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This isn’t Aunt Bea’s usual office. It’s all Steph can think about. Pippa’s described it to her, and so’s Christine, so she knows all about the massive, intimidating lump of an oak desk, about the bookshelves, about the not terribly well-hidden liquor cabinet. About the closed doors that lead to Aunt Bea’s real life, to the places where she can be Beatrice, the places where it has been much rumoured that she and Elle Lambert have entertained each other; the places in which far more well-evidenced rumour suggests that she and Valérie Barbier have become intimate.

The office to which Steph has been guided is very much not that place. Yes, she obviously knew that going in, because it’s down on the ground floor, just one of the many anonymous doors leading off the winding corridor down which Steph was once pulled by Melissa, but it seems suddenly urgent and important that she is in the wrong place for this conversation. Aunt Bea has just changed the immediate course of Steph’s life — again — and she’s done so in a cold, narrow room, from behind a desk that would be more at home in the classrooms of Steph’s old secondary school than in the office of someone who commands both fear and respect.

Old boxes are stacked up at the back of the room, all of them with their cardboard lids taped firmly on at all corners, as if the information they contain ought not to be allowed to escape, or to be seen by unprepared eyes. Which, given the apparent age of the dust that coats the blades of the box fan that sits on top of them, might well be true; Steph’s getting the impression that until it was hastily converted to a temporary office, this room was one of the ones that was summarily locked and left locked after Aunt Bea took over the hall. Probably everything here that wasn’t recently purchased from Ikea dates from before then, from when Dorley used to torture boys with less conviction but significantly more glee.

Steph finds herself unable to look away from that clunky old fan, unable to keep herself from picturing the mess it would make were it to be switched on: ancient papers blown everywhere; oddments scattered; Steph and Aunt Bea choking on decades-old dust.

Everything here bears the weight of decades, it seems.

She remembers when she first came here. Not when Christine brought her here, but before, when she was still looking for Melissa, when she followed a crazy theory that birthed an even crazier one. When she saw the place for the first time, trudging past the Student Union Bar and down the path through the scrubby green space. She’d wondered at the time why, on a campus that had at the time been busy tearing down its old Psychology building to put up new dorms, there was so much empty space around the hall. And she’d wondered why she’d never so much as thought about it earlier.

Obvious, though, in retrospect. Stefan Riley came from a family that was, though it would never say it, proud that it wasn’t poor. Never mind that they were always scrabbling for money, and never mind that they almost lost the house when Dad was out of work; they were middle class, they were making do, and would be very upset if anyone suggested otherwise. And Dorley Hall? Dorley Hall was known across campus as the dorm building for poor girls — because the snobbery baked into the bricks of a university like Saints is so thick that it seems sometimes to ooze from the walls.

The dorm for poor girls. So Stefan was disqualified for two reasons.

And then he had reason to seek it out. And it told him, very firmly, that the girl he was looking for was not here, and it sent him away. And when he left, he could feel the bulk of the place rising up behind him, proud and violent, and so he never stopped thinking about it.

Then: everything. Meeting Christine, waking here, facing Pippa, meeting his fellow basement dwellers, conspiring with Christine and Abby. All of it leading Steph to this moment, to this unpleasant, dusty little room in which Aunt Bea sits with a plastic cup of tea and a discarded plate that looks to have once had a sandwich on it, and has just told her that she’s got to go.

* * *

Ordinarily, Beatrice would be inclined to hurry this along, but she scheduled Stephanie as her only appointment this afternoon for precisely this reason. The girl’s life is to undergo yet another wrenching change; Beatrice will not rush this.

Appalling to look back at the decisions that led them to this place. Well, just the one decision, really. Yes, you can point to Christine taking young Stefan in right at the start, and you can certainly circle in accusatory red ink her decision to lie to Beatrice’s face about the newest supposed boy in the hall’s custody, but from there you might as well draw a line to Abigail’s decision to send Melissa out of the hall on that particular day, at that particular time, for her fateful encounter with her erstwhile neighbour, and from there to the sponsors’ group decision, made with Beatrice’s blessing, to allow Abigail a degree of latitude with her soft-spoken charge. Decisions become fractal the moment you examine them, each one a product of a hundred others; some are mistakes, others are not, but all are inescapable.

There is one decision in particular that brought Stephanie to this place, that froze her in her seat, fingers resting on the cheap, ugly desk, paused in motion along with the rest of her:

Beatrice said yes. Christine came to her with the plan that she and Steph had been cooking up, the plan to keep her from having to sever her ties with her past, the plan to pretend to have ‘Stefan Riley’ go abroad to find himself, to backpack around Europe, to maybe go further afield if need be. The plan to keep Stefan’s young sister from losing a brother. And Beatrice, for a hundred very good reasons, said yes.

They’d already filled their quota of local disappearances. That’s the primary reason, the easy one, the one she most often lays out on the handful of times the logistics of Stephanie’s removal from society has come up. Through Peckinville, they have people embedded in key positions, but they still have to be careful to keep the greater Almsworth area’s vanishings down to the level of intriguing local quirk, the kind of thing most people will happily ignore. Like buying a house on a flood plain, most people planning to visit or move to Almsworth will consider the slightly elevated rate of disappearances the way they might consider the chance of running into the Beast of Bodmin while on a night out in Cornwall. But there is a level above which it will become properly noticeable, will become national news, and that level is unpredictable. Best to play it safe.

More immediately, Stefan was out of season. Christine brought him to the hall during a rather busy time for the sponsors: Maria and the others were all hands on deck monitoring their new charges, subtly guiding them as they formed relationships with the others in the basement, making their first deft prods at the structures of masculinity that had been holding them back. Quite simply, they lacked the available personnel to spin up and execute on a plausible story from scratch to cover Stefan’s sudden absence. Fabricating evidence, liaising with local authorities, monitoring the family… None of it is easy, cheap or quick. It’s also rather an emotional drain. Whereas accommodating Christine and Stephanie’s request was merely a matter of handing the girl’s passport to the next bright young Peckinville lad set to ship out for the continent, and she’d happened to know there was one due to leave within days. There wasn’t even much of a need to make it look good! They had the flight records, and the passport had provably travelled from the UK to France; beyond that, all they had to do was clear out Stefan’s belongings and let the family and acquaintances fill in the rest of the story themselves. As long as the letters keep showing up — and they have done — then the family has no reason to be suspicious.

But the real reason Beatrice agreed is that she’s a bloody softie. Elladine’s always telling her so. She’s long been growing tired of the necessities of the hall, and though she will not cease to see that they continue for as long as they are required, in this instance, for this one wayward youngster, she saw a way out and she bloody well took it.

And there was Petra, too. The hall creates enough only children, both in the siblings it leaves behind and the new girls that it births. The chance to leave that connection intact was too tempting to ignore.

So now they’re paying for it. Stephanie, specifically, is paying for it. The only comfort is that ‘killing’ Stefan Riley would probably still have been worse. Monitoring funerals is a miserable task.

“I’m sorry, Stephanie,” Beatrice says, because Steph’s been silent for a long time now, and because it’s not been an easy silence: the girl’s lips have been moving, and she’s taken several short breaths, as if she has multiple times prepared something to say and then abandoned it, or as if she has simply lost conscious control of herself. Beatrice says it softly, and with as much care and love as she can pour into it. She’s quite fond of the little ginger thing, really.

* * *

In mid-October last year, a young man in the employ of Peckinville Associates boarded a flight to France. He did not travel under his own name, but under the passport of Stefan Riley, though presumably once he reached his destination, he put it in a drawer somewhere and carried on his clandestine duties under his original identity.

Steph’s only assuming his duties were clandestine; Aunt Bea hasn’t said which part of Peckinville the guy works for, only that he has Steph’s passport. And, sure, while it’s likely that he’s employed under the legal murder arm of Elle Lambert’s operation — given that he willingly left the country under a false identity — it’s possible he’s just selling tractors or something.

