Greek curse’ is more plausible to the general public right now.”
The words took a moment to sink in properly, Rosalind’s mind already too awash with confusion to process it at first. “They… they think I’m an alien?”
“Yes,” Rachel replied flatly. “And we have to figure out how to prove them wrong before we’re facing any more of any angry mob than we’ve already got to deal with.”
“More of an angry mob?” Rosalind asked.
 
-
 
Taking Rachel’s car through the city, Rosalind was left slightly overwhelmed by the amount of information she’d missed out on in the past 18 or so hours. It was amazing how fast the world worked these days, internet conspiracies springing into existence fully formed in mere minutes. Those conspiracies then got latched onto by sensationalist networks that had ‘news’ in their names, whether they were legally classified as such or not.
Apparently the most popular conspiracy was that she was some kind of a psyop to prelude an invasion. Via mind control and subliminal messaging and other things that maybe weren’t scientifically proven. Or, according to some of the more homophobic corners of the internet, an effort to turn all of humanity bi in a hopes of somehow dropping population growth rates. Apparently they thought the aliens were playing the long game.
Looking through the lists, Rosalind had to wonder about the assumption that she was a hostile alien. Why couldn’t anyone think she was just a forward agent hoping to be a goodwill ambassador? Or an alien acting independently who just liked Earth culture and was shy about being an alien?
No. Everyone assumed they were evil.
“If I were actually an alien I’d be offended by this anti-alien bias,” they mumbled, continuing to scroll through the articles on her phone as they reached downtown. 
“What are you mumbling about?” Rachel asked, glancing over as she drove.
“Nothing important,” Rosalind replied. “So, do we have a plan?”
“Yes. Though I don’t have much confidence in it. My dear father seems convinced that you coming out to give an official statement on camera about it being magic will somehow work better than the label’s official statements on the matter,” Rachel explained, mostly while they sat at a red light.
“And you don’t?” Rosalind asked.
“No,” Rachel replied, and, as she did so, they rounded a corner to let Rosalind get a view of the studio.
As well at the rather large angry mob outside. They’d made signs and everything. It was also so much more than she was prepared to deal with. Her mind not quite focusing in her current state of sleep deprivation, she had to really wonder how so many had nothing better to do with their day than to protest someone they merely suspected was an alien. 
Rachel skirted around the edge of the crowd with her car. Shouting and boos were hurled at them as the mob realised she was headed for the garage entrance around the side. Security chased off a few particularly pushy and angry people, allowing the door open and the car to slip down into the basement garage. It was just fifteen or so metres to get to Rachel’s parking space and then they went upstairs to meet up with everyone else.
To Rosalind’s surprise, that ‘everyone else’ included Beata. A security guard explained that she’d been back that morning to see Rosalind again, and, while she was a headache, the mob had seemed to get aggressive when they found out she knew Rosalind. As such security had let her in for her own safety.
“This all seems a little crazy,” Rosalind said, once the rest of the band had come together in her dressing room.
“People are on edge after Halifax and all the stuff that came out of those Montgomery papers,” Jovita said, the 205cm tall woman clearly a bit awkward in such a crowded and small room. “Not sure I can blame them.”
“Still, you’d think ‘impressive stage makeup’ or ‘a hoax’ would be more people’s go to than ‘alien’,” Logan countered. “Drag is a thing, after all.”
“Do you think it’s safe for me to go out there with that crowd? Should I do the press conference digitally?” Rosalind asked as she pulled out the magical ‘ink’ to repress the curse one again.
Even if the idea of switching back to her masculine form felt unappealing right now. Time spent with Teddy just really put her in touch with her feminine side…
“Don’t worry, a few security guards will go out with you,” Rachel explained. “As well as Jovita.”
The tall woman blinked. “Wait. What.”
“You’re the tallest person in the building. That gives you intimidation factor,” Rachel explained. “We need intimidation factor.”
“I don’t know if—” she began to protest, but a glare from Rachel scared her in line.
“Well, let’s get this over with,” Rosalind said, letting out a sigh.
It was simple enough to get to the front entrance. The studio building wasn’t that large. Actually getting out the front door was trickier, however. The security guards didn’t like the idea of exposing Rosalind so directly to the crowd outside. In the end Rachel managed to convince them, via some thinly veiled insinuations that she might hire a different company for security in future should they be so incapable of protecting the label’s top star. Rosalind felt bad about it, but she supposed they were in a hurry. The mob outside might start gathering torches.
Finally, she was out front of the building, Jovita at her back and a bunch of angry people shouting at her from in front. At least there were some reporters and security guards between her and the mob, but she wasn’t sure the reporters were any friendlier. They just were after a different sort of blood.
“Hello everyone,” she began, fighting the urge to turn tail and flee back into safety. “I think you can all understand why I’m here to make a statement?”
The crowd shouted various things, some insults, some inaudibly guttural. It was possible not all of it was in English.
“I am sure everyone who’s interested has seen the little video from yesterday by now? And, um… I’ll also assume anyone who’s listening is interested,” she continued, trying to laugh a little. She quickly realised it wasn’t helping. “Erm. Well. I just want to open by saying that I am not an alien. I, Romeo Valenti, sometimes known as Rosalind Valenti, am under the effects of an ancient Greek curse… or… Hellenic might be the better word? It was in Türkiye, not Greece, but it dates to when—I probably shouldn’t get into politics here. Let me just show you how it works.”
With that, she pulled out the small well of tarry ‘ink’, dipping a brush into it. She then wrote the sigil to suppress the curse onto her arm, made awkward by the need to hold the inkwell. The mark glowed for a moment as it engaged, which she held up to show the crowd/. Then a tingling rushed up her arm and through her body, transforming her to her birth form.
The crowd did go quiet at that, thankfully.
“See? Magic. Not alien technology. I mean, unless alien technology runs on magic… I wouldn’t know, because I’m not an alien,” Romeo explained, slipping the inkwell into his pocket and then holding a hand out for Jovita to pass her a water bottle. “The annoying thing is that it isn’t waterproof though. Water based magic means the protection has an Achilles’ heel to it, I guess?”
She then poured a little water onto her forearm, the seal breaking with another shivering rush. She’d returned to female form.
There was a pause, and then the crowd burst into chaotic noise. The reporters were swarming with questions, but it was all too much for her to make out any one sentence over the roar of the crowd.
“ONE AT A TIME!” Jovita bellowed, cowing the crowd.
Most of the more unruly-mob section backed away, though the reporters seemed braver. That, or had simply lost their sense of self preservation long ago. Whatever the case, they stood their ground and began waving their hands to demand attention.
“Er… you?” Rosalind said, picking one at random.
She recognised a few of them, but didn’t exactly like any, so had no favourites.
“Jacob Seymor, CNC. Why did you cover this up initially?”
The question caught her off guard at first. Then she gestured towards the slowly reassembling angry mob behind reporters.
“Th—them?” she offered. “I didn’t think ‘magic’ would go much better than ‘aliens’ has.”
That seemed to satisfy the reporter, but the others in the press scrum demanded attention. 
“Kyle Limode, TTV. What would happen if you got pregnant?”
Rosalind stared at the man. “I am not—that isn’t—if anyone else is thinking about asking questions like that… don’t. I’ll end the press conference.”
Several hands went down at that point, lowering Rosalind’s opinion of them further. Picking from the remainder, she decided not to get her hopes up.
”Gloria Hu, HCCH. Will this be affecting future collaborations with other artists?”
“Probably?” Rosalind replied. “I hope so… I don’t want to have to try to juggle two careers any longer. I don’t need any cancellations, but… postponing things a little would be nice.”
A few more questions followed. Some were reasonable. Others tried to ask her opinions on theological matters that she knew nothing about. One or two tried to sneak in inappropriate anatomical questions, which she shot down.
“Again, I was not informed of the larger situation beyond that some of the Greco-Roman gods are apparently real on some level,” she explained, after yet another religiously inclined question. “I think I will be calling the conference here, however. Since I’ve given you about all the information I really have… and I think the angry mob are debating gathering pitchforks. So… toodles.”
With that, she hurried back into the studio, Jovita following her. After a moment’s hesitation, Rosalind decided to head towards the snack room. She hadn’t had a proper breakfast and was still slightly hungover. So she wanted to find something to eat and get some water in her system. 
The rest of the band (minus Frankie) found her after a few moments, and began to pester her for details. After a few failed attempts to indicate that she was eating and unable to reply, she swallowed the danish she’d been chewing.
“It was mostly invasive questions about what’s in my pants and then people wanting to know if I can tell them whether there’s an afterlife or not,” she said, before taking a sip of orange juice.
“Okay, yes. The genitalia questions were probably to be expected,” Logan replied. “Sorry for not prepping you for that more.”
Rosalind gave a shrug and then continued to eat the assorted brunch buffet items she’d gathered. The others sat down around the table, discussing whether or not they thought the angry internet conspiracies would finally end or not. Whenever anyone asked Rosalind’s opinion she could, once more, only shrug. Being accused of being an extra-terrestrial had not crossed her mind in the first place, so she had no idea what would get the mob to back down. Plus, she was busy enjoying what were honestly very good little finger foods from the buffet. 
There were advantages to the Collins family being in charge of picking caterers. They liked money, but Hank loved to give those he cared about the best. So, it was fresh baked muffins and danishes from one of the better bakeries in town, and seriously high quality egg salad sandwiches. 
“Oh, by the way, Ro—” Rachel began, before trailing off as she seemed unsure whether or not to still call her Rosalind with the secret being out. “Erm, well. Your instasnaps have had some interesting traffic movements. You lost a lot of followers, but also gained a large number. I’m not sure if they’re all good followers, based on the things some of them are posting, though.”
“They want to see me changing?” Rosalind asked, leaning into her chair.
Rachel gave a small nod, before reading something that made her eyes go wide. The look filled Rosalind with a sort of morbid curiosity, the desire to find out just what got that reaction from Rachel of all people warring with… well, the fear of being scarred by whatever could make Rachel make that face. In the end curiosity won out, and Rosalind opened mouth to ask—only to be interrupted by Frankie appearing, dragging Beata along with her.
“Quick. I need someone to hide me,” the butch bassist asked, pleading eyes aimed at Rachel.
“What? Why?” Rachel asked.
“My parents…” Frankie whispered, the rest of the band nodding, realising just what that meant.
The Greys were rather incomprehensible and a nightmare to work with.
“Those were your parents?” Beata asked, tilting her head in confusion. “Why are you so scared?”
“Because they—” Frankie began.
“There you are!” Mrs. Grey said as she walked into the cafeteria room. “We heard one of the men in your band was turned into a girl somehow and we came right over.”
“We were worried about you, son,” Mr. Grey said.
It was quite easy to watch Frankie’s spirit drain from her body as her parents spoke, each word somehow making her look more broken than the last.
“Err, Mr. and Mrs. Grey… I’m the one who was transformed,” Rosalind said, raising her hand.
The two middle aged parents blinked, turning to stare at her. It took a moment for recognition to flash in their eyes.
“Oh! Romeo, is that you?” Mrs. Grey asked.
“It is.”
“You poor thing,” Mrs. Grey replied.
“It’s really not that bad,” Rosalind said with a shrug. “Apart for one or two little things, I quite like it.”
The faces the Grey parents made was almost enough to help Rosalind recover from the mind numbing process that the press conference had been. She offered a smile to Frankie, trying to share some support. After all, she’d always known the Greys were… odd.
“Well, we’re glad to hear you weren’t affected, son,” Mr. Grey said to his daughter.
Glancing briefly at Beata, Frankie then let out a sigh. “Why are you like this? You know I’m a woman… how do you keep forgetting?”
Both her parents blushed slightly, remembering they’d committed a faux-pas.
“We’re sorry, dear. It’s—” her mother began. “Well, we’re still getting used to it. You have to be patient.”
Frankie glared at them. “You’ve had my entire life… if you hadn’t been such utter weirdos and decided to get committed on a mistaken ultrasound and then tried to raise me as a boy… Who does that? Seriously?”
Both Logan and Rosalind had to shrug and then nod, unable to deny that it had been a rather strange move. 
“Please, dear. There’s no need to make a scene,” her mother said. “We just ask that you be patient with us. It’s such a major shift.”
“It’s been 24 years… and about 13 years since I figured it out,” Frankie said, hands and shoulders raised in frustration. “We’re well past anything close to patience.”
As an awkward silence hovered between daughter and parents, Beata was visibly working out what everything meant. It clicked for her and she nodded.
“That really is quite a long time to be so wrong,” she said, largely to herself, but just loud enough for both of Frankie’s parents to hear.
The middle aged pair paled at being called out by a stranger. After blurting a weak excuse, the Greys turned and fled. It seemed to be a bit stronger of a response than Beata had expected, the Polish woman looking embarrassed.
“I’m sorry,” she said, turning to Frankie. “I did not mean to offend your parents.”
“Well, don’t worry. I did, so I appreciate the help,” Frankie said with a grin. “Er… sorry for letting you think I was a guy, though. It had just… it’s an old habit. I guess my parents aren’t the only ones not quite used to my gender.”
Looking at Rosalind briefly, Beata then shook her head slowly. “No. I think I had also wanted to be fooled… I think… I think I have much to think about.”
 
