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	First edition.


To my mother, who taught me to read;

	To my family, who taught me to love;

	To the world, who taught me to write.


The Enchanted Forest,
Part the First:
Heading Out

	I wiped my mouth with a napkin. “This was delicious. Thanks, Mom.”

	“Yeah, I agree,” my dad nodded. “It was great.”

	Mom smiled. “My pleasure.”

	“I’ll put some coffee on,” I said, getting up from the table. As I busied myself with loading up the espresso machine, my dad spoke up.

	“So, tomorrow morning I have some free time, and I was thinking about doing some work on my car,” he said, giving me a significant look. “You wanna help out?”

	“I’d love to,” I replied, “but tomorrow I can’t. I’m leaving just after breakfast; I’m going hiking with the girls, we’re spending a full week camping out in the woods.”

	Dad frowned. “That’s news to me,” he said.

	“I think I told you several times over the past few weeks,” I replied, as I started the coffee maker. “I’m pretty sure I did.”

	“He did tell you,” Mom interjected. “Several times. I heard him.”

	Dad’s frown deepened. “Must’ve missed it. Can’t you delay it? Leave the day after tomorrow instead of tomorrow?”

	I shook my head. “I can’t, we’ve been planning this trip for a couple months now. Everything is booked and paid for, I can’t back out now.”

	Dad held my gaze as I placed a cup of espresso in front of him, then slowly nodded. “Alright. But you know I don’t like it. Hanging around a buncha girls will make you go soft, son.”

	I sighed exasperatedly. “Dad, we’ve been over this. Multiple times. All my friends are girls, yes. So what?” I gave Mom her cup of coffee, then grabbed mine and sat down at the table. “How am I going to go soft if I go hiking?”

	“You go hiking with girls,” my dad said. “Not a man in sight. Seriously. Sometimes I wonder if you’re gay.”

	I bristled a bit. “Okay, first of all, even if I were gay, there’d be nothing wrong with that. And second: I’m going to spend a week camping, alone in the woods, with three girls… and you think that makes me gay?”

	Dad blinked. “Well, uh…”

	“He got you there,” Mom said with a smirk.

	“Don’t you start too, honey,” Dad said, raising a finger in warning. “I’m just worried, is all.”

	“Well then, stop worrying, Dad,” I said. “I’m already eighteen, I can take care of myself.”

	The look he gave me clearly meant ‘No you can’t, you’re still a kid,’ but I just ignored it.

	“Listen… we’ll work on the car together next week, okay?” I conceded. “It’s only June, we’ve got plenty of time before summer is over and I have to leave for college. I’m on vacation. Let me enjoy it. Please.”

	Dad reluctantly nodded. “Okay. Next week, then. I’ll hold you to it.”

	I nodded back, then drained my coffee cup in a single gulp, and got up from the table. “I’m going upstairs to my room to pack,” I said.

	As I reached the stairs, I stopped for a moment, listening to Mom and Dad talking.

	“Come on, darling, he’s fine. He’s a good boy. Don’t worry,” Mom said.

	“He doesn’t have a single male friend, Edith. Not one. All his friends are girls. What am I supposed to think?”

	“That he’s a handsome playboy Casanova,” Mom replied, and I cringed at that.

	“And that hair! Why doesn’t he cut it? It’s longer than most girls’!”

	“Well…” Mom began, but I just walked upstairs and didn’t hear the rest.

	So what if I only hung out with girls? So what if I liked having long hair, and taking care of it? There was absolutely nothing wrong with that.

	And that… That thing about me being a Casanova? Yeah, as if. Truth to be told, I feared talking to girls about love stuff. I was afraid they would tell me I wasn’t ‘enough of a boy’ like I, secretly, felt I was.

	I grabbed a pillow and flung it at the bed.

	I didn’t even like myself that much. How could someone else like me?

	Well, except Hanna, maybe. She’d told me repeatedly she liked me, but she clearly meant it as a friend. Obviously. While I, secretly, liked her as something more.

	I sighed deeply. Ah well, no reason to keep thinking about this and make myself sad as a result. I just pushed it all out of my mind, and got to packing for the trip.

	―

	“Good Morning, Sam,” my friend Hanna said as I joined her on the station’s platform. “Did you sleep well?”

	“Yeah,” I said, rubbing my face.

	She cocked her head to the side. “You sure?” she asked. “Because you don’t look so good.”

	“I just had another discussion with my dad this morning, is all,” I replied. “And one yesterday at lunch, too.”

	“Ah.”

	“Yeah, ‘Ah’ is right,” I smiled. “He still doesn’t like you. Or, rather, he doesn’t like that I’m friends with you…”

	“…Because I’m a girl, and boys should be friends with boys and girls should be friends with girls,” Hanna concluded; we’d had this conversation many times before.

	“Right,” I nodded. “But I put my foot down – yet again – and told him to cut it out. I hope he does.”

	“You know he won’t,” Hanna said.

	“I know, but what can ya do?” I replied. “Oh, the train is here.”

	We climbed aboard the train and found some seats, and the conversation switched subjects from there, to focus on the trip. As we’d planned we’d be joined by Jodie, one of our classmates, and Jodie’s girlfriend Lydia; they boarded the train one and two stations after ours, respectively, and sat down next to us.

	“Alright,” I said once we’d all assembled. “Let’s go over this again. We get off at the thirteenth station, and then we’ll get right to hiking. Jodie’s got the map and the compass,” Jodie nodded at that, “and we’ll make our way to our first campsite. And then, tomorrow morning, to the next one, and to the next one, and so on. A full thru-hike, over seven days.” I looked around at them. “I’ve done stuff like this a couple times before, and I need to warn you, it’ll be difficult. Last chance to back out: we can just stay in the first camp and hang out there for a week if you don’t feel up for it.”

	“Nah, it’s fine,” Jodie said. “Lydia and I have trained pretty hard for this. We both have plenty of stamina, and our boots are properly broken in, like you said.”

	“Okay,” I said. “Just checking. Then we can just sit back and relax, it’ll be like an hour before our stop.”

	There was a chorus of agreement, and we started chatting about just anything. Meanwhile, I found myself looking at Hanna, stealing glances at her, and smiling.

	Hanna was my childhood friend, we’d basically grown up together: we were in the same classes at school, had the same interests, and played the same games. She’d always been by my side, and because of that, it had taken me a while to realise that I really, really liked her. I had, like, the hugest, stupidest crush on my friend.

	But our days together were about to be over. We’d recently graduated high school, and we’d chosen different college tracks, so we wouldn’t be meeting each other in class any longer. We wouldn’t be able to see each other as much as we did before.

	So secretly, deep in my heart, I made a resolution: before this trip was over, I would tell Hanna how I really felt about her.


The Enchanted Forest,
Part the Second:
No, Your Other Left

	“Are you sure this is the right way, Jodie?” I asked. “There’s supposed to be a path, but I don’t see it.”

	Guided by Jodie – who’d taken charge as soon as we’d disembarked the train, pulling out the map and compass – we’d been walking for the best part of the day, stopping for lunch (sandwiches brought from home) before resuming our hike in the afternoon. Slowly the path we’d been following had disappeared into the undergrowth, but Jodie was undeterred and fully convinced we were on the right track, so she’d guided us through an ever-deepening forest; now it was late afternoon, with no exit to the woods in sight. We were supposed to be at the first campsite by then, but we hadn’t reached it yet.

	“I… I think this is the right way? I’m pretty sure,” Jodie said, though she didn’t sound sure, not even one bit.

	“Can I see the map?” I asked, and unlike the previous two times I’d asked her, Jodie conceded and showed me the map.

	“See here?” she said, pointing towards a path she’d drawn on the map with a red pencil. “This is the path we took, here we stopped for lunch,” she tapped the map, “and now we should be… here.” She tapped the map again.

	“Only we aren’t,” Lydia said.

	“Yeah, we aren’t,” Jodie sighed. “I don’t understand. Clearly I did something wrong, but I followed the planned route exactly. I followed the compass.” She held it up.

	I looked at the compass, and then at Jodie, and got a sinking feeling.

	“Um. Jodie,” I said.

	“Yeah?”

	“That’s a topographic compass. It’s different from the one you usually bring. Where’s that one?” I asked.

	“Oh, it fell and broke as I was unpacking last time,” she replied. “But it’s fine, I borrowed this from my brother.” She noticed my look, and said, “Sam. Honestly, I know how to take a bearing, it’s fine.”

	I took a deep breath. “Jodie. Topographic compasses work differently than normal ones.”

	She blinked. “They do?”

	I nodded. “They do. Show me how you took those bearings.”

	She looked at me for a moment, then nodded back. “So you see, I hold the compass up like this… Then spin in place until the north needle matches this big arrow here… And then turn this dial until the little arrow points at my reference point, and I read the angle.” She looked up at me. “Simple.”

	I facepalmed.

	“Jodie… I’m sorry, but that’s the exact wrong way to go about that,” I said.

	She looked at me, unsure. “It is?”

	“Yeah. You need to point the big arrow at the reference point, and then align the small arrow with the north needle.” I sighed. “Basically you turned the dial in the opposite direction, and took the wrong bearing.”

	Jodie looked down at the compass. “Oh.”

	I sighed again. “Yeah.”

	“So wait, what does this mean?” Lydia said. “Are we lost?”

	Hanna nodded. “Yeah, it definitely sounds like we’re lost.”

	Jodie looked like she was on the verge of tears. “I’m sorry, you guys. I really should’ve looked up how this thing works before leaving.”

	Lydia placed a reassuring hand on her shoulder. “Jodie, don’t worry, it’s fine. Really. No one got hurt, and we can get back on track easily enough.” She looked up at me. “We can, can’t we?”

	“Yeah, we can,” I replied. “Only, not this afternoon. It’s already too late, we’ll need to find a place to make camp for the night and start again in the morning. Hold on, I’ll call the campsite, I’ll tell them we’ll be one day late.”

	I pulled my cellphone out from my pocket and turned it on, then frowned at the screen. “Weird. No reception. There’s supposed to be good coverage here.” I looked at my friends. “Try yours?”

	They all pulled their phones out, and for all of them the result was the same: no reception.

	“What do we do now?” Jodie asked.

	“Like Sam said, we find a place to make camp for the night. It’s fine even if we don’t warn the campsite, worst case scenario they declare us overdue and send out search parties,” Hanna said with a smirk.

	Jodie frowned. “It’s not funny.”

	Hanna’s smirk vanished. “No, I suppose not.”

	“In any case, getting here was easy,” I said. “Getting back will be just as easy, we just need to backtrack. Let’s just keep going a bit further for now, see if we find a good place where we can stop.”

	My friends all nodded, and I took charge, walking ahead of them through the woods; it took a while, but soon we found the perfect place: a small clearing – flat, grassy ground, sitting right next to a tiny stream from which we could get water.

	“This looks like a good place,” I said. “Let’s stop here.”

	Hanna let her backpack drop to the ground, and stretched. “Alright, let’s split duties here. We three pitch the tents, you make dinner, Sam.”

	I nodded. I knew for sure both Hanna and Jodie knew how to pitch a tent, and they’ll be able to teach Lydia; meanwhile, I was a pretty good cook – I liked cooking, it was one of my hobbies – so I could make up something scrumptious. “Alright,” I said. “Lydia, can you give me the camping stove?”

	Lydia looked at me in surprise. “Huh? What? Was I supposed to bring it?”

	“Uh… Yeah?” I replied. “You offered to do so when we had our last planning meeting last week. You said you had one at home.”

	She looked at me for a few moments, and then swore. “Fuck. I knew I’d forgotten something. You know how you get this feeling in the back of your head, telling you, ‘You forgot something?’ Would be useful if it would tell you what exactly you forgot.” She sighed. “So, no stove. What do we do now?”

	I shrugged. “No biggie, I’ll build a fire and cook on that. We’ll have to scrub the pans harder because of the smoke blackening them, but it’s not that different, really.”

	“Alright,” Lydia nodded. “Can I leave you to it?”

	“Yeah, sure. You go help the others. Shoo, shoo,” I said with a smile; she smiled back, and she was off.

	I sighed, and set to build a fire: I knew how to do it, and I’d done it before, so I was done pretty quickly – I just had to clear the forest floor from any debris that could catch on fire and burn out of control, and build a ring of stones, and then build the fire itself, but it only took me about thirty minutes to do so. Then I placed the pot on the fire, and dumped the ingredients in.

	“Dinner’s ready!” I called out; my three friends rejoined me next to the campfire, and we gobbled down the stew I’d prepared.

	“So, how’s sleeping arrangements?” I asked. “Saw you only pitched up two tents.”

	“No need in making an effort for more,” Hanna replied. “After all, we’ll be here only for one night.” I nodded in acknowledgment, and she continued, “So Lydia and Jodie are in one tent, and you’re bunking with me.”

	I blinked. “With you? Are you sure?”

	“Why wouldn’t I be sure?”

	“Well, you know…” I hesitated; I always hated having to say stuff like this. “I’m a man.”

	“You’re not a man,” Hanna chuckled, giving me a weird feeling in the pit of my stomach. “You’re my friend. And I trust you.”

	I found myself smiling. “Thank you,” I said.

	“Don’t mention it, Sam,” Hanna replied. “So, shall we get to sleep?”

	“Yeah,” I said. “Just leave the pot and plates and cutlery in the stream, they’ll soak overnight. I’ll scrub them tomorrow morning.”

	My friends nodded, and stood up. I gathered my things and placed my backpack inside the tent, then stepped right outside to enjoy the brisk air of dusk for a bit. It was late June, so it was past nine PM; the day had been a wash, but somehow I didn’t mind it.

	“Are you coming?” Hanna asked; I looked inside the tent, and I saw that she was already tucked into her sleeping bag, clearly waiting for me.

	“Yeah, I’m coming,” I said.

	I started to turn around, but then I saw something out of the corner of my eye. Something small and white, darting between two trees, just at the edge of the clearing. I turned my head to look, and peered carefully at where I’d seen the movement.

	“What is it?” Hanna said. “Did you see something?”

	“Maybe? I’m not sure,” I replied. “If I did, it was probably just a critter. We won’t have to worry as long as we’re inside the tents.”

	I knew for a fact there were no bears or wolves or other dangerous animals around those parts, and what I’d seen – if I had seen anything – was way too small anyway. It wasn’t anything that could give us trouble.

	I stepped inside the tent and zipped the entrance up behind me; then I got settled in my sleeping bag, and tried to fall asleep.

	Despite being tired from the day, sleep didn’t come easy; I kept hearing some rustling around the tent, like small creatures wandering about, but once again I pushed that out of my mind – even though we were lost, we were completely safe.

	Though I did hear something weird right as I was falling asleep. It sounded like… giggling?


The Enchanted Forest,
Part the Third:
The Seelie Queen

	I slowly woke up, though I waited a bit before opening my eyes.

	Truth to be told, I was still very tired from the previous day, and I really wanted to lie in for a bit, but I realised we had to get moving: if I fell back asleep, it would be at least a couple hours before I woke up again, and we had to get going soon if we wanted to make good time. I wasn’t sure if the girls would wake up on time on their own, so it was up to me to set the schedule.

	I reluctantly cracked my eyes a fraction of an inch: the inside of the tent was still pretty dark, but I could see some light filtering in through the canvas. Apparently, it was already past dawn.

	I tried to roll over so I could unzip my sleeping bag, but found that I couldn’t: during the night, Hanna had apparently snuggled up to me, and I smiled at that. God, I was really in love with her. I once again resolved, before this trip was over, to tell her how I felt about her.

	I slowly shuffled away from Hanna, who mumbled a bit in her sleep but didn’t wake up; then I slid out of my sleeping bag and carefully, without waking my friend up, got dressed in my day clothes and tied my long hair back. Then, just as carefully, I stepped over Hanna and left the tent, walking over to the nearby stream.

	As I washed my face, I thought about the previous day: we’d walked a whole lot, but ended up God knew where, nowhere near our destination. Today would be all about backtracking, so hopefully we could get where we needed to be while it was still light out. I sighed and stretched; ah well, no need to be mad about it – the past is the past, it’s no use trying to change it. Let’s think about breakfast for the moment.

	Kneeling over the firepit, I quickly cleared away the coals and half-burned branches from the previous evening, and then just as quickly I built a pyramid-shaped fire, putting some paper as kindling at the heart of it. Then, absent-mindedly, I started patting my pockets.

	“Where did I put my lighter?” I muttered under my breath.

	“Wait, let me help you,” said a voice; there was the noise of fingers snapping, and the kindling caught fire with a crackling sound.

	“Oh, thanks,” I said.

	Then I froze.

	What the…?

	I turned my head, and found myself face to face with a girl. A tiny girl, barely four or five inches tall, who was wearing a form-fitting white dress; she was floating about two feet off the ground, lazily flapping her wings as she looked at me, smiling.

	I blinked. Once, then twice, then three times, then I rubbed my eyes, but no dice: the girl was still there.

	“Uh…” I said. “Hi?”

	“Hi!” she exclaimed. “What are you doing here?”

	I was so startled that my mouth started moving and I answered the question, almost automatically. “We were hiking through the woods, one of my friends read the map wrong, and we ended up here.”

	“So you’re lost? Oh, that’s a shame,” she said, frowning. “Hold on, I know who can help you! I’ll go call the Queen.”

	Before I could say anything she flew away – surprisingly fast, given her small size – and vanished into the forest.

	I just sat there, stunned, for a few moments; then I sprung to my feet, and ran towards the tents. “Girls! Girls, wake up!” I shouted at the top of my lungs. “Wake up!” I repeated, quickly unzipping both tents and letting the light of morning spill inside.

	The girls sat up, still in their sleeping bags, and looked at me blearily. “Sam? What the hell? What’s the matter?” Jodie asked.

	“Okay, I know you’re not gonna believe me, but I just saw a fairy,” I said.

	“You saw what?” Lydia said, and she barely suppressed a yawn. “Sam, are you sure you didn’t dream it?”

	“I didn’t dream it!” I protested. “I really saw her! She snapped her fingers to get the fire started! Then she ran away – she flew away – saying she was going to call the Queen.”

	By then, the three girls were climbing out of the tents; I saw Jodie and Lydia were giving me identical, bewildered stares.

	“Sam, seriously,” Lydia said. “Is this a prank? Did you seriously think we would buy it?”

	“It’s not a prank, I swear,” I replied. “I really saw her!”

	“What did she look like?” Hanna asked sharply; I turned to look at her, and saw that she was giving me a really serious look – I’d never seen her like that before.

	Jodie laughed. “What the hell, Hanna? Are you in on the prank too?”

	“This isn’t a prank,” Hanna said, her voice deadly serious. “We could all be in terrible danger. Answer me, Sam: what did she look like?”

	I blinked, taken aback, but tried to remember the encounter. “Uh… About this tall,” I said, gesturing with my hands. “She was wearing a white dress, and she had long hair and wings.”

	“What kind of wings? Butterfly wings or bird wings? What colour was her hair, gold or silver?” Hanna asked.

	“I’m… not sure? It all happened so fast,” I replied. “Bird wings, maybe?”

	“Okay,” Hanna breathed out. “Okay, that’s good. Well, no, not good. But not terrible. Alright–”

	She was cut off by a small, high pitched shout. “Hey there! Miss!”

	We turned our heads to look at the source of the voice, and saw the fairy flying straight towards us; out of the corner of my eye I saw Jodie and Lydia’s mouths fall open, while Hanna was staring intently at the tiny girl as she approached us. I briefly wondered why she’d called me ‘miss,’ but then realised she could’ve been talking about any of us four; also, with my long hair (the longest in our group, actually) and lack of beard, I probably did look like a girl at a distance, and I didn’t mind her mistaking me for one – why would I? It was an honest mistake.

	“Hi! I’m back!” the fairy said. “I brought the Queen!”

	She turned and gestured as a tall woman strode out of the woods into the clearing, about twenty metres away from us: She had golden hair, same as the fairy, and She was wearing a white dress, too, only Hers came down to Her ankles. Her face had sharp features, and Her beauty was almost otherworldly; She didn’t walk towards us as much as glide, as if She was standing an inch off the ground.

	“Crap,” I heard Hanna say under her voice. “Listen, y’all, don’t say anything. Let me speak, I know how to handle this. I hope.”

	“You… You what?” Jodie asked.

	“Quiet, I said!” Hanna shushed her.

	The tall woman moved towards us, and stopped a few paces away; She joined her hands together in front of Her and smiled.

	“Greetings, my ladies,” She said in a melodious voice. “We are Ainslie, Queen and Ruler of this Realm. May We have your names?”

	I felt a strange draw, almost a compulsion to answer ‘yes’: I was about to, but then Hanna held up her hand, and I remembered what she said, so I remained silent.

	“Greetings and salutations, Your Majesty, Queen Ainslie,” Hanna said, stepping forward. “My name is mine, and mine alone: I am Hanna of the House MacKenzie of Dùn Èideann. My companions and I offer our apologies for trespassing upon these grounds. This transgression was not intended; we have simply taken a wrong turn. We ask for Your forgiveness.”

	The Queen inclined Her head slightly. “You speak well, Hanna of the House MacKenzie,” She said. “And We remember your House fondly; long has friendship flourished between our peoples.”

	Hanna bowed deeply. “My companions and I thank you, Your Majesty, for Your kind words,” she said. “Always shall our homes be open to You and Your subjects, should You need assistance or just a place to rest.” She made a strange gesture, and suddenly a bottle of whisky – fine whisky at that, looked like an Islay – appeared in her hands: she offered it to the Queen, saying, “Please accept this gift as proof of our friendship.”

	Queen Ainslie took the liquor from Hanna’s hands, and bowed Her head. “We thank you, Hanna of the House MacKenzie, and We thank your companions; your gift is accepted with gratitude, and your trespassing forgiven. You are welcome in Our Realm for as long as you wish to stay.”

	She ran Her eyes over our group, then She turned around and walked away, gliding back into the woods, the tiny fairy following close behind Her.


The Enchanted Forest,
Part the Fourth:
Making Friends

	After a few moments, Hanna’s shoulders slumped, and she let out a deep breath, almost a sigh.

	“Okay,” she said, closing her eyes and massaging her temples. “That went… Well, that couldn’t have gone better, honestly. She was clearly from a Seelie Court, and now we have Her permission to stay, so we won’t need to watch ourselves from the Fair Folk until we leave.” She turned to face us, and saw the look we were giving her. “What?” she asked.

	“What the fuck was that?” Jodie exclaimed. “The Fair Folk? I mean, was that… Was that a Fae?”

	Hanna sighed again. “Yeah, She was,” she replied. “One of the nicest ones, actually. But you’re still lucky I was here with you.”

	“How did you know what to say?” I asked. “And what was that thing with the bottle? Where did that come from?”

	“Well. Um,” Hanna said; she seemed suddenly embarrassed, and looked away, not meeting our eyes. “Well, you see, the bottle came from my backpack. Short-range object-moving spell. I was planning to share it with you guys on our last night out, but our survival is more important, don’t you think?”

	“Our survival?” Lydia said. “Do you really think She would’ve hurt us?”

	Hanna shook her head. “Not deliberately, no. As I said, She’s one of the nice ones. But the Fae tend to be mischievous, and have very different social rules than humans, so what amounts to a harmless prank to them could be really bad, even deadly, for us.”

	“How do you know all this?” I asked, bewildered. “How can you do spells? For that matter, how did you know what to say to Her?”

	“Weeeeeell…” Hanna mumbled, drawing out the vowel, and looking down at the ground. “I’m kinda sorta… a witch?” When she noticed our startled reaction, she quickly waved her hands in front of her. “Not officially, of course, I chose not to continue the family business, I left that to my sister; but I still got some basic training as a kid, and some stuff I learned from reading my parents’ books and hearing stories as I was growing up. Never thought I’d get to use any of it.” She chuckled. “And then we just had to go and wander into an Enchanted Forest completely by accident, what are the chances of that?”

	There was a moment of silence as we digested what she’d said, then Lydia asked, “So what you’re saying is… magic is real? Witches and wizards and fairies and dragons and stuff… everything is real?”

	“Yeah, it is,” Hanna replied. “And I’ll be grateful if you’ll avoid speaking of it. Because it’s a secret, you see. Very hush hush.”

	“And what do we get in return for keeping silent?” I asked; Hanna’s head whipped around to look at me, but when she saw I was smirking cheekily, she smiled in turn.

	“Well, we’re already behind schedule, thanks to someone I won’t mention,” she replied, and Jodie hmpf-ed at the barb, “but I was thinking we could just do some tourism around here today, and then we’ll get back on track tomorrow. It’s not every day you get a chance to get a guided tour of an Enchanted Forest. What do you say?”

	“Sounds good,” Lydia nodded. “When do we start?”

	At that, Hanna’s and Jodie’s stomachs growled in unison.

	“Right after breakfast, I’d say,” I said with a laugh. “Come on, you three go change, I’ll fry up some bacon and eggs.”

	As the girls walked back to the tents, I made my way to the firepit: the fire I’d started earlier, left forgotten in the chaos of the situation, was still smouldering, not having gone out completely. I added some fuel and got it started again, waited a while for the flames to die down, then placed a frying pan on the embers; after it had heated up, I carefully placed several slices of bacon in it.

	“What are you doing?”

	I turned around; the fairy I’d met earlier was perched on a log, a couple metres away, and she’d brought friends: about half a dozen tiny winged girls were looking intently at me.

	“Hi again,” I said with a smile. “I’m just making some food.”

	One of the small creatures took flight, and began hovering in circles above the frying pan, where the bacon was happily sizzling away. “This is food?” she asked. “Where are the flowers?”

	“You eat flowers?” I said.