Anyway. Doesn’t matter. Steph’s passport and her phone have been with the guy this whole time, following him from country to country in a back pocket or a briefcase or whatever. And then, a few days ago, Steph’s phone got a message from Russ, an all-caps scream about how ‘Mark’ is alive. Further messages followed:

Russ: You were right all along. Sorry.

Russ: Where the fuck are you, anyway?

Russ: How can one man backpack for so long and still fail to find himself?

Russ: When will you be somewhere you get bars? I need to TALK to someone about this and Sim’s being difficult about it.

Russ: Sim is Simeon. He’s my boyfriend. Yeah, I’m gay. Surprise!

Russ: You’re not getting these at all, are you?

Russ: Mark is alive and running around saying he was a fucking girl all this time, and Amy knew all along and SHE was supposed to be the nice one. TEXT ME BACK.

“We cloned your SIM,” Bea says, as Steph reads Russ’ texts off possibly the cheapest-looking Android phone she’s ever seen. 

“Okay,” Steph says, “so Russ knows Melissa’s alive?”

“Not by anyone’s choice,” Aunt Bea replies. “Melissa took it upon herself to visit Jenny Yau. You know of her?” Steph nods. “Russ was there. The two of them have been keeping in touch and, apparently, share a meal at least once a week. Bad timing. Miss Haverford’s speciality, as I have come to understand it.”

“Shit. Wait.” And here Steph leans across the desk, energised suddenly, mind racing. “Is that why you’re kicking me out? Because of a few texts?”

“Heavens, no!” Aunt Bea exclaims, rocking back in her chair a little as if blown away by the sheer absurdity of Steph’s assumption. “If that were all, we would have texted him back and called it a day. Easy enough to have you say something to mollify him. No, it’s the virus.”

“The virus? What virus?”

She shouldn’t have asked. Because Aunt Bea has all the information, and she delivers it with an urgency that suggests she’s been sitting on it all morning, piling up the justifications in her head for what she’s about to do to Steph, salving her guilt, bathing her wounds. And it impacts Steph like a kick in the head, a reminder that there is a world outside Dorley Hall that she hasn’t been so much neglecting as wilfully ignoring.

Yeah, there’s a virus. So far, it’s been relatively confined to China but, Aunt Bea tells her, it’s starting to spread. And it’s deadly and it’s brutal and some expert just told the Chinese government — and, by extension, the world — that it’s more transmissible than anyone thought. Beatrice pulls a laptop from a bag by the desk and shows Steph pictures from Wuhan, a city in China about as populous as London, entirely locked down. And now it’s been seen in France, Germany and the USA, and supposedly Peckinville has received worrying information about Italy and India. Only one or two cases have been confirmed so far in each country, but with the virus being as transmissible as it is, all it takes is for a handful of people to have come into contact with those cases for things to spiral out of control. Which means more cities locking down, worldwide, and it means, most pertinently for Steph, that there are likely to be restrictions on international travel.

“This is our problem, Stephanie,” Bea says, and she’s leaning forward on the desk now, the laptop still open next to her, showing an image of an empty Wuhan street. She sounds tired. “Right now, ‘Stefan Riley’ is in Europe. He has limited funds, and he has been drifting from hostel to hostel, staying only in the cheapest places. He can afford exactly one large expense: the plane ticket home.”

“Pretty sure ‘Stefan Riley’ is me,” Steph says, “and I know I had less than twenty quid in my account when I came here. If I’m still out there, I’m not buying any plane tickets. I’m not even buying sandwiches.” Oh hey, another thing to file under shit she should have thought about before.

“You sold your laptop.”

“Oh.”

“Rather, we sold your laptop. And more or less everything else. To ourselves, naturally, and arguably for more than it was worth, but there’s a paper record that provides you with just enough money for everything you are thus far supposed to have accomplished. It is also possible that you might have been working for cash here and there. Though not,” she adds, “at anything that would create paperwork.”

Steph’s nodding slowly. “Uh,” she says, “sorry for making all that work for you, I suppose. With the backpacking idea and everything.”

“Nonsense,” Aunt Bea says with a smile. “It would have been so much more trouble to kill you.”

“Huh.”

“May I continue?”

“Sorry. Yeah.”

“Peckinville says that the chance of a genuine global pandemic is high enough that they are recalling everyone who can be recalled. And they’re doing it now, before it becomes prohibitively expensive to travel. Before it becomes prohibited entirely.”

“Is that really likely?”

“India is about to start screening all travellers from China,” Bea says. “Their government has seen the same information that Peckinville has. And more besides, I would suspect. It’s bad, Stephanie. It could shut down the world. And the one thing we cannot afford is for ‘Stefan Riley’—” she places the audible scare quotes around Steph’s old name again, which Steph appreciates, “—to be stranded on the continent when and if travel shuts down. So, while you’ve been backpacking, you’ve been keeping an eye on the news, and you’ve come to the decision to—”

“That doesn’t sound like me,” Steph interrupts, frowning. It’s a little galling to have to listen to Aunt Bea outline all the sensible things their fake version of Stefan would do, and realise that she, Steph, would do none of them. “I mean, if the goal is to be believable, then I don’t think I’d leave yet. I don’t think I’d know any of this stuff. I’m not very plugged in.” She looks away. “It’s, uh, been a point of discussion, how little attention I pay to everything. So, yeah. This big, scary virus? I wouldn’t know about it yet.”

“Perhaps not. But from what we know of this virus, it moves fast. It was only in December that hospitals in Wuhan began to identify what they thought was a kind of pneumonia; now here we are in late January, and several nations are already advising against travel to and from China, and are poised to suspend it entirely. Cases are popping up all over the world, and those are only the ones that have been identified. When the hammer comes down, Stephanie, it tends to fall swiftly; when that time comes, it is entirely possible that we will be cut off from the continent faster than we can make arrangements.”

“Okay, but—”

“Your passport is physically in Europe. It was stamped in France and has not returned to the UK; a search of any suitably connected digital system will present this fact quickly and plainly. It is not something we can trick. Oh, we can mess about with records here in the UK to an extent, but that is because we have people embedded in strategic positions and because Britain, to be frank, is somewhat shambolic. Worldwide? We must be considerably more careful. And before you ask, no, we cannot simply leave Stefan in Europe, because if we are faced with a global pandemic, if this virus breaks containment the way Peckinville and other actors fear it might, then you — rather, your fictional male counterpart — will be stranded. No money, no options. And can you say with absolute certainty that in such an instance, your mother and father will not be on the phone to the British embassy in every country they can think of, looking for you? Checking up on you? Perhaps emptying their savings account to send you some money, so you don’t have to rely on crowded hostels while there is an incredibly infectious virus on the loose?”

Fuck.

She has a point.

And Steph had thought herself so clever for coming up with the backpacking thing.

Stupid, stupid girl.

Except maybe not. Maybe she’s being too hard on herself here. She’s reminded of a movie she watched with Russ one time, where two American survivalists had stocked a basement — hah! — with guns, water and food, protected against every threat they could imagine, only to be ambushed by underground alien monsters.

You can’t predict everything.

But she can predict her parents.

“Yeah,” she says heavily. “They’d call. And they wouldn’t find me, so…” Steph lets the sentence hang; it’s depressing to think about what her parents might do when faced with the loss of their only son, because they already lost him. And, sure, they haven’t exactly been close with each other these last few years, but it’s one thing to be on the outs for a bit, and quite another to worry that your oldest child might be at risk of actually dying.

Mum’s always been waiting for Steph to become someone. Through Steph’s carefully bland secondary school years, Mum was patient and loving and made sure that her son had all the things he needed — food, shelter, a second-hand laptop for homework — and she made sure that he didn’t swear overmuch or take the Lord’s name in vain, but it’s always seemed to Steph as if they were each of them speaking to someone who did not yet exist; who might never. The son with a career, a life, a destination; the Mum who loves her older daughter.