 
Chapter 20: More Ingredients 
 
 
 
It turned out that the mob was not satisfied by Romeo’s declaration. That afternoon had seen the arrival of a number of obnoxiously large pickup trucks, blocking off the streets the studio was on. The band had been the target of several conservative boycotts over the years, so perhaps it was no surprise that the rightwingers who already disliked them could be driven to a frenzy by literal xenophobia. Plus, the Canadian right had gained an odd passion for ‘convoys’ of late.
Watching the mess outside from a second story window, Romeo noticed that a few of them did seem to be accepting the idea that they were actually cursed. That had them mobilized in the name of Christianity. Or, whatever it was angry conservatives pretended was Christianity. 
“I will admit I wasn’t expecting this to go so poorly,” Hermaphoditus’ voice called out.
It took Romeo a few moments to realise it was coming from their phone, which they pulled out of his pocket. Hermaphroditus was sitting on the lock screen, looking all of 10cm tall, their wings not quite fitting on the screen.
“Well, it did,” Romeo replied, staring out at the assembled crowd. “If they keep building up barricades… well, let’s hope the police will actually be useful and do something about them.”
“We blame the internet,” Hermaphroditus said, nodding to themself in an authoritative sort of way. “Salmakis decided to do some reading and it seems to be a perfect machine for the creation of angry mobs.”
There wasn’t really anything to say to that. It was unquestionably true, but Romeo had no great interesting in lamenting the fact that something designed for science had turned into the world’s greatest source of lies. No, they had other matters to attend to, while their uncle/aunt/(???) was actually showing their face.
“I don’t appreciate you messing with my friends, you know.”
The statement seemed to catch Hermaphroditus off guard. The deity took a moment to work out what Romeo may have been referring to.
“That… I think we may have a misunderstanding,” the deity said, tossing on a sort of smile that reminded Romeo of a politician or a used car seller.
“Sure I am,” Romeo muttered, not really wanting to listen to half truths from someone wanting to escape trouble. “Got any bridges to sell me while you’re at it?”
“Bridges?” Hermaphroditus replied, blinking in confusion. “Why would I sell you a bridge? That seems like it could be a very expensive purchase.”
Romeo let out a sigh, a bit annoyed at how their conversation partner was so oblivious to casual expressions and references. Though they did feel that the ‘bridge to sell you’ was an old enough reference that Hermaphroditus should have been familiar with it. Wasn’t it pushing a century and a half old by now?
Well, maybe not quite that old. They weren’t sure when people had built the Brooklyn Bridge or if there were bridges before that that scammers had tried to sell before it.
Whatever the case, any further conversation was cut off by the phone starting to vibrate, the pop up for an incoming call from Romeo’s mother pushing Hermaphroditus off of the screen. Putting the phone to their ear, Romeo answered.
“Hello?”
“Sweety, are you ok? I just saw the news,” their mother said.
“The news would have made it look worse than it is. That’s what they do,” Romeo replied. “There’s still a bit of an angry mob outside, but they don’t seem to have pitchforks or anything. We can probably just give it a few hours and they’ll remember they have jobs and homes to go back to, having had enough of the November weather.”
“Romeo. Dear. Any sort of angry mob is cause for concern.”
Mumbling something indistinct, they found they didn’t really have a good reply for that. It was true. Very few people dealt with angry mobs in their lives and even he was fairly new to them. Sure, there’d been the occasional protests outside the band’s concerts or record signings, but they’d always been smaller than this mob. Though, about as interesting. The only noteworthy thing this group had done outside the norm was how some of them seemed to forget they were protesting magic and go back to protesting about him supposedly being an alien.
“Well, however casual you plan to play this, I do want to warn you that Mario has decided to head over,” his mother said, drawing him out of people watching.
“Huh… Mario? Why?” Romeo asked, blinking and finding their eyes darting about the room in confusion, their subconscious apparently convinced they would somehow see a solution.
Monkey brains simply were not prepared for the real world, where many things were not actually physically present.
“Because a certain someone is small in his eyes and, now that he’s found out you’re new to the ‘being a woman’ thing he’s extra concerned about you not stumbling into danger or… something. It seemed like he was planning to drive me and explain along the way, but—as much as I appreciate what a hard worker he is, I am never getting in a car that man is driving again,” Erica explained, letting out a sigh. “There must be something wrong with the roads back in Italy, since the reckless driving certainly isn’t genetic.”
That got a small chuckle out of Romeo, remembering how their mother abandoned her rental car and stuck to trains and public transit after a few days every time she visited Italy.
“Rachel can drive there just fine… anyway, I suppose there’s no stopping Mario. Can’t really phone him while he’s driving,” Romeo mumbled, trying to think over the options.
Adding Mario to the current chaos wasn’t really something they needed. It was very unclear just what he’d do, but Romeo was quite certain he’d make things even more of a mess. Any added variables would make life more chaotic right now. No matter how good their intentions.
“If you need to lay low, you know you’re always welcome back home,” their mother said.
“I appreciate it, mum, but I don’t really know how ‘laying low’ that would be. It’s not like no one knows you’re my mother. The angry mob would just be outside Il Gato instead,” they replied. “I don’t want to put you through that.”
Despite the logic, it still took a few more rounds to get their mother to drop the idea. The way she worried was appreciated, really. But sometimes it didn’t contribute anything but to drag out conversations. Eventually she gave in, though, and they got her to talk about how things were on her end (with the excuse of ‘it would take my mind off of things’). With that she initiated the power mothers have to bring up a dozen different things that scarcely felt like they could have happened since they’d last talked to her. Nothing groundbreaking, but that made it all the more impressive she’d managed to remember it all. 
The conversation (if one could call it that, for how little Romeo replied) was still going strong some thirty minutes later when Rachel strolled into the section of hallway. It was clear she wanted to talk, so Romeo apologized and said goodbye to their mother. Promising to visit as soon as everything blew over, of course.
Hanging up, they then turned to Rachel. “What’s up?”
“The police are useless,” she muttered, crossing her arms and leaning against the wall. “As long as the angry mob outside aren’t getting violent or blocking all the lanes on Markham street they’re ‘just expressing free speech’.”
“What do you expect? The protesters look like they’re mostly conservative, so I’ll bet a few of them are cops,” Romeo said with a shrug.
Rachel sneered briefly at the thought, before moving on. “Well, I’ve called an alternative connection. It might take them a bit to get up from Hammer City, but Giovanni promised to be more useful than the police.”
“You called the Cattarelli Family?” Romeo asked, not exactly thrilled by the news. For more reasons than their being a criminal element.
“Fight fire with fire. Mob against mob. Makes sense to me… unless you want to risk those idiots out there getting violent when they remember you’re not just supposedly an alien, but also an LGBT ‘alien’,” Rachel replied.
Weighing the options, Romeo had to sigh and deflate. It was a genuine risk. Not just for them, as well. Logan, Frankie, and Jovita were all also potentially at risk.
“Do remember, the Cattarellis know how to keep things clean,” Rachel said. “They know the law as well or better than the police do. We won’t be in any trouble… most of their income is legal these days anyhow. The construction boom has been good to them.”
“Let’s hope—” Romeo began, only to be cut off by the sound of angry Italian shouting from below, mixed in with a few bits of English.
“They got here fast,” Rachel said, hurrying over to look out the window, only to have a look of confusion briefly flash across her usually cool expression.
Having had other information, Romeo felt they could safely guess what was happening and so was unsurprised by the sight below. Surrounded by the angry crowd and oversized pickups (with undersized beds for the actual ‘picking up’ part’) was a small Italian city car with a large Italian man half out the door. Mario was yelling away at the drivers, Romeo not able to make out much of what was being shouted at this distance and understanding even less of it for how much was in Italian. The lecturing seemed all the more total for being in rapid fire Italian, though.
All in all, it was impressive to see the usually soft and gentle Mario so full of fire and fury. Not that it surprised Romeo, considering the context. 
“That man is going to get hurt if he keeps that up,” Rachel muttered, though it was clearly more of a neutral observation than any sort of worry from her.
In all likelihood she was simply confused about his behaviour and wondering why he was keeping it up. Unfortunately, though, Romeo suspected she might be right. As impressive as Mario’s physique was, (and as middle aged and white collar upper-middle-class as the bulk of the protesters were, no matter how large their pickups) the balance of numbers was dramatically against him. Romeo found themself biting their lip, trying to figure out what they could do. 
As they balanced the options, a sleek red Alpha Roma sports car pulled up alongside Mario’s compact miniature city car, two black SUVs of the same manufacturer (and remarkably similar design) following close behind. A person of unclear gender, yet impeccable fashion sense, gracefully stepped out of the sports car as the SUVs unloaded a half dozen suits. 
“Ah, so Geordi was in town,” Rachel said, cheeks flushing slightly.
In an act of exceptional maturity, Romeo excused himself to go stomp down the stairs. His feelings towards Rachel were complicated enough right now without her pining over an ex in front of him. The sense of competition flared within in him (and his feelings of masculinity along with it). Especially with how tenuous their reasons for breaking up had been… Geordi Cattarelli’s gradual shift from he/they to just they to she/they had tested the limits of Rachel’s heterosexuality years before, leading to the slow end of her longest lasting relationship. One that had been maintained by Geordi’s exceptional charisma more so than any romantic tendencies Rachel normally held.
Still, though, the fact that Geordi had managed to win Rachel over on their own charms when she’d only shown interest in Romeo after divine intervention left him feeling rather inadequate. Especially when those charms (and some implied threats) were about to solve the problem of the day.
By the time his slow pouting walk took him to the from the second floor down to the front entrance the angry crowd outside was starting to disperse. A few men in suits were having conversations with the stragglers. Most of them seemed terrified and scrambling to pack their bags, but a few seemed so puffed up on their own egos (or, simply lacking in intelligence) to be unphased by whatever veiled implications of danger the mafia goons were making. Those latter folks were relatively sparse, however, and both Mario and Geordi were being let through by security, their cars already parked out front.
Geordi made it through first, strolling forward with a smile directed at Romeo that was larger than expected. Now that they were closer, Romeo could get a better view of their current look. The flowing jacket and loose partially unbuttoned silk dress shirt were pretty fitting to their usual style, as was the blue dye in her hair, but the angular undercut she now wore it in was familiar for a different reason.
“Nice hair cut,” he said with a smirk.
“I thought you might like it,” Geordi replied with a flick of their head. “Figured I might as well get ahead of what’s guaranteed to be the style of the year for the gender fluid community. Let’s me grow it out before it gets too mainstream.”
“You—” Romeo began, having realised that Geordi was the only gender fluid person in his social circle (even if it was at arm’s length) and that he should probably ask them for advice.
Which was embarrassing.
Any effort to swallow his pride and ask was cut off by Mario rushing over and pulling him into a bear hug. 
“You’re alright! I was so worried!” Mario said, lifting Romeo off of his feet.
“Oh my,” Romeo squeaked, not really able to process much more at the moment.
Those were big muscles. 
“Huh, he’s your boyfriend?” Geordi asked. “Not to my tastes, but I suppose one could do much worse than a cute himbo freshly imported from Italy proper.”
The comment caused Mario to put Romeo down, backing away a little while blushing and mumbling half formed sentences, mostly in Italian.
“Scusi?” Geordi asked, leaning in a little and putting a hand to her ear. Her smirk was also all but reaching both ears. “My Italian is a bit rusty and very Sicilian… and I think Romeo’s is even worse. We may need you to repeat that.”
That was a low blow which led to Romeo glaring at them. “Peut-être, mais au moins mon français est mieux que le tien.”
Geordi stuck their tongue out at him as a witty reply.
“Aherm,” Mario said, getting his composure back. “What I mean to say is… Rosalind and I… we are not… that is… I don’t know that we are… are we?”
The last bit was directed at Romeo, punctuated by pleading brown puppy eyes that could probably have melted Rachel’s heart.
“…Wait. I’m male right now,” Romeo said, staring at Mario. “I got the impression you were rather firmly heterosexual.”
“Oh. Well—yes? But you are still very beautiful and kind as una donna, so… and your mother said I should not let a little thing as your sometimes being a man stop me,” Mario mumbled shyly.
“My… I need to have a long conversation with my mother, it seems,” Romeo muttered, before shaking his head. “N—not because you’re not a good guy, but just because I don’t need her meddling in my love life too.”
Both Mario and Geordi raised an eyebrow at that statement, Geordi questioningly probing with a ‘too?’.
“Hermaphroditus. The ancient Greco-Roman deity of marriage,” Romeo explained. “They decided to make my love life a game and seem to be messing with multiple people to make them propose to me. On top of the whole ‘messed with fate’ bit to lead me to their cursed spring where I got splashed with gender-water.”
“Really?” Geordi asked. “It was a cursed spring? And now engagements… that’s just like—”
“I’m aware,” Romeo replied. “Though Hermaphroditus apparently isn’t. It’s just their schtick, and has been for millennia.”
“Do let me know if any Amazons show up,” Geordi said with a smirk.
“Mhm. I think it’s 50/50 that or my dad stumbling into my life with a threat I’ll need to fall on my sword like an ancient Roman,” Romeo muttered, before regretting putting it to words and risking it becoming a reality.
“I think I may be missing something,” Mario said, looking between the two of them.
“It’s an old anime, don’t worry,” Geordi explained. “Anyway, I should go find Rachel. We’ve got some catching up to do, and there’s some business arrangements daddy wants me to run by her and Mr. Collins.”
With that, they left, drawing some of the fashion sense out of the room with them. Not having anything else planned, and not wanting to risk leaving the studio just yet while remnants of the angry mob were still to be found, Romeo led Mario to the kitchen area. All the while feeling awkward about being around him as a man. It was surely uncomfortable for both of them, right?
Should he switch forms before inviting Mario to crash at his place, as thanks for driving all the way from Cambridge to try to help? Or was that leading Mario on, making it better to stay a man?
Or was he kind of wanting to lead Mario on because the man was gorgeous and so who would mind a litt—no. No. He wasn’t going to drag anyone else into whatever mess he’d fallen into right now.
Also, judging by the way Mario was devouring croissants and sandwiches, it might be more pressing to repay him with a filling dinner somewhere near by. All that beef needed a lot of protein.
 