	“Sort of. They eat nectar from the flowers. They call it ambrosia,” Hanna’s voice said; I turned around again, and saw her, Jodie, and Lydia walking towards me, fully dressed and ready for the day; Lydia and Jodie were looking wide-eyed at the fairies.

	“Hello there,” Lydia said, crouching next to the log and smiling. “What should I call you?”

	The fairies looked uncertainly at each other.

	“You don’t have to tell us, little friends,” Hanna said. Then she turned to us and continued: “Rule number one: never ask someone magical for their name. Rule number two: never give a truthful answer when they ask you for yours, unless you’re absolutely certain you can word it in a way that won’t accidentally give ownership of your name away. And even then, think twice about it.”

	“Noted,” Jodie nodded.

	“Food’s almost ready,” I said, as I removed the bacon from the pan and cracked a few eggs in the hot fat. “Grab your plates, y’all.”

	In short order the eggs were cooked, and we sat down cross-legged on the ground; the fairies took flight from the log and settled down on our shoulders as we ate.

	“I like your hair!” one of them said. “It’s so smooth and shiny, like eagle feathers! And it’s so long!”

	I blushed at the compliment. “Thank you.”

	The tiny girl glanced off to the side, then looked back up at me. “Can we braid it?” she asked.

	“Uh…” I replied, taken aback. They wanted to braid my hair?

	“Please?”

	I looked at their tiny faces, looking up at me pleadingly, and I sighed. “Alright,” I said.

	As one, the fairies cheered, and then they practically swarmed me, getting to work on my hair as I ate; out of the corner of my eye, I saw Hanna smirk, but I just ignored her.

	Though I had to admit, having someone braid your hair felt really nice.

	A few minutes later we were done eating, and as I gathered the dirty plates and walked to the stream to wash them, I sported an elaborate braid which was wrapped all around the crown of my head, and then descended over the nape of my neck, stopping just above my shoulders: the fairies really had gone all out.

	As I walked back to the tents, I noticed Hanna stealing a glance at me and smirking. “What?” I asked.

	“Oh, nothing really,” she replied. “It’s just that you look really cute with your hair like that.”

	I felt my cheeks redden in a blush. “It’s not what I would’ve chosen, but it’s practical. It keeps my hair in place, and away from my face.” Then I lowered my voice and added, in a low mumble, “And there’s nothing wrong with me being cute.”

	“Never said there was,” Hanna replied with a smile. “Come on, let’s get the plates stashed away, and then we’ll go exploring.”


The Enchanted Forest,
Part the Fifth:
The Lady and the Unicorn

	“Okay, I’ve told you the first two rules, the ones about names. Don’t forget them,” Hanna said as she walked through the woods ahead of us, and the three of us made a noise of acknowledgement. “Good. Rule number three: no pictures. Sorry, but as I said, magic is still secret.”

	“A badly-kept secret, if you ask me,” I said. “I mean, we’ve all heard stories and legends and stuff about magic and fairies and the Fae…”

	“Yeah,” Hanna said. “But those are just that: stories and legends, no hard proof. Let’s keep it that way.”

	The three of us nodded.

	“Good. Now, rule four: touch nothing in here until I’ve taken a look at it and told you it’s safe to do so. Many things that look innocuous can instead be dangerous.”

	“Like mushrooms?” Jodie piped up.

	Hanna stopped, and turned back. “Mushrooms?” she asked, quirking an eyebrow.

	“Yeah, you know. Like some mushrooms are very tasty while others are poisonous, but they can look very similar and it takes an expert to tell them apart,” Jodie replied.

	“You know, that’s a pretty apt comparison,” Hanna nodded. “Yeah, like mushrooms. What brought that to mind?”

	“If I may hazard a guess,” Lydia said, pointing. We all turned to look: across a few bushes, in a clearing, several huge toadstools were standing; they were quite big, about as tall as my waist, and they had what looked like doors and windows carved into them.

	I blinked, and then laughed. “What is this, a Smurf village?” I said.

	“Smurfs live in mushrooms?” Jodie asked, turning towards me. “I thought they lived in, like, pineapples.”

	“No, that’s Spongebob. How are you getting the two mixed up?” I replied. “Still, the point stands. Who lives here?”

	“We do!” a tiny voice exclaimed, and a fairy fluttered into my field of vision. “This is our home!”

	“Oh, cool,” Lydia said. “Can we take a closer look?”

	“Yeah, this should be fine,” Hanna said. “Go ahead.”

	With a nod, Lydia started walking across the clearing towards the mushrooms, followed closely by Jodie and a small swarm of fairies; they started inspecting the tiny toadstool town, and chatting with the small girls. Hanna and I, on the other hand, sat down on a log at the edge of the clearing, being content to just look.

	“You know, for someone who’s only had a few lessons and read a few books, you sure know an awful lot about this… This,” I said, gesturing vaguely at our surroundings.

	Hanna blushed a bit. “Well, maybe I did some more studying on my own.” I gave her a sceptical look, and she giggled. “Okay, maybe a lot more studying. I mean, can you blame me? This stuff is fascinating.”

	“It is,” I agreed. “And I just love seeing you so enthusiastic about something.”

	“Yeah, like… This is honestly a dream come true,” she replied. “I’ve read lots of stuff, but I’d never imagined I’d actually get to explore an Enchanted Forest. It’s great.”

	“I’m happy for you,” I said; then, suddenly feeling bold, I reached over, grabbed her hand, and gave it a squeeze.

	Hanna turned her head to look at me, and our eyes met; she smiled, and her blush seemed to deepen.

	I took a deep breath.

	“You know, there’s something I’d been meaning to tell you,” I said.

	“Oh?” she said, her eyebrows rising slightly. “What is it?”

	I gulped nervously. Hell, was I really going to do this?

	Yes, I was.

	“Hanna–”

	“Look at that!” Lydia exclaimed suddenly.

	Startled, I turned my head to look at her: she was pointing excitedly at something, and as I followed her finger’s direction with my eyes I felt my breath catch.

	At the other end of the clearing, barely a dozen metres away, a unicorn was walking calmly out of the woods.

	He was a magnificent sight: he was a bit smaller than a horse, but his mane and tail were long and flowing; a pearly horn extended for about two feet from his forehead, and his skin was brilliant white, almost shining.

	He was beautiful.

	“Whoa,” Hanna whispered as she rose to her feet, and I did the same. “Amazing. Unicorns are super rare, almost extinct, for one to be here…” She shook her head. “Okay, girls, remember rule four? You can approach him, but walk slowly, and keep your hands raised to show you mean no harm. Sam…” She sighed. “It’s better if you stay back.”

	I frowned. “What? Why?”

	She turned to me. “Don’t you remember the stories? Unicorns don’t like men.” She smiled sadly. “I’m sorry.”

	I looked at her for a few moments, then sighed. “Alright, I’ll be satisfied with just looking,” I replied. “It’s a shame, though.”

	“Yeah, it is. And it’s a bit sexist if you ask me. But what can you do?” Hanna replied, and shrugged.

	I nodded, and watched as my three friends slowly approached the unicorn, who by then had made his way to the middle of the clearing; each of them in turn walked close to him, one at a time as to not frighten him, and let him smell them and nuzzle their hands a bit.

	Then the unicorn turned his head, and looked directly at me.

	His gaze was mystifying. I felt like a deer in headlights, completely fascinated by those deep blue eyes; I almost didn’t notice it when he started walking towards me, tilting his head this and that way, as if studying me. I blinked in surprise, still glued to the spot.

	“Uh… What? Why is he coming closer, Hanna?” I asked.

	“I don’t know,” Hanna replied in a whisper. “He shouldn’t be doing that.”

	“What do I do?” I said, putting a bit of urgency in my voice and raising my hands to show the creature I meant no harm, like Hanna had said.

	“I don’t know,” Hanna repeated. “Just… Don’t move. Stay there. Try not to startle him.”

	I nodded, just a tiny bit, and gulped as the unicorn walked closer and closer, still looking at me as if he was puzzled. After a few moments he reached me, and just stood there, eyeballing me.

	Then he leaned forward, and gave one of my hands a deep sniff.

	He whinnied softly, snorted, and, seemingly satisfied, he stepped closer and nuzzled his nose against my chest. I slowly reached down, and caressed his mane: the hair felt silky under my fingers.

	“I… I thought you said unicorns didn’t like men,” I whispered.

	“I did,” Hanna replied. “According to everything I’ve read, they don’t even let men get close, let alone approach them themselves. This doesn’t make any sense.”

	I smiled. “Even if it doesn’t, I’m still glad,” I said. “Oh, goodbye,” I added, as the unicorn turned around and began walking away from me; my friends walked around him, giving him a wide berth, and stood by my side. “This was an amazing experience.”

	“It really was,” Jodie said, and Lydia nodded in agreement. As for me, I just turned my head to look at Hanna; when she met my eyes, we both smiled warmly.

	“What did you want to tell me?” Hanna asked.

	“What?” I replied.

	“You know,” she said. “Before the unicorn showed up.”

	Suddenly remembering I’d almost confessed my love for her, I blushed. Alright. I gulped. “Well, I was about to say–”

	“Hanna, why’s it rearing up?” Jodie said.

	My head snapped around, and I looked at the unicorn; sure enough, he was rearing up on his hind legs, facing us. As I looked, he put his front hooves back on the ground.

	And charged.

	“Sam, look out!” Lydia shouted, but it was too late: the unicorn’s horn struck me right in the chest, impaling me, and lifting me off my feet. I flew through the air from the impact and landed heavily a few metres away.

	It was the weirdest feeling. It barely hurt; instead, I felt light, almost as if my soul was leaving my body. I found myself completely relaxed, feeling nothing, thinking about nothing, being nothing.

	I briefly wondered if this was what death felt like. I felt light. I felt right.

	Then, suddenly, as if from far away, I heard someone shouting, calling for me. It was… three voices? And they sounded really worried. Why would they be worried about me?

	Oh, right. The unicorn. The horn.

	Realising that brought me back to the present, and my eyes flew open: I found myself staring at the forest canopy, high up above, and below it my friend’s faces – Lydia, Jodie, and Hanna – were looking at me in worry.

	I took a deep, gasping breath.

	“Sam!” Jodie and Lydia said in unison.

	“Sam! Oh my god, Sam, are you alright?” Hanna shouted.

	“I…” I began, then coughed. “I think so? I feel alright, at least.”

	In fact, I felt the most alright I’d ever felt in my entire life. I felt great.

	“What the hell happened?” I asked, pulling myself to a seated position; then I paused. “What’s wrong with my voice?” My voice sounded weird to my ears, as if I’d never heard it before. It was… high-pitched? Almost melodious? What?

	I looked around the clearing: the unicorn was nowhere to be seen, but my three friends were staring at me.

	“Sam…” Lydia began, then stopped.

	“What?” I asked, still in that weird, alien voice.

	“Sam, you’re a girl!” Jodie exclaimed.

	“I’m what?” I said.

	I looked down at myself; my body was still wrapped in my tight-fitting hiking clothes, and I could see it had changed a lot since I’d last checked myself out – my legs were more slender, my hips wider, and most importantly, what definitely looked like a pair of breasts was outlined in the fabric of my shirt.

	“I’m… I’m a girl?” I said, bewildered. I patted my body, pinched my cheek: it hurt, so it was definitely not a dream. “I’m a girl!” I looked up at Hanna. “How the fuck did this happen?” I asked.

	Hanna frowned. “I don’t know. I have no idea how something like this could even happen. I don’t remember reading anything about this.” She paused. “But I know someone who can probably tell us. We’ll get to the bottom of this. Come on, let’s get you back on your feet, up you go.”

	Helped by Lydia and Jodie, she pulled me to my unsteady feet – even my balance was different. This felt weird. But good. Weirdly good?

	Hanna turned right on her heel, and walked to the toadstool town: the fairies were perched on top of the mushrooms, looking at us. She picked one, apparently at random, and marched right up to her.

	“I need to talk to Queen Ainslie. Please bring us to Her.”




The Enchanted Forest,
Part the Sixth:
In the Hall of the Forest Queen

	“We welcome you, Hanna of the House MacKenzie, and We welcome your companions,” Queen Ainslie said as we walked inside Her throne room – a magnificent hall apparently grown out of oak trees, the walls solid, living wood, the branches intertwining to form a ceiling high up above us. “We have been told you wish to speak with Us; what is the matter? Are you not enjoying Our hospitality?”

	“We are, Your Majesty, Queen Ainslie,” Hanna said, bowing her head. “However, there is something we have to discuss with You. Something has happened to one of my companions.” Hanna stopped talking, looking expectantly at the Queen, as if waiting for her permission to continue.

	“Please, do explain,” the Queen nodded.

	Hanna gestured at me. “You see, Your Majesty, my friend has been turned into a girl.”

	Queen Ainslie tilted Her head slightly, and took on a puzzled expression. “We are sorry, but was she not a woman in the first place?”

	“No, he was not,” Hanna said pointedly.

	“Our apologies,” the Queen said. “We sometimes have trouble distinguishing one from the other, especially because of Our True Sight. It is difficult to perceive the inside and the outside separately.”

	I was puzzled; what did Queen Ainslie mean? The outside and the inside?

	I had no time to wonder, though, as the Queen continued immediately: “But do tell Us, how did this happen?”

	Being careful not to leave out any details, Hanna recounted the events of the morning, ending with us meeting the unicorn and the resulting transformation.

	“And as soon as we realised what had happened, we also realised we should seek Your assistance, Your Majesty, for we do not know how this could possibly have come to pass,” Hanna concluded. “Do You happen to know?”

	“Yes, We do know,” the Queen said. “It is simple. The Gift of True Form.”

	“The what?” I asked; Hanna held up a hand, and I remembered what she’d told us before we entered the hall – it was best if she was the only one to speak.

	“The Gift of True Form,” the Queen repeated. “It is a boon, sometimes granted by the unicorns who roam Our Realm. By touching mortals with their horns, they have the ability to make one shed their… disguise, so to speak, revealing what lay within. Their preferred form. Their true form.”

	There was a moment of silence. A long, long moment of silence; Hanna, Lydia, and Jodie all turned slowly to look at me.

	I gulped.

	“Uh. Um. I’m really sorry,” Hanna said. “I… I never noticed it.”

	“Yeah, me either,” Jodie said. “You?” she asked Lydia, who shook her head.

	“Hold on a second!” I protested. “I know what you’re thinking, and you’re wrong. Just because my… My true form looks like this, it doesn’t mean that…” I trailed off, looking at the three of them.

	“Doesn’t it?” Lydia asked. “I mean…” she gestured at me.

	“Right,” Hanna said. “You’re telling me you’ve never, ever thought about…?”

	She let the question hang in the air, and I shivered. “Well, you know… I mean…” I said. “Maybe?” I conceded, in a tiny voice.

	“Indeed,” the Fae Queen nodded. “So, you see, what happened to young…” She paused. “We are sorry, but We didn’t quite catch your name. May We have it?”

	“Oh, sure, it’s Samuel,” I replied.

	I suddenly felt a sense of loss, as if something had been taken from me and left a void in its place.

	“We see. A nice name,” the Queen smiled.

	There was another moment of silence, much shorter this time.

	It was broken by Hanna swearing.

	“God! Fuck!” she shouted, and turned to face the Queen. “Why the fuck would You do that!?”

	Queen Ainslie’s smile widened. “We do not approve of using such words in Our hall,” she said.

	In response, Hanna just gave a wordless scream of frustration. “Come on, we’re leaving,” she said, grabbing my hand and dragging me away; Lydia and Jodie followed closely behind us.

	We’d reached the doors before Hanna stopped, took a deep breath to compose herself, and turned back towards the Queen. “My companions and I thank You for Your hospitality, Your Majesty. May this be only a momentary farewell.”

	“By all means, please do come back any time you wish. We would be delighted to have you as Our guests again,” the Queen replied.

	Hanna made sure to slam the doors behind us as we left the hall.

	―

	“Okay, this is far enough. We’re out of Her Realm,” Hanna said.

	“Time for a rest, then,” Jodie said, as she slipped her backpack off and sat down on it.

	Without even bothering to take off my own backpack, I sat down heavily on the ground, and sighed, putting my head in my hands.

	“What the hell do I do now?” I muttered. “How can I even begin to explain this to my parents?”

	“Just tell them the truth,” Lydia said. “I’m sure they won’t mind.”

	“Yeah, right,” I said bitterly. “Can you even picture it? ‘Hey Mom, hey Dad, it turns out I was a girl all along! And during my trip I met a unicorn, who changed my body to match how I really feel! Surprise!’” I gulped, feeling tears starting to find their way to my eyes. “If I’m lucky, they’ll just throw me out in the street; if I’m not, they’ll have me locked up in a mental hospital.” I picked up a small rock off the ground, and angrily flung it away straight in front of me. “We should’ve left as soon as we realised we were in an Enchanted Forest, then none of this would’ve happened. For that matter, I shouldn’t have come on this trip in the first place, I should’ve stayed home and helped Dad fix his goddamn car! I should–“

	“Hey. Hey,” Hanna said, crouching down in front of me and putting her hands on my shoulders. “Stop, okay? Stop. You’re kinda spiralling here, and you’re not thinking straight.”

	“How can I think straight?” I shrieked. “I mean, look at me! I’m a girl, for Christ’s sake! And I don’t even have a name, that bitch took it!”

	In response, Hanna just wrapped me in a hug; she squeezed tight, and even though I struggled a bit, she didn’t let go.

	“I know it’s difficult to see anything but dark right now,” she whispered. “But we’re here to help you. I’m here to help you. We’ll think carefully about it, we’ll ask my sister, and we’ll find a way to fix this.” After a moment, she added, “Well, maybe not all of this.”

	“What… What do you mean?” I asked uncertainly.

	I felt and heard Hanna sigh into my shoulder. “I mean…” she said, and released me; she took a step back, and gestured at me. “I mean, do we have to fix this?” she asked. “This whole thing with your body? I’m really sorry for being blunt, but Ainslie called it the Gift of True Form, so I’m asking you to be honest here: do you actually mind being a girl?”

	Her question gave me pause. It was actually a really good question: do I mind being a girl?

	Everything had happened so fast, first my close encounter with the unicorn, and then being all but dragged in front of the Queen and listening to her explanation, and then making best speed to leave, that I hadn’t had time to think about it. How did I feel about having a girl’s body? How did I feel about my body being a girl’s?

	And when I thought about it carefully, despite the fact that I’d never even considered the possibility before, no matter how many options I ran into my mind, there was only one answer that felt like the correct one.

	“I…” I began, and then gulped. “I… I don’t, actually.” I felt a tear roll down my cheek, and sniffled a bit. “I kinda like this, in fact? It feels right. What does this say about me?”

	“It says that you’re a girl,” Hanna said, wrapping me in another hug. “And I’m really happy to meet you again.”

	“Same,” Lydia said, and Jodie nodded in agreement. “And she looks really cute if you ask me.”

	I blinked. Wait, what?

	“I am not cute,” I replied automatically.

	Jodie chuckled. “Yeah, you are. It’s no use denying it.”

	Hanna nodded. “I mean… Phwoar, girl. You’ll have to beat the boys back with a stick.”

	“And the girls,” Lydia added. “If Jodie and I weren’t already a thing, I’d seriously make a pass at you. Such a cute thing cannot be left alone.”

	I looked at each of them in turn, and I blushed and pouted. “Don’t you be mean to me. I’m new to all this. I may cry.”

	“I think you’re blushing, rather than crying,” Jodie said. “And Lydia is right, I too would definitely try and date you.”

	I felt my blush deepen. “Stop it, you guyyyyyys,” I pleaded.

	“Oh, this is great,” Jodie said. “We’re gonna have so much fun. Though I do think we’ll have to find you a new name, we can’t just keep on calling you ‘you,’ ‘she,’ and ‘her.’ A girl needs a name.”

	I giggled. “Yeah, I kinda do, don’t I? After all, I can’t very well keep using my old one.”

	“Especially because it’s not really yours any more, you gave it away,” Hanna said, letting me go. “You forgot rule number two, you dum-dum.” She gave me a light-hearted slap upside the head.

	“In my defence, I was kinda put on the spot there,” I replied. “The question caught me by surprise, and I answered automatically.”

	She nodded. “Yeah, that’s how they do it. Remember what I said? Mischievous.”

	“I can’t even remember your previous name in the first place,” Jodie said. “I guess that’s magic at work?” Hanna nodded in confirmation, and Jodie continued, “So what do we call you?”

	“I don’t know. I kinda feel it has to be something significant, you know?” I replied. “Something that has meaning, not just a random name thrown out there.”

	“I get it,” Hanna nodded again. “After all, this is a turning point in your life. You don’t have to tell us now, think about it carefully and–”

	“What about Sylvia?” Lydia asked.

	We all turned to look at her, and she shrugged. “You know, it would be thematic.”

	I felt my eyebrows rise in surprise. “Thematic?”

	“Yeah, you know, like… Hold on, let me see if I got reception here.” She fished her cellphone out from the top pocket of her backpack, and tapped the screen a few times. “Yeah, two bars. And… here it is. ‘Sylvia’ is ultimately derived from ‘silva,’ which is the Latin word for ‘forest’ or ‘wood.’” She lowered her phone and looked at me with a smile. “See? Thematic.”

	“Oh, that’s cool! I didn’t know where it came from,” Jodie said. “And it’s a nice name to boot.”

	I was quiet for a while, turning the name over in my mind. Sylvia. Latin for ‘forest.’ Like the Forest we’d just come out of, the Forest which changed me. Which made me realise who I really am.

	Yeah.

	“Yeah,” I said with a nod. “Yes, it fits. I like it. Sylvia.”

	“Well then, nice to meet you, Sylvia,” Hanna said, and she smiled warmly at me. And the world seemed to brighten up a bit.


The Enchanted Forest,
Part the Seventh:
Do You Believe in Magic?

	My hands were trembling slightly as the train trundled to a stop into the station. Well, there we were: home again, five days earlier than planned. Because of everything that had happened, we’d decided to cut our trip short – we’d make it up for it some other time – and hike back to town, to catch the first available train. Jodie and Lydia had already gotten off at their respective stations, and now it was our turn.

	End of the line.

	“Do you think you’re going to be alright?” Hanna said, looking at me worriedly as we got off. “You look scared.”

	“I am scared. Scared shitless, to be exact,” I replied. “I mean, it’s just a short walk, all of twenty minutes, and I’ll be ringing the doorbell. And then… what? What if they don’t accept me? What if they don’t recognise me?”

	My friend reached over and grabbed my hand, squeezing it tight. “Want me to come with you? I can help explain.”

	I nodded. “Yes, that would be helpful, even if I don’t know how we’d even begin to explain.”

	“I’m sure we’ll think of something,” she said with a smile; I looked at her and, despite everything, found myself smiling in return.

	We made our way back to my home, walking together, hand in hand. That, at least, was one positive thing resulting from my transformation: no one looked twice at two girls holding hands, it was a completely normal display of friendship.

	In short order, we found ourselves standing outside the gate; despite always having been indecisive, at that moment I suddenly felt bold, and ran the bell right away, without hesitation. It took a minute or so before the front door opened, and my mom emerged.

	“Yes?” she asked, then her eyes widened when she saw us standing there. “Hanna! Sylvia! What are you doing here?”

	I blinked in surprise. “Uh, what?” I asked.

	“What do you mean, ‘what?’ I should be asking you that, you weren’t supposed to be back for another five days,” she said, walking down the short path to the gate and opening it. “Come in, come in! Did something happen?”

	I stared at her, then exchanged a glance with Hanna, then resumed staring at Mom. “You mean… You mean you recognise me?” I asked, bewildered.

	She paused, giving me a weird look. “No, Sylvia, I don’t recognise my own daughter. After all, I’ve only given birth to you and raised you for eighteen years, it’s easy to forget that.” She scoffed. “Honestly, what is up with you today? Does this have something to do with why you came back so early?”

	“Well, actually–” Hanna began, but I cut her off.

	“No, it doesn’t,” I said. “Except for the fact that I’m a bit tired. Let’s just go in, and we’ll tell you about it. Is Dad home?”

	“No, he went fishing with his buddies,” Mom replied. “He’ll be back later in the afternoon.”

	I nodded, and we followed Mom inside the house, where she made some tea; we sat down at the kitchen table, and Hanna and I recounted the events of the previous days. Carefully abridged, of course: we made no mention of anything magical, we only said Jodie had read the map wrong and we’d ended up lost and having to sleep in an unknown place; that, plus Lydia forgetting to bring the camping stove along, prompted us to just call the whole trip a wash and return home.

	After that, Mom resumed doing her housework, while Hanna and I moved upstairs to my room, which we carefully explored, inch by inch. It was clearly a girl’s room: it wasn’t really that different from before – girl me was clearly still into the same things boy me was, namely hiking, sports, but also video games – but all my male clothes were gone, replaced by a selection of female clothing, mostly trousers but also including a few dresses and skirts. (And underwear. I blushed fiercely when I realised my boxers and undershirts had disappeared for parts unknown, and panties and bras and camisoles had taken their place.)

	“I don’t get it. It’s as if the boy I used to be was never here, but I clearly remember being him,” I said. “I remember him.”

	Hanna nodded. “Yeah, I do too. Not his name, of course, but the rest of my memories are apparently still intact. And yet, have you noticed the pictures in the living room?”

	“Yeah,” I nodded in return: I’d given them a glance as we passed by on our way upstairs, and in every one of them I was a girl. “Is this normal?”

	“It’s magic, Sylvia, it’s not even remotely normal,” she answered with a laugh. “But hold on, I know who can tell us.”

	She grabbed her phone and dialled a number; after a few moments, someone picked up.