Shit. She’s going to have to see them again, isn’t she? She’s going to have to see them and she’s not ready, she’s not done. It was bad enough seeing Melissa again, and Melissa was and is so inclined to grant Steph the benefit of the doubt — regarding her intentions, her clumsy assumptions, her even clumsier gender presentation — that if Steph suggested the sky is pink, Melissa might not even look up to check. But Mum and Dad…

Mum and Dad love Stefan. They were always awkward about showing it, or Steph was awkward about being on the receiving end, perhaps, but there’s a lot of love there. Love that she’s been avoiding thinking about for a few months now, because tearing it up and trying to bandage it back together into someone new — or failing — has been one of those things lurking in her future that she’s excused herself from dealing with, what with everything else. But now she has to, and it’s a problem from both directions.

Mum and Dad love Stefan — even if they don’t really understand him — and they might not love Stephanie.

Mum and Dad love Stefan, and if they can’t find him, they’ll never stop looking.

“They’ll be a problem,” she says, aware of the heavy silence that has sat on the desk between them the whole time she’s been pounding on the inside of her skull. “If they don’t know I’m back in the country, they’ll be a problem.”

“Precisely. Our subterfuge, Stephanie, consists of one man with your passport and a box of orange hair dye. If your family starts making trouble — and a single phone call could be enough — our subterfuge falls apart. In the face of that, I think we can stretch believability a tad and allow Stefan Riley a touch more savvy than he might normally display, yes?”

“Fine,” Steph says sourly. “I’m a news buff.”

“As we speak, our man is waiting in a hotel in Italy, keeping his hair and eyebrows dyed, waiting for the word. A word which Peckinville will give in its next communication. The ticket is bought; Stefan Riley returns home in three days.”

* * *

Beatrice has given Stephanie a short break. She’s had one of the PMC ladies fetch them fresh cups of tea, insisting that they have something not out of the tea urn they’ve been using to mass-hydrate their little platoon — Beatrice could swear she can taste the patina — which has had the unfortunate upshot that the soldier just delivered their refreshments in mugs from the kitchen cupboard, rather than the plastic cups they’ve been distributing en masse in the dining hall. So, when the woman from Peckinville takes her leave, Beatrice has to watch Stephanie, right slap bang in the middle of one of her less pleasant recent days, understand that she’s just been given a mug decorated with pictures of balloons and birthday cake and printed with the legend:

Dear [boy’s name],

I’m sorry for:

—hogging the shower every morning

—always using the last of the good cereal

—telling on you to [parent or guardian]

—[nonconsensual surgical intervention]

But I'm not sorry for being your sister.

Love, [sister’s name]

She doesn’t comment on it, to her credit. She just cups it, warming her hands in this chilly office, and slurps experimentally at her tea, discovering immediately that it is too hot. This presents a problem: without their drinks to distract them, Beatrice and Stephanie must awkwardly occupy themselves some other way, lest they dive straight back into their rather fraught conversation.

Beatrice, therefore, makes her second mistake of the last few minutes — perhaps her millionth overall — and examines her own mug. It is baffling: next to a drawing of a stereotypical-looking woman — gingham dress, fifties-style hair, ruby-red lips — is a crude, messily lined sketch of a face with its eyeline connected directly to the girl via a dotted line. A speech bubble above the face reads, “Wow!! Cool gender!!” There is a pink line drawn from the girl that arcs over the top of the ugly, staring face and lands somewhere behind it, which is interrupted at its apex with the caption OW MY BALLS. Beatrice holds it up to the light, frowning, as if elevation and illumination might make sense of it.

“You probably shouldn’t worry about it,” Stephanie says.

“It’s terribly difficult not to,” Beatrice replies. “They get more confusing every year.”

Stephanie laughs. “I bet you say that to all the girls,” she says. And she sits back, still holding her mug. “Shit. I’m going to miss this place.”

“You can still visit. And you can live here officially again, come autumn, whether you decide to return to your degree or not.”

“I know. That’s not really what I mean.”

Beatrice nods. Yes. She knows, too.

Stephanie coughs.

Beatrice taps her fingers on the desk.

Their tea, eventually, cools enough to drink.

* * *

Christine’s still in sort of a daze when Indira leads her carefully down the main stairs into the dining hall, because there are more people who want to offer their congratulations than can easily fit into the second-floor kitchen, and she’s still in a daze when Jodie captures her in her rose-scented embrace, whispering excitedly into Christine’s ear about how cool it is that she’s trans officially now, that she’s not just trans accidentally the way she has been. Donna passes on her best wishes, too; remotely, first via text to Jodie and then via an extra squeeze from her girl. Christine’s joined the winning team, apparently.

Looking at the girls who surround her, Christine’s got to admit that, yeah, that’s probably true.

A few more hugs later, someone hands her a cup of tea and leads her out of the scrum, and Christine’s wits are still so lagging behind the rest of her that she registers that the girl who rescued her is Pippa a good few seconds after she takes in the tasteless joke on her mug — a captionless cartoon of a tennis ball pitching machine that has been loaded with something other than tennis balls. Allowing herself to be sat down at the edge of the dining hall, near the corridor out to the back, Christine takes a moment to massage her shoulders before smiling at Pippa in genuine thanks. She loves her Sisters, she really does, but they can be rather a lot sometimes.

“Brave choice,” Pippa says. She’s clasping her own mug in both hands and obscuring whatever might or might not be printed on it.

“Signing a trans NPH or coming downstairs right after?” Christine asks, shaking her head lightly as she realises she’s trying to work out what the joke is on Pippa’s mug via the fragments she can see between Pippa’s fingers. This place has beyond infected her.

“Both?”

“Didn’t really have a choice,” Christine says. “On either front. Outside the hall, who am I even cis to?”

Frowning, but then instantly losing it to a smirk, Pippa pretends to think. “Um…?”

“Exactly my point. It was a formality. A scary one, but still. A formality. Hey,” Christine adds, when the amusement departs Pippa’s face as quickly as it showed up, “do you need me for anything? You really incredibly look like you need me for something, and I could actually do with being needed for something right now.”

Pippa shrugs. “Ideas? Aunt Bea’s got Steph in with her now, and—”

“Oh, for the thing?”

“Yes. For the thing. The thing where we throw her out because I made a stupid decision.”

“We’re not throwing her out,” Christine says quickly. “She’s not even leaving today, is she? Dira said that Edy said that Maria talked Bea into a stay of a few days.”

“She did. But that’s not— She needs us, Christine. She needs me. And where she’s going, I can’t help her.”

Christine quickly runs through what she knows of the plan: Steph’s coming home from her sojourn abroad, and because she’s no longer a student here at Saints — not until the autumn semester — she’ll be staying with Abby, Melissa and Shahida at their house around the corner. It’s not like she’ll be incommunicado, and she’ll be able to visit all the time. Yes, it sucks to rip her away from Bethany, but Christine’s been persuaded over the last day or so by Indira’s position on this: that Steph has sunk into such a holding pattern that Raph, of all people, has suddenly started to outstrip her on at least some aspects of the whole becoming a girl thing. A change of scenery might do her good.

Sure, if such a change of scenery had happened to Christine at this stage of her reeducation, it would have been fucking disastrous, but Christine is trans the long way round; Steph arrived at this place a mere hop, skip and a jump from where most of them are when they graduate. In, again, some aspects.

What was it Indira said to Christine when she took her home for the first time? ‘Sometimes, you’ve just got to be a girl where people can see you.’

“I can help her.”

Christine says it without really thinking about it. But it’s the obvious thing, isn’t it? Christine’s the connection, the catalyst for Steph’s transition. Steph was convinced she ran into Melissa all those years ago, but she didn’t do anything about it until Christine. Until Christine, she was stuck in her deepening pit of self-loathing and doubt. So yeah, they met at the party, the one in that half-finished dorm for rich kids out on the other edge of campus. They met, they got drunk together, they smoked a little weed, and then Steph… disappeared.