Chapter 21: House of Cards
 
 
 
The restaurant was nice. Not suit and tie nice, since Mario wasn’t dressed for that, but clearly on the better end of where one could dine in a t-shirt. It was a family owned Mexican place that Romeo had always known was good for meaty meals, which he hoped was the sort Mario preferred.
It did seem like the menu had interested the other man, though every bit of conversation Romeo tried beyond explaining the dishes Mario didn’t know crashed and burned. Even pointing out that he was paying and had plenty of money to cover whatever Mario might order had seemed to somehow go poorly. Who didn’t like free food?
Well, as awkward as it was, it beat dealing with Rachel or Logan right now, both proposals hanging over his head. Plus, travelling with any of his bandmates was probably a bad idea when he was trying to keep a low profile. It was risky enough being out at a quiet restaurant he knew, dressed as incognito as he could manage with the thick rimmed fake glasses on his face. The internet conspiracy circles hadn’t changed all that much in the past few hours, the most aggressive display of them had just been cowed.
But Romeo wanted to keep his mind off of that and make the conversation work with Mario. He just had to figure out why he was failing.
Sitting there in a stifling silence, the issue finally clicked in Romeo’s head. “Even with me a guy this still kind of feels like a date, doesn’t it?”
Mario’s lips twitched into a sort of guilty grimace, the muscular man shrugging. “Maybe a little? Which… there’s nothing wrong with two men on a date. I just… I just don’t know how to be on a date with a man.”
“Alright. I’ll… I’ll go change. I’ll eat less that way anyway,” Romeo said with a shrug. “But it’s still not really a date. You don’t want into the mess that is my love life, alright?”
“Yes ma’a—sir. Sir. Yes sir,” Mario stammered.
With that, Romeo got up and headed towards the men’s room, with a vague sense of deja vu. This trip, to a much smaller washroom, proved quite different, however. There were no men hanging out having secretive conversations, but there was a familiar deity lurking in the mirror.
“We think it’s magic,” they said, as Romeo closed the door behind them.
“What’s magic?” he asked, not really sure how to respond to that cold open.
There were too many things in his life right now that he was ready to blame on magic.
“The way everyone so strongly refuses to accept the actual cause of your gender situation,” Hermaphroditus explained. Vaguely. “It shouldn’t be so hard for them to accept the idea of magic, unless there’s magic making them not think about magic, you see?”
“Uh… I’ll take your word for it?” Romeo said, starting to wash off the sigil on his arm. Then the actual meaning of the words sunk in and he felt a shiver run down his spine that wasn’t just from transforming into female form. “What—or, who do you think would be behind that?”
“We have two competing hypotheses at the moment,” Hermaphroditus replied. “Salmakis thinks that it’s a general coalition of magical beings wanting to hide from humanity and the march of science. I haven’t been able to reach to anyone about it, though, so I have an alternative idea… that humanity has done it to themselves.”
“Pardon?” Rosalind asked, confused but feeling less in danger than he had when he thought he was specifically being targeted.
“All humans have a little magic to them. Toss out a few billion humans not wanting to acknowledge the idea of magic for various reasons, including religion, and suddenly it becomes very hard to acknowledge it exists,” Hermaphroditus said, nodding pensively.
“This… this doesn’t actually affect me directly, does it?” Rosalind asked, starting to feel he was simply going to get a dragged out lecture.
He’d heard horror stories of the way grandparents could prattle on indefinitely and was sure a millenia old deity could probably be even worse, being so much older.
“Not directly, no,” Hermaphroditus explained. “But it’s really quite a fascinating possibility and I—”
Rosalind turned and left the washroom, not really caring to hear any further ramblings about magic theory. 
Returning to the table across from Mario, he saw the food had arrived while he was away. A beef quesadilla was an excellent distraction at the moment, so he happily dug in as Mario started his own meal. Things were quiet for a while, the food being excellent enough to kill any conversation that they might have wanted to have. Since neither of them was feeling particularly chatty to begin with it was doubly effective. 
Eventually, however, something seemed to be sticking in Mario’s mind, and Rosalind slowed down to be attentive to what he might have to say.
“It’s funny, but… somehow you still seem a bit of a man right now,” Mario whispered. “Something about your movements and… such.”
“Ah, well, I suppose that’s no surprise,” he replied, keeping his tone just as hushed. “I can flip my body around when needed, but my brain is rather more stubborn.”
“Your… but do not the, um, the hormones change that?”
“They help a little, I think? But,” Rosalind explained, taking a moment to breath and weigh how best to word things, “well, if hormones changed your gender on the inside trans people wouldn’t exist, now would they? Since they grow up with hormones they don’t tend to want.”
The statement seemed to cause a lightbulb of realisation to flash in Mario’s eyes, the muscular man nodding with realisation. “That makes sense. Though, molto complicato in your case.”
“I suppose,” Rosalind replied with a shrug.
“Should… should I still call you Romeo and… ‘he’?” Mario asked.
“Nah,” he replied. “I appreciate the offer, but pronouns don’t really bug me, and it’s just easier to call me by how I look.”
“Capisco,” Mario said with a nod.
 