	“Hey, Hanna!” said a girl’s voice. “What’s up? Why are you calling me in the middle of the afternoon?”

	“Hi Sis,” Hanna said. “You know, yesterday I went hiking with some friends.”

	“You did? Good for you. What about it?”

	“Well…”

	In short order, Hanna had once again explained what had happened over the previous two days – the unabridged version, this time; I provided some input, clarifying a couple things, and in the end the first thing that came from the other end of the line was a deep sigh.

	“Okay, first thing first: you are so goddamn lucky, holy shit, girls,” Hanna’s sister, Mary, said. “Seriously, there are lots of people, myself included, who’d give an arm and a leg to spend a day in an Enchanted Forest, let alone meet a Seelie Queen in person. Can I come along on your next hiking trip? I swear I won’t complain about how the boots give me blisters.”

	Hanna laughed. “Yeah, sure. But I doubt we’ll find our way back there easily.”

	“No, I suppose not.” Another sigh, and this one was definitely wistful. “Okay. Second: Sylvia, I think the unicorn hitting you basically rewrote reality.”

	I blinked at the phone. “Rewrote reality? Seriously?”

	“Animal magic is wild and unpredictable, so I can’t be a hundred percent sure, but from what you’ve told me it sure sounds like that. No one who wasn’t present for the event will even remember you as a boy – I sure as hell don’t, and I’ve met you a few times,” Mary explained. “And even for those who were there, ripple effect means girl you will soon replace boy you in their minds.”

	“Uh… Um. Does… Does this mean I will forget who I was? I will forget myself?” The thought of it was really scary.

	“I don’t think so,” Mary said. “You are you. You will always remember being, well, you. Only, you’ll have two sets of memories, the girl ones being dominant, but you’ll always be able to recall your boy self. Probably. Again, wild animal magic, not a hundred percent sure, but I’ve heard of stuff like this happening a few times, and it generally goes like that. I’ll dig up what I can in my books to check, though.”

	“Okay,” I breathed out. “Thanks.”

	“Thank you, Sis,” Hanna said. “You’ve been really helpful.”

	“If you wanna thank me, bring your friend around my place for a visit,” was the reply. “I would love to run some tests, take a look at her. See what kind of magic we’re dealing with.”

	“You have a mad scientist streak, you know that?” Hanna said with a chuckle.

	A matching chuckle came from the other end. “Mad witch, thank you very much.”

	“I’ll try to convince her, but no promises. See ya.”

	“See ya, sis.”

	A click, and the line went dead. Hanna sighed.

	“Well,” she said. “Doesn’t seem like anything bad is gonna happen, so we can breathe easy.” She looked up at me. “How are you feeling?”

	Yeah, that was the million pound question, wasn’t it? And again, like earlier that morning, there was only one answer. And I was even more sure of it this time.

	“I feel fine. I didn’t think this would happen, of course, and I didn’t ask for this, but yeah, I’m fine. I’m okay with it. More than okay, in fact. I’m glad it happened.”

	I locked eyes with her, and we both smiled.

	“And I like you, Hanna,” I continued.

	Her eyes widened. “You… What?”

	“I like you,” I repeated. “Not as a friend. I really like you. I’m in love with you. I’ve been trying to tell you these past two days: all those times we were interrupted was me trying to say how I really feel.”

	She just sat there, looking at me, stunned.

	“So the question now is… How do you feel about me?” I asked.

	She looked at me for a few moments more, then shook herself; she smiled.

	“Well… you know how earlier today I said your new hairstyle made you look really cute?” she said.

	I reached up, touched the elaborate braid the fairies had weaved out of my hair – which, somehow, was still intact – and nodded. “Yeah.”

	“And how I said I thought you make a cute girl?”

	I nodded again. “Yeah…?”

	“Truth is… I thought you were cute way before that,” Hanna continued. “I’ve always thought you were cute. You were cute as a boy, and you’re cute now that you’re a girl.” She nervously bit her lip. “And I like cute people. I like you.”

	She locked eyes with me, and her smile became even wider; I smiled too, my expression matching hers.

	We leaned towards each other.

	Our lips met, and we kissed.

	And out of everything that had happened over the previous two days, that moment was the most magical of them all.


Creatures of the Night

	I noticed her the moment she entered the club.

	Unlike most other people, who filtered in in groups of twos and threes, sometimes more, she was alone: she walked in and glanced around, the subdued lighting playing across her pretty face and her short, pixie-cut black hair. It seriously looked like she’d never seen the inside of a club, and she started wandering around, looking around in wonder, without paying attention to where she was going.

	And, of course, she bumped right into a guy twice her size, making him spill most of his drink.

	“What the fuck, mate!” the guy shouted, audible even over the thrumming of the music. “Fucking watch where you’re going!”

	The girl’s reply was drowned out by the loudness of the room, but I saw her take a step back, and raise her hands defensively; in response, the guy stepped towards her and squared his shoulders, clearly trying to intimidate her.

	I felt my lips instinctively draw back, exposing my teeth. I started to stand up–

	“Easy there, girl,” Giselle said, putting a hand on my shoulder. “Let’s try some diplomacy first, before murdering anyone.”

	I bristled a bit, but nodded, realising she was right; I let my tense muscles relax – just a little bit – as I started moving towards the pair.

	By then, the girl seemed to be on the verge of tears: she was shrinking back as much as possible, trying to make herself invisible, but the guy was relentlessly bearing down on her.

	She almost jumped out of her skin when I put my arm around her shoulders.

	“There you are!” I exclaimed, smiling widely. “What took you so long? I’ve been waiting for you!”

	“Uh…” she said.

	“Come on, let me buy you a drink! We’re here to celebrate after all,” I continued, starting to steer her away from the guy and towards the bar.

	“You know her?” the guy growled.

	I stopped, and turned towards him. “Yeah, she’s my friend. Is there a problem?”

	“Your friend owes me a drink!” he snapped. “And drinks in this bloody club cost quite a bit!” He paused, and looked at me: his eyes were a bit unfocused, he was clearly already more than a bit drunk. “Say, you’re a pretty bird. Maybe you can–”

	“Maybe she can what, big guy?” Giselle purred, leaning against him. “Buy you a drink?”

	“Uh. Yes,” he said, clearly surprised by my friend’s sudden appearance – seriously, how did Giselle do it? When she wanted to, she seemed to just meld into shadow, and reappear somewhere else, graceful as ever.

	Giselle giggled. “Well then,” she said, running a finger across the guy’s arm, up to his neck, and along his chin, “maybe I can buy that drink for you?”

	Even with his mind hazed by the several drinks he’d clearly already put away, the dude was remarkably quick on the uptake. “Oh, yes. Of course,” he said. “I would love to.”

	“Come along, then,” Giselle said, her voice deep and sultry. “Let’s find a quiet corner so we can relax and… have a drink.”

	She grabbed the guy by the arm and started to lead him away.

	“Don’t drink too much, Gee,” I said. “I don’t want to have to clean up your mess again.”

	Giselle stuck her tongue out playfully at me, and they were off. I watched them go for a few moments, then turned towards the girl, who’d all but froze in my embrace.

	“Well then. Can I get ya a drink?” I asked, smiling at her.

	“Uh… Um…” she stammered.

	“Oh, come on, don’t be so nervous,” I said, releasing her and stepping back. “I promise I don’t bite. Much.” I offered her my hand. “What do you say?”

	She looked at me and then, hesitantly, took my hand, and let me guide her to the bar; when we reached it, I waved at the guy standing behind the counter.

	“I’ll have a gin and tonic,” I said. “And she’ll get…”

	I turned to look at the girl, and it took her a moment to realise I was asking for her order. “Um, do you have wine?”

	I smiled patiently at her. “This kind of place doesn’t really do wine. First time?” She nodded in response, so I turned back to the bartender. “Something sweet with low alcohol, please,” I said, to which he nodded, and made our drinks in short order. I grabbed my glass and handed the girl hers, and guided her away from the bar and to a couch.

	“Well then!” I said, raising my glass after we’d sat down next to each other. “To our meeting! May this be the first of many.”

	She looked at me for a second, and then clinked her glass against mine. “Cheers,” she said, and took a sip. “This is really good. Do you want to try it?”

	“Maybe I’ll get a taste later,” I replied. “My name’s Florence, sweetie. And you are?”

	“…Violet,” she answered, looking shyly at me over her glass. “If that’s okay?”

	“Why wouldn’t it be okay? It’s nice to meet you, Vi.”

	Her blushing at the nickname was visible even under the blue-purple lights of the club. “Nice to meet you too, Miss Florence.”

	I giggled. “Just Florence. Or Flo or Effie if you’re feeling particularly bold.” I took a sip of my own drink and swished it around inside my mouth, tasting the gin, before swallowing. “Can I give you some advice, Vi?”

	She nodded. “Yes, of course.”

	“You really shouldn’t accept drinks from strangers,” I said. “If you do, anyone could put anything in your glass without you noticing, and then you’d be in big trouble.”

	Violet blinked at me, and then held her glass up and looked at it askance; I laughed.

	“No, don’t worry, it’s perfectly good. Didn’t do anything to it. But I’m a nice girl. Mostly. Other people might not be, like that guy back there.”

	She nodded again. “Thank you for that, by the way.”

	“Oh, don’t mention it,” I answered. “I can’t stand bullies; I would’ve just punched his lights out, but Gizzie suggested I try to be… diplomatic.”

	“Gizzie?”

	“That girl you saw. Giselle. She’s my friend.”

	Violet tilted her head to the side and looked at me with interest. “Friend, or friend?” she asked.

	I smiled at the question: maybe she wasn’t as naive as I’d initially thought. “Just a friend,” I replied. “She and I go way back, known each other forever. But she likes boys, so there can’t be anything between us.”

	“And what about you? Do you like boys?”

	My glass stopped halfway to my lips, and I gave Violet a surprised look: she was smirking cheekily at me. “No comment,” I replied, taking a sip. “You said it’s your first time in a club?”

	She seemed a bit disappointed at the chance of subject, but nodded. “Yeah, it’s… kind of overwhelming, actually. So many people, so much noise, it’s dark, and everything is blue and purple. I feel like I’ve stepped into an unknown world and I’m in sore need of someone to guide me.”

	I kept looking at her. “How old are you, Violet?”

	“Twenty-two.”

	“Twenty-two? And you’ve never been in a club before?”

	“I haven’t,” she answered. “I don’t really get out of the house that much. My dad, he… he doesn’t really approve.” She paused. “I kinda sneaked out tonight.”

	God. Twenty-two and still apparently living at home, with an overbearing dad, who didn’t allow her to just go out and have fun. This poor gal.

	“Well then.” I pounded back what remained of my drink, and stood up. “Let me show you around. Starting with the dance floor.” I offered her my hand: she took it, and let me pull her to her feet.

	―

	Laughing uproariously, we crashed through the doors and stepped out onto the street. “His face, did you see his face!” Vi exclaimed, doubling over with laughter, trying to catch her breath. “How bloody wide his eyes went when you said, ‘Actually, she’s with me.’ You’re incredible, Flo.”

	“I’ve had practice,” I said; I glanced at the clock in a nearby shop window, and saw it was already past two in the morning. “I thought we might pop over to another club, but it’s quite late. Or early, depending on how you see it. Do you need to be getting home?”

	“I really should, yes,” she answered. “My dad probably hasn’t even noticed I’m gone, but I will still have to explain why I’m so sleepy tomorrow morning.”

	“This morning, you mean,” I grinned, and she smiled back; I looked around, trying to orient myself, and pointed along the street. “I think the nearest tube station is that way.”

	She shook her head. “No, I live near here. I’ll just walk home.”

	Near here? In central London? I thought. “I’m coming along, then,” I said. “It’s not safe for a girl to be out alone at night.”

	“But what about you? If you walk me home, then you’ll have to go home on your own.”

	“I’ll call for a taxi or take an Uber, don’t worry,” I said. “And I can take care of myself quite well, in any case.”

	Violet gave me a curious look, but nodded. “This way, then,” she said, and started off along the street, with me by her side.

	As we walked through the streets, I just couldn’t keep my eyes off her. God, she was gorgeous: she had a kind of understated, girl-next-door beauty to her. Her hair was very short, her body slim, and she’d clearly carefully done her make-up, highlighting her beautiful deep blue eyes. I felt like I could just stare at her forever, just drink all of her in.

	“Well… here we are,” she said, stopping in front of a set of double-doors; I shook myself – I’d been too intent on watching her as we walked to pay attention to where we were going – and looked up, taking in the building… which made me do a double-take.

	To say it loomed over me would have been an understatement. It was at least five or six storeys tall if I had to judge, the exterior white stone and brown brick: it seemed to occupy the entire block, and was surrounded by a wrought-iron fence; the black-and-gold doors were flanked by a pair of thin columns, which looked like they were marble. Looking around, I realised we were in one of the poshest areas of the city, where people with more money than sense lived – those who didn’t realise you could likely buy a mansion in Surrey for half the money a flat around these parts cost.

	“You live here?” I asked in surprise.

	Vi gave me a shy smile, and a small nod. “With my dad.”

	“Whoa,” I commented.

	She seemed to hesitate. “Do… Do you mind?”

	I shook my head. “No, not at all, it’s just…” I paused. “I swear I didn’t approach you in the club because I thought you were rich. I just thought you looked…”

	When I didn’t finish the sentence, she looked at me curiously. “I looked… what?” she asked.

	“Well… you looked like a nice girl,” I said, and the smile she beamed my way melted my heart.

	She grasped my hands, and stepped close to me. “Will I see you again?” she asked.

	I looked at her carefully before replying. It had been a long time since I’d last been involved with someone; for people like me, forming attachments is often unwise. But still, I found myself wanting to see Violet again, to get to know her, to spend time with this girl.

	In fact…

	Oh, fuck this.

	“May I come in?” I asked.

	Vi blinked, startled, and then looked at me. Her eyes met mine, and we gazed at each other for a moment; I wrapped my arms around her, pulled her close.

	She opened her mouth, took a deep breath–

	“No! No, fuck no, absolutely the fuck not. You can not come in.”

	Violet and I both looked up in surprise: the building’s doors had been flung open, and through them a short, balding, middle-aged man, wearing a fancy set of pyjamas, was glaring at us.

	“I forbid you to come in,” he continued, pointing a finger straight at me.

	“Father!” Violet exclaimed. “I–”

	“Get into the house, Paulie,” Violet’s father snapped, and she flinched as if she’d been slapped.

	I gave a start of surprise: Paulie?

	I looked down at her, at the fearful expression in her eyes as they darted from me to her father and back again.

	“I… I can explain,” Violet began, and I realised her voice was on the verge of breaking. “I…”

	He held up a hand, and she shut up immediately. “Not another word,” he growled out. “Get. Into. The. House.” Then his eyes flicked upwards, and met mine. “As for you, monster, I suggest you leave right this moment.”

	I narrowed my eyes at him. Did he just say…?

	“Oh, yes. I know what you are,” he said. “Leave. Now. Or else the Elders will hear of this.”

	I separated from Violet, stepping back, and stared a challenge at the man. “The Elders do not concern themselves with matters such as these.”

	“They will concern themselves, once I tell them what you were doing,” he rebutted.

	“And what was I doing, exactly?”

	“You were trying to ensnare my son. To beguile him. To make him…” He looked at Violet, and scoffed. “You were trying to gain his trust, so you could infiltrate my house. Infiltrate my family.”

	I shook my head. “No, that was not my intention.”

	“Why else would he be dressed like… Like this?” Violet’s father said, gesturing towards her; he still hadn’t set foot beyond the threshold.

	Violet gulped. “Father, I…”

	“Shut up, Paulie!” he shouted; then, keeping a careful eye on me, he reached out, grabbed Violet’s arm, and dragged her inside the building. “Leave here now, vampire,” he said, in a low voice. “I don’t want my son to get any further ideas.”

	He slammed the door closed.

	―

	“Good MOR-ning, Effie!” Giselle exclaimed, entering the door to the flat we shared. “I’ve had the most wonderful night! That guy was surprisingly good company while he could still talk, and he tasted quite good, too.” She smacked her lips. “Though with a bit of a sour aftertaste. Steroids, maybe.”

	Without even moving from the table I was half-lying on, I grabbed the bottle of gin next to me and wordlessly lifted it up.

	“Ooh, don’t mind if I do!” she said: she snatched the bottle from me, and took a long swig. “Ah, much better. And what about you? Was that girl tasty?” she asked, mussing my hair.

	My only reply was a grumble.

	“Well, someone is in a bad mood,” Giselle said. “What is it? Why are you so upset? Come on, tell Big Sis everything.”

	I lifted my head an inch and looked at her: she was smiling earnestly at me. I sighed. “Alright,” I said, and launched into a description of what had happened with Violet the previous night; when I was done, Giselle’s expression had turned serious.

	“And where did you say she lives?” she asked.

	“Covent Garden,” I replied, and grabbed my phone. “The exact address…”

	“No, I don’t need that,” she said, waving her hand dismissively. “I know precisely who her dad is. William Chapel, Baron Bridgewater of Almsworth. He’s a Partner.”

	My eyebrows rose in surprise. “A Partner? …Yeah, that would make sense. That’s how he knew who I was.”

	Giselle nodded. “He’s likely dealt with our kind enough times that he can recognise the small tells that give us away.”

	“Yeah,” I nodded back. “I don’t much like it, to be honest. To be able to pass is one of our biggest advantages: the fact that there are humans out there who can identify us on the spot is unnerving, to say the least.”

	“I don’t like it either, but that’s how it is,” Giselle said, and then paused, before continuing: “You really should avoid seeing… Violet, was it? You shouldn’t see her again. It would be… unwise.”

	Yeah, it would be unwise, wouldn’t it? Partners are untouchable. While there isn’t any sort of formal rule about it, Elders are known to come down like a ton of bricks on anyone who dares hurt a Partner in any way: they’re just too useful, helping vampires navigate human society in ways which are impossible for us… and being handsomely compensated in return, of course. It’s not a coincidence that most billionaires and many politicians – including nearly all US Presidents, and all Conservative Prime Ministers since Thatcher – are Partners.

	But still…

	“What if I do?” I asked. “See her again, I mean.”

	Giselle glared sternly at me. “I won’t stop you. And I won’t tell anyone. But I seriously advise against it. You would be putting yourself in a difficult position, and for what?”

	“For Violet.”

	My friend’s gaze softened. “Effie. I know you see a lot of yourself in her, but you can’t help every trans girl with a hostile family out there.”

	I looked at her for a while. “I have to try, at least,” I finally said.

	Giselle sighed, and shook her head. “At least promise me you’ll be careful about it?”

	“I promise, Gee,” I nodded. “I’ll be careful.”

	―

	That evening, as soon as the sun set, I made my way to Covent Garden again, keeping watch on the building. I didn’t have to wait that long, though: after about an hour, a door at the top floor opened, and Violet stepped onto the attic’s terrace. She was wearing men’s clothing, of course, which didn’t suit her at all; she stood there for a while, looking out onto the London skyline, and then she sighed, and turned around to go back inside.

	“But soft! What light through yonder window breaks?” I said.

	Violet turned around, and her eyes widened when she saw me just floating there over the street, a few feet from the railing.

	“It is the east, and Violet is the sun,” I continued, giving her my best smile. “Good evening, sweetheart.”

	She looked at me for a moment, then shook herself, and took a step away from the railing. “Stay back!” she said; she reached into her pocket and pulled out a small crucifix, which she brandished in my direction. “Stay back!”

	I laughed. “Did your father give you that?”

	She blinked. “Uh… yes,” she said. “After he explained to me who… what you are.”

	“So now you know. It’s good to be on the same page. And I’m sorry, but that’s not going to do anything,” I said. “I’m going to tell you a secret: it’s not the symbol that repels us vampires, but faith itself. You have to actually believe in what the symbol represents, otherwise it’s completely useless. And since I don’t feel any compulsion to turn away…”

	Violet looked at me for a moment, and then looked away. “It’s been a while since I last prayed to God,” she admitted in a whisper.

	I nodded. “That’s quite common, yes. What about your dad?”

	“He…” she began, then hesitated. “He’s Evangelical. In theory. I think he only pretends to be religious, though, for…”

	“…Political and social reasons,” I concluded, and Violet nodded. “I know how it is. But you have nothing to fear from me in any case, as long as you stay inside your house – and yes, the terrace counts as ‘inside’ as far as the Geas is concerned.”

	She looked at me curiously. “The Geas?”

	“A Geas is a–”

	“A magical compulsion to carry out some action or command, or to refrain from doing something,” she cut me off. “I’ve played D&D.” She paused. “I’ve read the manuals.”

	I looked at her for a moment, then snickered. “Sometimes I forget just how much vampire stuff leaks through to human society,” I commented. “But yes, that’s precisely right. All vampires have a Geas placed on them.”

	I floated forward, right up to the edge of the terrace; Violet stepped back further, but didn’t run away as I feared she would.

	“See here?” I said, pushing hard onto thin air, and then knocking on it – there was no noise, of course, but the movement of my hand was unmistakable. “I literally cannot enter any private property without being invited in by someone who has the authority to do so: in this case, that would be you or your dad. So as long as you’re in there, I can’t touch you.”

	Violet looked at me sceptically. “But couldn’t you… I don’t know, find some other way of hurting me? Like, throwing something at me?”

	I smiled. “Clever girl,” I said. “But the answer is no. Hold on a second.” I rooted around in my purse, and pulled out my wallet, from which I retrieved a coin, which I showed to Vi. “See this? Okay, catch.”

	I lobbed the coin at her, underhand: she flinched, startled, and got ready to grab it. It sailed across the air in a lazy arc… before bouncing off an invisible barrier above the terrace’s railing; Violet blinked in surprise.

	“See?” I continued, snatching the coin out of the air before it fell down to the street below. “Private property is private property. I cannot do anything to it, or to anything inside it, without permission.”

	She gave me a curious look. “How do you go in shops then? Or pubs?”

	“Those are different,” I explained. “They’re private property, yes, but they’re open to everyone by definition, so the Geas doesn’t apply to them. If I was explicitly barred from a place by someone who had the authority to do so, though, then it would be off-limits for me.” I smirked. “Giselle is still banned from the whole of Scotland. Played one prank too many on Mary.”

	“Mary?” Violet asked, puzzled.

	“Queen of Scots.”

	She blinked. “No, wait, how old are you again?”

	“Not that old,” I laughed. “Gizzie is much older, and some of the Elders have been around for literally thousands of years. As for me… I’m younger than the steam engine, but older than the Space Shuttle.”

	“That doesn’t exactly narrow it down.”

	I smiled at her. “Well, maybe when we get to know each other better, I’ll tell you all about my life.”

	“That implies I want to get to know you better, though,” she said.

	I pouted. “What, you don’t want to?”

	She seemed to hesitate. “I… I kinda want to, yes. You’re the first person who ever talked to me as if I was a human being.”

	I looked at her in surprise. “Not even your friends? Or your schoolmates?”

	“What friends? What schoolmates?” she rebutted, smiling bitterly. “I’ve never been to school, and my tutors have always treated me like I was made of glass; I’ve left the house maybe thrice in the past year. Counting last night.”

	Oh, this poor girl, I thought. I’d heard about being sheltered, but this sheltered? What was even up with Baron Bridgewater? Why was he so afraid of letting his child live her life?

	Violet shook her head. “So yes, I want to talk to you. But how, exactly? My dad has hired someone to guard the door, to prevent me from going out again, and you can’t come in, so…”

	“Oh, that’s no problem,” I said, matter-of-factly. “I’ll just come by every evening and wait out here for you. If you want to talk, just step out on the terrace.”

	Violet frowned, and leaned over the railing, looking down into the street, and then at the buildings around us. “Won’t someone see you out here?” she asked.

	“They won’t,” I answered. “I have a glamour on. They can technically see me, but since people don’t usually fly, the glamour makes them dismiss me as a figment of their imagination. As a detail their mind sort of glosses over.”

	“Like a Someone Else’s Problem field?”

	It was my turn to frown. “A what?”

	“Douglas Adams reference.”

	“Don’t know him, sorry.”

	Violet smiled. “I’ll lend you the books, then.”

	I nodded. “Looking forward to it. And, by the way, you shouldn’t lean over the railing like that.”

	She looked up at me. “Are you afraid I could fall?”

	“No, I would catch you if you did,” I said, smiling at her. “It’s just that your arms and head are technically outside the house, so if I wanted to, I could just grab you and pull you out.”

	She blinked, straightened up, and took a step back. “Why are you telling me this?”

	“Because I want you to trust me, Violet,” I said. “I want you to know I won’t hurt you. Ever.”

	“But… you’re a vampire.”

	“That I am.”

	“Don’t vampires kill people? By sucking their blood?”

	“No, we usually don’t,” I replied. “You can drain a surprising amount of blood from someone before it kills them, you know.”

	“…That doesn’t really inspire confidence.”

	I laughed. “Yeah, it doesn’t, does it? But also, the fact that I can suck your blood doesn’t mean I will suck your blood. Not unless you allow me to. Unlike some other vampires, I do this stuff by consent.”

	She tilted her head to the side, and looked at me curiously. “Don’t you need blood to survive, though?”

	“No, I don’t,” I shook my head. “I eat normal food. I need blood to maintain my powers, though: when I don’t feed for a while, I’m just a normal girl who can’t go out during the day.”

	“And where do you usually get your blood?”

	“We have an… understanding with blood banks. And also,” I grinned, “you’d be surprised at just how many people will actually ask you to suck their blood once they know you’re a vampire. It’s a pretty widespread kink.”

	Violet blushed. “Oh,” she murmured, and my grin turned into a smirk: well, well, well.