No, she corrects herself: Stefan disappeared. He went back to his crappy little houseshare and he packed up his shit, sold what he could, and ran off to find himself. And when he comes back to England in a few days, he’ll be Stephanie. He’ll be so clearly Stephanie to anyone who knows what they’re looking at, because yeah, he’s had only a few months of hormone therapy, but it’s been enough to shift the average person’s perception of his sex. At least, Christine’s pretty sure it has; she’s still not great at predicting how cis people work, which is very funny, since she used to be one.

But yeah. Steph is clearly a girl. Also clearly not a cis girl, because she hasn’t changed that much yet, and she wasn’t one of that handful of girls blessed with a face that needs only the mildest kiss of estradiol to start passing. Or that one in fifty who can pass with long hair, lipstick and a smile; bitches. She’s got a bit of a brow going on, and kind of a chin, and though both have softened in the months since she’s been here, she still looks like a trans girl, not a cis girl, and she will for a while yet.

Christine grimaces to herself; she can practically feel Vicky kicking her for thinking of Steph that way. And yet she thinks Lorna would agree: you’ve got to be practical about how people will see you, or you can’t be prepared. And Stephanie, when she walks out into the world, has a choice: she can be seen as a funny-looking man — not the choice Christine expects her to make — or she can be seen as a trans woman. Not by everyone, but by enough people. And she needs to be prepared for that.

Pippa never did that. Pippa stayed at the hall until she passed better than perfectly, until her voice and her face and her body and her bloody eyeliner were ready. She struggled with understanding herself as a woman, like all of them — with a handful of notable exceptions — and with understanding how people saw her, but to the best of Christine’s knowledge, Pippa has never had to face down a drunken man who knows, in his poisonous heart, that the creature trying to walk quickly away from him is a tranny.

Christine knows. At the time, when Indira took her out of the hall, took her all the way to London to meet the family, Christine had questioned the wisdom of it. She didn’t look completely like a cis girl, and as it turned out, the world could see that just fine. But she went anyway, because it was important that Indira got to see her family again, and she took the knock to her confidence as just another price to pay for the boy she had been, for the things she had done.

Now, though. Now, she’s got something almost no-one else here has. Everyone here was like Pippa: holed up and practising their eyeliner until they were able to walk the streets without getting hassled. Which, shit, means that Christine’s got kind of a responsibility here.

“What do you mean?” Pippa asks. “How can you help her?”

Christine chooses to not be offended by the astonishment in Pippa’s voice — Christine’s more than just tech support, or she could be; she ought to be — and just says, “Because I’ve lived it, Pip. Excuse me.”

And she drains her coffee, pushes back on her chair, and sets off to interrupt Aunt Bea and Steph’s sad little meeting without ever getting to see the bad joke on Pippa’s mug.

* * *

Three days. Three more days here. Three days to sleep in her own bed — the one downstairs, for as much as the one on the first floor has been assigned to her and as much as its closet space has been hers, too, it’s never really felt like more than a hotel room, a temporary place; the bed in the basement, that nasty, too-narrow thing that she and Bethany are constantly falling out of, that’s hers. And, soon, it won’t be.

Oh, they’re not giving it away or anything. She can come back and bounce on its springs more or less whenever she likes. She’ll have very nearly sponsor-like access to the hall and all its environs, with only a last-level requirement to get permission from whomever is on-shift to enter or exit the basement on any given day, in the unlikely event that she regresses to the person she was last year and tries to, say, spring Bethany. She had to laugh when Beatrice said that, because maybe that’s a legitimate fear; maybe, when Steph is no longer bound to the hall, when she comes and goes as guest rather than resident, its reality distortion field will fail and she will wake up sweating one morning, to run from her bedroom screaming, “They’ve been kidnapped! They’re going to be castrated!” And then Melissa will have to restrain her with whatever is on hand; one of those full-of-holes sports t-shirts Abby favours, possibly.

That’s the thing: she’s going to be a visitor. Oh, she has been for a long time, in a way. Since she got caught, since not long after Aunt Bea visited her in her room and laid it all out for her, Steph’s had her run of the place, and the only reason she’s been discouraged from leaving at all is because she’s supposed to be in another country. But she stayed, and she lived through it all, and she became herself here, much like everyone seems to. And it was important that she stayed, and necessary, and—

Shit, though, was it? She’s been telling herself that Bethany wouldn’t have made it without her, but yeah, actually, she might well have. She’s got Maria looking out for her, and Leigh’s got Tabitha, and Raph’s got Jane; they’ve all got someone. Maybe that’s the scariest part, that if she leaves, and they get along fine, then Steph was just sort of fucking around the whole time, after all.

Or maybe that’s bullshit, and she’s just grasping for a handhold here.

“Take your time,” Aunt Bea says. They’re done with their tea now, and supposedly they’re due to carry on talking about all this big important crap, but maybe Steph’s tired of that. Maybe she’s done with it.

“Can we just… skip to the end?”

Frowning politely, Bea says, “How so?”

Steph shrugs. “Lay it all out for me. How the next few days are going to go.”

“All right. We can leave informing Bethany and the others up to you, or we can tell them ourselves. After that, you will have three days to spend as you like. Then we will move the belongings you have accumulated while here to the house that Abigail, Melissa and Shahida Mohsin-Carpenter are sharing, and—”

“You’re not going to do a whole thing with me getting dropped off by taxi from the airport?”

“Heavens, no. We only do that sort of thing when we know — or suspect — that someone is being watched. Though, if anyone asks…” Bea frowns again, and taps her fingers together a few times. Then she nods to herself, pulls her phone out of a bag that’s been sitting on the floor, and starts a sound recorder app. When she talks again, it is with the sing-song diction of someone who is dictating. “Tomorrow, having received Russell Vogel’s texts, Stephanie Riley will email Amy Woodley asking if zie knows anything. Amy will email back with confirmation, and they will converse. This ultimately will lead to Stephanie buying her ticket home, whereupon Mz Woodley or one of hir friends will pick her up from the airport and drive her home.” She taps at the phone screen again, stopping the recording, and smiles slightly at Steph. “Are we happy with that? An email chain is easy enough to create. And we don’t actually have to have anyone drive out to ‘get’ you; an evidence chain that shows you had no reason to catch a train will be sufficient, if it comes to it.”

“Yeah,” Steph says, “we’re happy with that.” It makes as much sense as anything else. But there’s one thing that hasn’t been addressed: her family. She’s been turning the thought over and over in her head, feeling more and more like a coward for considering trying to avoid them, for even briefly entertaining the thought that maybe Pippa or Maria or Aunt Bea herself could call them on her behalf and tell them that she’s back in the country but that, no, they can’t see her because she’s gone straight from a backpacking excursion into a no-contact medical trial, or she’s joined an obscure religious sect or something. Stefan or Stephanie, she’s facing this. “Hey,” she continues, hoping that her voice betrays none of her nervousness about this, “so when do I go see my family?”

Aunt Bea pauses a moment. “Your… family?”

“I mean, if I’m coming ‘home’ all so they won’t kick up a fuss, I assume I need to go see them, yeah?” She really hopes this sounds logical and not like she’s still half-trying to talk herself out of it.

“Well,” Bea says awkwardly, “it would be helpful, perhaps. But we weren’t going to force it. A phone call, maybe.”

“They’d want to visit me anyway,” Steph says firmly. Because that’s the other thing she’s been thinking about. “And… I don’t want them to.”

“Are you sure? Visiting them in London will be difficult for you, I would have thought. If they want to come here—”

“They will.”

“Okay. Surely, then, you would prefer to meet them where you have allies? Abigail, Melissa, Ms Mohsin—”

“I don’t want them here, Aunt Bea,” Steph says. “I want to compartmentalise. London is for them. Almsworth is for me.”