-
 
The rest of the dinner was a bit less awkward after that. Mario seemed to be able to handle treating Rosalind somewhat like a guy, while also not worrying about looks from others for thinking he was dating another guy. It struck Rosalind as a bit silly, but they supposed they’d been shy about dating guys when they’d first started. Social pressure was powerful.
It was also funny to think about that at the moment, where they were, officially, a woman on a ‘heterosexual’ date with a guy. A concept that would take getting used to.
By the time they left the restaurant, hailing a cab to get to Rosalind’s condo (because she did not trust Mario’s driving) she had found herself feeling far more feminine. Perhaps it was the size difference between them. Perhaps it was a soft influence from estrogen on her already malleable gender identity. Or, maybe it was not being around Logan and Rachel and Geordi, who’s presence had felt like the reason she’d started feeling masculine that afternoon in the first place. The day had started with her feeling quite a woman, after all.
Getting out of the cab (she’d paid) they headed into the lobby of the condo tower. Mario seemed slightly intimidated by the luxury of it, which made Rosalind self conscious about how he’d respond to her actual condo. It was all rather high end in styling after all (at least according to the decorator Rachel had hired). She had the brief elevator ride up to the 55th floor to worry, which wasn’t really enough time to come up with a plan.
Instead, just talking seemed the best go to. “So, the guest bedroom is the one to the right of the bathroom… and, uh, you can use my body wash, if you need a shower.”
Mario just nodded, seeming to still be a bit thrown by the height they’d gone up. Stepping into the condo proper, he did a visible double take at the view out over the city.
“I couldn’t quite afford one of the lake-side units, but, honestly, I think the city side view is nicer,” she said, locking the door up and taking her shoes off.
There was more nodding from Mario as he quietly removed his shoes as well. “It’s… big. The apartment and the windows.”
“Good for parties, but… I almost never throw those here. Too busy. Heck, I barely even sleep here most months,” she explained with a vague shrug.
“Speaking of busy,” Mario said, looking slightly embarrassed. “I probably should not stay up too late. I have an opening shift tomorrow and so will have to drive all the way back.”
“Oof, yeah. That’ll have you up early,” Rosalind replied, offering a compassionate smile. “I’ll let you have first dibs on the shower then.”
Mario took a moment to process the phrase, then his eyes filled with determination as he turned to look her in the eyes. “If I understand the concept of ‘dibs’ correctly, then… there is something else I would like to throw my hat into the ring of for ‘dibs’.”
“Pardon?” Rosalind asked, certain he was discussing something serious, but not quite sure what.
At least until he gently and slowly placed his hand against her cheek. His large and slightly calloused hand that carried a worn strength to it that was quite different from the more carefully maintained hands of all the others who had kissed her recently. Even Teddy seemed to keep hers a bit softer.
“I… I know it is far too early to talk of marriage like the others have, but, since I met you my heart has raced. You are… bellissima. Sei divinamente perfetta,” he whispered. “I just—I needed to tell you, but now I struggle to say it in words you would know… let me say it with action. I do not care that it is foolish.”
Rosalind felt her lips quiver in anticipation before he leaned in to kiss her. It was far gentler than his hands had made her think. Far shier, to the point she wondered if he’d ever kissed a woman in romance before. (Was he younger than her?)
It made her weak in the knees all the same, though. 
“I…” she gasped, when the kiss broke far too soon for her liking. 
He was smiling down at her. “I do not expect to win your heart. Having seen my competition… but I could not lose without having tried.”
With that, he then lowered his hand, smiling, but heading across the spacious living room and towards the bathroom.
Watching him go, she was left with a single thought, which she only allowed herself to whisper once he’d closed the door.
“That’s it?”
Just a kiss. No sweeping her off her feet and into the bedroom for an evening of passionate love making? 
Or even just a quickie?
Was Mario just that innocent, or…
“Am I a nymphomaniac?” she whispered to her reflection in the mirror beside the coat rack.
“You get it from your father,” Hermaphroditus said, leaning into view… no, no. That was Salmakis. The nymph put on airs more than the deity, who simply already had a presence. “As well as your grandmother, to a lesser extent. Though I have to wonder about you mortals calling it ‘nymphomania’… most of my fellow nymphs preferred hunting with Artemis to such activities. It was mortal men who lusted after them instead.”
“With you being an outlier?” Rosalind mumbled, remembering reading the excerpt from Ovid about her and Hermaphroditus’ encounter.
The nymph in semi-divine body blushed. “Well… a little. Though not nearly as badly as Ovid made me seem. My arrangement with Hermaphroditus was not nearly as lustful as he wrote it. We’d been raised together as children. They’d left for a time, to explore the world, and I’d been alone, abandoned whenever the older nymphs went off hunting. It was severely boring. So, when Hermaphroditus had returned, I’d clung to them and begged for us to never be separated. I did discuss marriage, but you must understand how often that was done for reasons other than romance back then.”
“Ah. Well… I’m sorry you got slandered so much by Ovid. Seems like he had a bit of a chip on his shoulder. Didn’t he make up the whole Athena cursing Medusa thing too?”
“Popularised it, at least,” Salmakis replied.
“Though, I think I can understand why one would get a chip on their shoulder where the gods are involved, considering the magical meddling you all get up to,” Rosalind muttered, preparing to turn and head away from the mirror.
“You’re wrong about that, you know?” Salmakis said, making Rosalind freeze half turned. 
“Pardon?”
“We didn’t do anything magical except tell them the truth. We could see in your heart that you’d fallen for each of them, even if you’d never admit it. All we did was visit them in their dreams and tell them you loved them. You would be amazed how effectively you’d built a wall between yourself and both Rachel and Logan. Years of insisting things remain professional,” Salmakis explained, “they’d felt rejected by you. Even after you’d slept with Rachel more than once… and, well, of course Teddy and Mario thought you existed outside their league due to your celebrity status.”
Nodding slowly, Rosalind felt a confused swirling in her gut. It was both dropping at the realisation she’d rejected true confessions of love and afloat with butterflies at the knowledge those around her actually cared for her on a deeper level. Only…
“W—what about Beata?” she asked.
“Uh… that wasn’t us,” Salmakis said, shrugging with a look of honest confusion in her eyes.
“Then… who? She specifically said the figure had wings.”
“We’re guessing it might have been your father, interested in having you look after his grandkid. It might also have been a meddling angel, though. There’s a truce these days, but they’re still pretty good at finding ways to be annoying,” Salmakis said, pouting slightly and fussing with her wings.
“Wait. Angels—angels are real?” Rosalind asked.
“Yes? Did you think the Olympians lost to a made up illusion of a deity? Christianity is as valid a religion as ours… and Apollo’s little coup did not help us stand up against them,” Salmakis muttered.
There was more after that, though she slid into ancient Greek as she complained to herself. A few names stood out to Rosalind, but she couldn’t even speak modern Greek, so she had no ability to identify beyond ‘Athena’ or ‘Zeus’ being talked about.
Especially not when her head was spinning so thoroughly about the combined revelations on her love life and on world religions. The latter was less impactful for her life directly, but she was still pretty sure it deserved to have at least a handful of neurons devoted to it. 
With too much of her brain rotating around those world shattering new pieces of information to pay attention to what her body was doing, she found herself in front of the fridge. Blinking, she realised she was looking for a drink. There wasn’t any alcohol in the fridge at the moment, however. Which was normal, despite recent events having increased her alcohol consumption.
Not having alcohol, though, she found herself needing something for comfort in the immediate term. A bit of digging in the freezer led to the discovery of a small tub of Skøldgübbe ice cream. Fancy faux-Scandinavian goodness to comfort her at the moment. 
As she ate it, she realised she was going to have to get everyone together tomorrow, to explain the situation.
Which would mean she needed to phone her mother to ask to ‘borrow’ Mario. Which was surely going to encourage her mother to meddle more in future… still, that was probably the lesser evil to letting the chaos swirl longer.
 
 
Chapter 22: More Heads Are Better Than One
 
 
 
Well, it was the lesser evil in theory.
“I knew he was your type,” her mother said, her voice smug.
“I have many types, mother,” Rosalind replied, her tone flat. “That is the whole central issue. But I still need to borrow Mario for tomorrow. Just so I can get everyone on the same page at the same time.”
“Of course you can borrow him, sweety. Tomorrow is just an average day here. It’s far more important that you work towards figuring out your love life.”
Saying her thanks and goodbyes, Rosalind then hung up. She followed that up by face planting onto her over-priced armless couch, letting a tired groan leak out of her. It was about then that Mario stepped out of the shower, rapped in a towel and looking adorable with the apologetic expression on his face and all those still damp muscles.
“Apologies, but I only just realised I do not have any of the pyjamas,” he said quietly. “It seemed a shame to change back into my dirty clothes after a shower… I would not normally be in just a towel around a woman, but, well… you’re…”
The way he trailed off caused her to worry about the expression of hunger she’d tried to keep off her face. It seemed she may have failed.
“You can borrow some of mine. I’ve got an oversized t and some loose pj pants that should just fit you,” she said, getting to her feet and hoping it wasn’t obvious just how much she was enjoying the view. “By the way, you don’t have to go into work tomorrow. I phoned my mother… we have something to discuss. In the morning, though. I want everyone there.”
“Capito,” Mario replied, in a slightly nervous sounding voice.
 