	“You know, if–” I began to say, but I was interrupted by the door to the terrace opening; I dropped downwards as fast as I could and flattened myself against the wall of the building, below the railing.

	“Paulie?” I heard Baron Bridgewater’s voice ask. “What are you doing out here, son?”

	Violet’s voice, surprisingly, sounded quite irritated when she answered: “I’m getting some fresh air, Father. Since you won’t let me out of the house…”

	“We’ve been over that,” the baron said. “It’s too dangerous. Remember what happened last night?”

	“I don’t think I actually was in any danger, though,” Violet said.

	“No lip from you, young man,” her father replied in a stern voice. “Now let’s go back inside, it’s time for dinner. I bought pizza.”

	“…Yes, Father.”

	I heard footsteps retreating from the railing, and I peeked over the edge of the terrace: Violet was following her father inside, but she turned back briefly and her eyes caught mine.

	“See you tomorrow,” I mouthed at her, and winked; she smiled back to me before walking into her room and shutting the door.

	―

	“I’m back,” I said, walking into the flat.

	“Welcome back,” Giselle replied, looking up from her phone. “How did it go?”

	“It went well,” I replied. “I think.”

	“You think?”

	I nodded. “Violet didn’t scream or call for help, she just tried to keep me at bay with a crucifix until I explained why it wouldn’t work. Then we talked for a bit, and we kinda agreed on continuing to meet.” I frowned. “Then her dad showed up, and I had to hide.”

	Giselle looked at me curiously. “Seems to me it went well, period. Why the ‘I think,’ Flo?”

	“I don’t know,” I answered, shaking my head. “It’s just that… she’s too sheltered. She told me she only left the house three times in the past year, and she had to sneak out on one of those occasions.”

	My friend frowned. “Weird.”

	“I think there’s something going on with her dad. Something she’s not telling me, or that she doesn’t know about.”

	She looked at me for a while, without speaking, then asked: “Want me to look into it?” When I looked at her in surprise, she smiled, and continued, “I can see this means a lot to you, Florence, so I’m going to help you.”

	I reached over to her and squeezed her shoulder. “Thank you, Giselle.”

	“You’re welcome,” she replied, nodding in acknowledgement. “You’re a good person, Flo. I was right when I chose to turn you.”

	“Even though I didn’t speak to you for twenty years?” I laughed.

	“Yes, even despite that,” she said with a smirk. “I’m glad you came around and saw things from my perspective after a while, though.”

	I nodded, and gave her shoulder another squeeze.

	―

	“Good evening, Violet,” I said, floating up to the terrace.

	Violet smiled at me. “Good evening, Florence.”

	“Oh, good, you remember my name,” I replied, reciprocating the smile.

	“It’s hard to forget someone like you.”

	My smile turned into a grin. “It’s nice to know I made an impression.” Then, after a pause, I continued, “So what did you do today?”

	She shrugged. “Same old. Being stuck inside the house all day doesn’t leave many options. I’ve read some books, went on the Internet. Tried a new recipe for lunch.”

	“Was it good?”

	“Hm,” she said, pursing her mouth. “Too much smoked paprika for my tastes, I’ll have to cut that in half next time I make it. The taste is just too overpowering. And the main problem is, the ingredient quantities are way off: the recipe I read was supposed to be for four servings, but it’s more like six or seven. I almost filled up the fridge with it, it’s going to be lunch or dinner for a week at least.”

	“Can I help you with that?” I asked, and she looked at me in surprise. “I told you I eat normal food, didn’t I? And I skipped dinner tonight to be here in time.” I beamed a smile at her. “And I’d really love to taste your cooking.”

	Violet nodded. “Alright. Then, come…” she began, then blinked and stopped; she looked at me askance. “Is this a way to trick me into inviting you in?”

	“Wouldn’t dream of it, Vi,” I answered. “I was completely, absolutely serious when I said I’d like to eat something you made, there was no hidden intent in that. Though I do commend you for catching yourself like that.”

	Her dubious look disappeared, and she smiled. “See? I’m learning.”

	“That you are.”

	“I’ll be right back,” Violet said, and she walked off the terrace and into her room. I was left just floating there, alone with my thoughts – which, at the moment, were filled with her face – until she came back, carrying a steaming plate and a fork. She walked up to the edge of the terrace, and then hesitated. “Um… how do we do this?” she asked.

	“Just leave it on the railing, halfway out,” I replied. “I’ll grab it from there.”

	She nodded, and did as I’d told her; I took hold of the plate, pulled it out, and gave it a tentative sniff. “Chicken?” I asked.

	Violet nodded again. “Chicken thighs with cumin, tarragon, and smoked paprika, with curried lentils on the side.” She paused. “You’re not a vegetarian, are you?”

	“Seriously?” I said, and grinned widely, exposing my fangs. “Do you really think someone like me would be a vegetarian?”

	“Well, there’s this book where–”

	“Let’s not talk about that, please,” I said. “That book, and the movie, is not an accurate representation of what we’re like. We absolutely do not sparkle in the sunlight.” I lowered my voice, and whispered conspiratorially, “Though some of the Elders are so fond of gold and jewellery that they do sparkle. Not in the sunlight, though, in the moonlight.”

	Vi giggled as I stabbed a piece of meat with the fork and put it in my mouth; I chewed and swallowed. “Tastes good,” I said, after trying the lentils too. “Though you’re right, there’s too much smoked paprika in here. What did your dad think about this?”

	She seemed to be taken aback by the question: she blinked, and then looked away. “He, um… He doesn’t taste my cooking. At all.”

	I frowned. “Why not?”

	“He’s out all day, every day, and only comes back in the evening, or late at night. And when he does, he says he’s already eaten, or brings take-out along.”

	My frown deepened. “And you’ve never asked him to try what you made?”

	“…Once,” she replied. “It was one of my first attempts at doing a Punjabi dish. He deemed it disgusting, and said it was disgraceful I was debasing myself by making, um… Pakistani food. Only he didn’t say ‘Pakistani.’ He threw the plate against the wall, and stormed to his room.” She gulped. “I haven’t tried asking him since.”

	I looked at her, carefully keeping my expression as neutral as I could, while in reality I was burning inside: I couldn’t get into Violet’s house, true, so I couldn’t touch her father while he was in there, but it would have been so simple to just ambush him as soon as he stepped outside, sink my fangs into his neck, and–

	I grit my teeth, and shook my head. No, Florence. Not yet. First of all, if I’d done that, there would’ve been dire consequences for me, since Baron Bridgewater was a Partner; and, second, maybe I didn’t need to do that? Maybe Giselle would come back with some relevant information, which could help me make sense of this whole situation, and maybe resolve it in Violet’s favour.

	I finished my plate, cleaning every last speck of food off of it, and then placed it back on the railing. “Thanks for the food,” I said. “I better go now,  before your dad comes back and sees me.”

	“Hold on a second,” she said. “I’ll be right back.”

	She half-ran inside her room, and came back in short order with a thick paperback book, which she placed on the railing; I picked it up, and read the title: “The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy, Complete Edition, by Douglas Adams.”

	Vi nodded. “We talked about this, remember?”

	“Yeah,” I nodded back. “I’ll be sure to read it.” I looked at the book again: it had clearly been read many times over, again and again – the cover was almost falling off of it, hanging by a thread, and the paper had turned yellow a long time before.

	“It was my mum’s,” Violet supplied, when she noticed me inspecting the book. “We used to read it together when I was little.”

	“And where is she now?” I asked.

	She shook her head, and I understood; I smiled at her. “I’ll take good care of it. Goodnight, Violet.”

	“Goodnight, Florence,” she replied; I waved at her, and flew away.

	―

	“I’m back!” Giselle announced cheerfully, walking into the flat and lifting the plastic bags she was carrying. “I got Indian!”

	“Welcome back,” I said. “I already ate, sorry.”

	“What!” she exclaimed, pouting. “But Thursday Night is Curry Night! Can’t say no to Curry Night!”

	I laughed, and swatted at her playfully. “I know, but Violet had some leftovers from lunch. They were quite tasty, actually.”

	She looked at me sceptically. “Tastier than curry?”

	“No, probably not,” I conceded. “But she’d cooked it, so.”

	“Alright,” Giselle nodded; she walked over to the kitchen table and started unloading takeaway containers onto it. “Join me, though? I have some news about Violet’s dad which I think you may want to hear.”

	I nodded, stood up from the couch, and joined her at the table; she grabbed two forks from a drawer – “One for you, too, in case the smell whets your appetite” – and plopped down in a chair.

	“Alright, so,” she said, popping open her curry container and dipping some naan into it. “Baron Bridgewater. Old family, lots of possessions all around the country, mansions all over. Right?”

	“Right,” I nodded.

	“Wrong. You’d think so, except not,” Giselle said. She chewed and swallowed her mouthful of food and continued, “You see, the baron does have possessions all over, but apparently they’re all heavily mortgaged. It seems that despite being a Partner, he has absolutely no idea how to properly handle money; but he thinks he knows better than anyone, contrary to all evidence, so he keeps doing things his own way.”

	“That’s why he has a flat in Covent Garden,” I said.

	Giselle nodded, and gestured expressively with her curry. “Precisely. What is that phrase you like to say? ‘More money than sense,’ I think it was.” I nodded, and she went on, “Things seemed to be looking up about a quarter century ago, when he married a nice girl from a rich family, who later died under mysterious circumstances–”

	My eyebrows shot up towards the ceiling: wait, what?

	“–but in short order he’d squandered her money too,” Giselle kept talking, apparently not noticing my reaction, “and now he’s all but scrambling to find anyone who will lend him some. Has been for the past ten, fifteen years I think.”

	“I see,” I said. “Okay. Well, this is certainly a problem for him, but not that big of a problem, right? After all, even if he defaults on the debts, the worst that can happen is that he loses all his possessions and holdings. So I can’t see why he would be so frantic. I mean, losing money is losing money, but–”

	“It’s not humans he owes money to, Florence,” Giselle said, shaking her head.

	I looked at her for several seconds, then nodded. “Alright,” I carefully said. “What is the worst that can happen, then?”

	“You know that story? The Most Dangerous Game? That,” she answered.

	I blinked. “You’re kidding.”

	“Only mostly. Seriously, you know I’m quite highly placed in vampire society–”

	“And I will never understand why you keep slumming it by hanging out with me.” She stuck her tongue, which had curry and naan all over it, out at me. “Aw, gross!” I laughed. “Don’t do that!”

	Giselle laughed in return, and swallowed her mouthful of food. “But yeah, as I was saying, even I don’t know what happens to Partners who default on their obligations. It’s only happened a few times over the centuries; I think the Elders just decide the punishment on the spot, spur-of-the-moment.”

	“I see,” I said. “And would this affect Violet?”

	“I don’t think so,” my friend answered, using her fingers to scrape out the last of the curry out of the take-out container and licking them clean. “Even though you don’t hang around other vampires much, I think you know we all tend to be pretty big on personal responsibility.”

	I nodded. “So the baron’s debts are his own.”

	“I’m like ninety percent sure that’s the case. You’re seriously not gonna eat that?” she asked, pointing at my own curry, which was sitting unopened in front of me; I wordlessly slid it over to her. “Thanks.” She popped it open. “I’ll keep asking around, though. I wanna be a hundred percent sure, since you seem to care about this girl, for whatever reason.”

	“Thank you, Gee.”

	“You can thank me by passing your naan over.”

	―

	“Hi, Vi,” I said as I floated up to the terrace. “I started to read the book, I’m about halfway through the first part. I–”

	I abruptly stopped talking, because Violet had looked up to me: she had a black eye, and a couple other wounds were visible on her face.

	“God, Violet, what happened?” I asked, moving forward as much as I could – I obviously still couldn’t cross the invisible threshold that was the railing.

	“I…” she began, and whimpered.

	“Let me look at it,” I said, and she leaned over the railing; I took her face in my hands, turning it this way and that, inspecting the bruises. “Did your father do this to you?” I demanded.

	“Yes,” she said, moving back – and I belatedly realised I hadn’t even thought about the fact that she’d made herself vulnerable to me. “It was… this morning. I got a package. I thought he would be out of the house by then, but he was running late, and he was here when it got delivered. He opened it, and…” She sobbed.

	“What was in the package?” I asked, as delicately as I could.

	“Clothes,” she answered. “Girl’s clothes.”

	I closed my eyes and sighed. Of course.

	“I have a stash hidden in one of the spare bedrooms,” Violet continued. “He doesn’t know about it. He thought it was the first time I’d ordered women’s clothing online, otherwise he’d have searched the house and thrown it all away, besides…” She gestured at her face.

	“What about the dress you were wearing the night we met?”

	She gulped. “That was my mum’s. We still have all her clothes, put away in boxes. I begged Dad not to throw them away. That night, when we came back, he forced me to take the dress off, and then locked everything – every single box – up in the closet. ‘You shouldn’t be doing this, son,’ he said. ‘You’re a man.’” She laughed bitterly.

	I smiled. “You’re not a man, Violet. You and I both know that.”

	“I sure look like one,” she said. “I mean, have you looked at me? Men’s clothing, a man’s haircut…” She paused. “A man’s body.”

	“You could take hormones.”

	“Do you think my father would allow that?” she rebutted. “God, I feel so… so trapped.”

	“Then come with me,” I said, extending a hand towards her. “You don’t have to stay here. You can just leave.”

	She looked at the hand, and then up at me. “To go where?”

	“Anywhere you want,” I replied. “I will take you to places you never dreamed could possibly exist. I’ll show you the whole world if that’s what you want, Violet. Take my hand.”

	She kept looking at me, and hesitantly reached out to grab my hand…

	…but then stopped, and pulled back; once again she was inside her house, and out of my reach.

	“No,” she said, shaking her head. “I can’t just leave like this. I… I have to tell him. I have to ask him to let me go first.”

	I shook my head in turn. “This is a bad idea, Vi. He won’t accept it.”

	She sighed, and her shoulders slumped. “I know. But I have to try, at least.” She looked up at me, an infinite sadness in her eyes. “He’s my father.”

	I kept looking at her, and then shook my head yet again. “It’s your decision. I won’t force you to do anything. Just… be careful about it.”

	She nodded. “I will.”

	I gulped. “I’ll be back tomorrow, so you can tell me how it went. My offer still stands. It will always stand.”

	“Thank you, Florence.”

	I nodded at her, turned around, and flew away.

	―

	“Flo! Florence! Are you here?” Giselle called out, crashing through the door.

	I jumped up from the couch I was lying on, startled at the urgency in her voice. “I’m here, Gee. What’s happening?”

	“I found out more about the baron,” she said, staring into my eyes. “And it’s a big thing.”

	I nodded. “Tell me.”

	“So you know how I told you about the baron’s debts? And how he married a nice girl from a rich family who died under mysterious circumstances?” I nodded again, and she went on, “Well, the two of them had a child a few years before she died. And that child is…”

	“…Violet, of course,” I said. “Your point?”

	“Violet’s grandparents, the baron’s in-laws, aren’t on speaking terms with him. But they’re at the head of a rich family. A very rich family. They’re not aristos, they’re not Partners, but they have loads and loads and loads of money. Which they’ve always refused to give to the baron. Well, it turns out the baron doesn’t need it.”

	“What do you mean?” I asked.

	“What do vampires love more than anything?” Giselle asked.

	“Curry? You sure seem to love it.”

	She swatted at me. “This is not the time, Effie. This is serious. And the answer is influence.”

	I lifted an eyebrow. “Influence?”

	She nodded. “I found out that the baron has made a deal. This has been a long time coming, it’s been in the works for quite a while, at least a decade and a half if not more. He’s been in talks with a group of vampires, who’ve been slowly acquiring all the baron’s debts, consolidating them in one place, under their own control, and they’re finally done, having convinced the last few stubborn hold-outs to sell them their interests.”

	“Yeah, okay. So?”

	“So, they’re going to forgive the baron’s debts, and give him some money on top of that, in exchange for Violet.”

	I stared at Giselle, the enormity of what she’d just said slowly becoming clear in my mind.

	“So Violet is… She’s collateral?”

	My friend nodded. “She is. And once the baron hands her over, the group of vampires I mentioned is going to use the fact that they have her as leverage to blackmail her grandparents, and influence,” she stressed that word, “their business decisions.”

	“That’s why her father never let her out of the house,” I mumbled. “He was afraid something might happen to her. Because if she was gone, then that would blow up the entire deal.”

	“Precisely.”

	“…Fuck.”

	I sat down heavily on the couch, and looked up at Giselle for a moment, then started staring into the void.

	“What the fuck do we do now?” I asked.

	It was a long time before Giselle replied, and when she did, her voice was incredibly sad. “There’s nothing we can do, Effie. The deal is done, and the exchange will happen tomorrow.”

	“Then I’m going over tonight, and–”

	“Flo. I’m sorry, but the baron is a Partner. You know how this goes: you can’t touch him. No one is above him, except the Elders.”

	I blinked, her words registering in my mind; and an idea suddenly shot through my brain.

	“That’s it!” I exclaimed, rising to my feet and starting to pace back and forth in the flat. “Her father is a Partner, true, but he’s still subject to the Elders’ will. If we get the Elders to guarantee Violet’s freedom, he won’t be able to touch her. No one will.”

	“And how do you suppose you’re going to do that?” Giselle asked sceptically. “Are you just going to go knock on the Elders’ door and ask them nicely?”

	I smiled. “That’s how these things usually go, isn’t it?”

	“Well, yes, but you seem to be forgetting something, Flo,” my friend replied. “To ask something of the Elders, especially such a big thing, you need to be able to give something in exchange. And, simply put, you’re a wee lil’ baby. You haven’t lived nearly long enough to have anything worth trading for Violet’s freedom. Not to mention that you’ve always steadfastly refused to integrate yourself into vampire society: you lack the… ah… social capital.”

	“I know,” I said, and I stopped pacing; then, after a significant pause, I turned to Giselle. “But you don’t. You have enough social capital. The Elders will listen to you if you ask them.”

	She smiled patiently at me. “That’s quite a bit more involved than just looking up some information, Effie. I’d have to use all the leverage I have to convince them to help. All of it. I would be sticking my neck pretty far out for this. Now tell me: why would I do that?”

	“Because I’m calling in my favour.”

	Her smile vanished; her expression turned to shock. “You’re– seriously?” she exclaimed, her eyes wide.

	I nodded. “Seriously.”

	She looked at me for a long while, then shook her head in disbelief. “Sixty-seven years you’ve been sitting on that, and now you’re using it for… what? For a girl?”

	I looked back for a moment, and then I shrugged. “Yeah. Guess I am.”

	Giselle scoffed. “Unbelievable.”

	“Giselle.”

	“Yeah, yeah,” she said. “I’ll do it. I’ll talk to the Elders. I’ll get your girl her freedom.”

	I smiled. “Thank you, Gee.”

	She shook her head, and mumbled something which sounded distinctly like “The shit I put up with, I swear.”

	―

	“Vi! Violet! Are you here?” I called. “Answer me!”

	The door which separated the terrace from her bedroom opened, and she stepped out in a hurry. “Florence? What are you doing here again?” she asked. “And why are you being so loud? My dad came back half an hour ago, he’ll hear you! And he’s pissed off already, I didn’t even try talking to him yet.”

	“This doesn’t matter,” I said. “Listen, I found out something really important. Something I need to tell you.”

	She heard the seriousness in my voice, and she gulped and nodded. “Alright. Tell me.”

	As quickly as I could while covering all important points, I relayed to her everything Giselle had told me about the deal, and about the fact that it involved her; by the time I was done, she was staring at me wide-eyed, shaking her head in disbelief.

	“No,” she murmured. “No, I can’t believe my father would do such a thing. He would never.”

	“I’m sorry, Violet, but this is how it is,” I said. “He’s been keeping you in the dark all this time.”

	“No!” she shouted. “I–”

	“What the hell is going on here?” I heard the baron’s voice say. “Paulie? It’s three in the morning, why are you – YOU!” he exclaimed, stopping in the doorway and staring at me. “What the hell are you doing here?!”

	For once, I was momentarily at a loss as to what to say: after all, he and Violet were both inside the house, out of my reach, so the only thing I could do was talk, and I realised I needed to choose my words carefully.

	“I–” I began.

	“Florence told me you made a deal. With some vampires. A deal that involves me,” Violet said, her voice deadly serious and very quiet, but still perfectly audible in the still silence of the night; she looked up, and I saw her eyes flash with anger before she turned to her father. “Is it true?”

	Baron Bridgewater blinked. “Well, uh…”

	“Is it true?” Violet demanded, marching across the terrace until she was right in her father’s face.

	He held her gaze for a moment, then looked away. “…Yes,” he admitted. “It’s true. But I…”

	“So I’m… what? Merchandise? Just a tool for you to use? Is this all I have been all my life?”

	“No! Paulie, no, you’re…”

	“I hate you!” Violet screamed, and she pushed the baron; he lost his footing, and tumbled backwards into her bedroom, momentarily bewildered.

	Then he shook his head, and started to get up.

	“Why, you little ungrateful…”

	“Violet! The door! Quick!” I said; Violet hesitated just a moment, then slammed the door in her father’s face. “The chair!” I added, and she grabbed one of the chairs that were on the terrace and jammed it under the door’s handle.

	“Open this door right now, young man, or there’ll be hell to pay!” I heard her father shout; there was a loud crashing noise: he’d evidently started to kick the door, which held.

	“Oh, God,” Violet said, stepping away from the door until she was next to the terrace’s railing. “I’ve really made him mad this time. What do I do now?”

	“Vi, I can help you,” I said. “I can help you. But for me to do that, you have to let me in.”

	She looked at me, and then at the door, which was buckling under her father’s blows.

	“Violet, listen to me,” I pleaded. “I can take you away. I will take you away. Far away from here, somewhere he will never find you. To a place where you can be yourself. But you have to trust me.”

	She turned to look at me again, and I stared deep into her eyes.

	“Violet. Please,” I said.

	She looked at me for a second, and I could see the hesitation on her face.

	The chair which had been propped under the doorknob finally gave way, and the door burst open.

	Violet’s father shouted in triumph as he stepped over the threshold and onto the terrace. “Finally!” he exclaimed. “Now I’ll–”

	“You can come in, Florence,” Violet said.

	The baron froze; I smiled widely, floated forward, and landed by Violet’s side. “Good girl,” I whispered, and gave her a peck on the cheek.

	Then I turned my gaze on her father.

	“No!” he screamed, his face draining of colour and his eyes widening in panic. “Stay back!”

	I launched myself towards him at incredible speed, grabbing him and pinning him bodily against the wall, knocking the air out of him; I opened my mouth wide, canines glinting under the moonlight, and–

	“Stop!” Violet shouted, and I froze, my teeth touching, but not piercing, her father’s neck. “Stop,” she repeated. “Don’t hurt him.”

	I turned my head slightly, and gave her a questioning look.

	“He’s still my father,” she said.

	I was sorely tempted to just bite down, to rid the world of this stain of a man, despite Violet’s pleading; but in the end, I just couldn’t let her down. I pulled back, and Baron Bridgewater breathed out a sigh.

	His relief lasted barely a fraction of a second, however, because I grabbed him by the collar and slammed him against the wall once again.

	“I could’ve drained every last drop of blood from your body,” I hissed. “And I would have. Gladly. Your daughter saved your life tonight. Try not to forget that.” I looked directly at him and smiled widely, as wide as I could, so he could see my teeth clearly.

	“My son…” he began, despite himself.

	I pushed him harder into the wall, making him gasp for breath. “Your daughter,” I repeated, my stare burning into him. “Her name is Violet. Fucking acknowledge it.”

	It took him a moment, but he nodded, and I nodded back. “We’re leaving now,” I said. “Violet is coming with me of her own will. Her freedom is guaranteed by the Elders.”

	The baron’s eyes widened.

	“I see you understand what that means, as well as what the consequences will be if anyone, including you, tries to interfere with her choices,” I snarled. “I suggest you don’t try it.”

	I let him go, and he dropped to the ground like a sack of bricks, without moving, barely breathing.

	I turned my back on him, and walked over to Violet. “Come on,” I said, putting my arm around her shoulders.

	She seemed to hesitate; she turned her head back towards her dad.

	“Goodbye, Father.”

	As we took flight and left her home behind, the last thing I heard was William Chapel, Baron Bridgewater of Almsworth, sobbing softly.

	―

	“Hi, Effie,” Giselle said as we entered the flat. “How did it go?”

	“About as well as it could’ve gone,” I replied. “This is Violet.”

	“Violet!” Giselle exclaimed, stepping forward and hugging her. “It’s so nice to finally meet you! I’ve heard so much about you over these past few days. I’m Giselle.”

	“The same Giselle who’s banned from Scotland?” Violet asked.

	Giselle gasped. “You’ve heard of me! How nice! But yes, that’s me. Seriously, I’ve never met a more humourless person than Mary. What’s a small prank between cousins?”

	Violet blinked in surprise. “You’re Mary Stuart’s cousin?”

	“But of course!” Giselle exclaimed. “You see–”

	I sighed. “No, she’s not. Don’t even start, Gee,” I said. “Please. Not tonight, at least, we’re both really tired.”

	My friend’s lips drew back into a smirk. “Oh, tired are you? Want to go to bed together?”

	Violet blushed furiously, and I sighed even more deeply. “Giselle.”

	“Oh, you’re no fun,” she said, making a face. “By the way, things on my end went perfectly fine. I used my leverage, the Elders agreed to our terms, and the deal is done.”

	I nodded. “Thank you.”

	“That’s what big sisters are for, aren’t they? I’ll go put the kettle on.” She turned around and skipped over to the kitchen.

	“She’s your sister?” Violet asked. “But you look nothing alike.”