Aunt Bea smiles softly. “Rather a size disparity there, wouldn’t you say?”

“Petra’s a growing girl.” And she laughs at her own joke, just a little, despite herself, despite everything. Probably a good sign, right?

She takes a moment to gather herself — and Bea grants her that moment, as she has many times so far in this fraught conversation — but before she can continue, before she can finish assembling her battered thoughts into something whole, there’s a creak from the door behind her.

“Shit,” Christine says, as Steph and Bea look around and up at the same time to find her standing behind a slowly opening door, straightening up from the position in which she was, presumably, spying on them, leaning close enough to the door to listen in that she accidentally touched it and caused it to swing open.

“Christine?” Aunt Bea says pleasantly.

“Sorry. But someone left the door open and I was going to just knock but then I heard the two of you talking and—”

“Are we plagued by some new disaster? Is that why you are… lurking?”

“What? Oh. No, actually. No disaster, for once. Nothing new, anyway. But I had an idea.” And she pushes the door the rest of the way open, steps inside, and closes it behind her. “You’re going to see your family, Steph?”

“Um,” Steph says, “maybe.” As Christine pulls up a chair and sits down, Steph turns back around to Bea to make her case. “The thing is, if they come here, then they’re in my life. And I only just started building it, and I don’t know what I’m doing half the time, even less so if I’m going to have to actually go outside, and they could mess it all up. They could disapprove. They could wander around campus asking questions or something. Or they could just yell. Or…” She shifts uncomfortably. More and more scenarios keep presenting themselves, and she feels them like pricks in her skin, like a heat at the back of her neck. “They could get involved. They could ask to see my doctor, and I know we could probably produce one—”

“Several,” Aunt Bea mutters.

“—but if I take this into my own hands, if I go to London, if I’m not…” And yeah, here she’s got to spit it out. “If I’m not a fucking coward about it, then I get to control it, you know?”

“Steph,” Christine says, “you’re not a coward.”

“No?” She’s mocking herself now, and she’s aware of how unpleasant she sounds, but she’s in this, and the only way to discharge it is to hurl it from her body. To fucking vomit it up. “How did I get here? I was too scared to transition on my own. You remember that, right? You remember? I didn’t think I’d make it, so I just… didn’t. I sat in my shitty life and I got worse and worse and worse. I’m a coward.”

“Stephanie—” Aunt Bea starts, but Christine’s quicker.

“No, Steph,” she says, “you’re not being fair on yourself. You weren’t a coward; you were alone. You had no-one to support you, no-one to worry about you.” She smiles gently. “No-one to tell you how pretty you are.”

“I’m not pretty,” Steph says instantly, feeling as if she has turned back the clock by months and she’s staring into the distorted mirror of her phone screen, seeing nothing but her pronounced brow, her high hairline, her masculine jaw. “I know I don’t pass. I can’t.”

“Passing isn’t pretty,” Christine says. “And pretty isn’t passing.”

“Bullshit.”

Christine lays a hand on Steph’s; Steph jerks away. “Come on, Steph. I know Melissa talked to you about this.”

“Ask Lorna if pretty is passing,” Steph says, instantly regretting her bitter tone. “Shit. Fuck. Yeah, okay. Shouldn’t have said that.”

“She would tell you that passing is safety,” Christine says, “and that that’s why she’s getting FFS in, what two weeks, wasn’t it? And she would also tell you that Vick said she didn’t need FFS, that she was beautiful the way she was, and that they had a huge fight about it.”

Steph nods slowly. “Yeah. I get why Lorna would get mad about that.”

“You’re determined to go see your family? Because if you’re not ready—”

“I’m ready.”

“Are you sure?” Christine says. “Because we can find another way. We can keep them at arm’s length for as long as you need.” From the other side of the desk, Aunt Bea quietly but firmly clears her throat. Christine frowns at her. “We can,” she insists. “If it’s extra work I’ll do it my fucking self, because if she needs it—”

“I don’t,” Steph says. “I’m tired of constantly lying about who I am. I’m tired of writing these fucking letters to Petra, making her believe she still has a big brother and not… not whatever I’m going to get to be to her now. I’m tired of being a coward.” She raises a hand. “I know, I know, you can tell me I’m not a coward until you’re blue in the face, but if I don’t do this? If I give all of you a bunch of work covering for me with them again? I’ll think I’m a coward. And…” She leans back in her chair, hugging herself. “It’s not like I hate them or anything. I don’t want to hurt them. I don’t want them to think their only son doesn’t want to see them.”

“So, um,” Christine says, “what I was thinking is… what if I go with you?”

* * *

“So? What do you think?”

“What do I think about what?”

“The USB!”

“What about it?”

“Did we get anything useful?”

“Cora, it’s— Oh, okay, bloody hell, it’s actually eleven, but still.”

“Yeah, it’s eleven in the morning and you’re still in bed. That’s lazy even for Florida.”

Haley frowns, propping herself up on her elbows, and the sight of it is so adorable that Cora is once again agitated that she can’t go out to blow off her vast quantities of sexual energy while they’re stuck here. It’s not fair! They got drunk together a few times and had sex and shattered the agent/handler dynamic and then Haley was just all, no, Cora, that was a mistake and it will not happen again.

Cora knows what mistakes feel like; her whole life has been a parade of them, one after the other, but getting to be fucked by Haley? Not a mistake. Not even close to one. Especially because Cora’d had her vagina long enough by that point that she was used to the feel of it, and she knew already that she could grip a dick — or something with the same function — firmly enough to make girls squeal.

“I looked through the files last night, Cora. After you went to bed.”

“And?”

Haley rolls her eyes. “Lots of stuff, okay? Flight logs, itineraries, employee records for a hundred-odd people. And also some password-protected stuff that I’ve sent home to be studied.”

“Nothing actionable right now?”

“Nothing actionable right now.”

“Shit,” Cora says.

“Bored?” Haley asks, smiling in the way that pocks her cheek just so and makes Cora want to kiss it.

“Like you wouldn’t believe.”

“You could make me a cuppa.”

“I killed the last person who wanted me to do maid stuff, o handler of mine.”

“No, you didn’t,” Haley says, laughing the way Cora hoped she would and sitting forward in bed to hug her shins, “because the last person to make you do maid stuff was—”

“That was consensual,” Cora says.

Releasing her legs and swinging them out over the side of the bed, Haley says, “Tell you what. I’ll make us both a cuppa, and then we can talk about your surveillance responsibilities for the next couple of days.”

Christ. Really? Surveillance? “That’s worse than making tea,” Cora whines as Haley stands and pushes her gently out of the way.

“There are outfits,” Haley sings in a temptingly lilting voice.

“Outfits?”

* * *

“She’s still asleep,” Christine says, tapping on the laptop screen and feeling Steph, sitting next to her, relax somewhat. Now that they’ve hammered out some — but not all, far from it — of the details regarding the next week or so of Steph’s life, and now that they’ve left Bea to whatever other responsibilities she has piled up for the rest of the afternoon, Steph has moved almost entirely to worrying about Bethany, about how she’s going to react when Steph tells her what’s going to happen, about how she’s going to deal with everything when Steph gets demoted from roommate to visitor.

“She could be faking,” Steph says, but she says it with a smile; it’s not a serious concern, clearly. “She does that sometimes, like if I come back into whichever room we’re staying in that night and she’s already asleep, so I start getting undressed for bed, and when I’m looking away and I’m half-naked, that’s when she, uh…” Cheeks red, Steph trails off, looking carefully at the table.

Unfortunately for Steph, Indira is sitting on the other side of the dining table, dawdling over a curry, getting ready to help cover the evening shift. Grinning and circling a finger in the air, Dira says, “And that’s when she…?”

Steph’s cheeks just get redder. And she’s ginger; there’s a lot of red to go around. “Um…” she says.

“Leave the poor girl alone, Chetry,” Tabitha says, sitting down next to Indira with a plate of her own. More curry; someone must have made a batch. “She doesn’t need you pestering her.”