-
 
Despite not having work, Mario got up early. He’d no doubt done his best to stay quiet, but the ice maker was fussy and went off when he tried to get some water from the fridge. Which meant Rosalind was up and making breakfast at about 5:11 am. 
Putting their omelettes on the table, she noticed the blush on Mario’s cheeks while his eyes kept dropping well below their chest level, and she sleepily tried to hunt for the cause.
“Ah… right. Morning—I forgot you didn’t know the transformation was only partial,” she mumbled, spreading jam on her toast.
“It was just a… surprise to know you still…”
“Mhm. The spring leaves me with a physique similar to Hermaphroditus’ proper’s. Minus the wings,” she replied, taking a bite from the toast.
“I suppose I will have to be ready to… receive for us to both enjoy intimate moments,” Mario whispered, slightly pale.
Coughing, Rosalind choked on her toast for a few moments before regaining her breath. “You don’t—that isn’t… I mean, if you want to, I won't complain.”
Deciding it was funnier to leave Mario at least slightly off kilter, she returned to eating her omelette rather than explain how things really worked. Plus, they were about to eat and maybe it wasn’t the best pre-meal conversation. Mario slowly began to pick at his own meal. Things were quiet for a while, Rosalind not awake enough for any proper conversation. There were points where she was pretty sure she was nearly falling back asleep as she chewed her food.
After a few minutes, though, she realised she needed to text the others, to get them all up to the condo. It was about time she try hosting another gathering after all.
No one was likely to show up for a couple of hours, though, so she excused herself to go pass out on the couch with the phone beside her head. She was reasonably certain it would wake her up if it went off. Plus, there was a tv in the guest room and a gym down on the third floor if Mario wanted something to do.
Unfortunately she didn’t sleep all that well. The couch was less comfortable than she’d remembered, and she simply lacked that ‘on the road’ exhaustion to pass out in any free moment. Instead she tossed and turned until Rachel replied to her text at about quarter after six, saying she would be over shortly.
Really, Rosalind should have expected Rachel to reply well earlier than anyone else, but she was also probably the most awkward one to have alone with Mario. It was so very difficult to figure out if it would be best to change or not, between the straight woman who was apparently in love with them and the straight man who was also apparently just as attracted to them. 
In the end, Rosalind decided to put on a sports bra and some masculine clothing, but remain in female form. That seemed a valid enough compromise in their eyes. Straight men liked tomboys and straight women could swoon for sufficiently masc women, right?
They were far too bisexual to figure out the hetero mind, but Rachel was willing to push her own boundaries a bit anyhow.
Rachel was also quite good at arriving quickly, letting herself into the condo as Rosalind hemmed and hawed about whether or not to put on makeup.
“Good morning,” Rachel said, taking off her shoes.
“You have a key?” Rosalind replied.
“I have many keys,” Rachel explained, walking over to sit on the couch. “So, have you come to a decision?”
“Uh... I’m working on that. Since, well, you probably heard about Logan’s proposal?” Rosalind offered.
“After mine.”
Rosalind sighed and took a seat in an armchair not far from the couch. “These things aren’t just ‘first come first serve’.”
That didn’t seem to impress Rachel, but she moved on for the moment. No doubt she’d strike again when Rosalind’s guard seemed down.
“Are you going to shut off the television in the guest room?”
“Mario is watching it,” Rosalind replied with a shrug.
“Do I know Mario? Do I like Mario? I don’t think so... Wait, would he be the ‘grade A bel manzo’ Geordi mentioned yesterday?” Rachel asked, an eyebrow raised.
“... probably,” Rosalind replied.
Rachel nodded for a few moments, staring off into empty space. Then she turned back to Rosalind. “Did you sleep with him?”
“No,” Rosalind replied in a simple tone.
“You don’t seem surprised that I asked,” Rachel said.
“Well, no. You know me. I know you know me. It was a logical question... I think he might actually be one of those ‘wait until marriage’ types? Or he’s just a ‘gentleman’, I guess.”
“That or he’s smarter than I am,” Rachel muttered, leaning back on the couch. “Didn’t want to risk those bonding hormones that come from sex.”
Before the conversation could get any more awkward, Rosalind’s phone buzzed again. It was a text from Logan, promising he’d be over in a bit. That might take half an hour or so, with him on the other side of downtown. 
Still, it was hope for Rosalind. Someone to help deal with the icy chill in the living room at the moment. Even if it meant they were going to get closer to the time where Rosalind had to actually make a decision.
“Scusi,” Mario said, poking his head out of the guest room. “I heard someone else is here? Are we starting?”
“Not yet,” Rosalind replied, while Rachel turned to get a look at Mario.
A look that proved rather long and thorough. “Oh. That’s Mario. Grade A beef indeed... Hello.”
The last bit was said with a predatory sort of tone that caused the poor man to squeak ‘ciao’ and then vanish back into the guest room.
“Wait,” Rachel said, turning back to Rosalind. “Is ‘ciao’ ‘hi’ or ‘bye’? I can never remember.”
“Both. Which made it very effective just now,” Rosalind said, failing in their efforts not to smile.
“Well, I have to say, if you choose don’t me and you don’t choose him, I’m going to test your theory about him being the ‘wait until marriage’ type,” Rachel said, before starting to look around for the remote.
“Oh. Make a guy feel special, telling her who you’re going to rebound with,” Rosalind muttered, only realising after they said it how they’d mangled the gender terms.
“Says the one juggling multiple proposals. Turnabout is fair play,” Rachel said with a slightly sing-song tone before flicking on the living room tv. “Now, since Logan won’t be here for a bit, let me watch the news.”
The opportunity to shut their mouth wasn’t one Rosalind was going to argue with. Instead they sat back, vaguely paying attention to the CNC coverage. It was mostly focused on US politics, the emergency military government insisting they were still investigating voter irregularities or whatever their latest excuse was. American politics had been even more of a mess since Halifax than Canadian politics, which was saying something when the two largest parties in Canada had both imploded. 
All of it was too much for Rosalind to follow. Though it also had surprisingly little effect on their life. They’d just had to learn some new names at the last election and then vote Orange because they were gay. 
Though, they did suppose people had somewhat less energy to be transphobic on a political level when they were busy panicking about aliens. That benefited them now. So, maybe aliens blowing up a city had a silver lining?
More than that if the rumours they were going to start actually doing public business with Earth was true. There’d probably be lots of cool stuff imported from space. Though... believing in rumours about aliens felt even more questionable due to their recent experience.
Before they were able to get too bitter about that, their phone buzzed again. Logan was downstairs, waiting to be buzzed in. A click of a button later and he was in. A minute or two after that and they were letting him into the apartment proper, offering a sort of nervous smile.
“Maybe I should change,” they said (after they both gave their hellos). “Between you and Rachel I’d be more popular as a guy.”
“Be however you feel more comfortable,” Logan replied.
“I can stare you down better when you’re shorter, so stay a woman,” Rachel called out from the couch before waving to Logan. “Hello, Logan. I hope we can part on good terms whatever happens.”
“That sounds good to me,” Logan replied, smiling back. 
Not only was it unfair how perfectly handsome he was, but that smile could melt Rosalind’s heart. It had been so rare and treasured before he’d transitioned, and so, even though his smiles were fairly common now, they still filled them with warmth. 
But then Rachel was watching them, that authoritative and calculating intelligence in her eyes that made Rosalind’s heart flutter when it was on their side, defending them. Sure, Rachel was also a bit scary sometimes, but there was something wildly attractive about a cold and dangerous woman in Rosalind’s eyes. Plus, Rachel had always had their best interest at heart.
Ah, but Logan was so kind. His eyes were so soft as they sat on opposite sides of the coffee table. 
How were they supposed to choose?
“Are we starting now?” Mario asked, poking his head out from the guest room.
“We’re still waiting on Teddy,” Rosalind replied. “... Maybe I’ll call her. I don’t know when she normally wakes up.”
After a little debate between everyone assembled about whether or not 7:45 am was a bit early to phone someone, they agreed it was probably acceptable in the circumstances. It took a fair number of rings before there was a drowsy answer. 
“H’llo?” Teddy mumbled.
“Hey. Are you free this morning?” Rosalind asked.
“... Ro?”
“Yes,” they replied.
“Are you alright?” Teddy asked, seeming to become more awake.
“I’m fine. I just... I got some information that I think means I can give everyone an answer to the whole mess and I’d like everyone here at the same time to go over it,” she explained. “And, well, everyone else is here.”
“Oh. Um... I’ll need, like, ten minutes to get dressed and then... maybe an hour to get downtown?”
“An hour?” Rosalind asked.
“You never know about buses and sometimes the subway is slow,” Teddy replied.
“I’ll pick her up,” Rachel said, reading the conversation between Rosalind’s words and facial expressions. “Just tell me her address.”
 
-
 
After a brief debate, they ended up all agreeing to get into Rachel’s car. While Rosalind had preferred to do things at her own apartment the location hadn’t actually been that important. All that mattered was everyone was there when she gave her rundown of the situation.
Picking out seats proved to have a bit of a debate. Rachel wanted to keep an eye on Rosalind, but they were also the second shortest and the least in need of the front seat leg room. In the end, Mario got the passenger side seat, leaving Rosalind and Logan in the back.
The drive out was better than it could have been. Looking across the highway median revealed that. However traffic was still fairly significant in their outbound lane, the urban area of the GTHA too big for free flowing traffic at rush hour no matter the direction.
They engaged in minimal conversation, Rosalind too nervous to form complex thoughts and the others clearly not sure what to say to one another. At least there was music to listen to. Unfortunately Rosalind was left feeling a bit odd when one of their (or, specifically ‘his’) songs came on. Especially when it, like most of their songs, was romantically angled, flirting with the listener. They could see the way all of the others blushed as they listened to it.
They breathed a sigh of relief when Rachel finally parked in the small lot beside Teddy’s building and they was able to get out and get some fresh air. Or, well, something resembling fresh. It was a bit dusty from the construction sites in the neighbourhood, with noise carrying down from the nearest one. 
The short amount of time spent walking outside in the brisk November air was not enough to cool off their overheating stress. 
By the time they reached Teddy’s apartment she already had the door open and was waiting. 
“Oh, that’s a nice masc outfit, Ro,” she said as the group approached. “Thinking about going butch for girl days?”
“Huh? Ah. No. I’m too much of an indecisive bisexual to pick one or the other,” Rosalind replied with a shrug. “Plus, y’know. All the gender noise.”
“Fair. Fair. Anyway, come in, everyone... it’s, uh... a little bit of a mess, but I did what I could with fifteen minutes,” Teddy explained. “Er... don’t go in my bedroom, though.”
The other four filed in, taking their shoes off and briefly overcrowding the entry area. Then Teddy led them towards the small living room. The couch could only fit Rachel, Mario, and Logan, so Teddy sat on a kitchen chair. Rosalind, for her part, stood awkwardly in front of the tv, realising she needed to actually start explaining things.
“So. Um... last night, I talked with Salmakis. She’s easier to read than her, uh, ‘head-roommate’, so I was able to tell she was telling the truth when she said that they hadn’t done anything to affect any of your minds,” she explained.
“I told you as much,” Rachel said.
“The argument that we’d say that even if we were under a magical influence made sense, though,” Logan countered.
“Thank you,” Rosalind replied. “This does, of course, mean I need to take everyone’s proposal’s seriously. They’re genuine, and... and the problem is, as you were apparently all told... I reciprocate all of your feelings. So I... I don’t know what to do. Because I can’t say no to any of you.”
“So... don’t?” Teddy said.
“Don’t?” Rachel, Rosalind, and Mario all replied in baffled tones.
“Polyamory would be ideal,” Logan said. “But it’s not exactly legal.”
“Scusi? What is this ‘polyamory’?” Mario asked. “I do not know the word.”
“Non-monogamous relationships,” Teddy replied, though it wasn’t clear how much that helped Mario.
“Like... an open relationship?” Rosalind asked.
“Sort of,” Logan said. “They can also be closed, but with more than one person.”
“That doesn’t strike me as very romantic,” Rachel said, leaning back into the couch. “If you’re going to give someone your heart you should give them the whole thing.”
“If you have kids are you only going to love one of them?” Teddy countered. “Or, if you love all of them do you love them less for it? Do you love a parent less for having two of them?”
“Romantic love is different,” Rachel said.
“It’s a philosophical debate either way. The fact is that you can’t marry more than one person in this country,” Logan replied. 
“So?” Teddy asked. “Plenty of older gays said their vows before their marriages were legal back before we were born.”
“My zia did that,” Mario said. “Then she got married legally ten years later... which explains why she moved here. Italy still does not allow for gay marriage, sadly.”
“Wait. So... would I be able to marry you in Italy?” Rosalind said, having not really processed before that point that marriages she might have would be voided while on tour to a nation as major as Italy. “Would I be able to marry anyone?”
Mario shrugged, looking utterly uncertain.
“Huh... well, with that in mind... there probably isn’t a law against multiple engagements, right? So... we can at least experiment with polyamory?” Rosalind offered. “Give it, I don’t know... a 90 day trial or something?”
Logan and Teddy both shrugged then agreed, neither having any great reason to oppose it. For his part, Mario simply blushed, looking slightly overwhelmed by the idea.
“I don’t like it,” Rachel said, sneering slightly. “But I’m willing to try it if it means we’re sharing beefcake over there. He’d be good company when you’re busy.”
Mario’s blush became worse.
“I’m not opposed. Making things a little less ‘me’ centred reduces my stress and scheduling commitments. Four people is a lot to juggle,” Rosalind replied.
 
Chapter 23: Chaos
 
 
 
The aftermath of the agreement was chaos, to put it simply. Rachel wanted a schedule for who would get to spend time with Rosalind when. With seven days in a week each of them would get 1.75 days with her, which was mathematically annoying. Logan pointed out they could just do an 8 day schedule, but weekends were the only time that really worked for Mario, thanks to the commute involved. So a seven day schedule seemed necessary.
At least if Mario was going to stay in Cambridge, working at Il Gato, which he did want to do. 
“I have a pretty decent kitchen if you miss baking,” Rosalind said, leaning against the coffee table as they sat on the floor. “It’s not like I’d be breaking the bank to support you.”
“That feels so fast for moving in,” Mario mumbled, blushing.
“It makes scheduling easier if she and I are going to share you,” Rachel said.
The poor man simply blushed more deeply. 
“Are you not comfortable with that?” Rosalind asked.
“I... I need time to get used to it, but... you are very beautiful, Miss Collins,” Mario said, just above a whisper.
“Hey, so, if we’re talking about people moving in... would you have room for me?” Teddy asked. “It’s just that your place is way closer to my work, so the commute would be much nicer.”
“Sure. There’s two bedrooms, and I sleep at the studio at least half the time anyway,” Rosalind replied.
“You are ready to move in this quickly?” Mario asked, clearly surprised.
“There’s two types of lesbians,” Teddy explained. “The type who never realise they’re actually dating and the kind who are planning their move in on the second date... alright, there’s actually some overlap between those groups sometimes, somehow, but... you get the picture. I’m the move in type.”
Mario nodded and then the negotiations continued.
 