	“Only figuratively,” I said. “She’s the one who turned me, so she gets to claim that title.”

	“And don’t you forget it!” Giselle called out.

	Violet looked at me curiously. “Turned?” she asked.

	“Into a vampire,” I clarified.

	“…Okay,” she said. “And how does that work, exactly?”

	In an instant, Giselle was with us again, appearing as if from nowhere by our side. “Why, are you interested?” she purred. “Because I would love to have a new kid sister! It’s been so long since I last showed someone the ropes!”

	“Um,” Violet said, blinking in surprise and taking a step back.

	“Hands off, Gee,” I growled. “She’s under the Elders’ protection, remember? That means she gets to choose if and when she gets turned. And by whom.”

	Giselle flashed a grin at me. “And you want her to pick you, of course.”

	I crossed my arms in front of myself. “As a matter of fact, I do. Got a problem with it?”

	My friend waved her hand dismissively. “Oh, perish the thought! After all, I don’t even like girls. Come on now, tea’s ready.”

	As we sat down around the table, taking sips from our mugs in companionable silence (Giselle had apparently decided to be quiet for once) I thought back to the events of the previous few days: my entire life, as well as Violet’s, had been upended, and we would have to adjust to the new normal. The first thing on the to-do list was to help her start her transition – if she wanted to, of course, but I had little doubt about that – as well as gradually introduce her to the world; it wouldn’t be easy, since she’d been sheltered for so long.

	I was sure that over the following weeks and months, things would get complicated.

	But as Violet’s hand found mine, and she smiled a beautiful smile at me, I was certain I’d made the right choice in helping her.


Fast Forward

	I opened my eyes, and was confronted by the faces of my classmates, twisted into mocking grins. “Look, he likes boys!” someone jeered from the back, holding up an Orlando-Bloom-as-Will-Turner poster: the outline of my lips was painted on his forehead, in the bright red lipstick they’d somehow convinced me to wear.

	I blinked; I felt my eyes start to get wet. “But… But you said this was a game,” I said.

	“Yeah, a game to determine how gay you are,” the speaker replied.

	“What do you like about him?” someone else called. “Is it his dreamy eyes?”

	“Or his lovely hair?” another mocking voice added. “Come on, tell us!”

	I gulped, my mouth dry. “I… I don’t like boys,” I forced out.

	“Of course you don’t,” was the answer, accompanied by a mocking laugh.

	“I…” I said, and gulped again.

	“Come on, guys, lay off,” someone else said, and I turned my head to look at the speaker: Scott. The track team captain, and most popular boy in the whole school. “And get on with the times. Liking boys is perfectly normal.”

	I smiled weakly. “Thank y–”

	“For a girl,” he continued, and the room was again filled by uproarious laughter.

	I felt as if I was sinking in a deep, dark abyss. “I… I’m not a girl,” I protested, my voice barely audible. “I’m not a girl. I can’t be a girl. I’m a boy.”

	I saw a weird expression pass over Scott’s face, just for a moment, but then he grinned again. “Yeah, right,” he said. “Why are you wearing lipstick, then?”

	“You made me wear it.”

	“Nobody forced you, you put it on on your own,” Scott shrugged. “But alright.” He straightened up, and turned on his heel. “Come on, let’s leave her alone,” he said, walking away, his cronies following after him like a pack of scavengers following a predator.

	He reached the door and opened it, then turned around to look at me once more; again a strange look flickered in his eyes for a brief second, but then he grinned again. “See you tomorrow at school, girlie,” he said, and then walked out.

	I sat there, half-slumped on the floor, silently crying, for what felt like an eternity; then I dried my eyes, stood up, climbed on my bike, and made my way back home.

	As I entered through the front door my father’s voice, almost drowned out by the loud noises of Monday night football, called from the den, “That you, boy?”

	“Yeah,” I called back. “I’m home.”

	“You’re past your curfew! Grounded for a week!”

	“Fine,” I replied.

	“What was that? You’re a man, speak up!”

	“I said fine!”

	“Good! Now get to bed!”

	Not like I had any place to go after school or on the weekend, in any case. That night had been the first time in my whole junior high career that I’d gone out to a party, and it hadn’t ended well.

	I sighed as I entered my room; passing in front of the mirror hanging on the wardrobe door, I caught sight of myself, and saw that my lips were still painted red – it was a good thing my mom worked very late, and my dad didn’t care about me enough to put down his beer and come meet me at the door, or there might have been trouble.

	I wiped away the lipstick with the back of my hand, and frowned down at the red colour. I wish I knew why Scott always picks on me, I thought bitterly.

	I flopped down on the bed, without even bothering to change out of my clothes; after a few minutes, tiredness and sadness overcame me, and I drifted off to sleep.

	―

	I was woken up from my slumber by someone gently shaking me.

	“Good morning,” a gentle voice said. “Come on, honey, rise and shine.”

	“Mmhmm…” I mumbled, turning over and burying my face into the pillow. “Five more minutes, Mom.”

	There was a light, almost crystalline giggle. “Mom? Wow, someone is really out of it. Come on, Nicole, up and at ‘em, or we’ll be late.”

	Nicole?

	I opened a bleary eye, and found myself staring at an unknown woman’s face. She smiled warmly at me. “Hello, sleepyhead,” she said.

	I blinked a very slow blink, my brain still spooling up to full speed. “Who…?”

	The woman mussed my hair. “‘Who’ what?”

	“Who are you?” I asked; I turned over onto my back, and stared at the ceiling – it took me a few moments to realise that it, too, was completely unknown to me.

	“What do you mean?” the woman asked, and I could hear the frown in her voice.

	I looked around, and didn’t recognise my surroundings: I was clearly in a bedroom, lying in a king-sized bed like my parents’, but I’d never been in that place before. I propped myself up on my elbows and started pushing myself to a sitting position, and then paused.

	My body felt weird. The way it had moved… it was unlike anything I’d ever felt before.

	“Nikki?” the woman asked. I didn’t answer; I was too busy trying to figure out where I was and, most importantly – running my hands over my head, face, neck, and chest – why my body was shaped like…

	“Nicole?” the woman asked again; I turned my head to look at her, and saw the worry on her face.

	“What happened to me?” I asked.

	“…What?” she said. “Come on, Nicole, stop kidding.”

	I shook my head. “I’m not kidding, I…” I touched my chest again. “I have tits?”

	“…Yeah? Of course you do,” she said. “You’re a woman. Would be weird if you didn’t.”

	“I’m what?” I asked.

	The woman kept looking at me for a few moments, then shook her head. “Whatever game you’re playing, it’s not funny. Stop it.”

	“It’s not a game!” I snapped; my breathing was starting to get laboured. “I’m…” I stared at her. “Who are you?”

	She scoffed. “Come on, you know who I am, stop fooling around.”

	I gave her a long, hard look. “I…” I began to say; despite the fact that I was certain I’d never seen her before, she seemed familiar. There was something about her face, especially her eyes, which reminded me of...

	“…Scott?”

	It was a whisper, but it might as well have been a gunshot: the woman recoiled violently as if she’d been slapped, the colour drained from her face, and her breathing visibly quickened.

	“I–” she began to say, and then her mouth snapped shut. She gulped. “I…” she began again. “What? What the fuck? Why would you say…?”

	She stopped talking, and put a hand to her chest; she closed her eyes, and drew in a forceful breath, held it in for a few moments, then slowly exhaled. She repeated the process a few more times, until she’d gotten her breathing under control. She opened her eyes and stared directly at me.

	“Who are you?” she asked, her voice wavering. “My Nikki would never… Who are you?”

	I looked back at her, and gulped. “Sorry,” I apologised, even though I had no idea what I’d done wrong. “I’m sorry, I…” I shook my head.

	The woman kept glaring at me for a few moments, then shook her head, too. “No, I’m sorry. I… You’re…” She hesitated. “I shouldn’t have shouted. I apologise.”

	I gulped again, and nodded.

	“Let’s try again,” she said, smiling a weak smile at me. “My name is Sophie. And you’re…?”

	I licked my lips. “Henry,” I said.

	“Oh,” she replied, and her shoulders slumped.

	There was a long moment of silence, punctuated only by our shallow breathing.

	“You don’t remember?” Sophie asked.

	I frowned. “I don’t remember what?”

	“You don’t remember your name?”

	“I just told you, my name is Henry,” I said, my frown deepening.

	She shook her head, a sad expression on her face. “Your name hasn’t been Henry for more than ten years now. Legally, I mean. You’d stopped calling yourself that long before bureaucracy caught up.” She paused. “You’re Nicole now. Nikki.”

	“…Nikki?”

	“Yes,” Sophie nodded.

	“But that’s not possible,” I said. “I’m not–”

	“No, you’re a girl,” she sternly cut me off, her eyes narrowing in a glare.

	I blinked at her unexpected change in demeanour. “I’m–”

	“You’re a girl,” Sophie repeated, cutting me off again. “I’m sorry, but self-denial is against the rules. I’m not going to let you do that, because I know that you’d figured out you’re a girl when you were, like, five, but kept denying it to everyone else for years as an automatic response. I know because you told me.”

	“I told you?” I asked, my eyebrows rising in surprise.

	“You did.”

	There was a long moment of silence as I thought about her words; then, with a shaking voice, I said, “I did it then? I actually did it? I’m Nicole now?”

	Sophie nodded. “Just like I’m Sophie, and not…” She hesitated and then, after a moment, continued, “…that other person.” She paused and, much more quietly, so quietly I almost didn’t hear her, added, “Fuck, it had been years since I last thought about him.”

	“I’m sorry,” I whispered back. “I…”

	She held up a hand. “Don’t apologise,” she said. “You didn’t do anything wrong. It’s not your fault you don’t remember…” She gestured between the two of us. “You don’t remember, right? Because, swear to God, if you’re fooling around, I will put you in the ground.”

	I shook my head. “This isn’t a joke,” I said. “I really don’t remember.”

	“Good. Well, no, not good, actually.” Then she frowned. “What is the last thing you remember, anyway?”

	“I remember falling asleep in my bed, back home, after…” I gulped, and hesitated.

	“After…?” Sophie prodded gently.

	“After I came home from the party.”

	Sophie blinked and breathed in sharply. “Wait, which party?”

	“The party,” I repeated dumbly; then, realising that which party was obvious to me – since from my point of view it’d happened just hours earlier – but not to anyone else, I added, “The one at the abandoned house, outside of town. Near the quarry.”

	“Fuck,” Sophie said, and her eyes started filling with tears. “I’m sorry, Nikki. I’m so fucking sorry about that. God. Fuck!” She put her face in her hands. “God, please don’t hate me. I’m so sorry. Please don’t hate me,” she whispered.

	“I…” I began, then hesitated. Truth to be told, I did hate Scott: I hated all my classmates for what they’d done to me the previous night, and for the way they always treated me, for the way they always bullied me. But on the other hand, I realised to my surprise, I didn’t hate Sophie: she might have been Scott – was she Scott? – but she seemed to be an entirely different person, a good person, repentant about what she’d done in the past, and incredibly distraught by the thought of me disliking her.

	I took a deep breath, and let it out. “I don’t hate you,” I said

	“You don’t?” Sophie hiccoughed, looking up in surprise.

	I hesitantly nodded, and reached out with a delicate hand, placing it on her shoulder. “I don’t,” I repeated.

	She smiled (She has a beautiful smile, I found myself thinking), and her face took on a relieved expression: she looked like a death row prisoner who’d had her sentence commuted minutes before climbing into the chair. “Thank you,” she breathed out; I nodded in acknowledgement. “It’s just… you mean so much to me, Nikki, if you had hated me, I…” She gulped, and shook her head, her smile becoming a bit strained.

	“I don’t hate you,” I said again, feeling the need to reassure her further; then, after a moment, I added, “I’m curious, though. You and I…”

	“Yes?” she asked, looking at me again.

	“I mean, are we…?”

	Sophie nodded. “Yes,” she said. “Yes we are.”

	“Right. How did that happen?”

	“Yeah, it’s a fair question, isn’t it?” she replied with a laugh. “Especially since the last thing you remember is the party. Well, the party was seventeen years ago. It’s 2023.”

	I blinked. “2023? Shit, I missed a lot.”

	“You did. And, to answer your question, this,” she motioned between the two of us, “didn’t happen until a couple years ago. After the party, you and… him didn’t speak for a long time. You just ignored each other, went about your separate lives. Then a couple years after he graduated high school, he heard about you. That you’d transitioned, and were Nicole, I mean. And that made him realise that maybe, just maybe, he could try being a different person too. So he decided to give this ‘being a girl’ thing a shot, and stop ignoring it as he’d done up until then…”

	“No, wait, hold on,” I said, raising a hand to stop her. “You mean you’d known back then, too? Even when we were kids? Same as I did?”

	“Yeah,” she replied. “He always knew, same as you. But he kept telling himself that it would go away eventually if he just didn’t think about it. Even if the thoughts kept him awake at night more times than he could count.” She clicked her tongue. “Stupid boy. It doesn’t work like that. Maybe if someone had actually talked to him about it and explained things, offered a bit of support…”

	She paused, and a distant look of regret passed through her eyes; she shook her head, as if to dispel the memories.

	“Anyway, a few years after he decided to stop pretending and started transitioning, the only good decision in his entire life, I reached out to you,” she continued. “Just to say sorry, and thank you for showing me the way. We started talking, you forgave me, and we became friends. Good friends. But nothing more, for nearly a decade. Looking back on it, there always was some… tension. But neither of us acted on it. We were both useless.” She smiled. “But then the pandemic happened, and–”

	“The what?”

	Sophie blinked. “Right, you don’t know about that. It’s…” She waved her hand quickly in front of her face. “Never mind, that’s not important right now, I’ll explain later. The long story short is, I’d just been kicked out by my room-mate, she found out I’m trans and…” She shook her head. “I really needed a place to stay, and you offered. And, well, we were living together, with zero face-to-face contact with anyone except each other, one thing led to the other, and…”

	She spread her hands in front of her, and smiled sheepishly.

	“I see,” I said, nodding pensively. “Yeah, it kinda makes sense.”

	Sophie held my gaze for a moment, and then nodded, too. “But I know that you don’t see me like that right at this moment. After all, considering this is all super new to you…”

	“…Yeah,” I said. “I’m sorry, Sophie, I…”

	She quickly waved my apology away. “Don’t be,” she said. “It’s not your fault. But this is a good chance, actually! We can get to know each other again. What do you say?”

	She smiled a brittle smile at me, and I couldn’t find it in my heart to refuse her. “Yeah, sounds good,” I nodded.

	“Great! We can get dressed up, spend a day out. Maybe go to the park, or to a museum. Have lunch at a café. Whatever you want to do.”

	“You decide,” I replied. “After all, you know what there’s to do in town. I didn’t go out of the house that much in the first place, and any knowledge I may have had is now seventeen years out of date.”

	“Not to mention out of place,” she replied with a grin. “We’re not in our home town.”

	I blinked in surprise. “We’re not?”

	“Nope,” she said. “We moved to the big city several years back. You’re not in Kansas any more.”

	“…Alright then,” I said. “I’m counting on you to show me around, then.”

	―

	“Stop being so nervous,” Sophie said as I glanced around yet again. “You’re doing fine. No one can tell. I promise.”

	“How can you be so sure?” I replied. “I kinda get the feeling that everyone is staring at me.”

	“They aren’t,” she reassured me. “And, if they are, it’s just because they see a pair of cute girls. That’s all there is to it.”

	I smiled. “Tooting your own horn, are you?”

	“Yeah, a bit,” she said. “But I said a pair of cute girls, so I’m including you in that.” She grabbed my hand and squeezed it. “Because you are cute.”

	And she was right. I’d seen proof of that earlier, looking in the mirror after changing out of my pyjamas: the clothes I found in my closet were beautiful, and they fit my new body perfectly. And, speaking of my body, I’d only gotten the briefest look at it while changing, but it had been everything I’d ever dreamed of and more. Even though I didn’t know what I’d done to it exactly over the seventeen years I couldn’t remember – Sophie hadn’t said, and I hadn’t asked – I felt like I had to congratulate myself on a job well done.

	“You know, I’m actually a bit envious,” Sophie said. “Wearing cute clothes, wearing make-up, being a girl in public, it’s all new to you in a sense, since you don’t remember doing it before. And, despite the nervousness, you seem to be enjoying yourself.”

	“I am,” I replied with a smile. “This is literally the best day ever. I’ve been dreaming of doing this ever since I was very young, and now I actually get to do it.”

	“I’m glad. Oh, there it is,” she said, pointing to a building just down the road. “That’s your favourite café. Our favourite café. They make the best Full English in the state.”

	“What’s a Full English?” I asked.

	Sophie blinked, but then laughed; “Oh, God,” she said, between peals of laughter. “This is too much.”

	“What’s so funny?”

	“It’s just, you were the one who introduced me to the Full English, Nikki,” she replied, still giggling, “so it’s a bit weird having to explain it to you. But okay.” She reached over, grabbed my hand, and started pulling me towards the café. “Come on, you’re one of today’s lucky ten thousand.”

	I frowned as I followed her. “What does that mean?”

	“That’s another thing you taught me,” she said. “Explaining it will take a while, though, so let’s wait until we’re seated. I’m absolutely famished.”

	I was really hungry, too, so I nodded and let her lead me into the café.

	―

	“That was a lot of food,” I said, leaning back in my chair. “I mean, a lot.”

	“Right? The English don’t mess around when it comes to breakfast,” Sophie said, and she let out a quiet, satisfied burp. “But it’s okay, we can treat it as brunch and skip lunch altogether.”

	I smirked. “Are you watching your figure?”

	“Nah, not really,” Sophie replied. “I’m just going to burn it all off when I go running tomorrow.”

	“Right, I remember you being into sports. So you kept that up.”

	“It was one of the very few good things he did,” she shrugged. “At first I stopped, you know? After transition. Because I wasn’t sure if it was something he did because he enjoyed it, or to keep up appearances. But then I tried it again, and I found out that I enjoyed it, too.”

	“Makes sense,” I said, with a pensive nod. “What about me? Do I have any hobbies?”

	“Knitting and crocheting,” she said, and laughed when I gave her an askance look. “Nah, I’m kidding, I’m kidding. You’re super into video games actually. Wait, thinking about it, now you can replay several games for the first time. If that makes sense.”

	“It does,” I replied. “I’m– I was really looking forward to Aftermath, actually. Guess I don’t have to wait for it.”

	“What game is that?” she asked.

	“The expansion for Half-Life 2.”

	“Oh yeah, they renamed that to Episode One, but I guess that was after your time. Then there was Episode Two, and then like a dozen years of nothing before Alyx came out, the one in VR.”

	“VR?”

	“Virtual reality.”

	I blinked. “Wait, you have virtual reality now? The future is awesome.”

	“Oh, my sweet summer child,” Sophie said, laughing once again. “There are so many things you’ve missed. I honestly can’t wait to show them to you.”

	“Can’t wait to see them,” I nodded. “You know a lot about video games, though.”

	“I do, I enjoy them a lot too. It was actually one of the things we first bonded over.”

	“Huh. And what about other stuff? What do I do for work?”

	“You’re a journalist. Staff writer on LGBTQ+ issues for a major newspaper, and you’ve had bylines in several magazines.”

	“I see,” I replied; I had no idea what ‘staff writer’ meant, but it sounded really cool. “And you? What do you do?”

	“Child psychologist, believe it or not,” she answered. “I help trans children and their families with the whole transition thing.”

	“Cool,” I said. “Doesn’t seem to be an easy job, though.”

	“It’s not. Everything is so political nowadays,” she said with clear distaste. “Trans people, and children especially, are a really interesting discussion topic, even though we’re just trying to live our lives. But, on the other hand, parents tend to be more accepting these days than they were back when we were young.”

	I suddenly realised something, and inhaled sharply in shock. “Wait, what about my parents?” I asked. “How did they take…”

	“Your mom took it pretty well,” she replied. “She was surprised at first, but quickly accepted it. Your dad, not so much. That’s why they’re divorced nowadays, and why you and your mom don’t speak to him.”

	I took a moment to let her words sink in. My transition had apparently fully alienated me from my father; but then again, it wasn’t like we were close back in 2006. And in any case, in all situations, you win some and you lose some: if my relationship with my dad was the price I had to pay to be a girl, I would gladly pay it. I had already paid it, actually.

	“And what about your parents?” I asked Sophie.

	“Oh, it was amazing, Nikki,” she said, smiling an incredibly beautiful smile. “I had no hope for either of them, they were always… well, kind of bigots, to be honest. But, in a completely unexpected twist, they were both wonderful: when I came out to them, they immediately accepted me, and supported me wholeheartedly.” She paused. “Actually, let me show you.”

	She rooted inside her purse, and fished out a flat, thin, three-by-six inches slab of glass and plastic, which lit up at the touch of a button. “What’s that?” I asked, blinking in surprise.

	Sophie looked up from the device to me. “It’s a phone,” she said, clearly puzzled; then, after a moment, she smiled. “Right, phones look very different from what you remember. Anyway, hold on… here.”

	She turned the screen around so I could see it: on it was a picture of me and Sophie, kissing, while my mom and two other people – her parents, most likely – stood right behind us, smiling widely.

	“Took this at Pride last year,” Sophie said, smiling warmly at the memory.

	“That’s great,” I said, reaching out and placing a hand on her arm. “I’m so happy for you.”

	“For us,” she said. “But thank you.”

	We sat there for a minute, looking into each other’s eyes, enjoying each other’s presence; then Sophie stood up, and offered me her hand.

	“Come on,” she said, pulling me to my feet. “Our day out has just begun, there are so many more things we can do before it’s time to go back home.”

	“Alright, let’s go.”

	―

	I flopped down in bed, the energy I’d expended during the long, wonderful day I’d spent with Sophie catching up with me; I yawned deeply, and Sophie giggled. “Wow, someone is tired,” she said, beaming a wonderful smile at me.

	“Yeah,” I said, and yawned again. “Yeah. I feel like I could sleep for another seventeen years.”

	“You better not,” she said, “otherwise when you wake up we’ll be forty-seven.”

	I made a face. “I can’t even imagine what that would be like. I can’t think that far ahead. We’d be old crones.”

	She shrugged. “Being old crones together wouldn’t be so bad.”

	I smiled up at her. “I’m really glad I met you, Sophie. Even if I had to skip seventeen years of my life to do that.”

	“It means a lot, coming from you,” she replied, leaning down and pecking me on the cheek with cherry red lips.

	“I just wish I could’ve helped you back when we were both kids,” I said, and yawned deeply again. “Made it easier for you somehow.”

	She smiled warmly at me and mussed my hair; then she straightened up, turned around, and started walking to the bathroom.

	I watched her go for a few moments, then turned my head and stared at the ceiling; after a couple minutes, though, tiredness overcame me, and I fell asleep.

	―

	I slowly drifted awake, emerging from my deep sleep; I turned over in bed to look at the ceiling, and blinked in surprise.

	It was the ceiling of my room, back at my parents’ house. Back in 2006.

	…Was I back? Or had I never left at all?

	I remembered everything about the previous day, in vivid detail: waking up in a weird room, in the future; being a girl – no, a young woman; meeting Sophie, and then getting to know her; the day we’d spent out and about; and then, finally, falling asleep again. Every single moment was burned into my mind, as if seared there by a red-hot brand. But it could have been just a dream. It must have been just a dream. After all, people don’t just spontaneously travel through time and back again for one day, right?

	Yes, it had been a dream. Definitely.

	No doubt about it.

	I shook my head to clear it, but that did nothing to dispel the memories. I felt like some important part of me was missing: I’d barely gotten a taste of what freedom and euphoria felt like, and it had done nothing but whet my appetite for them.

	My mind kept flashing back to Sophie, especially: beautiful, warm, caring Sophie. A girl I barely knew, a woman I’d spent only one day with, but whom I already sorely missed.

	She’s not real, though, I told myself firmly. She’s just a figment of your imagination.

	I sighed deeply, and pulled myself up to a seated position on the bed, flicking the light switch as I did so; it was time to get up and get ready for school, I didn’t want to be late and give my dad an excuse to ground me for another week.

	As I got up and started heading towards the bathroom, I caught sight of my reflection in the mirror, and I stopped short.

	Faintly painted on my cheek, in cherry red lipstick, was the impression of a pair of lips; it was exactly in the same spot where Sophie had kissed me the previous evening, seventeen years in the future.

	I stared at the mirror for a long time, and by the time my mom shouted up the stairs that I had to hurry if I didn’t want to miss the school bus, I’d come to a decision.

	―

	I walked into the classroom for homeroom, just in time: by a small miracle, I’d managed to get changed in record time and catch the school bus, without having to skip breakfast, either. The teacher hadn’t shown up yet; just as well, we wouldn’t get interrupted.

	I gulped nervously, steeled my nerves, and marched right over to Scott’s desk: he and his cadre were gathered in a small group, like they did every morning, and they were talking and laughing loudly among themselves, but went quiet as I approached.

	Scott looked at me, a sardonic smile on his lips. “Oh, hi, Henry! What’s up?” he asked.

	Trying to keep my voice steady, I looked him straight in the eyes, and said, “I didn’t like what you did yesterday evening, and you’re going to apologise.”

	There was a stunned moment of silence in the classroom as Scott – and everyone else – blinked at me in surprise; but then he barked out a laugh. “Excuse me? I’m going to apologise?”

	“You are,” I nodded.

	He crossed his arms in front of himself and scoffed. “Why would I do that? I don’t want to.”

	I nodded again. “Alright, I’m going to make a bet with you then.”

	“A bet?” he asked, raising a sceptical eyebrow.