“You do realise,” Dira says, through a mouthful of food, “that you just directly contradicted our mission statement?” She swallows; Tabitha rolls her eyes. “I don’t think your heart’s in it any more, Tab. No wonder Leigh’s getting lapped by Raph.”

“Oh yeah? So why’s your girl wearing shorts again? No offence, Christine.”

“’S’fine,” Christine says absently. She’s still watching Bethany on the screen, thinking back to when the chances of her actually fucking with the cameras were high. When she was Aaron, and every moment of her life was a performance, every movement something on which she could be evaluated. Though pretending to sleep wasn’t exactly high on her list of preferred activities for when she thought the sponsors might be watching. She’s calmed down a lot recently, thanks to Maria, thanks to Steph, thanks to just living with the reality of what’s happening, what’s coming — it’s been months since she deliberately flashed the girls on duty in the security room, via the cameras — and yeah, Christine can absolutely understand that Steph’s worried about removing one of those elements from the equation. Backsliding isn’t just bad because your Sister scolds you for it.

Losing that progress? Feeling like you failed, like you’re still that broken, twisted boy? Like maybe you’re destined for nothing more than what you became at your lowest point? Yeah. It’s not good.

But Bethany will be okay. Hopefully. It’s not like Steph’s going away forever, just for a few days, or however long she wants to stay with her parents; however long they are willing to have her. And then she’ll be back in Almsworth, living practically on campus. She can be here about as much as Shahida was over Christmas and New Year, i.e. all the time. She’s just got to show her face to the outside world. She’s got to be seen to be living in it, now that she’s coming home and that nobody, ostensibly, ever kidnapped her.

Are they going to make her get a job?

No. There’s a limit to the tortures that Dorley Hall is willing to inflict.

“Shorts are fashionable,” Dira says defensively. She lays down her cutlery and reaches across the table for Christine’s hand. Christine lets her take it, resigned to letting this conversation go wherever it’s going to go; toward her wardrobe, for now, apparently.

Tabitha points at Indira with a fork. “If you’re willing to perjure yourself on behalf of those shorts — again, no offence — then I think you’ve lost it more than I have.”

Indira just nods, like she’s not really paying attention any more, and it seems like she really isn’t, having become distracted by the way Steph is just kind of watching the laptop display, watching the duvet slowly rise and fall as Bethany sleeps. “Steph,” she says after a bit, “you have three days, yes?”

Blinking, finally looking away from the screen, Steph says, “Uh, yes.”

“And you’re, what, going from here to Abby’s—” Dira traces the route through the air with her fork, “—for one night, and then you’re going to London to see your parents again?” The fork moves again, towards the table.

“Yeah. I think so. I mean, that’s what I want.” Steph’s jaw flexes for a moment. “I want to see them. I want to see Petra.”

“Oh, no, completely, agreed,” Dira says. “Family’s important. I just want to check: you’re going as Stephanie, right?”

“That’s why I’m going with her,” Christine says quickly. “Strength in numbers, and all that. Emotional support. And I have the right story, and, well—”

Indira smiles. “And you already did it for me.”

“I know what it’s like to go out into the world before you’re ready.”

“Before you think you’re ready.”

“I’m going as me,” Steph says. “But… I won’t lie. I’m fucking scared about it. And I keep wanting to say, no, I’ll grow out my stubble and I’ll put on men’s clothes and I’ll be Stefan again, because I think somehow that’s easier?”

“But you’re not going to,” Tabitha says.

Steph nods tightly. “I’ve always done the easy thing. And it’s only ever made it harder in the long run.”

“And so we come to my point,” Indira says. “Steph, would it be fair to say that, up to now, you have had relatively little instruction on how to pass as a woman?”

“Dira—” Tabitha starts.

“Shush. Steph?”

“I suppose,” Steph says with a shrug. “I mean, I’ve been messing with eyeliner and stuff, and I’ve got clothes…”

“It’s been self-directed, mostly,” Tabitha says. “Leigh’s been talking about it. They’re peer-pressuring each other down there to practise makeup.”

“And you’re learning from Pippa,” Indira says. “And Jane and a few others, right?” Steph nods again. “All of them being girls who have had, and I say this with all the love in the world, a shitload of surgeries. And a lot of time for the hormones to do what they do.”

“Oh,” Christine says, “yeah.”

“When my Teenie first went out there, she was fresh off of her FFS and she was still developing, but she was, you know, mostly passing even without care taken over her makeup and her clothes. I’m sorry if this is hard to hear, Steph, but that’s not going to be you.”

Stiffly, Steph does a little half-shrug. “I know,” she says. “I spend a lot of time looking at this face. I know I don’t pass.”

Dira wags a finger. “Ah-ah,” she says. “That doesn’t have to be the case. Oh, I’m not saying we can make you pass perfectly, but we can teach you how to walk down the street and stay mostly unbothered.”

“Wow,” Steph says, deadpan. “That sounds miraculous.”

“It is, actually,” Tabitha says. “What are you thinking, Dira? Rope Nadine in?”

“Yes,” Dira says. “I want to bring a little of the second year into Steph’s first year. Teach her— Teach you, sorry,” she adds, turning away from Tabitha to face Steph again, “how to do more than just copy Pippa’s eyeliner.”

“What about her hair?” Tabitha says, frowning and poking at her half-finished curry. “We could pull in Francesca, too, for extensions?”

“Uh,” Christine says, “don’t forget, she’s supposed to have been backpacking. Around Europe? Maybe beyond? She hasn’t had the time or money to go to a salon.”

“True. But Francesca—”

“And no Francesca. I know you like her, but Paige is still— Look, things are just… not great between them, okay? Can we keep her at arm’s length until my girlfriend moves out?”

“Fine,” Indira says. “Nadine’s got hairdressing training, too. She can help Steph pick a style that works with what she’s got. Something… pixie-ish.”

“Oh my God,” Tabitha says, covering her smile with the back of her hand, “she’s going to be a slightly taller, ginger Pippa.”

“Right? She’s going to be adorable. Sec; I’ll call Nadine.”

“Woah,” Steph says, leaning forward, “I haven’t agreed to anything yet!”

But Indira’s already turned away, with one finger held up in the universal gesture for I’m on the phone. She talks quietly into her mobile while Steph leans back again, sighing heavily, and Christine tries not to laugh, and especially tries not to catch Tabitha’s eye, because she’s smirking, too, and they could easily set each other off. Christine forces herself to look around, to find anything else to lay her eyes on, and picks Indira’s mug, which has an illustration styled to look like a newspaper cartoon depicting Dorley Hall itself, with some kind of fluid bursting from all the open windows and a speech bubble emanating from one of them that says in comic-style text, …and just to warn you, the first five rows will get feminised.

Steph nudges Christine with her elbow. “I never really had a chance, did I?” she whispers, and Christine shakes her head, happy that Steph’s mood has bounced back somewhat.

Dira taps to end the call and turns back around in her chair, smiling broadly. “After dinner good for you?”

“Fine,” Steph says with a sigh. Then she nods at the laptop. “What about Bethany? If I’m going to eat and get tortured, she might wake up before I’m done.”

“This might come as a shock to you, Steph,” Tabitha says, “but I’ve seen that girl function for whole minutes without your assistance.” In the face of Steph’s glare, she adds, “Fine. I’ll ask the girls in the security room to send her a message when she wakes up. Let her know you’re fine, that you’re up here with us doing something conveniently unspecified. We can even Tupperware up some curry for her and send it down in the dumbwaiter. It’s not like we’re in danger of running out.”

“Better yet,” Dira says, “when you’re all pretty and stuff, you can bring her some curry yourself.”

“Okay,” Steph says. “Um, I need to bring her a bagel, too.”

“Hmm. Do we have bagels today?”