-
 
It should have surprised no one that Rachel managed to negotiate first access to Rosalind, who was thus left with two reasons to change forms. The other reason was to be slightly stronger and to have better leverage while they helped Teddy move her stuff into their place. Though they and Logan ended up not having to put their muscles to much use between Teddy and Mario moving most of the furniture. 
Just how ready Teddy had been to move honestly impressed Romeo. It did help that she was leaving most of the furniture behind, to help her former roommate rent the room faster. Romeo was also happy to wave any rent fees for Teddy, so she agreed to cover a couple of months at the current place to further help out. They supposed it was good planning just in case the whole polyamory situation fell apart. Keep bridges from being burned and all that.
Though the move also improved Romeo’s confidence in the idea of polyamory. Teddy and Mario were getting along far better than they’d expected, and Rachel kept muttering ‘a girl could get used to this’ whenever she found herself watching Romeo and Mario working together.
By the time the move was over Rachel already seemed used to it, because she offered for Mario to join her and Romeo on the way back to her condo. Mario refused, insisting he had to get his own living arrangements in order and offer two weeks notice to Erica.
And so, Romeo now found himself sitting in the passenger seat of Rachel’s car as they drove through the central city streets. It seemed too short of a distance to be worth driving, especially with downtown traffic. Every fourth street was closed to cars due to the streetcars or general pedestrianization efforts the city had embraced of late, and a good chunk of the remainder were one way. There was a reason why Romeo only really drove if they were leaving the city. 
“So, do you have a date night planned?” Romeo asked, as they sat at another red light.
“Not really, no. After driving your other girlfriend’s stuff in a rented van back and forth across the city I don’t really have much mental energy left,” Rachel muttered.
“Sorry,” Romeo mumbled.
“I... you don’t have to be,” Rachel said with a sigh. “Everyone else has been getting along. It makes me feel like a jerk... and then makes me feel more defensive and I end up digging myself deeper...”
Romeo raised an eyebrow, wondering if that might mean she was starting to properly accept things.
“It was really just between you and Logan, just so you know,” Romeo said.
There was a pause, Romeo not sure what else to say. The look on Rachel’s face made them worry that had been the wrong move.
“I know,” Rachel said at last. “And I know I should be glad you found that a hard choice. Really, he was the obvious choice. You’ve been friends from well before I knew you, working together in the band the whole time, while I’m... I’m me.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Romeo asked as they reached the garage entrance to Rachel’s glistening and new Yorkville condo.
“It should be obvious,” Rachel replied as she slowly drove them past luxury cars that caused Romeo to balk at the probable price tags. “I’m cold. I’m abrasive. I scare people. Most people say I severely lack maternal instincts. Oh, and I’m, what, seven years older than you?”
“Guess that makes me the trophy wife who’ll be raising the kids,” Romeo said with a smirk.
Rachel pulled into her parking spot and then stopped to stare at Romeo.
“What? Alright, fine. I’ll actually address the nonsense you said... there’s nothing wrong with being a little cold, it just makes getting access to your warmth all the sweeter. Your ability to be abrasive and scare people makes my heart flutter when you’re doing it for me. I don’t really care if you have maternal instincts or not... and that’s not really that much of an age gap anymore. Maybe it was when I was nineteen and your dad first handed us over to you, but now? It’s nothing really.”
Rachel nodded a few times, not quite smiling but clearly reassured. “... how old are Mario and Teddy, anyhow?”
“Er... I haven’t asked yet?” Romeo replied.
“Please do. We should get that out of the way in case Mario really is too young for me,” Rachel said, getting out of the car.
“He’s an adult. I know that much. My mum wouldn’t break labour laws,” Romeo replied, following her towards the elevator.
There was a bit of a wait, the building being absurdly tall. Even once they got on the elevator, awkwardly quiet due to a few other tenants stepping on at ground level, there were another 79 floors to go. Which took a while, even with a fast elevator.
Romeo really wasn’t sure it was worth it, but Rachel liked the prestige of the address and wasn’t going to be anywhere but near the top of the building. Something about dignity and self respect. 
“We can whip up some dinner, since I’ll guess you’re as hungry as I am,” Rachel said as they made the short walk to her condo.
“You cook?” Romeo asked.
It wasn’t their first time in her condo, and they’d seen that she had a nice kitchen, but they’d figured it was mostly for show. Wasn’t she too busy with work and planning to do anything as basic as making her own meals?
“A round trip up and down the elevator takes nearly twenty minutes. Cooking is easier,” she replied flatly as she led him into her apartment.
“Fair,” he replied with a nod.
The agreement was followed by a few minutes of Rachel digging through her pantry and fridge, then gathering together the various cookware and utensils. She was making a face as she did so, however. One that seemed mildly annoyed. Watching her more carefully between peeling a couple of potatoes.
“Bra bothering you?” they asked, sympathy in their voice.
She paused her slicing of carrots to stare at him for a moment. “I was forgetting you would know what that was like... but, yes. It got twisted up... do you mind if I take it off?”
Romeo raised an eyebrow. “You’re asking your fiancé if he minds you taking your bra off?”
“That—what gender are you right now?” she asked. “Because I feel like I’m getting some mixed signals.”
“Uhh... I don’t know? I’m pretty sure I’m not usually anything overly specific,” Romeo replied. “Maybe, like... if masculinity was a real Hollywood movie I’m currently one of those knock-offs with just barely legally distinct names?”
Rachel let out a sigh. “I should have expected something like that. It’s the sort of thing Geordi would say too.”
Before Romeo could complain about Geordi being brought up, Rachel began unhooking her bra. It proved a good distraction and Romeo decided to not let their mood be ruined. 
The need to focus on cooking soon firmly distracted him. The vaguely Indian inspired stir fry came together a few minutes later, and it was on towards eating. The conversation of the meal soon shifted towards work. Rachel was only capable of ignoring the subject for so long and clearly had been pushed towards bursting by the distractions of the day.
Romeo was left slightly embarrassed by how thoroughly he’d forgotten about how close the East Asian tour coming up that winter was. A whirlwind across the Philippines, South East Asia, a quick stop in Macau and Hong Kong, then up to Japan and South Korea before swinging back to mainland China. Ending in Chengdu, which surprised Romeo.
“Isn’t that a bit out of the way?”
“Not really. The urban area is apparently about the size of LA, and the whole of Sichuan has something like 80 million people. It’s inland, especially for a foreign musician, but the paperwork has been going surprisingly smoothly,” Rachel explained.
“China has so many people,” Romeo muttered under his breath.
“Indeed. Though, also, Jovita was oddly invested in us going to Chengdu... maybe it’s just because she’s from Brazil and knows what it’s like to see Anglophone bands ignore major cities in the rest of the world?” Rachel said with a shrug, before finishing off her dinner. “Well, I did most of the cooking, so you can load the dishwasher.”
Having not been thinking ahead to that, Romeo curled a lip in annoyance but made no further effort to complain. It was a reasonable balance. 
 
-
 
They ended up sleeping together that night, of course. It wasn’t like Romeo would say no, and he also felt he somewhat owed her for last time. So he did his best to make the night completely about her, and Rachel clearly appreciated that. All while trying not to sweat off his locking sigil. 
Unfortunately they spent a bit too much of the night with sex and so both found themselves more than a little tired the next morning when they came into the recording studio. It left Romeo quite relieved when the band took a break to wait for mixing and he could retreat to his dressing room to flop on the couch, trying to get a little shut eye.
“Not how I expected you to solve things,” Hermaphroditus’ voice said, though Romeo couldn’t be bothered to turn to see which mirror they were hiding in. “It’s good to see mortals are getting healthier about the possessiveness we deities accidentally taught you.”
“Mrrmph,” Romeo mumbled, before lifting his head just enough to get out an audible reply. “I’m a bit tired. Can’t you go meddle with someone else today? JK’s single. Don’t you want to get him a fiancée?”
“Oh, there’s no rush there. He’s quite happy single,” Hermaphroditus replied. “We only intervene where intervention is beneficial.”
“... I was happy single,” Romeo muttered.
The silence used to reply to that was more powerful than any words even a deity could have found.
“Alright. Fine. I was lonely and miserable, but I was scared of commitment and I’m still kind of scared of it, so I worry I jumped on polyamory to escape it,” Romeo said, too tired to bother trying to lie to a deity who could probably see through his lies anyway.
“There’s more commitment in your current relationship situation, not less,” Hermaphroditus replied. “We will let you rest, though. There are other things for us to do.”
 
-
 
After managing to get a power nap in during the mixing break, Romeo was better ready to face the rest of the recording sessions. With the interesting choice that Hank had decided it would be fun to have them switch during the song, overlaying both versions of their voice at the same time for a few lines. It seemed both Hank and Rachel were enjoying playing around with the audio effects they could pull off between the two different sets of vocals. 
“This is going to happen every song, isn’t it?” Rosalind muttered, relaxing on a couch in the hallway outside the actual recording room.
“Well, some of your songs will probably go one way or the other. Lets you appeal to straight girls, gay girls, gay guys, and straight guys depending on the song,” Frankie said, seated next to them.
As had been the case the whole day, Frankie seemed slightly nervous, which Rosalind couldn’t figure out. Was she uncomfortable with the polyamory thing? Had Rosalind said something to upset her?
Usually they were pretty good with people, at least at the casual level. So she was surprised how thrown off she was on Frankie’s mood. Clearly they needed a peace offering of some sort. Since she’d messed up, they supposed she’d have to ask Teddy for hints on what to do to make a butch lesbian happ—
“Sorry I am late,” Beata’s voice announced, drawing Rosalind out of their thoughts.
Only to send her mind spinning as she took in the woman before her.
“You’re fine,” Frankie said, standing up.
“You... got a haircut,” Rosalind mumbled, eyes noting the pixie cut the woman across from her. “Also. Pants.”
“They are still feminine pants, though... yes?” Beata asked, turning mostly to Frankie as she did so.
“Yes. They’re very feminine jeans, don’t worry. Not that there’d have been anything wrong if you tried men’s jeans,” she explained.
“W—why the change?” Rosalind asked.
“It seemed fitting, after realising I was a lesbian,” Beata replied in a very matter of fact tone.
“Oh. You... that—congratulations on figuring that out,” Rosalind said, standing up and offering to shake Beata’s hands.
Only for the other woman to interpret it as an invitation for a hug, to Rosalind’s surprise. The small squeak of surprise they made was apparently audible as it caused Beata to quickly break the hug.
“Very sorry! Very sorry! I thought you would be more of a hugger... I suppose you were raised a man,” Beata mumbled.
“And in Anglophone Canada,” Frankie added. “Pretty sure we hug less than the English do... but, I am glad you stayed, Ro. It means we can talk about something.”
The nervous look returned to her eyes, putting Rosalind on edge herself. Was it about having rejected Beata while doing the whole polycule thingy? Because... well, she just didn’t have that romantic spark with Beata. The woman was gorgeous (even more so with the cute pixie cut), but, well... how did one describe the spark of romantic attraction? Or its absence?
Taking a deep breath and then a glance to Beata for what seemed to be support, Frankie was the one to explain. “It’s, well... Beata and I are dating now. Which... well, maybe feels awkward since she’s probably pregnant with your kid and I don’t really know what the etiquette around that is.”
“Definitely Rosalind’s child,” Beata added, blushing a little.
“Oh. Is... is that all?” Rosalind replied. “I thought I’d done something to—ok, well, I guess I did do something in this case. Or someo—anyway. Yeah. No. Yeah, I’m chill with it. Heck, more than chill. I know you’d be a great... mum? Is that still right for someone butch?”
“I prefer ‘mum’, yes,” Frankie said. “Others might be different, though.”
“Ok. Well, whatever the case. I’d have always been happy to be a donor for you, so this is just... doing it in the wrong order,” Rosalind said with a grin.
“I suppose,” Frankie muttered, sounding slightly thrown off by the casualness.
“Donor?” Beata asked, though neither of the other women were sure if it was from her sheltered upbringing or her relatively limited English.
 