	“Yes, a bet. You’re going to meet me behind the gym after school, alone, and we’ll talk. Just talk. Then, if I manage to convince you to apologise to me, you’ll do so tomorrow morning, in front of everyone.”

	“Okay,” he said, nodding carefully. “And when you can’t convince me to apologise? What do I get?”

	“This,” I replied, and I held up the hundred dollar bill I’d slipped out of my mom’s wallet earlier that morning.

	Scott blinked in surprise again. “Seriously?”

	“Seriously,” I said.

	“Alright! You got a deal.”

	“Good. Behind the gym after school. Alone, remember.”

	“Yeah, yeah,” he said. “Alone. I get it.”

	―

	True to his word, Scott was waiting for me behind the gym after school; as agreed, he was alone.

	“Good, there you are,” he said. “You might as well give me that hundred right away, because there’s no way you’re going to convince me to apologise, you know.”

	“Not so fast,” I said. “First, we have to talk. Remember? You agreed to the terms of the bet.”

	“Alright,” he said, leaning back against the gym’s wall and shrugging his shoulders. “Let’s talk then. Why should I apologise to you?”

	I took a deep breath, and licked my lips.

	“Because I know,” I said.

	Scott frowned. “Wait, what do you know?”

	“I know,” I repeated.

	“You said that already!” he exclaimed. “What do you know?”

	“I know,” I said one more time. “You thought no one could possibly know, but I do.”

	“What the hell are you talking about?” Scott asked, his frown deepening.

	I crossed my arms in front of my chest, and just stared at him.

	Scott stared back for a long moment, and then blinked slowly; his eyes widened. “You… you know?”

	I nodded. “I do.”

	“…How?!”

	“That’s not important,” I said. “I just know.”

	“Bullshit!” he snarled, and darted forward, seizing me by the front of my hoodie and cocking a fist back. “Who told you?”

	“No one told me,” I said, trying desperately to keep the fear out of my voice.

	He pulled me closer, and cocked his fist back further. “Tell me who fucking told you right now, or I swear to God, I’ll–”

	“You’ll what?” I shot back, cutting him off. “Punch me? Hurt me? You’re not going to do that. You’re not the kind of person who does that.” I paused, and gulped. “You’re not the kind of girl who does that.”

	“I’m not a girl, I’m a boy!” he shouted.

	“Are you?”

	“I am! I’m a boy! I can’t…” He blinked, and his eyes started filling with tears. “I can’t be a girl.”

	I gave him a sad smile. “Can’t you?” I said. “Or are you just too scared? I know what you tell yourself when you lie awake in bed at night. I know that you think that if you just keep ignoring all of this, it will just go away. But it won’t. It will never go away.”

	Scott kept looking at me with teary eyes for a few moments, and then his tense muscles slacked. Almost numbly, he lowered his fist, and let go of my hoodie. “Fuck,” he mumbled.

	“…Yeah,” I agreed.

	“Fuck,” he whispered again, staggering backwards and leaning against the gym wall once more; he put his face in his hands, and started sobbing.

	I walked towards him and slowly, tentatively, I reached out with a hand, and put it on Scott’s shoulder. “Hey. It’s alright,” I said.

	“It’s not alright!”

	“It’s alright,” I repeated. “I won’t tell. I promise I won’t tell.”

	“…Why?” Scott asked between sobs. “I’ve been nothing but horrible to you. Why are you being so fucking nice to me?”

	“Because…” I began to say, and then stopped; I bit my lip. “Scott, this is going to sound unbelievable, but let me tell you a story.”

	Scott raised tearful eyes towards me. “A story…?”

	“Yes,” I nodded. “I’m going to tell you about Nikki.”

	I squeezed her shoulder.

	“And I’m going to tell you about Sophie.”


Skin Deep,
Part the First:
The World Above

	In Which Visitors From the Sea Arrive,
a Forest Is Explored,
and a Friendship Blooms

	Shielding my eyes with my hands to be able to see through the haze that still hung over the sea despite it being already mid-morning, I peered intently at the horizon, trying to spot the guests I knew would be arriving soon. I glanced around, double-checking that I had everything I needed to properly greet them (I did), and then resumed staring out at the sea.

	It was the first time my father had involved me in the proceedings: the task used to fall to a rotation of sons of minor chieftains, but he’d decided that, at ten years old, I was old enough to begin caring about the ‘family business,’ as he put it; and maybe to start thinking about taking it over, many years in the future. It was a difficult job, which required one to juggle many skills, and my father was very good at it: that’s why he had been elected, after all.

	“Here they come,” one of the clansmen who were standing on the pier with me said. “Do you remember how you’re supposed to greet them, Blair?”

	I nodded as a ripple broke the surface of the sea: it was the wake of something swimming just under the surface, and I thanked my good stars that the sea was mostly calm that day, with very small waves, or else we wouldn’t have been able to spot the visitors until they’d begun to climb up on the pier.

	A few moments later a hand broke through the surface of the water, and a figure hauled himself up on the wooden slats; a huge figure, I realised – the merman who flopped onto the pier had the tail of a walrus, and a physique to match.

	The enormous man flopped over on his back, reached for his chin with a huge hand, grasped onto something, and seemingly pulled the skin off his head and face like the hood of a cloak; the removed skin tuned semi-transparent, and I was amazed to see his face was still in place, hair, beard and all, as if he’d simply removed an item of clothing. I’d heard about this, of course; but seeing it with my own two eyes was quite different from second-hand tales.

	“Phah!” the man explosively breathed out, a wide grin on his face. “Brisk air we got this morning, innit?”

	He kept pulling and tugging until he’d shed his entire seaskin, which gathered in a heap of almost see-through cloth at his feet, which had replaced his tail; I approached him as he stood up, and offered him a towel and a bundle of clothing, which I’d retrieved earlier from the shack by the pier – it was where we kept clothes for visitors from the sea to wear.

	“Greetings and salutations,” I said, craning my neck to look up at him – the man was well over two metres tall, and he all but towered over me. “I am Blair of Clan Fraser, son of Chief Paramount Bruce. On behalf of the Confederation of Land Clans, I bid thee welcome.”

	“Thank ye, laddie,” he said under his breath, grabbing the towel and starting to wipe the water from his skin. Then, louder, he continued, “I am Gordon of Clan Flyde, Chief Paramount of the Confederation of Sea Clans. I come in peace on a trade mission.”

	“I acknowledge and accept your mission, Chief Flyde. You are under the protection of Clan Fraser until you choose to depart.”

	Gordon nodded; then he looked me up and down and smiled. “Well, that’s the pleasantries done, lad. Ye did well. Ye make yer father proud.”

	“Thank you,” I replied, beaming at the compliment. “May I take your seaskin, Chief Flyde?”

	“Of course, of course,” he said, bending over and picking up the skin. “Take good care of it now, I’m going to need it again come this evening.” He handed me the wet bundle of cloth, which I in turn handed to a clansman who’d stepped up beside me.

	“My father is waiting for us up at the manor. Shall we be on our way?” I asked, turning back to Gordon.

	“Just wait a moment fer my companions to come ashore, and we’ll be off.”

	“Companions?” I said.

	“Of course,” he nodded. “I did not come alone.”

	Just then, two other merfolk pulled themselves up on the pier. As I turned to look, the larger one pulled off his seaskin and stood up. He was almost as tall as Chief Flyde, but much thinner, almost angular, and he had a regal, severe air about him; he ran his gaze over me and the other clansmen who were on the dock, and he sniffed in sharply through his nose, almost sneering.

	I shook myself, realising I still had a duty to attend to: I stepped towards the tall man, and began, “Welcome, sir, may I–”

	“Do not touch me, child,” he said sharply, raising a hand to stave off my advance. “Nor my seaskin. I will take care of it myself.”

	I blinked, taken aback by the reaction, but then nodded. By then the other person had removed their seaskin, too, and I did a double take as I turned towards them: she was a girl. A girl about my own age, with short hair and eyes as blue as the sea, who smiled widely at me.

	“Hi!” she exclaimed brightly, grabbing the towel I handed her and starting to dry herself.

	“Uh… hi,” I replied. Then, after a moment, I continued, “I’m sorry, I don’t think we have any clothes that would fit you on hand.” I looked to one of the clansmen for confirmation, and he nodded: visitors from the sea were usually adults.

	“Oh, it’s not a problem,” she said, “I’ll just stay naked. What are clothes good for anyway?”

	“Like I told ye, Aine,” Chief Flyde said with a sigh, “it’s rude not to wear clothes when on land.”

	The girl, Aine, sighed in turn. “Yes, father.”

	“You can wear the towel around yourself,” I said. “I’ll send someone ahead so they’ll have clothes ready for you by the time we reach the manor.”

	“Thank you,” she replied. “I’ll just… hold on…” she continued, trying to figure out how to wrap the towel around her body.

	“Here, let me help you,” I said, and I showed her how to tie two of the corners in a knot over her shoulder, so that she was wearing the towel like a make-shift robe.

	“Thank you,” she repeated, smiling at me again, and I returned the smile; I bent over, and grabbed her seaskin.

	“I’ll take good care of this,” I said, and she nodded.

	“If you’re quite finished with the theatrics,” the tall man said, “we have business to attend to.”

	“Don’t be a sourpuss, Neil,” Gordon said. “A little delay never hurt anyone.”

	Neil harrumphed, but didn’t reply.

	“Shall we be on our way?” I asked, and Gordon nodded. I started walking down the pier, and Gordon and Neil followed me, with the clansmen bringing up the rear; Aine, on the other hand, joined me in front, walking by my side.

	“This place is beautiful,” she said, as we made our way up the winding path carved into the side of the reef to reach the edge, two hundred feet above the pier. “I’d never been on land before. How deep are we?”

	“How deep are we?” I queried, puzzled. “What do you mean?”

	“I mean,” she said, pointing upwards at the sky. “How far do we have to go to reach the surface?”

	I blinked in surprise. “There is… no surface?” I half-replied-half-asked. “The sky just goes on and on.”

	“It goes on and on? It never stops?” Aine said, her voice awed.

	I shook my head. “It doesn’t,” I said. “The sky just… keeps going.”

	“Whoa.”

	Gordon burst out in an uproarious laugh. “What did I tell ye, sweetie? The world is vast.”

	Aine nodded. “Yes, I can see that.”

	We were silent until we reached the manor, except for Aine’s excited exclamations as she kept looking around and spotted something interesting; we took a few moments at the door to allow her to wear the clothes a clansman brought her – she refused the skirt and instead picked a pair of trousers and a simple shirt – and then in we went.

	I stopped just inside the threshold, and cleared my throat. “Father,” I said loudly, “our guests have arrived!”

	“Thank you, son,” my father replied from the bottom of the stairs; he walked towards us through the entrance hall, and Gordon walked forward to meet him halfway.

	“Chief Flyde,” my father said, offering his hand.

	“Chief Fraser,” Gordon replied, shaking it.

	There was a moment of silence.

	Then they broke out into identical, huge grins.

	“Gordon!” my father bellowed, spreading his arms wide.

	“Bruce, buddy!” Gordon shouted, embracing my father. “How’re things, my friend?”

	“Very good, very good! It’s so good to see you, Gordon, it’s been too long!”

	“It has indeed.”

	They both stepped back from the hug, still smiling broadly. “Oh, and I do have to congratulate you on your election to Chief Paramount,” my father said. “Belated congratulations, though; it’s been what, six months?”

	“Eight,” Gordon replied. “And I would’ve come visit sooner, but I was very busy, I’m sure ye understand.”

	“Of course,” my father nodded. “It was the same for me, five years ago. Shall you introduce me to your companions?”

	Gordon nodded, passed an arm over my father’s shoulders, and guided him towards our small group. “This here is Aine. My daughter.”

	“Yes, I do see the family resemblance,” my father said, reaching over and mussing Aine’s hair. “Hello, young lady.”

	“Hello, Chief Paramount Fraser,” Aine replied.

	My father chuckled. “Oh, do call me Bruce. Uncle Bruce.” Then he looked at Neil. “And who are you, sir?”

	The tall man looked down his nose at my father. “Chief Neil of Clan Haf,” he said.

	“Ah, yes. Second place in the election, as I recall.”

	Neil visibly bristled at my father’s words, but nodded solemnly. “Indeed. I have been named Trade Minister by Chief Paramount Flyde upon his election. It’s such a pleasure to be here,” he finished through gritted teeth.

	“Having to come up here once or twice a month will do ye well, Neil,” Gordon said; then he turned to my father, and stage-whispered, “He’s a wee bit prejudiced against land-walkers, ye see, so I thought some exposure therapy was appropriate.”

	If at all possible, Neil grit his teeth even harder: I could almost hear them grinding against each other.

	“Well!” my father said after a moment. “Shall we get these trade negotiations underway? I have had a room prepared, if you’ll follow me.”

	“Actually,” Gordon said, “I was hoping ye would excuse both Aine and yer son from the proceedings. They’re too young to fully understand everything, I’m afraid, and I think Aine would like to see more of the surface than just the inside of a musty room.”

	“Oh, come on, my rooms are certainly not musty,” my father said with a laugh. “But okay. Blair, would you go with Aine? And show her around.”

	I straightened up, standing as tall as I could. “Of course, father.”

	“Ye take good care of her, ya hear?” Gordon said, smiling and pointing a finger the size of a truncheon my way. “Keep her safe.”

	“Of course,” I repeated.

	He nodded. “I’m counting on ye.”

	“Be back before sunset,” my father said, and he turned around to lead Chief Flyde and Chief Haf away; they disappeared through a door.

	I turned to Aine. “Have you ever seen a forest, Aine?” I asked.

	“I have,” she replied. “We have forests under the sea; but I’m willing to bet yours are quite different.”

	“I think you’ll like it,” I said, grabbing her hand and leading her away.

	―

	“I still think it’s unfair that birds get to fly through the air and you don’t,” Aine mused. “I mean, us merpeople get to swim through the ocean, in whatever direction we please, so why don’t you humans get to explore the surface the same way?”

	I laughed, looking up at her from my comfortable position, sprawled on the forest floor. “It’s just how it is. Unfortunately, we don’t have wings. But I’ve heard about someone who’s built a flying contraption recently.”

	She craned her head up to look at me, which she had to do since she was currently hanging upside-down ten feet in the air, her legs hooked around a tree branch. “Oh, really?”

	“Yeah, they’re two brothers. The Moon Golf brothers? Maybe? It’s hard to pronounce, they’re from France.”

	“What’s a France?”

	“It’s a country, to the south of here,” I answered, gesturing vaguely with my hand. “They make cheese and wine there.” I paused. “Those are foods.”

	Aine laughed. “I know what cheese is, my dad brought some home for me to taste one time.”

	“Oh? Did you like it?”

	She made a face. “Eh. It was good, but nothing beats a juicy oyster.”

	“What do those taste like?”

	“They taste like oysters.”

	I smiled. “I have no idea what that tastes like.”

	“Fair,” she said, smiling back. “I’ll bring some for you and your dad next time I come to visit. But it would be better if they were fresh. Straight from the source.”

	“Well, unfortunately we can’t do that,” I said. “There’s no way I can hold my breath long enough to reach the bottom of the sea, let alone stay there for however long it takes to eat… what did you call them?”

	“Oysters.”

	“Right. How long does it take to eat one, anyway?”

	“Not that long,” she replied. “You just pop open the shell, put it in your mouth, and chew.”

	“Without cooking them?” I asked, raising an eyebrow.

	“Yeah, we eat them raw.”

	“Huh.”

	There was a moment of silence.

	“You know what is also unfair?” Aine asked.

	“What?”

	“That you can’t come to my place to hang out. I mean, you’ve shown me this whole beautiful forest,” she said, spreading her arms wide and gesturing at the trees around us, “but I can’t show you my forest.”

	I shrugged. “It is how it is. Unfortunately, I can’t breathe underwater.”

	Another moment of silence.

	“But what if you could?”

	“What if I could what?”

	“Breathe underwater.”

	I smiled longingly. “That would be good. I’d really like to see where you live, Aine.” I peered at the sun filtering through the treetops, and added, “We should get going. It’s going to be dark in a few hours.”

	Aine sighed deeply. “Okay.”

	I got to my feet, and brushed the leaves and dirt from my clothes, then looked up at Aine. “Do you know how to get down?”

	She smiled impishly at me. “Catch me,” she said, and unhooked one leg from the tree branch.

	I blinked. “Wait, Aine, what are you–”

	“Catch me!” she repeated, and twisted her body so her other leg lost its grip, too.

	“Whoa!” I shouted, and I dove forward, catching Aine just as she fell; we tumbled to the ground in a heap of tangled limbs.

	For a moment there was silence in the forest.

	Then we started laughing.

	―

	“…twice a month, on the second and fourth Monday,” Chief Gordon said, stepping foot on the dock. “And of course, I’ll be coming over every now and then. Yer not getting rid of me that easily, Bruce. Thank ye, laddie,” he added, as I handed him his seaskin.

	“Of course,” my father nodded in agreement. “Don’t be a stranger. You and Aine will always be welcome here.”

	Gordon nodded, and I turned to Aine, giving her her own seaskin. “Thanks, Blair,” she said, drawing me into a hug, which I reciprocated. “See you soon.”

	“See ya, Aine,” I said.

	The three merfolk pulled on their skins – it was incredible, seeing their legs fuse into tails – and flopped off the pier and into the water; Aine turned to wave at me, and then they were gone.

	“So,” my father said after a moment. “Did you have fun today?”

	“Yeah,” I nodded. “Aine is really cool.”

	He smiled, and mussed my hair. “I’m glad. Now come on, let’s get back to the manor, it’s time for dinner.”


Skin Deep,
Part the Second:
Under the Sea

	In Which Sights Are Seen,
a Sea-Witch Is Met,
and Magic Happens

	“Good morning, Father!” I exclaimed as I descended the manor’s staircase at a run.

	“Oh, good morning, Blair!” my father replied, looking up from the table, which was crowded with letters and notes and maps, as well as writing instruments, and had several clansmen standing around it. “You’re quite cheerful this morning. Do you have anything special planned for today?”

	I shook my head. “No, not really,” I replied. “I was thinking of exploring the forest some more, maybe take a walk along the sea shore. I should be back in the afternoon.”

	“Alright,” he said. “Ask someone in the kitchens to pack you a lunch.”

	“Don’t you think it would be better if he stays here to help us with all of this, Chief?” one of the clansmen asked, gesturing at the table.

	“Come now, Angus,” my father chided him. “It’s true that he’s my heir, and that he’s begun to help with business matters, but he’s much too young to understand the subtleties of politics. He’s not ready to write missives and negotiate treaties.”

	“He has to start at some point,” Angus said. “The boy is already ten.”

	“The boy is only ten,” my father rebutted. “Let him enjoy his youth for a bit longer still.”

	Angus held my father’s gaze for a few seconds, then nodded. “As you say, Chief.”

	My father nodded back, then turned to me and smiled. “Have fun on your day out, Blair.”

	“I will,” I said; I nodded to him and the clansmen, then ran out of the door and down the road which led to the forest and, through it, to the beach.

	As I passed through the thick of the trees, I thought back to Angus’ words. He was right: sooner or later I would have to start learning how to handle the family business, like I had to learn how to greet guests from the sea; but, like my father said, it would be a while still. After all, I wouldn’t become a clansman, with all the responsibilities that entailed, until my fourteenth birthday. I could still relax, and enjoy myself.

	And besides, unbeknownst to my father and the clansmen, I already was doing something that could be seen as part of the ‘family business.’

	I ran out of the forest, and waved excitedly as I approached the shore; from the sea, Aine waved back.

	Spending time with my friend Aine counted as ‘negotiating with trade partners,’ right? After all, she was the daughter of the Chief Paramount of the Confederation of Sea Clans.

	I paused briefly where the grass began to give way to the beach’s sand and gravel, and shed my clothes, placing them under a rock so they wouldn’t be blown away by the wind; then, shivering in the cold air of morning, clad only in my small-clothes, I made my way to the water and dove into the waves.

	Aine was by my side almost immediately: she put an arm around my shoulder and, expertly moving her tail, she dragged me out to sea, several hundred yards from the shore. She turned to me and gave me a questioning look; I took a deep breath, nodded, and she dove under the surface, pulling me with her, down into the depths of the ocean. Deeper and deeper still she dove, and farther away from the shore, until the light of the sun gave way to a blue-green gloom.

	I let her carry me, holding my breath for a few minutes, until I found myself in need of air: I tapped Aine’s shoulder, and she stopped swimming and turned to me with a smile. She leaned in, and our lips met.

	It’s a weird feeling, having someone blow air into your lungs. You have to learn to relax, to just accept their breath as if it were your own, offering no resistance, otherwise it could be dangerous, especially when doing it underwater. It had taken Aine and I a while to learn how to properly do it, and we’d half-choked ourselves on the first few tries; but by that point it was the fourth time we’d gone out to sea together, so we were experts at that tricky manoeuvre. We were confident that we could manage to breathe together long enough for Aine to take me all the way to her home, under the sea.

	As we separated, Aine looked at me and inclined her head slightly in an unspoken question; I smiled at her, and blew out a brief stream of bubbles. She smiled back, and we both giggled as she grabbed me again and we resumed our descent.

	As we went deeper and deeper, I was amazed to see that the darkness of the ocean depths was slowly being replaced by a soft, yellowish-white glow. Aine had told me about it: apparently some rocks just gave off light on their own, strong enough to see by, and the merfolk gathered them, using them to build their houses and pave their streets. (When I’d questioned why merpeople would even need streets, Aine had explained that it was so they wouldn’t get lost while going from one place to the other, which made plenty of sense.)

	Aine stopped a few hundred yards away from the shining underwater city, letting me take in the sight for as long as I wished, and I just floated there for a long while, marvelling at the beautiful and incredible spectacle, while exchanging breaths with her every now and then.

	Then I reluctantly tore my eyes from the glow, nodded, and let her pull me away, in another direction. I knew where we were going, since we’d discussed things beforehand: to an underwater forest, a place she knew and loved at least as much as I knew and loved the forest that lay near my clan’s manor – she had grown up exploring her forest like I’d grown up exploring mine.

	I thought we would just pass above the forest, but Aine surprised me: she dove right into the thick of it, manoeuvring expertly between huge stalks of blue-green, which swayed wildly when disturbed by our passage, and pointing out things for me to focus my attention on – underwater plants, mostly, but also a wide variety of fish and crabs and shrimp and squid and molluscs, all lit by a smattering of light emanating from rocks spread all over the ground, like a night sky in reverse. At one point she raised her finger, telling me to wait for a moment, and plunged her hand deep into a huge clam, retrieving a fist-sized pearl from it, which she lobbed at me underhand as if it was nothing more than a ball to play with. And play we did, tossing the misshapen sphere back and forth between us, until we got bored of it and let it float down to the forest floor.

	By that point we were more than a bit tired, so Aine pulled me into an underwater cave, which I was surprised to see was half-filled with air; we climbed out of the water and flopped down onto a rock to rest, Aine shedding her seaskin.

	“Your land is beautiful, Aine,” I said, smiling at her. “Almost as beautiful as mine.”

	“Almost?” she asked, raising a sceptical eyebrow at me. “Oh, come on, it’s at least as good, if not more.”

	“Can we agree they’re both beautiful?”

	“Yeah, we can.” She paused. “Mine is better though.”

	“Is not,” I replied with a laugh, punching her in the shoulder.

	“Is too,” she said, laughing along with me.

	“To be honest, though, it’s still a bit of a bother that I can’t actually breathe underwater. Or that we can’t communicate except by gestures and touch. I mean, it’s nice to be able to be here with you, don’t get me wrong, but I still have to bother you to be able to breathe.”

	“You’re not a bother, Blair,” Aine said. “But I get what you mean. It’s why I brought you here, actually.” She gestured at the cave around us.

	“What do you mean?”

	“I mean, I’ve had an idea. There is a way to make you able to breathe underwater. I think, at least.”

	“There is?”

	“Yep!” she said brightly, and she pulled herself up and offered me her hand. “Come on, we have to go deeper into this cave still. There is someone I want you to meet.”

	Puzzled, I grasped her hand and let her pull me to my feet, and then followed her as she climbed over stones and rocks and boulders and made her way deeper and deeper into the depths of the cave.

	“I haven’t told her we would be coming today, actually,” Aine said. “But don’t worry, she’s really cool and really nice. She tries to pretend like she isn’t, but she is.”

	“Who’s ‘she?’” I asked.

	“Shh,” Aine said, raising a hand to stop me. “We’re almost there. Hear that?”

	I strained my ears and I did, in fact, hear that. It sounded almost like… snoring?

	“Looks like we caught her in the middle of her afternoon nap,” Aine said with a grin. “Come on.”

	She kept walking, until we turned a corner, and opened a wooden door – a door? – which creaked on its hinges: the cul-de-sac that was the final part of the cave stretched out before us, and I could see what looked like a kitchen, a table heaping with all sorts of knick-knacks, several chairs which were clearly unusable from the amount of stuff piled up onto them, and lots of things scattered all over the cave floor, which was almost impossible to see. And a bed, of course; on the bed, a huge figure, which was clearly nearly as tall as Aine’s dad, but twice as wide, was sprawled. She had dark skin and white hair, and was lying on her back, snoring loudly through her wide open mouth.

	Aine giggled. “She’s always like this,” she stage-whispered. Then, loudly, she called: “Auntie! Aunt Ursula!”

	The huge woman stopped snoring for a moment; she grunted loudly, flopped over – almost falling off the bed – and resumed snoring.

	Aine giggled again; walking carefully, stepping on the few patches of floor that were visible, she made her way to Ursula’s bed, reached over, and shook her. “Aunt Ursula! Hello? Auntie!”