Christine leans back in her chair and yells kitchenward. Faye’s in there, she knows, along with a handful of other second years, mingling with soldiers and sponsors, continuing their socialisation and possibly responsible for all the curry. “Hey!” she calls. “Faye! We got any bagels!”

She catches Dira winking at her and rolls her eyes because, yes, if Faye yells back the way Christine did, it’ll show how her voice training is coming along, if she needs any additional instruction or if she’s just at the point where she needs to keep practising, and that wasn’t at the top of Christine’s mind when she shouted, but it wasn’t entirely absent, either.

If you’re training your voice properly, she remembers, then yelling comes as part of the package.

A few moments later, Faye leans around the door frame and shouts, “Nothing fresh! Probably got some bagged ones in the pantry, though!”

“That’ll be fine!” Christine yells back, giving her a thumbs up and ignoring Indira’s smirk. Faye sounds good. Still scratchy and a little unclear, but she’s coming along well; she could yell out at someone in the street and nobody would think anything of it, except possibly to perv on the pretty girl doing the yelling.

Ugh. Gross. And to think, in a few days, she’ll be going out there. She’ll be taking Steph out there.

As they stand, so she and Steph can collect themselves some curry from the warming tray at the edge of the dining hall, Indira catches Christine by the fabric of her top and says, “Nice sponsoring, Teenie.”

* * *

Haley Googled ‘Florida winter outfits’. Or that’s what she said she did, anyway; she tells little white lies all the time, lies like, ‘You don’t need to worry about that, Cora,’ and, ‘Sometimes, men have a use beyond as raw materials, Cora,’ and, ‘No, I’m not attracted to you, Cora.’ She seems to feel them to be necessary to maintain the correct emotional distance from her operative, a quirk that was annoying enough when they were in Blighty and were able, within the limits of operational security, to call upon others in the organisation, but which out here, in the billion sheriffs’ fiefdoms masquerading as a country called the United States of America, is actively frustrating. Cora needs an emotional connection, damn it! Or, at the very least, she needs a satisfying orgasm every once in a while.

The outfit that Haley thrust at her, whether she threw it together from out of the duty closet or pieced it together on Pinterest, is so perfect for the requirements of this tedious little assignment that Cora wanted even more than usual to kiss her for it. It combines many of the things that Cora finds either fun or hot in the clothes she chooses for herself — oversized sunglasses: fun; a skirt that clings to her hips and thighs and restricts her movement just a little: hot, though it would be hotter if she could barely walk, if she had to hobble her way down the Florida boulevards, struggling to—

Bloody hell. Down, girl. She really does need a good fucking, doesn’t she?

Start again.

Cora’s striding down Main Street in this provincial Florida town in her flowery pencil skirt, her flirty but sensible sandals, her figure-hugging top with sleeves just past the elbow, and her white-rimmed sunglasses, appearing to everyone who witnesses her to be just another American gal out on her break from work, or maybe even done for the day, perhaps employed in some mostly ceremonial position that allows her to take whole afternoons off to go to the salon. She’s playing younger than her age today, so she’s gone light on the makeup, with soft pink lip gloss and brown mascara instead of black, to open up her eyes and lighten her face. It’s playing her age that’s often more difficult, and Haley’s told her that sometimes she overdoes it, applying the foundation too thick to try to hide her youthful skin, and overplaying the cynicism, but she can’t help it! That level of world-weariness does not come easily to her these days. She really does love the world — when she is allowed outside to frolic in it. She loves to see everything it wants to show her, and loves to force it to show her the things it keeps hidden. Sometimes at knifepoint; sometimes with a kiss.

And this guy will tell her everything, one way or another. Because that’s the other thing. Haley buried the lede; Cora’s not just out on surveillance today. She has the option, should she deem it necessary, of seducing someone. And she read the packet on him: he’s exactly the kind of person she likes to seduce when she’s on the job! Ageing, losing his looks and his figure, but retaining his wealth and thus starting to resent his wife for ageing alongside him. He’ll be browsing for younger, sexier models, girls whose gaze willingly turns away from the piggy little eyes and the wrinkles and toward the smart clothes, the expensive watch, the expansive car. Girls like Cora.

Men like him will tell girls like her anything. It’s almost like how it was before, when chasing men was almost the entirety of what she did.

Almost; she differs from how she was back then in one crucial particular.

The only bitter thing about her Peckinville-mandated sex change is that she’s stuck with this kind of man, the kind who is only mundanely awful. The honeypots she used to execute against Elladine Lambert’s preferred targets are off-limits to her now. And that’s a crying shame, but what would she even do with them, anyway? She can’t exactly walk seductively up to them, slide her knickers down her thighs and say, in her surgically altered woman’s voice, “Hey, handsome. There was a cock here. It’s gone now.” They’d call her a LARPer, if any of them were attentive enough to know what a LARPer is. It’s probably all to the good that Lambert’s extensive target list has been so whittled down over the last twenty or so years that those who remain are keeping a low profile, removing themselves from anything that looks even slightly like human trafficking or forced transformation, because when Cora’s penis went the way of all medical waste, that was it for the Peckinville washout crew; of the others like her, who mostly came before her, some are dead, whether while discharging their duties or by their own hand, and those who aren’t have all chosen to lead ordinary lives of relatively obscene luxury, handsomely paid by Peckinville for their service and their silence.

Cora met one of them once. She was working in the bloody insurance division. They’d swapped stories, with Cora providing most of the enthusiasm for that part of the conversation, and then Cora had slunk away, feeling both disgusted and terribly jealous. She’d begged Haley to let her play with the other washouts, the ones who neither adapted nor exploded, but had been refused on the grounds that it’s not like throwing meat into the lion enclosure at the zoo; you actually have to stick around and do mental health support work afterwards. Booooooring.

At least Elladine herself is fun to tease, even if Haley has had to instruct her to ease back somewhat from time to time. But the woman is so obvious about her little fetish! Once, all Cora had to do was say to another operative at some function, while within earshot of Ms Lambert, “Can you believe they gave me a full sex change just so I wouldn’t set off the scanner at the airport?” and Elle had looked at her for a couple of seconds, excused herself from her own nearby conversation, and rushed from the room. It’s like when Cora was in school and they weren’t allowed to leave class to piss, and she knew that one boy had had a lot to drink at lunch, so she played water_droplets.mp3 on her phone at just above subliminal volume until he had to run out of the room with wet trousers. She set herself a challenge, at the last function she attended — some dreadfully tedious briefing on the disposition of the remaining targets — to get Elladine Lambert to have to leave the room to masturbate within ten minutes of their first encounter.

Good, clean fun.

She sometimes wonders if Elladine’s prepping a new version of Cora somewhere, some new washout with a similar mental outlook, or if it’s true that the woman’s lost the taste for it, if the guilt that flushes her cheeks as readily as the lust is truly dictating her decisions these days. Shame; Cora would quite like a sister.

Still, Cora’s a regular agent now, and a bloody good one, in possession of what Haley terms ‘a callous disinterest in traditional morality,’ which is handler-speak for ‘actually she knows full well that killing people is bad, which is why she only kills people who are truly terrible.’ And that’s good, because she still gets jobs and she doesn’t have to go work in insurance with the other washouts — and some normal people, presumably — but it’s also bad, because even when they’re not on probation, regular agents mostly get bodyguard work. Or intelligence gathering. She finds herself occasionally wishing that she had stuck it out for the full six weeks with Twill-Barrington. If she’d known it would be her last chance to really properly righteously murder a total and utter bastard, she might have relished it even more than she did. Maybe set up a few cameras.

Now, finally, there’s someone new, someone truly problematic, someone building up their own private security service with American money, someone who might not just coax all the survivors of Lambert’s two-decade proxy rampage out of their little wank cocoons and back into the business, but who has already inspired a bunch of copycats on these purple-mountained, painfully sincere and bloodily stolen shores… Now there’s a worthy kill, and Cora will be worthy of it. And she’ll do the bloody brother, too.