 
Chapter 24: Long Overdue
 
 
 
After how the previous night had gone (with the whole ‘lack of sleep’ thing), Rachel did not seem overly upset that Rosalind had stayed in her feminine form their second night together. Instead she declared it a ‘girl’s night’, which seemed to consist of treating Rosalind like a doll. Since Rachel and Rosalind were of reasonably similar sizes, nearly all of the former’s wardrobe was unleashed on dress up schemes. It was slightly overwhelming, but Rosalind did have to admit she looked dang good in a lot of it. However, there were some slight issues with how things were going.
“You do remember I’m still bisexual in either form, right?” Rosalind asked as she was laying back and getting her makeup done in the third style of the night.
The physical contact between the two of them was leaving her flushed, with the other woman leaning over her. The way Rachel had been constantly calling her a good girl and terms akin to that whenever she cooperated was proving to not help matters in the slightest.
“Ro... I’m sprawled half over you. I can feel the reminder of your bisexuality against my thigh,” Rachel said flatly. “And there’s no doubt that’s what it is, since I know those pants don’t have pockets.”
Somehow, Rosalind’s cheeks were able to go redder. “So, are you just teasing me for the fun of it?”
The question lingered in the air long enough to make Rosalind nervous.
“... Yes,” Rachel said with a smirk. “I think I deserve at least a little of that after how the last few months have gone. But we’ll stop for the night. It’s less fun when you realise what I’m doing.”
“I don’t mind, you know... I just didn’t want to make things awkward,” Rosalind mumbled.
“Well, I also sadly have other work to do, so this was going to be the last look of the night anyhow. Plus, I can only queue so many posts at one time for your Instasnap.”
“Wait, you’ve been making social media posts this whole time!?” Rosalind yelped, suddenly self conscious about how she’d been messing around.
 
-
 
The next morning, Romeo found himself called into Hank’s office nearly as soon as he’d arrived at the studio. More than a little on edge, he headed upstairs. Knocking at the older man’s door, he was reasonably certain what the issue was. Hank had always been protective of Rachel.
“Come in,” Hank called out.
Slipping in, Romeo closed the door behind him. “Sir?”
“Sit down,” Hank said, gesturing to the chairs in front of his desk with a tone that didn’t seem aggressive but was still more formal than Romeo was used to from him. 
Thanks to the tone, Romeo did not hesitate in crossing the room and sitting with a straight back and his best attempt at eye contact with Hank. Though he worried slightly that eye contact might feel more assertive and aggressive than was best he had, unfortunately, already committed. So he maintained it.
“Now, what’s this Rachel is telling me about her having a timeshare for you?” Hank asked.
“Er, well... we’ve decided to give polyamory a try, sir,” Romeo explained.
“That’s what Rachel said before she explained it as a timeshare. What does it mean, though?” 
“That I’m... well, Rachel, Logan, and two other people are all dating me right now,” Romeo said.
Hank raised an eyebrow. “So... polygamy?”
“We’re not married. At least not yet. And, well... it’s not going to be anything sketchy like those weird cults and whatnot,” Romeo explained.
“You’re sure it doesn’t have any cult energy? I’ve heard the whole weirdness with Greek Gods you’ve got going on,” Hank replied.
“They’re... well, they exist, but they’re more meddlesome than anything. I definitely have no plans to worship any of them any time soon,” Romeo said. “But, the basic idea of the polycule is equality and to try to avoid jealousy. Though Rachel’s solution for that seems a bit... exacting. Every day is scheduled for me.”
“Sounds deserved if you’re hogging all of them, including my little girl,” Hank muttered.
“I’m not ‘hogging’ anyone? Didn’t Rachel mention that she’s planning to embrace matters and also date Mario?” Romeo asked.
“Who’s Mario?”
“Ah, I guess she didn’t. Mario is one of the two other people I’m dating,” Romeo said. “He’s a bit shy, but she definitely has him in her sights.”
That seemed to give Hank a bit of pause, the grey haired man nodding slowly as he processed that. “Hmm... I suppose that sounds more fair than I was worrying it would be. My initial worry was you were on a bit of an ego trip, but I should have realised my Rachel was too smart and independent to be conned into something like that.”
“So... are we all good?” Romeo asked.
“I suppose,” Hank replied quietly. “If you break my little girl’s heart—well, she’ll probably get all the vengeance she needs all on her own, so I can just advise you to not do it.”
Romeo offered a slightly strained smile, having not really thought about that risk. Still, it had been too late to escape the moment Rachel had proposed, so he just had to do his best from here on out.
 
-
 
It was depressingly unromantic to have a scheduled itinerary to decide who he’d spend the rest of the day with, but that was the result of getting into a polycule with Rachel. Things were going to be organized. At least he was happy to spend time with each person he was scheduled to be with. He was dating them all, after all.
So, having Logan waiting outside his dressing room made up for any lack of spontaneity. The handsome violinist shot him one of those trademark smiles and all of Romeo’s negative feelings vanished.
“Do you have anything nice to wear here, or should I drive you back to your condo?” Logan asked.
“Uh... define ‘nice’,” Romeo replied.
“Genuine fine dining.”
With a small nod, Romeo replied, “Then I’ll have to swing back to my place. Both for a change of clothes and a shower.”
“Ah, cleaning up all the way. I will not complain about that,” Logan said, before turning to lead the way to the garage.
The pair walked across the compact studio building in silence, the walk to the stairwell not taking long. Once they were in it, though, Romeo found himself biting his lip, before having to let loose the instincts he was struggling to hold down.
“Can I kiss you? I’ve wanted to for so long...”
Logan paused, seeming to be slightly surprised, but then nodded. “Sure. We can make out in the stairwell... like I know I wanted to do in high school, but was way too nervous to propose. It’ll be very dignified.”
“Well, I was just going to go for one kiss as a release, but, if you insist,” Romeo replied with a grin, grabbing a hold of Logan’s shirt to pull them both closer as he went in for a kiss.
The first kiss was quickly followed by more, the pair making their way to the landing so that they had more stable footing. Hands lightly probed one another, both with enough sense to not remove any clothing in so public a place, but starved for the feeling of the other man. The pair only broke when the need for air overcame the need to express long pent up longing, both of them mildly out of breath.
“Would love to do more of that,” Logan said between panting breaths, “but we do have a schedule. The restaurant is in Hammer City and, well, you know traffic on the QEW. Even pop-stars only get so much wiggle room on reservations.”
“The nerve of some people,” Romeo replied, before letting out a laugh. “Alright, lead the way. Your part time princess must make himself look handsome.”
Logan did just that, though kept the conversation going as they walked. “If you’re feeling a bit non-conforming and want to look pretty, that's allowed.”
Raising an eyebrow, Romeo wasn’t quite sure how to respond.
“It was just, with you bringing up your femininity, I wasn’t sure... my homo-romanticism is a bit more flexible with a fluid partner than Rachel’s straightness,” he explained. “As long as you’re you, I’m happy.”
“Uh... I need to brush up on my terms better,” Romeo mumbled as he got into the passenger seat of Logan’s small and sporty car. “But, isn’t ‘whatever’-romanticism an asexual thing?”
“I think anyone is allowed to play around with the split attraction model,” Logan replied. “In my case, sex is fun whoever it’s with, but I need at least some level of masculine-masculine bonding for my romance. It might more be a gender need than anything, but a need is a need.”
“Fair,” Romeo replied as they pulled out of the garage.
There was a single protester out front, a cardboard sign proclaiming something about an alien threat. Dealing with folks like that was probably going to be an issue for a while, but Romeo decided he’d ignore that for the night.
Instead, he relaxed into his seat. Logan was far more enjoyable to be driven around by than either Mario or Rachel. The former treated the laws of the road with such casual dismissal that Romeo half suspected the man was unaware of the concept. Meanwhile Rachel knew exactly what the limits were, pushed them every chance she got, and hissed about the legal violations other drivers got up to when she was in a bad mood. By comparison, Logan’s main stress relief while driving was to listen to Romantic era music and other passionate orchestral pieces at a loud volume and sometimes mumble ‘I crush your head’ about other drivers (while making the accompanying hand gesture if traffic conditions allowed). It was honestly quite amusing. The only other bad habit he had was speeding slightly, but everyone did that. 
Of course, downtown Toronto in the early evening left Logan with little in the way of speeding opportunities and a need to play the 1812 Overture for the few blocks they had to drive.
As they pulled into a guest parking space, Romeo promised to be quick, leaving Logan to relax to some Beethoven in the garage. It seemed more time efficient if Romeo went alone, no risk of getting distracted by his being half naked with a bed being available, potentially leading to them forgetting about Logan’s date night plans. 
Slipping into his condo, Romeo had almost forgotten that Teddy would be there. The solidly built and handsome woman was poking through the cupboards in a slightly absent way that he felt he needed to help with.
“You know there’s a grocery store in the basement, right?” he asked while heading towards the master bedroom.
“It’s all expensive and fancy, though,” Teddy replied.
“You won’t be paying rent in two months. Those savings should cover buying nicer food,” Romeo called out from the bedroom.
Opening the main walk-in closet, he noted the small amount of clothes Teddy had put in one corner. The woman needed more than t-shirts, jeans, and some flannel shirts, but tonight was not the night to fix her lack of wardrobe. No, it was the corner where Romeo kept his nicer menswear that was the focus of his attention.
After a bit of flitting, he decided to grab a black silk shirt, red blazer, and some black dress pants. It had been a while since he’d had an excuse to dress up as a man and he wanted to pop a little, even if Logan was probably taking them somewhere more traditional. Realising there was a slight risk of mandatory ties he grabbed a red one with black cuboid detailing. Laying it all on the bed (which he noted Teddy had made up differently than he would have) he then made a quick hurry off to the shower. 
“I hope you don’t need the washroom,” he called out, only to realise Teddy had apparently taken his advice and headed down to the grocery store.
A good waste of his impressive lungs. Oh well.
 