	Ursula grunted again; from where I was standing, I could see her open her eyes, and blink blearily. “Wh– Hwuh– What?” she babbled. Then she coughed. “The fu–?”

	She blinked again.

	“I… I mean.”

	She jumped off the bed, stood up to her full height, spread her arms wide, and bellowed, “WHO DARES DISTURB MY SLUMBER?” Then she blinked yet again. “Oh, hi, Aine.”

	“Hi, Aunt Ursula!” Aine said with a laugh, stepping forward and embracing the woman, who reciprocated the hug, wrapping her enormous arms around Aine.

	“What are you doing here, my girl?” Ursula asked. “You know your dad doesn’t like it when you come see me.”

	“Oh, whatever, who cares,” Aine said. “I mean, my dad is nice, but he’s a bit too grumpy and a stick in the mud.” (I blinked in surprise at that: from the one time I’d met Chief Flyde, he’d seemed anything but ‘grumpy’ and ‘a stick in the mud,’ really.) “And anyway, can’t I come visit my cool aunt?”

	Ursula smiled. “Of course you can, dear.”

	“And! I brought a guest,” Aine said, stepping back from the hug and pointing at me.

	Ursula’s eyebrows raised as she turned her eyes on me. “Oh? And who are you, boy?”

	I gulped nervously. “Blair of Clan Fraser. It’s good to meet you, Ursula of Clan Flyde.”

	The woman blinked, then threw her head back and laughed a deep, bubbling laugh. “Ha! Ursula of Clan Flyde, that’s a good one!” she exclaimed. “I’m not part of any clan, darling.”

	“But…” I said, and gave her an askance look. “You’re Aine’s aunt, right?”

	“Honorary aunt,” Aine grinned.

	Ursula straightened up, and put a hand to her chest. “And I wear that title proudly. Now, what can I do for you, kids?”

	“Well, you see, I was thinking,” Aine said, “Blair likes the sea, at least as much as I like walking on land. But while I can go up to the world above without much difficulty, bringing Blair down here is pretty inconvenient. I’ve had to breathe for him the whole time.”

	“Yes, I see,” Ursula nodded. “That would be inconvenient.”

	“So I thought, since you’re the best sea-witch in the business…”

	Ursula grinned. “You got that right.”

	“…maybe you could work some of your magic? Find some way for Blair to be able to breathe underwater?”

	“Of course I can, honey!” Ursula said brightly. “Of course I can! Let me think for a second. Let’s see now…”

	She started walking around the cave, carefully stepping over and around piles of junk, grabbing something off the table or off the ground a few times, while mumbling under her breath. She shook her head once or twice, one time she popped open a bottle, overturned it, and scowled at its emptiness. Then, suddenly, she seemed to brighten up.

	“Yes! I got it! I have had the best idea. Aine, you have your seaskin here with you, right?” Ursula said.

	“I left it by the entrance,” Aine replied. “I’ll go get it.”

	Ursula nodded, and the two of us watched her go out of the door, which swung shut seemingly on its own.

	“Alright, kid, listen up,” Ursula said after a moment. “You care about Aine, right?”

	“Yeah, I do,” I replied. “She’s my friend.”

	“Good. Now, I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but she’s a foolhardy girl, that one. Tends to dive head-first into everything. She puts herself into situations.” She paused. “It’s good she found someone like you to be her friend, actually. You seem to have a good head on your shoulders. Can I count on you to be there for Aine? To protect her and keep her safe should she do something dangerous?”

	I looked at her for a few seconds, then nodded. “Of course, ma’am.”

	“Good,” she said, smiling. “And cut the formalities. I’m Ursula. Aunt Ursula if you really want, but Ursula is enough.”

	The door swung open, and Aine walked in, carrying her seaskin; she paused on the threshold. “What were you talking about?” she asked.

	“Nothing much,” Ursula replied. “I just asked Blair to do something for me.” She winked at me.

	Aine looked at her for a moment, and then nodded. “Alright. Here’s my seaskin, Aunt Ursula.”

	“Good,” Ursula said; she marched over to the table, pushed everything that was on it to the floor with a sweep of her arm and an accompanying crashing noise, and laid the skin flat onto the surface. “Now, where did I put… ah, here it is.”

	She bent over, opened a small crate, and pulled out several bottles and jars. Over the next few minutes, she poured all sorts of liquids and powders over Aine’s seaskin, until she nodded in apparent satisfaction. “Now watch this!” she said.

	With a flourish of her hands, she grabbed the skin and tore it neatly in half.

	Aine gasped, and began to say something, but quieted quickly when the two halves of the skin started growing, and in a few seconds, Ursula was holding up two identical skins. “Ta-da!” she exclaimed. “Neat, isn’t it? Okay, this is yours,” she handed one of the two seaskins to Aine, “and this is yours,” she concluded, giving me the other one.

	I blinked. “Mine?”

	“Yes, of course. Put that on, and you can breathe underwater.”

	“…Oh. Thank you.”

	“You’re welcome. I would normally charge you for this, maybe ask you for your hair, or one of your eyes, or your voice, but I like you kids, so you get this one for free.”

	“Thanks, Auntie, you’re the best,” Aine said, stepping forward and hugging Ursula.

	“That I am,” Ursula said. “You should probably go out to the entrance, though, because when you do put it on, you won’t be able to breathe air.”

	I nodded, and the three of us made our way out of the door and back to the entrance of Ursula’s cave; under her and Aine’s directions, I stripped my small-clothes off, and pulled the skin on.

	Having my legs fuse together into a single limb – a single tail – felt different than anything I’d ever experienced before, as did sliding the seaskin up onto my body: it adhered perfectly, and it felt a bit wet.

	“Now pull the hood up over your head, and you’re done,” Aine said; I nodded and, with her help, I complied.

	I immediately found that I couldn’t breathe. I started looking around in a panic, and Aine returned my stare, wide-eyed, but Ursula just rolled her eyes, picked me up, and tossed me into the water.

	“Hah!” I breathed out, feeling my lungs fill with air. “Thank you.” Then I paused. “What happened to my voice?”

	“It’s not just your voice,” Aine said. “It’s… your face, and your body, and… everything.”

	“…What about my everything?” I asked.

	“You… well, you look like me. Exactly like me. It’s like you’re my twin.”

	“What?”

	“What did you expect?” Ursula said. “Your seaskin is an exact copy of Aine’s, so your body, right now, is also an exact copy of Aine’s.” She shrugged.

	It took me a few moments to fully realise the implication of her words; then I asked, “I’ll go back to normal once I take the skin off, though, right?”

	“Yeah. You will.”

	“Alright then,” I said, shrugging. “I’m okay with this, as long as you’re also okay with it,” I said, looking at Aine.

	“I am,” she said, and smiled. “I kinda always wanted a sister, actually.”

	“Now, listen carefully, because this is important,” Ursula said, as Aine started pulling on her own seaskin. “That skin? Never wear it for more than a few hours at a time. Four or five or six. Or seven? No, seven is probably bad. Let’s say six. Five if you want to be safe. So aim for five, but no more than six. Got it?”

	I gulped. “Why, what will happen if I wear it for longer than that?”

	“That’s the fun part! I don’t know!” Ursula grinned. “I’ve only done this kind of magic a couple times before, and never for a human. A human wearing a seaskin is actually unprecedented, I think.”

	“So how do you know he can’t wear it for more than five hours?” Aine asked, flopping into the water next to me.

	“Well, he can wear it for more than five hours. But longer than that, and the magic will probably leach into his body. I don’t know what will happen then.” She paused. “And be sure to let a full day pass before wearing it again, to let your real skin breathe. Got it?”

	“Got it,” I nodded.

	“Good. Well, off you go, kids! Have fun.”

	Aine and I both nodded, and we dove under the surface, heading for the exit to the cave; I soon found myself struggling to keep up with her, and she turned back to me.

	“You don’t know how to move your tail, do you?” she asked.

	“Nope,” I said, shaking my head. “It’s a weird feeling, I have no idea how to even begin to move my muscles.”

	Aine smiled. “I remember that from the first time I took off my seaskin, it took me a while to figure out how to move my legs. Come on, let’s swim around a bit; we should still have some time before you have to return to the surface, I’ll teach you everything I know.”

	I nodded, grabbed the hand she was offering me, and let her take the lead.


Skin Deep,
Part the Third:
I Want the Good Times Back

	In Which Friends Become Sisters,
Kids Are Napped,
and a Villainous Plan Is Revealed

	“Woo!” I cheered, as I broke through the water’s surface, doing a somersault high in the air before plunging back into the sea. “This is amazing!”

	“What did I tell you?” Aine said. “You’re a natural at this! It’s only your third time, but you’re already moving as if you were born with a tail.”

	“It does feel that way, yes,” I replied. “But you’re still much better at swimming than I am.” And it was true: Aine was faster and more agile than I was in the water – it was only natural, she’d been swimming for ten years already, while I only had a handful of hours under my belt.

	“Don’t worry, you’ll get it, sis,” she said, punching me lightly in the shoulder.

	I blinked in surprise, but then giggled. “Sis?” I said. “Where did that come from?”

	She shrugged. “Well, I mean, when you’re like this you’re like my twin. No, scratch that, you’re actually my twin. Magic.” She smiled. “So it almost feels like you’re my sister.”

	“Almost? I could get offended. How long have we known each other?”

	“Um… about six months?”

	I laughed. “Feels longer, really. I’ve been having so much fun with you.”

	Aine smiled, reached over and grabbed my hand, giving it a squeeze. “Same goes for me.”

	“And I shall wear the title of ‘Aine’s sister’ proudly, even if it’s only an honorary one.” I paused, and then blinked. “Wait, does that mean I get to be Ursula’s niece, too?”

	She inclined her head slightly, and looked at me with a smile on her lips. “Maybe?  I guess so. I hope you don’t mind.”

	“Why would I mind? She’s cool.” I paused again. “But if I’m going to be your sister, I’m going to need a new name to use when I’m like this. Blair’s a man’s name, after all.”

	“We’ll think of one,” Aine said, and then peered at the sun, shielding her eyes with her hand. “We should have maybe four hours before they notice we’re gone, so we can go exploring to our hearts’ content. Ready?”

	“Ready,” I said, and together we dove under the surface, swimming downwards, towards Aine’s home town.

	So far, we’d avoided going into the city proper, to avoid being spotted by anyone: a mergirl carrying a human boy – or, worse, two identical mergirls – were sure to raise some eyebrows, especially since Aine, as the Chief Paramount’s daughter, was well known. But that day a large delegation of merpeople, with Chief Flyde at its head, had gone up to the surface for the signing of an official trade treaty between the Sea Clans and the Land Clans: so many merpeople, in fact, that the underwater city would be almost deserted – it would be the perfect occasion for Aine to show me around without us being spotted.

	The treaty had been the tireless work of my father and Chief Haf, who had negotiated for months on end: the signing was a huge occasion, but Aine and I weren’t officially required to attend, so we’d been able to slip out of the proceedings without being seen, put on our seaskins, and return to the sea. We would have to be careful not to lose track of time, however, or we would have some explaining to do as to where we’d been.

	Swimming down to the ocean floor was quicker than it had been the first time: after all, I could swim on my own, without Aine having to drag me along, and we didn’t have to stop so she could breathe for me. In about half an hour after diving under the surface, we were there. The shimmering city was still beautiful, a real sight to behold: an island of shining light surrounded by the pitch black darkness of the ocean depths. We stopped above it, taking in the scenery, for what felt like hours, but were probably only a few minutes; and then we dove deeper, down to street level.

	The architecture was weird, to say the least: the houses were several storeys tall, and they had doors as well as windows on each floor. It took me a few moments to realise why that was, but in the end it was obvious: merfolk, after all, could swim in whichever direction they wanted to, so they weren’t limited to entering buildings at ground floor – they could just swim up to the level they wished, and go in from there.

	We kept lazily swimming through the streets, with Aine stopping every now and then to point out a landmark or an important building, from statues to schools to concert halls. Aine told me merfolk had quite the appreciation for music, and there were many famous singers among them; she, however, had never been able to sing in tune, but she told me she’d borrowed Ursula’s voice once or twice – despite the appearances, the sea-witch was an accomplished contralto. (I didn’t ask how voices could be borrowed, I just assumed it had something to do with magic.)

	Lastly, we made our way to Clan Flyde’s manor and explored it top to bottom: it wasn’t all that different from my own clan’s, really, the layout was quite similar once I got past the complete lack of stairs. I even managed to locate the kitchens without Aine having to direct me there, and we raided the pantry, grabbing some snacks – I finally got to taste the oysters I’d been promised many months earlier (they were indeed quite tasty), though we had to flee from the cook screaming obscenities at us and waving a huge kitchen knife in our general direction.

	We made our way to Aine’s room, where we lounged by the window, looking out on the city.

	“It’s a wonderful sight, it’s so bright. I had no clue a simple stone could shine so brightly,” I mused.

	“I got my name from that stone, you know,” Aine said.

	“Oh, really?”

	She nodded. “Really. Aine means ‘radiance;’ that’s how my parents came up with it.” Then she blinked, and her eyes went wide; she snapped her fingers. “Wait, how about Meryl?”

	“Meryl? For what?”

	“Your name,” she said. “Your girl name. It means ‘bright sea,’ I think it would go well with mine.”

	I put my hand to my chin, considering her words. “It does, actually.” I nodded. “Yeah, alright. Then from now on, when I’m like this, I’m Meryl.”

	“Great!” she cheered, and leaned over to give me a hug. “Oh, we have to celebrate! I’m going back to the kitchens to get some more oysters.”

	“Want me to come with?” I asked.

	Aine shook her head. “No, don’t worry, it’s fine. I’ll be right back,” she said, and swam out of the room.

	I started turning around to look out of the window again, but turned back when I heard Aine exclaim, “Hold on, who are you?”

	“Hullo there, miss,” a man’s voice said. “Apologies, but we’re going to ask you to come with us.”

	“…What?” Aine said. “What are you– no! Help!” she shouted.

	As quickly as I could, I swam out of the room, too, stopping right outside the door: Aine was struggling with two mermen, one tall and stocky, the other short and thin, who had a firm hold on her.

	“Alright, lass, come on now, we don’t–” the tall one said, but stopped when he spotted me; his eyes went wide, as did his accomplice’s.

	“Let her go!” I said, launching myself towards them. “Let her–”

	I let out a yelp of surprise and pain as the larger of the two grabbed me and roughly twisted my arm behind my back. “Ow! Let go!” I screamed.

	“Quiet!” the man hissed. “Will, what in Neptune’s name is going on? Why are there two of her?!”

	“I don’t know,” the shorter man replied warily, his eyes darting from me to Aine and back again. “This… is weird.”

	“It is.” A pause. “What’s going on, girlies? Which one of you is Aine of Clan Flyde?”

	Aine stopped struggling, and locked eyes with me; she visibly gulped. “I am Aine of Clan Flyde,” she said. “So you can–”

	“No, I am Aine, daughter of Chief Paramount Gordon Flyde,” I cut her off. “Let my friend go!”

	Aine blinked in surprise. “Blair– Meryl, what are you doing?!”

	“I’m not Meryl, you are,” I replied. “I won’t let you take the fall for me.” I twisted myself around to look at the man who was holding me. “Heard that? Let my friend go!”

	“No, let her go! She has nothing to do with this!” Aine exclaimed. “She–”

	“Quiet!” the man named Will said, putting a hand on Aine’s mouth and muffling her voice; the larger man did the same with me. “Jack, what in blazes do we do? Which one do we grab?”

	There was a prolonged moment of silence before Jack replied, “Both of them. Then we’ll call the boss and let him sort it out.”

	“Alright,” Will said. “Come on now, let’s go. Don’t make us hurt you.”

	Keeping our mouths covered and a firm grip on us, Will and Jack floated out of the window and down to street level, heading out of the city.

	―

	“I can’t believe you’ve done this,” Aine muttered under her breath. “Seriously, Meryl.”

	“What I was supposed to do?” I hissed back. “To let them take you away?”

	“Yes!” she replied. “Yes, you were supposed to do exactly that! And then call for help!”

	I shook my head. “By then they would’ve taken you somewhere else. They would’ve taken you here,” I said, gesturing at the small room we were being held in, “and there would’ve been no way to find you. I’m sorry, but I refuse to let my sister be put in danger.”

	“Yeah, and now we’re both in danger, instead of just me,” she rebutted. “I hope you’re satisfied.”

	I hmpf-ed, but didn’t say anything.

	“What do you think they want with me anyway?” Aine said.

	“I have no idea,” I replied, shaking my head again. “But they were looking for you, specifically.”

	She nodded. “Right. They didn’t want to grab someone at random, they wanted Aine of Clan Flyde.”

	“Yeah,” I agreed; then, after a moment, I added, “Let’s see if we can find out the reason.” I turned away from Aine and then, louder, I called out: “Hey, you! Jack, or Will, or whatever!”

	The two men looked up from their card game, and simultaneously raised eyebrows at me.

	“Yeah, you! I don’t know what you think you’re doing, but you better let the two of us go right now!” I shouted. “You know who my father is, right? His vengeance will be terrible and prolonged!”

	Will chuckled. “They’ll have to catch us first. Once our job is done, we’ll just skedaddle and never come ’round here again,” he said. “So too bad.”

	“And what is that job, exactly?” I asked.

	“Beats me,” he shrugged. “We were just told to grab you and hold you for a while, until we got word about what to do with you.”

	“Well, now you have me, so you can let my friend go,” I said.

	Jack laughed. “Ha, nice try, kid. One of you is clearly Aine of Clan Flyde, so we’re not letting either of you go until the boss gets here.”

	“How are you so sure?” Aine said.

	“What?” Jack asked, blinking in surprise.

	“How can you be sure one of us is Aine? After all, there was supposed to be just one of me. Of us,” she said. “So what if there’s a third one? The real Aine, who’s getting away right as we speak?”

	The duo looked at us carefully for a moment, then Will shook his head. “Don’t try to muddle the waters, lass. Just sit tight until the boss comes here, and then he’ll tell us what to do. We’ve already sent word to him, he should be here soon.”

	“Speak of the kraken,” Jack said, as there was a knock at the door. “This should be him. Keep an eye on them, Will.”

	Will nodded, and Jack swam to the door, opening it and peeking out. “Hullo, boss,” he said.

	“There better be an excellent reason why you two dolts have called me here,” a voice – which sounded somewhat familiar – hissed out. “I was quite busy, and I had to make up an emergency to leave the ceremony. And I can’t stay for long, either, they’re waiting for my return for the signing.”

	“Yes, there’s a good reason, boss,” Jack replied. “You see, there was a problem.”

	“A problem?!” the voice half-shouted. “Don’t tell me you let the girl get away!”

	Jack shook his head. “We haven’t let either of them get away.”

	“Either of them?”

	“Probably best if you see for yourself,” Jack said, and he floated aside, opening the door fully; a tall, thin merman, his face concealed by a cloth wrapping, swam into the room, and stopped short when he spotted me and Aine.

	“What in blazes?” he exclaimed. “Why are there two of her?”

	“You see the problem now, boss?” Will said. “We don’t know which one is the real one.”

	The tall man kept staring for a moment, then shook his head. “It’s not a problem, you buffoons!” he shouted. “Whichever is the real one doesn’t matter! You just need to hold both of them until Flyde has agreed to step down as Chief Paramount!”

	“What? My father would never do that!” Aine exclaimed.

	The man turned towards us. “He will, in exchange for your life,” he said, and I could hear a smirk in his voice. “And once someone resigns, he can never be Chief Paramount again.”

	“But that’s blackmail,” I said. “Everyone will know he was forced to resign.”

	“Chief Flyde would never go back on his word, no matter what,” the man said. “He’s an honourable man.”

	He spat out the last two words in clear contempt; I gulped, and turned to Aine, who locked eyes with me, and nodded.

	“Alright,” Will said. “But now there’s a small matter to discuss: our payment.”

	The tall man turned back towards him. “I’ve already paid you plenty.”

	“You paid us to kidnap one girl. One. Kidnapping two is a different matter entirely. The fee is higher,” Jack replied.

	“If you think I will–”

	“You will, or else we’ll let them go.”

	A pause. “Let’s discuss terms.”

	As the three mermen started talking among themselves, I turned towards Aine. “What do we do?” she asked under her breath.

	“There’s only one thing we can do,” I said. “And we’ll never get a better chance than this.”

	“What do you mean?”

	I nodded towards the trio, and the door to the outside, which was still open: the tall man was standing in front of it, but he wasn’t paying attention to us – none of them were. “When you’re out, just swim for the coast as fast as you can. Go directly to the manor. Tell our dads about this,” I said. Then I started moving.

	“No, wait!” she said. “Meryl!”

	I ignored her; putting all of my strength into my tail, I launched myself forward, and barrelled into the tall man, bowling him over; Jack and Will flinched back in surprise. “Now! Go!” I shouted.

	Aine hesitated for just a moment, then she too sprung forward, swimming past us and through the open door, Will and Jack grasping for her and missing narrowly.

	“No!” the tall man said, trying to grab her, too, but I clawed at him, holding him back and tearing the cloth from around his face.

	I gasped in surprise. “Chief Haf?”

	“Chief Haf?!” Aine exclaimed, turning back.

	“Don’t stop!” I shouted. “Go!”

	Aine hesitated for a moment, but then turned around, and swam away as fast as she could.

	“What are you waiting for, an invitation!” Chief Haf shouted, still grappling with me. “Go after her, you buffoons!”

	Jack and Will looked at him for a moment, then started after Aine.

	“And you, get off!” the chief shouted, grabbing me and throwing me bodily off of him; I crashed into the wall, and just floated there, dazed.

	“How dare you ruin my plan!” he hissed as I shook my head to clear it. “Now I’ll…”

	He paused, seemingly in thought.

	“No,” he muttered. “No, I can still do this. Yes. Yes, I can do this.”

	He grinned a sinister grin.

	“I have a plan.”


Skin Deep,
Part the Fourth:
Part of Your World

	In Which the Villain Makes a Mistake,
the Magic Is Undone,
and a New Life Begins

	“Let go of me!” I said for the hundredth time. “Let go!”

	“Quiet!” Chief Haf ordered, as I struggled uselessly against his firm grip – despite being thin as a stick, the merman was surprisingly strong. “Don’t make this any worse for yourself. And get in there!”

	Pulling me by bound hands, he dragged me into an underwater cave, which I was surprised to recognise as the one where Ursula lived.

	“Do not say anything,” the merman warned. “Do not speak or, by Neptune’s tail, I will wring your sorry neck! Understand?”

	I gulped, and nodded; Chief Haf kept looking at me for a moment, and then turned around, his back to the entrance of the cave. “Ursula! Sea-witch! Are you here?” he called out.

	His question was met by silence.

	“SEA-WITCH!” Haf shouted at the top of his lungs. “I order you to come here AT ONCE!”

	Again, silence; then, after a moment, I heard heavy footsteps approaching, and the creaking noise of an opening door.

	“Neil? Is that you? By the fathoms, what is–” Ursula said, walking towards us from the depths of the cave; when she spotted us – when she spotted me – she blinked in surprise, and stopped short. “What is this?”

	“I have a job for you, sea-witch,” the merman said. “I am willing to pay handsomely. Thrice the usual.”

	Ursula kept looking at us for a moment, then nodded and walked closer. “Thrice the usual is quite a lot of money,” she said. “What is so important that you’re willing to pay that sum?”

	“This girl,” Haf said, gesturing at me, “has seen something she shouldn’t have seen. She knows something she should not know. I need you to work your magic, to cook up one of your concoctions, to make her forget what she’s seen and what she knows, and make her believe what I want her to believe.”

	“Hm. And what would that be?” Ursula asked.

	“That…” Haf began, and then hesitated. “Never mind that, just make the potion.”

	Ursula shook her head. “I’m afraid I cannot do that. I require the exact details of the memory to be removed, and of the memory to be implanted, to be able to make the potion successfully.”

	Haf was silent for a moment; then he nodded. “She has seen my face, and she knows I have masterminded a plot to force Chief Flyde to step down from his position as Chief Paramount,” he explained. “That plot involved having her kidnapped. I want you to make it so she thinks someone else is the mastermind of the plot, and that I have heroically rescued her from captivity.”

	“I see,” Ursula said. “Yes, I see. Of course. You know what, Neil, I have a better idea. Do you want me to tell you?”

	“…Of course,” Haf replied.

	Ursula nodded, and knelt on the cavern’s floor, close to the water. “It’s better if I whisper it to you. This way she won’t be able to hear. Come closer.”

	Haf didn’t move.

	“Come closer, I said,” Ursula said, beckoning at him. “I’m not gonna bite, I promise. Come closer.”

	With visible hesitation, and dragging me along with him, Haf floated closer to the edge of the pool.

	“No, closer,” Ursula said, beckoning again. “Come on.”

	Haf swam closer still: he was now right at the edge of the water, inches away from Ursula. “Is this close enough?” he asked irritably.

	“Yes.”

	The sea-witch’s enormous fist smashed into the merman’s face, knocking him out cold.

	“That’s for tying up my niece and threatening to hurt her,” Ursula said, shaking her hand; then she turned to me. “You alright there, kid?”

	“I am. Thank you.”

	She nodded. “So, which one are you?” she asked.

	“Meryl,” I replied; then, seeing her draw a blank, I said, “Blair. Meryl’s my new name, for when I’m… like this.”

	“I get it,” Ursula said, nodding again. “Been there, done that. Turn around so I can untie your hands.”

	I complied, and she deftly untied the ropes.

	“Think you’ll be okay going back on your own?” she said.