-
 
It was only a few minutes later that Romeo rejoined Logan in his car. His hair was still damp and the sigil on his chest was still drying, but he had his tie and hair gel ready in his hands.
“Let’s hit the road,” he said with a grin. “I hope you didn’t get too bored down here.”
“Don’t worry, I had access to the entirety of the internet with my phone. It did a good job of distracting me by showing people with terrible opinions on twumblr.”
“The wonders of modern technology,” Romeo replied, pulling his seatbelt on.
It took only a couple of minutes to escape the streets for the highway. They did not, however, escape the traffic. There was lots of muttering from Logan about how all the commuters should take the train, which Romeo found amusing.
“What? They’re not taking their high school sweethearts on dates... at least most of them aren’t. It’s fair for us to be being a little fancier,” Logan mumbled, looking a bit self conscious at what could plausibly have been considered hypocrisy.
If one were being excessively harsh.
“No one will judge you for complaining about traffic, Logan,” Romeo said with a small smirk. “Pretty sure it’s an official pass time of all people who live in cities.”
The look made Logan blush, with Romeo unsure if it was from being self conscious or charmed. Either way, the pair slid into a comfortable silence for much of the rest of the drive along the highway. As they moved further from downtown the traffic mostly cleared up, letting them gain some speed. To either side of them the 905 slipped past, cranes and rising towers sprinkled across most of the route. 
It was only as they approached Hammer City that Romeo decided to actually ask where they were going. Logan answered with a small smile that offered no information. Slightly annoyed, though in a way that felt like he was being challenged more than anything, Romeo tried his best to turn through the options. There were only so many high end restaurants in Hammer City... unfortunately, that number was still definitely in the (low) double digits and Romeo couldn’t guarantee that there hadn’t been any recent openings he’d missed.
However, when they turned down James, towards the escarpment, the answer clicked.
“Al Qamar?” he asked.
Logan nodded. “Yes. We’d always talked about taking a date there in high school.”
“I remember saying ‘if we ever actually made money with our band’,” Romeo replied, finding himself smirking.
“Mhm. Before we ever dreamed of making it Toronto big, let alone reaching international fame,” Logan said with a laugh, before his cheeks filled with a blush again. “And, of course... I’d always meant you back then. Even if I hadn’t had the guts to admit it.”
The strength of the statement caused Romeo to join him in blushing as they rounded the Jolley Cut. The restaurant sat only a few dozen metres away, perched on the hill above Sam Lawrence Park. Large windows framed the sides of the restaurant looking out towards the escarpment, offering sweeping views of not just Hammer City’s downtown below, but Toronto as well, the skyline lurking on the horizon. Growing up in Berlin and Cambridge as they had, those trips during high school over to Hammer City had left them thinking the twin cities had to be one of the greatest metropolitan areas on the planet. 
In the grand scheme of things they did add up to being significant, but Romeo knew they were nothing next to the true megacities they’d be visiting this winter. Tokyo had more people than all of Canada, and several other cities in Asia weren’t that far behind.
Still, the view in front of him was nothing to complain about.
“I’m glad you remembered this place,” Romeo said as he and Logan got out of the car. “It’s nice to remember what our old goals were.”
“And how some goals haven’t changed,” Logan added, offering Romeo his hand.
It struck Romeo then just how full his life suddenly felt. A bit of fun in the bedroom was one thing. The promise of stability that came with entering long term relationships was another. But to realise those around him really cared... and realising how much he cared about them... it was love. It was something he’d not properly opened his heart to until now, and he was so very glad to have found it.
His life wasn’t just a present. There was a future to want to look forward to.
 
 
Epilogue
 
 
 
The East Asia Tour was now a blur behind her. Laying in her hotel suite bed, Ro (everyone agreed it was just easiest to call her that most of the time) had to admit it had been fun. The Philippines and Malaysia maybe could have gone better, but it things had gone well from there on out. It seemed that most of the countries on the tour got a blast out of the whole genderbending thing. Rubbing elbows with androgynous pop idols in various interviews and talk shows had helped confirm that, even as she’d stumbled through the basics of various languages.
All the practicalities of the water effects and swapping back and forth on stage had been ironed out by Hà Nôi and had gone over delightfully after that. Especially in Japan.
Now, though... she was more than a little fried. Especially as the whole polycule had come along, Mario and Teddy stumbling their way into helping out security and the transport teams. Which was nice, but trying to juggle touring and four romantic partners was a bit too much for her brain after so many weeks on the road.
A soft knock on the door drew her out of her spacing. Crossing the large and really quite luxurious Chengdu hotel sweet, she cracked the door open to find Jovita out front of it.
“Hey. Logan tells me your brain is at least 50% melted,” she said.
Ro nodded. “Probably more like 70%... why?”
“What do you say to unplugging for a week or two? I’ve got a nice little hike booked, up in the Tibetan plateau,” Jovita said. “The air is fresh and cool up there. It would be lonely to do alone, but hiking isn’t really JK’s thing and you’re my next closest friend in the band.”
The promise of fresh cool air was very tempting, having been dealing with muggy June weather in lowland China. Especially when the alternative was returning to muggy June weather in Southern Ontario instead.
“I wouldn’t be opposed to it,” Ro said, feeling slightly unsure about the sudden proposal. “There’s no way Rachel is fine with me disappearing for two weeks, though.”
“She is,” Jovita replied, the tall woman offering a smile that would have been suspicious from anyone else. Jovita, though, had always been rather trustworthy. “Already checked it over with her. It took a little haggling, but I never ask her for much.”
“Huh... well, I’m not sure about how everyone else would feel about me being gone,” Ro mumbled.
“It would be a good test for the polycule, wouldn’t it? To make sure everyone gets along and it isn’t just running off of your charisma? Plus, everyone would trust me with you, since I have the double protections of being aro and ace,” Jovita explained. “And I’m big enough to keep you separated from anyone else.”
To emphasize the point she flexed, her arms thicker than Ro’s thighs. It was both a tragedy that Jovita was aro-ace, so that Ro could never date her, and a blessing so that any other sapphic within 50km of her could get a girlfriend.
“Alright. Well, you seem to have everything worked out already, so... why not? I don’t get out into the bush nearly enough.”
“Yay! I’m so glad you’ve agreed!” Jovita said, clasping her hands and shaking them up and down with enthusiasm.
 
-
 
If Ro had realised quite how early he’d have to be dragged out of bed the next morning to meet up with their guide then he might not have agreed to things. As it was, he was blinking sleep out of his eyes while nursing an energy drink. At least it was early enough that the suburban parking lot was sticky with humidity but not yet hot.
Their ride was some sort of a minibus that had been converted into something half resembling a mobile home. The vehicle definitely did not seem like it would be road legal in Canada, and Ro had to wonder if it was actually legal in China either. The woman who drove it seemed nice, though. Even if she barely spoke any English and was instead conversing with Jovita in a language that Ro was reasonably certain wasn’t a dialect of Chinese. Something close to Chinese, but they’d heard enough on this tour to think he had some idea about the limits of the large umbrella label of ‘Chinese’.
Sitting there for a few minutes as Jovita worked out some last minute specifics, Ro raised an eyebrow at one word he swore he heard a few times. He hadn’t even realised his ears had been listening for it until he heard it, but once he did he found himself having flashbacks to a joke not too long before the tour started.
Once he and Jovita had clambered aboard the mini bus, shoving their suitcases under the built-in bunk beds, he leaned over to ask her a quiet question.
“I swear I heard the term ‘Amazons’ in your conversation,” he whispered as they turned onto a highway.
“It was ‘Amazonas’, actually,” Jovita said with another one of those smiles that seemed too practiced compared to her normal expressions. “People never seem to realise how far Sao Paulo is from the Amazon rainforest. Our guide was just curious about my outdoors experience.”
“Ah... right. That makes sense,” Ro mumbled, suddenly feeling self conscious. “With how she’s dressed and everything, she, uh... isn’t Han, isn’t she?”
“Oh, no. No. She’s Mosuo. They’re probably a branch of Tibetans, though there’s a bit of debate,” Jovita replied.
Nodding, Ro was about to ask about how Jovita had known whatever language it was the woman spoke when they rounded a turn to reveal a particularly impressive mountain ahead. The landscape began to grow more impressive from then on out, distracting Ro from his original questions.
 
-
 
Three weeks without Romeo had an interesting effect on the polycule’s dynamics. Rachel and Mario largely split off to act like a couple, while Logan found himself hanging out with Teddy a fair bit. She was lots of fun, and devoured any embarrassing high school stories about Romeo with glee. 
Still, it wasn’t ever going to be romantic with the incompatible genders and sexualities, so the pair of them were left pining for Ro together from time to time.
The wait was finally over, though. Ro and Jovita were both due back on the next plane from Beijing any minute now. The entire polycule was assembled to wait for them, along with Frankie, Beata, and little Roza. While Ro hadn’t asked for any parental status, it seemed Beata had interpreted that as ‘close member of the extended family’. At least as much as she could this early on, while Roza was still more or less a potato.
A cute potato that also cried sometimes, but a potato.
All in all it meant the only one missing from the band was JK, who was up at his Rez visiting family. Which was fair. It wasn’t any sort of official band event.
Thinking about the tiny baby and how happy Beata seemed to be to have her (while Frankie mostly looked slightly overwhelmed by parenthood) Logan found himself wondering if he had any desire in being a father. He’d usually postponed the thoughts when they occurred to him, but they now felt much more present. 
Further thoughts were interrupted by Jovita and Ro both stepping out of the arrivals area. Both of them looked exhausted, but there was no surprise in that with how long their flight was. Just as it was no surprise Ro was female, to make better use of the leg room on the flight (while Jovita had surely suffered with her height, even flying business class). Despite the tiredness, though, Jovita was beaming away. Ro, though... looked shell shocked in a manner somewhat similar to Frankie. Either way, the pair hurried over through the crowd of other arrivals, glad that privately taking a commercial flight the way they had meant no press presence. 
Hellos were exchanged, along with hugs, before any more significant words were exchanged. 
“So, how are you both?” Rachel asked, taking charge as she usually did.
“Pregnant!” Jovita said with a chipper tone.
The confused blinks from the welcoming party were almost audible.
“P-pardon?” Logan managed to ask.
“You got her pregnant!?” Rachel asked, turning to Ro. “Without running the idea past any of us?”
“No,” Ro mumbled, slowly shaking her head.
“You asked how we ‘both’ were,” Jovita added.
“Uh... but you do not have... did I miss you getting that surgery when we were in Thailand?” Mario asked.
“That doesn’t—Ro would have been bed bound for weeks for bottom surgery and I don’t think they’ve worked out womb transplants yet,” Logan explained. 
He’d paid some attention to the subject since he’d have been more than happy to ditch his own as soon as he had the chance, but he didn’t keep up with cutting edge research.
“No, it’s because someone,” Ro said, pointing her thumb at Jovita. “Decided to use me as a dowsing rod... and to hide from us all that she was actually an Amazon this whole time.”
“She’s a—wait, dowsing rod? How does that...” Logan muttered, trying to make the two ideas fit together.
“You don’t still do the killing men bit, right?” Mario squeaked while hiding behind Teddy.
“No, we never did that. Everyone always thinks we did, though, so we tend to hide our ancestry,” Jovita said, before turning to Ro. “And I’ve already apologized... but, you’d found one magical spring. I figured either your luck or the magic on you would make things easier. And I was right.”
Logan found himself staring at Ro, an eyebrow raised. He knew he wasn’t the only one, Frankie leaning over his shoulder.
“Apparently there’s an old one from Chinese folklore that something called the ‘women’s kingdom’ in China used to get pregnant in an all female society... that didn’t actually have any connections to the Amazons, but their descendants have made friends with their descendants since. It was in Journey to the West and everything. The spring was lost at some point when the kingdom fell... hence Jovita using me as a dowsing rod, since I was already under one type of water magic,” Ro mumbled. “And now I’m pregnant. As well as doomed to have a c-section scar...”
“She keeps complaining, but we actually still knew where the magical cave that undid the pregnancies was and she refused to use it,” Jovita explained. 
“Well, yeah. This is the only way for me to actually carry a kid and it’s giving me all sorts of gender feelings,” Ro said, blushing slightly. “But it’s also a bit of an unplanned surprise.”
“So you’re going to be stuck as a woman for the next nine months?” Rachel asked.
Nodding, Logan couldn’t help but feel some concern for Ro. That was surely going to be rough some days. Still, he was ready to provide Romeo with all necessary support. The same was likely true of the rest of the polycule.
“What? No?” Ro replied, sounding honestly confused. “I don’t have the bits either way, so it doesn’t matter. So far I’ve swapped to guy mode, like, four times since drinking from that spring. Still plenty preggers. Apparently that thing works on anyone.”
The rest of the polycule exchanged looks that told Logan they were all also going to need a few more minutes to process all of that. The confusion did not seem to extend to Beata, however, who had heard enough to decide it was time to wrap the freshly pregnant duo in a whirlwind of advice from someone who had just gone through the process. 
Slowly processing the bizarreness of it all, Logan found himself simply shaking his head. How did Ro manage to be in the centre of so much chaos?
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