	“Um… I don’t think so,” I said. “I don’t know my way around these places, to be honest. And I’m not strong enough to drag him along.” I pointed at the unconscious merman.

	“Why do you have to bring him along?” Ursula said. “Just leave him.”

	“You heard what he said, Aunt Ursula,” I protested. “He can’t get away with it.”

	Ursula held my gaze for a few moments, then sighed. “Okay, alright. Fine, I’ll come along too. Just let me get my seaskin.” She turned around and walked back into the cave, muttering, “I’m gonna regret this,” under her breath.

	―

	We were halfway to the underwater city, following a shining road traced on the ocean floor, when we were met by Aine and an entourage of merfolk, including her father.

	“Meryl!” Aine shouted, swimming ahead of the group and embracing me; we hugged tight before separating.

	“Are you alright?” I asked. “What about those two goons? What happened to them?”

	“No clue,” she answered, shaking her head. “I managed to shake them pretty quickly, and I haven’t seen them since.”

	“You said Neil’d already paid them, right?” Ursula interjected; when I nodded, she continued, “Yeah, they’re not going to show up again. Most likely scenario is that they’ve decided to cut their losses and cut Neil free. Speaking of which.” She pushed Chief Haf’s inert form, wrapped up like a present with lots of rope, towards the group. “Here, this is for you.”

	“…What happened?” Aine asked. “Why is Aunt Ursula here?”

	“It was the craziest thing,” I said. “He tried to have her make a potion to change my memory and make himself the hero. Turns out they knew each other.”

	“Did some work for him a while back,” Ursula nodded. “But there are some lines I won’t cross, no matter what; especially if they involve someone I care about.”

	“Thank you, Aunt Ursula,” Aine said, smiling widely at the sea-witch.

	Ursula chuckled. “You’re welcome, kiddo.”

	“Aine?” a voice said, and I looked past my sister to look at Chief Flyde, who was approaching us, a wide-eyed, disbelieving look on his face. “What’s going on? Why’re there two of ye?”

	“Uh,” Aine said, and she visibly gulped. “Um. It’s a funny story, actually. You see…”

	She drifted off; I could almost see the gears turning inside her head as she tried to think of a way to explain the current situation.

	“Alright,” Chief Flyde said carefully, pointing at Aine. “Ye must be my daughter.” Aine nodded. “Okay. And who are ye?” he asked, pointing at me.

	I gulped, too. “Meryl,” I said. “I mean, Blair.”

	If at all possible, the Chief Paramount’s eyes became even wider. “Blair of Clan Fraser? Bruce’s son?”

	“Um… yeah,” I nodded.

	He kept looking at me for a moment, clearly bewildered, then he started looking around, and spotted Ursula, standing behind me; his eyes narrowed.

	“SEA-WITCH!!” he bellowed. “What in the name of Neptune’s bushy beard did ye do?!”

	All eyes turned to Ursula; she coughed nervously. “Now, Gordon dear, there’s no need to be upset. There’s a perfectly good explanation for all of this. And if you just let me speak for a moment, you’ll understand.”

	“…Speak,” Chief Flyde growled out.

	Ursula raised her finger, and seemed to think for a moment. “No, you know what? Actually, I got nothing, so this is where I take my leave. Byeeeeeee!”

	Her body seemed to tense up, and a mass of black liquid squirted out from between her tentacled legs, enveloping the entire group in a dark cloud which made it all but impossible to see; Chief Flyde screamed in anger and flailed around, but it was useless – by the time the ink had dispersed, Ursula was gone.

	“CLANSMEN!” the chief shouted. “After her!”

	“Father,” Aine said.

	“Get her! Don’t let her get away!”

	“Father!”

	“Ooh, when I get my hands on her, I’ll–”

	“DAD!” Aine shouted.

	Everyone froze; Chief Flyde turned towards Aine.

	“Don’t blame her,” she said. “It was my idea in the first place. I asked her to do it.”

	“And I went along with it,” I said.

	Aine nodded. “So please. It’s not Aunt Ursula’s fault. I just wanted…”

	She paused, and sniffled.

	“I just wanted to show my friend around.”

	She put her face in her hands, and let out a wail.

	“Oh, no no no,” Chief Flyde said. “Don’t cry, sweetie, please. Don’t cry. It’s okay.”

	Aine sniffled again, really loudly. “Really?”

	“Really. It’s alright.”

	Aine nodded, without removing her hands from her face; when her dad turned around for a moment, though, she moved her hands slightly and looked at me, and I could see she was grinning; she winked at me.

	“In any case, it’s getting late,” Chief Flyde said. “Let’s get ye home, Blair.”

	“Meryl,” I said; when he inclined his head slightly and looked at me, I explained, “When I’m like this, I’m Meryl.”

	After a moment, he nodded. “Alright. Let’s get ye home. There’s a treaty to sign, too.” He gave a side glance to Chief Haf, who was still out cold. “Though I think I’ll sign it instead of Neil.”

	―

	The sun was almost touching the horizon by the time we reached reached land; Aine and I stayed behind in the water for a moment as Chief Flyde climbed up on the pier to talk with my father.

	“I don’t know if they’ll let us see each other like this again,” I said, pulling my sister into a hug. “I hope this isn’t goodbye.”

	“I hope so, too,” she said, squeezing me tight.

	Then we looked up: our fathers were looking down at us, my dad giving us a look of mild reproach – but I could see he had a slight smile on his lips. “Well then. This is unexpected,” he said. “But Gordon told me about how you were very brave today. I’m proud of you.”

	I nodded. “Thank you, father,” I replied.

	“Now come on, it’s getting late and we have to get to the signing ceremony. We’re making lots of very important and very busy people wait for us.”

	“Of course,” I said; Aine and I exchanged another look, and then we pulled ourselves up on the pier. It only took a few moments for us to doff our seaskins – we’d had plenty of practice – and we stood up.

	There was a collective sharp intake of breath on the part of the clansmen assembled on the dock; my dad and Aine’s both blinked in surprise.

	“Uh. Um…” Dad said. “Blair?!”

	“What?” I asked.

	“Blair… I mean, Meryl, you’re…” Aine began; when I turned to her and gave her a questioning look, she continued, “You’re a girl.”

	“I am?” I said; she nodded, and a glance downwards at my naked body confirmed it. “Oh. Yeah, I guess I am.”

	“…Is this supposed to happen?” my dad asked, handing me a towel, and I began to dry myself off.

	Chief Flyde shook his head. “No it’s not,” he said. “Never heard of anything like this happening before. I have no idea how this could happen.”

	“Wait, hold on,” Aine said. “How long were you wearing the seaskin for?”

	I made a quick mental calculation. “I put it on mid-morning and it’s now sunset, so…” I blinked. “Oh, right. The magic.”

	“Yeah,” she nodded, and she turned to our dads. “You see, Ursula told us Meryl could wear the skin for five, six hours at most. Any longer, and she didn’t know what would happen.”

	“I’d been wearing it for probably ten hours,” I said, and shrugged. “Guess this is the result.”

	“I’m sorry, Blair,” Chief Flyde grumbled. “That thrice-damned sea-witch, the kraken take her, next time I see her, I’ll…”

	My father raised a hand to stop his friend talking, and gave me a long, hard look. “You don’t seem upset,” he said carefully. “Are you okay with this?”

	I shrugged again. “I guess? It doesn’t feel all that different from before, really. It’ll be an adjustment, but I think I can live with this. I don’t mind it, really.” I paused. “Do you mind? I asked. “Having a daughter instead of a son, I mean.”

	Dad smiled. “No, of course not,” he said, pulling me into a hug. “As long as you’re happy, I’m satisfied.” He broke the embrace, and stepped back. “Don’t think for a moment that you’re off the hook with regards to being my heir, though. In a few years it’ll be 1800, we’re not in the dark ages any more.”

	“And if anyone gives ye shit about it, I’ll give them a stern talking-to,” Chief Flyde said, raising a huge fist.

	I laughed. “Right. I won’t let you down, father.”

	“I know you won’t,” he said with a nod, and he turned to Aine. “What was that name you used for my daughter, dear?”

	“Meryl,” she replied. “It means ‘bright sea.’”

	“Goes well with her own,” I said. “We’re sisters, after all.” Aine reached over, and gave my shoulder a squeeze.

	Dad nodded again. “Alright. Gordon, Aine. Meryl. What do you say we go up to the manor, sign that treaty, send everyone home, and have dinner together? I’m anxious to get to know my new daughters.” He smiled. “Both of them.”


The Gift of the Fae

	The girl flicks the lighter and lights the candle. She looks around, carefully checking that everything is in its place – the runes, written in chalk on the bedroom floor, and the foci at each point of the seven-sided star – and then she pulls a scrap of paper out of her pocket: according to the books she read, the incantation she’d written down on it should do the trick.

	She opens the window, nervously licks her lips, and reads aloud.

	“O Spirits of the Woods, Earth, Rain, and Sky, holders of the Shining Throne, I beseech Ye: come hither, and grant my wish.”

	Grabbing a safety pin, she pricks her finger and lets a drop of blood fall in the middle of the magic circle; then she takes a deep breath, and blows out the candle.

	For a moment, there is silence. Then the moment stretches longer.

	Nothing happens.

	The girl sighs. “I’m so stupid,” she mumbles. Then she gets up, closes the window, turns on the heater, and walks the small distance to the bathroom. She needs to wash her face and get to bed; tomorrow is going to be a full day at work.

	The room is still cold when she returns, and she frowns. Did she leave the window open, she wonders? No, she’s sure she closed it.

	And then she sees Them.

	They are sitting on the windowsill, bathed in the full moon’s light. They are wearing a diaphanous, pure white gown, and Their features are ethereal, Their beauty almost otherworldly; They have a smile on Their perfect lips.

	“Did you call for Us, child?” They ask.

	The girl hesitates; she hadn’t really expected anything to happen, as much as she wished it to. After all, magic is a silly superstition, isn’t it?

	And yet, there They are.

	“I… I did,” she replies. “But I did not think You would answer.”

	They chuckle. “The spell was properly cast, the circle perfectly drawn; it is Yuletide, and a full moon. Of course We would.” Then Their eyes glint like diamonds in the snow. “Now tell Us. What is your wish?”

	She tells Them. Even when They’re startled, Their face is still beautiful.

	“Fascinating. It is truly a wonderful, amazing wish.”

	They put Their hand to Their chin, and regard the girl carefully; she shrinks back under Their gaze. Then They nod.

	“Twenty-one years,” They say.

	It’s her turn to be puzzled. “What do You mean?”

	“That is Our price: We will grant your wish, and take twenty-one years from you in return.”

	A moment of silence hangs between them. “It’s so much,” the girl whispers.

	“It is how long you have lived until now, is it not?” They ask. “We consider that to be an equal exchange.”

	“How do I know You won’t trick me?”

	Their eyes flash, but Their smile never wavers. “We never trick anyone, child; We simply hold everyone to their side of the bargain. A wish made with Us is a contract: We give what is promised, no more and no less, and take what is agreed on, no more and no less.”

	She gulps. “Very well. I apologise for the offence, and I accept.”

	They step down from the windowsill, walk to the middle of the magic circle, and hold out Their hand; she takes it, and hesitantly shakes it.

	“The covenant is sealed,” They say. “Sleep now. When you awaken, your wish will be granted.”

	Suddenly, she’s really sleepy; she has never felt this tired in her life. They gently guide her to her bed, tuck her in, and kiss her forehead as her eyes flutter closed.

	“Sweet dreams.”

	―

	The girl wakes up again as she suddenly feels cold. Where is she? She had been tucked in a warm bed just moments before, and now she’s out in the open, the freezing air blowing over her skin. And she’s being manhandled, moved, this way and the other. It doesn’t hurt, but it’s really disorienting and confusing.

	But then someone wraps her in a blanket, and she finds herself snuggled in a warm embrace. There are voices all around; they are talking, but she doesn’t seem to be able to understand the words. But they sound like they’re happy.

	As she falls asleep once again, she is happy, too.

	―

	The girl is three, and she and her mother meet an old family friend by chance.

	“It’s so nice to see you!” the friend exclaims. “It’s been so long.” Then she bends over to look at the girl closely. “And who is this handsome boy?”

	“I’m not a boy, I’m a girl!” she replies; her mother seems startled, for some reason.

	“Oh, I’m sorry. Who is this cute girl?” the friend corrects herself.

	The girl introduces herself by her name; she’d never spoken it out loud before, but it feels really good to say it.

	Her mother and her friend chat for a while, before saying goodbye. Her mother is silent on the way home; she seems to be thinking about something. When they arrive she goes directly to the girl’s father, and says simply: “We have to talk.”

	―

	The girl is three and a half when she’s introduced to someone.

	“Hello, dear, I’m Doctor Duane Morgan,” the tall man says; he has a sharp face and a wide smile. “You can call me Duane. What’s your name?”

	The girl tells him; his smile never wavers.

	“That’s a very nice name, it really is. Do you know what kind of doctor I am?”

	She shakes her head.

	“I’m a psychologist, dear. It means I’m a doctor of the mind.”

	The girl looks over to her parents. “Mom? Dad?” she asks, in a wavering voice. “Am I sick?”

	Her mother smiles and hugs her tight. “You’re not, dear. Doctor Morgan is simply going to explain to us how we can support you in the best way possible, that’s all.”

	“Why don’t you go over there and play for a bit?” the doctor says, pointing toward a small table in the corner. “We have lots of toys.”

	The girl nods, and complies; but she eavesdrops as they talk. Something is said about ‘affirmation’ and ‘social transition,’ but the details escape her; she’s too young to fully understand. But she does understand when, finally, the doctor and her parents tell her that all will be fine. The girl is happy.

	―

	The girl is four when she goes back to preschool and meets her friends again. The teacher introduces her to the class by her new name, the one that makes her feel good, instead of her old male one. The other children don’t seem to care, and soon disperse around the playground; only one girl is left, staring at her wide-eyed.

	“Yes, Annie?” the teacher says.

	“Aren’t you a boy?” Annie asks.

	The girl shrinks back a bit, and tries to hide behind the teacher, who smiles and pushes her forward. “Come on,” he says, “Give Annie an answer.”

	The girl fidgets nervously, but then gathers her courage. “My parents thought I was a boy, but I’m not. I’m a girl.”

	Annie keeps staring for a bit, then smiles. “Okay!” she exclaims, and extends her hand towards her. “Wanna go play?”

	The girl takes Annie’s hand, and they scamper off. As they play in the sandbox, Annie says, “I’m glad you’re not a boy. Boys are icky.”

	The girl nods decisively. “Yes, they are.”

	She has made her first friend. She is happy.

	―

	The girl is six, and she’s starting elementary school. Annie is in her class; besides her, there’s no one who knew her from before. On the first day she meets lots of new people, all girls: they tend to form cliques. At recess they take over a corner of the school courtyard as all new incoming classes do, and chat animatedly among themselves. By the end of the day, she has made plenty of friends.

	It’s a couple weeks before she even speaks to a boy in her class: she drops her eraser and he picks it up for her, and they exchange a few words, which turn into a nice chat during lunch break, when he’s invited to join her table. On the bus home that afternoon, she thinks about her new friend, and how he’s very nice. Maybe she was wrong: maybe not all boys are icky after all.

	―

	The girl is seven, and she has her first ever sleepover. She goes to a friend’s house after school on Friday with a half dozen other girls, and they spend the whole evening chatting, watching movies, painting their nails, doing each other’s hairs; the most adventurous of them even ask the host’s big sister to show them how to put on make-up. The girl’s attempts are really clumsy, and she doesn’t really get why someone would regularly subject themselves to that: painting your face seems really silly. And for what? To look nicer? She and her friends look very good even without having to resort to such tricks. But still, she enjoys doing those activities with her friends.

	―

	The girl is eight, and she joins the Girl Scouts. Her friend Annie had joined the previous year, and spent every free moment talking it up to her; she finally caves, and asks her parents, who agree.

	Annie was right: she really enjoys all the activities they do together with the other Brownies. Many are similar to what she does with her friends after school or on weekends, but others are markedly different; and the leaders always encourage them to try new things, even those she’d thought to be exclusive to boys – hiking and climbing, for example; she really likes those.

	During the summer she goes camping with her troop: it’s the first time she’s ever spent more than a couple days away from home, away from her parents. She’s a bit homesick the first night, but after that she finds ways to distract herself. By the time she goes home, she’s already looking forward to the next year.

	―

	The girl is eleven, and she has her first kiss, in the gym, behind the bleachers.

	She doesn’t know what to make of it.

	It does feel nice, that much is true; it feels soft and warm. It also feels wet, and a bit slimy. They’re both beginners, they have no idea what to do with their lips and tongue. It’s more than a bit awkward.

	But all in all, she likes it.

	“How was it?” her partner asks.

	She considers the question. “Hmmmmm… I don’t know,” she replies. Then she smiles impishly. “I would have to try again to decide. At least a couple more times.”

	Her partner smiles back. “Your wish is my command.”

	They kiss again. And again. And again.

	Two weeks later, they break up: a small misunderstanding spiralled out of control, and before they know it, they’re shouting at each other. “I never want to see you again!” is said.

	The misunderstanding clarified, they get back together the week after that. Then they break up again, and again get back together. And so on, and so forth. First loves are difficult like that. Maybe they will end up together in the future; maybe they won’t. But in any case, what they are experiencing is important for them, and they will always remember each other.

	―

	The girl is thirteen, and she’s trying make-up again; this time, her mother helps her. Unlike the first time, she actually does enjoy the act of putting it on: she has to be careful to obtain the maximum effect. First, a bit of foundation, then eyeshadow, eyeliner, and mascara, followed up by a bit of blush and some lipstick.

	Her first attempt doesn’t go well; she wipes it off, and tries again. The second is an improvement, the third even better than the second. Even though she’s doing something subtle, she loves how the various colours highlight the features of her face without obscuring it: she looks… More grown up. She looks great.

	“See? It’s not that difficult,” her mother says, smiling at her.

	“Thank you, Mom,” she says, hugging her.

	―

	The girl is sixteen, and she’s trying out for the cheerleading team; she’s always been athletic, so she has no trouble making the cut. She’s a bit hesitant the first time she meets the whole team: from what she’s seen, in movies, TV shows, and the like, she expects at least some of them to be real stuck-up bitches.

	But she finds out she’s wrong. They’re all really nice: they encourage and spur each other on, they never talk behind each other’s backs, they act as moral support when someone on the team is having boyfriend problems (or girlfriend problems, as the case may be).

	Under the guidance of the team’s captain, they even manage to make it to state level; the competition is fierce, though, so they don’t move on to the nationals.

	The next year, her senior year of high school, she’s selected as team captain. She can hardly believe it; after all, there are several girls more deserving than her on the team. But the coach smiles and reassures her that while she might not have the best athletic ability, she’s really good at supporting and encouraging her teammates, and that is what makes a captain worth following.

	She swells a bit with pride at that.

	―

	The girl is seventeen, and it’s time for her senior prom. Her mother helps her put on her dress; she tells her she’s beautiful, and the girl just smiles in response. Every part of her, from the hairstyle to the make-up to the dress to the shoes, has been carefully selected: they spent the whole afternoon getting ready for the big night.

	The doorbell rings: her date is here. She hears her father calling for her from downstairs, and she slowly and carefully descends the staircase.

	“You look amazing,” her date says.

	“Thank you,” she replies. “You look amazing too.”

	They look each other in the eyes for a few moments, and then they hold hands and walk to the car.

	That night is wonderful, simply perfect; she feels like Cinderella at the Prince’s Ball, only she doesn’t have to run away once the clock strikes midnight. She doesn’t make Queen of the Prom, but it doesn’t matter: she’s still extremely happy.

	―

	The girl is eighteen, and she’s leaving for college. Her parents hug her before she passes through security at the airport. They tell her to be careful, and to keep in touch, and she rolls her eyes a bit at that: her parents have always been worry-warts. But she loves them dearly.

	She tells them she will see them at Thanksgiving, grabs her suitcase, and she’s off. It will be her first time living away from home: new people, new environment, new experiences. She can’t wait, even though she’s a bit sad at leaving home behind.

	―

	The girl is nineteen, and she’s on the soccer team in college; she’s always liked sports, and this gives her a chance to bond with other girls at her school. Her team is especially good, and they make it to the nationals; she only plays for a few minutes at the end of a game, as a substitute, but she still enjoys it. The following year she’s sure she’ll make the first team. She’s looking forward to it.

	―

	The girl is twenty-one, and it’s Christmas Eve: like every year, she’s spending the day with her family. The whole afternoon she’s in her parents’ living room, chatting with them and her siblings, petting the cat, lounging on the couch, and just relaxing.

	Then, just before seven, she looks up, and sees Them out of the window, standing near the edge of the forest, under the falling snow. And she remembers.

	She puts on her coat, and steps up to the door.

	“Where are you going?” her mother asks.

	“Oh, nowhere,” the girl replies. “I just wanted to take a walk before dinner.”

	Her mother looks at her. “Hold on,” she says. She roots through a closet, and takes out a scarf and a pair of mittens. “It’s cold outside, put these on.”

	She does. “Thanks, Mom,” she says, and steps out to meet Them.

	“You have remembered,” They say as she approaches.

	“I have.” She’s smiling as she says that.

	“So you know We have come to collect.”

	“I do.”

	They tilt Their head to the side. “Are you not afraid, child?”

	Still smiling, she shakes her head. “I’m not. The wish You have granted gave me a wonderful life, more beautiful than I could have ever imagined. I’m happy I got to experience it.” She takes a deep breath. “But we had a bargain, so go on. I am ready. Take what is rightfully Yours.”

	They smile Their mysterious smile. “We already have.”

	The girl frowns. “What do you mean?”

	“We have been… watching you,” They say. “We have followed you. We have witnessed your life. We have experienced every moment of happiness, every cheerful feeling you have had. We thrive on joy, child, and we’ve had Our fill. Twenty-one years worth of it.”

	Her eyes widen in surprise and amazement. “I thought You said You do not trick people,” she says.

	“It was not a trick,” They reply. “It was more like… a loophole. One We only allow the most deserving souls.”

	Suddenly, the girl’s eyes sting; she blinks back tears. “Thank you,” she whispers. They do not reply.

	After a few moments, she continues: “Well, I guess I should get back inside. It’s freezing out here.”

	“Please, wait just one more moment.” They make a gesture and a beautiful flower, a rose of crystal and silver, appears in Their hand; They hold it out to the girl.

	“Now, do not tell anyone We did this,” They say. “We have a reputation to uphold, after all.”

	“I won’t,” she nods, taking the flower from Them.

	“Have a joyous Yuletide, child.”

	And then They are gone, as if swept away by the wind.

	She blinks; a few tears fall to the ground. But then she turns around and returns home.

	“Good, you’re back,” her mother says as she walks through the door. “Dinner’s almost ready.” Then she tilts her head to the side to look at the crystal flower. “Oh, that’s beautiful. I’d never seen it before. Where did you get it?”

	The girl smiles. “It was a gift. From a friend.”
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	Alex

	

	By all accounts, Xander's life is pretty great. His family is loving, his best friend would go to the ends of the Earth for him, and he's doing well at school and sports.

	And yet... ever since he was very young, he has felt as if there was something missing in his life. Sometimes he feels empty inside, without knowing why.

	When his coworker dresses him up in her clothes, just for fun, he has the chance to find out.

	

	Alex is the story of a young trans woman's self-discovery and her journey of accepting her identity, and finding out a few things about herself and those around her along the way. 

	

	The Transition Zone

	

	Theo has been running all his life.

	Mostly, he's been running from his feelings. His father died years ago, and with no one else able or willing to help them, Theo has had to support his mother, take care of his siblings, and live up to the family name by being a Proper Man.

	He's had no time to think about who he truly wants to be.

	But when he gets to college, a thousand miles from home, away from all the expectations and pressure, he finally has a chance to slow down, catch his breath, and experiment.

	He has a chance to notice things about himself.

	

	The Transition Zone is the story of a young queer person discovering their true identity, and the friends and family they meet and bond with.

	

	Performative Masculinity

	

	Emily Wilson has a secret: she's a girl.

	No one outside of her family knows. And no one outside her family must know, not until she's ready to come out to the world at large.

	So at school, she puts on an act: she's "Wilson," the hoodie-wearing, grumpy, sullen, unapproachable boy, who beats up bullies but otherwise minds his own business and doesn't talk to anyone.

	And it's been fine so far. The ending line is in sight: in a few months, the school year will be over, and she'll be able to come out.

	But then one day, when she's out and about, dressed as a girl, Emily has a chance encounter with Josh Woods, one of the people from her school she most dislikes. Faced with the possibility of being outed, Emily pleads with Josh not to reveal her secret.

	And his response surprises her: he won't tell.

	Because he has a secret, too.

	

	Performative Masculinity is a story about people being brought together by unlikely circumstances and discovering that you shouldn’t judge a book by its cover.

	

	To Own the Libs

	

	Seven months ago, Lily started transitioning.

	It had been a quick, unexpected decision: meeting her classmate Anna and Anna’s theyfriend Elanor at a party awoke something in her, and she came out the very next day.

	There were some hiccups along the way, to be sure. Getting from there to here has been neither simple nor easy, but with the help of her friends and her girlfriend, Lily managed to overcome all obstacles in her way: she’s now a happy, fulfilled young woman, instead of the angry and depressed boy she used to be.

	When she and her girlfriend are about to become intimate for the first time, however, Lily realises she can’t stand it any longer. She has to come clean. She has a confession to make.

	She’s been pretending to be trans the whole time.

	

	To Own the Libs is a story about self-discovery, about letting go of preconceptions, about the masks we wear, and about the lies we tell ourselves.
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