But first, she needs to writhe for some gullible loser of a guy. Fortunately, it’ll probably be pretty fun.

* * *

They leave the dining hall through the kitchen, because Christine wants to say hi to Julia, who is on call today and thus found herself dangerously available when Edy was looking for ‘volunteers’ for door duty. She’s not as grumpy about it as Christine expected, though, because she’s heard about this virus that’s doing the rounds, and she whispers to Christine that if it’s serious enough to pull Dorley’s darlingest child out of her fake trip to Europe, it’s probably good for a week or two off work entirely. There’s some sleep Julia plans to catch up on. Maybe some TV shows.

The little charade out in the front hall has been improved. They have a fake donation box instead of a bucket out of the cleaning closet, and they have posters up for the charities they are supposedly going to be supporting. Julia tells Christine that, actually, they’re supporting them for real, and that someone — probably Aunt Bea — browbeat Elle Lambert into committing herself to matching whatever donations they pull in from people who wander off the beaten track. It’s like when you come home from school, Julia says, and you hand your mum a sponsor sheet for the fun run, only it doesn’t end with you getting backhanded and bouncing off the sideboard.

Christine’s got to hug her for that. For providing, in the brief moment of her grimace, in the way she looked to the floor, in the memories that spilled clearly across her face, today’s reminder that most of them weren’t just rescued from the things that they did, but from the things that were done to them, too.

And then it’s up the main stairs, the three of them jogging alongside each other — Tabitha having stayed in the dining room to continue doing the kind of sponsor stuff Christine is delighted to know as little as she can about. Indira’s energy is as infectious as always, and it seems to be carrying Steph through her post-dinner sleepiness as well as her misgivings about this whole ‘going outside’ thing, though it also helps that Christine’s been checking on Bethany every so often and confirming that she’s still asleep.

And, shit, yeah, Bethany is still asleep! The girl must have run her batteries down to the absolute minimum. Christine’s starting to wonder if a little time away from Steph might actually do her some good, if only because she’s not spending all her time making sure she misses as little of Steph as possible. What did Maria say about her? That she’s become slightly more codependent than the programme generally wishes to encourage.

Everyone gets to grow a little! Though Steph, unfortunately, still has to go outside.

“Good evening,” Nadine says to them as they emerge onto the first floor. She’s waiting for them in the hallway, dressed to kill as per usual. Today, she wears an A-line dress that wouldn’t look out of place on the female lead in a 1960s romance movie. In sky blue. With little boots. Christine could never pull that off, though she also contrives to feel, in her comfortable shorts and loose t-shirt, maybe just a little stupid as she approaches Nadine, like she’s stepped out of the TARDIS and into the history books and she’s still wearing her twenty-first-century street clothes. Steph probably feels even more out of place, but they’re here to fix that, so.

Indira gets her hug from Nadine first, and then passes her around, sweeping past her into the salon room, opening curtains, turning on lights, checking for dust and tutting at the grey stain on her fingertip when she swipes it across one of the shelves at the back. This place probably hasn’t been used since the New Year’s party.

“I didn’t know this was here,” Steph says, following Indira in and leaving Christine still getting hugged by Nadine.

“Why would you?” Indira says. “We usually use it for second years, and they’re mostly in one-on-one now. You know, doing each other’s makeup, and then…”

“Doing each other,” Christine says, entering alongside Nadine, who coughs discreetly to suggest that that is not how she would have put it.

“We knocked two rooms together,” Indira continues, pointing up at the line in the ceiling where the paint doesn’t quite match. “Beatrice finally convinced Elle to release the funds about ten years ago, I think? Just before my time, anyway. They realised they were never going to do the double intake thing, and—”

“What was that?” Steph asks, settling down in the chair that Nadine is politely and silently pointing to, and assenting to have a cape draped around her shoulders.

“Every year, there are more abusive and troubled boys than we have bedrooms in the basement,” Nadine says, crouching down slightly in front of Steph and starting to finger-brush her hair around, pulling it out, checking its length and consistency. “We were considering running a second intake around March, moving the existing first years into secure rooms up here. You’ve seen the heavy door that bisects the first floor, yes?”

“Um, yeah.”

Nadine’s frowning with concentration, moving around Steph like a large, elegant insect, inspecting her from every angle. “Had we got the go-ahead, there would have been high- and low-security rooms up here. But that was around about the time the original sponsors started to succumb to burnout, and you know what Aunt Bea is like; there was no way she was going to try to keep them here against their will. Steph, are you okay with me trimming your hair here and there? Just to make it neat?”

Steph nods as Indira says, “Beatrice is a big softie. Always has been. So: staffing crisis, blah blah blah, recruitment drive among the graduates, blah blah blah, and by the time the institution comes up for air, there’s no real enthusiasm for taking on more work. So they knocked together a few rooms up here that would have been secure bedrooms and Bob’s your exclusive salon! At least, that’s what I was told.”

Nadine nods to herself, then swiftly turns around and opens a cupboard at the back of the room, a cupboard Christine remembers as being full of the most hideous objects of torture known to a feminising correctional facility: hair dryers, heated straighteners, eyelash curlers, brushes and sponges, and several dozen bags of makeup starter kits, designed so that new second years can experiment messily without having to share.

“Crying shame, really,” Nadine’s saying. “There are always more bad men getting away with it than there are people willing to step up to correct them. I think—”

“Hey, Dira,” Christine says, not really meaning to interrupt but so absorbed with memories from early in her second year that she can’t help but vocalise them, “remember when Jodie and Paige had a fight, the first week in here? Over a blush brush. It was insane.”

“I do,” Indira says.

“And, shit,” Christine continues, “there’s where Julia ripped out half her extensions, because she said they made her head itch. She threw them out the window. God, and there’s where the book slipped off my head and landed on my foot.” She’s aware, suddenly, of all eyes on her, so she chooses the least intimidating pair to meet, and clarifies to Steph, “It’s a posture thing. And a gait thing. You walk with a book on your head until you can go back and forth without it falling.”

“Does that help?” Steph asks, glancing around the room, probably in case there are any rogue encyclopaedias waiting to balance themselves on her head.

“No,” Dira says, “which is why I told Christine she didn’t have to do it.”

“And you don’t have to do it now,” Nadine adds, tying an apron around her waist.

“I had bad posture,” Christine says, shrugging. Smiling, too, because as much as she limped for a week, it’s a happy memory. Many of them are, once she got out of the basement, because as much as she was continually being made to do things she didn’t exactly want to do, few of them were actually particularly arduous, and Dira was there the whole time. And so was Paige. “Before I came here, when I wasn’t bunking off school or running off to smoke, I was bent double over a laptop. Never bothered me before, but here? By the beginning of the second year, Vick was basically a beautiful girl already and Paige was catching up at high speed. Meanwhile, I was still slouching. I got self-conscious about it.”

“So you put a book on your head,” Steph says.

“Don’t knock it. It worked.”

Steph’s hair is the subject of interest for the next several minutes, with Nadine talking mostly to Indira about what to do with it. Steph endures with only a slight grimace, and deals with being turned this way and that in her chair so that Nadine and Dira can poke and prod at her by zoning out, if Christine’s any judge. Christine herself spends the time on a laptop someone left in here at some point, logging into her secure drive and finding some coursework to focus on, because the thing about makeovers at Dorley is that if you’re not careful, you can get swept up in them. They’re practically infectious. Especially when multiple sponsors get involved; they start casting about for more people to feminise, like it’s reflexive or something, and when Jane shows up — first to relay a message from Maria, that she’ll be going down to wake Bethany in a bit and make sure she gets fed, and then to hang around and make supportive comments — Christine does her best to look extra absorbed in her linguistics notes, lest anyone get any ideas about the girl in the shorts and the t-shirt.

“Okay, so,” Nadine says. She’s leaning against the wall, fiddling with a tablet. “Charlize Theron. Famous for always being in the middle of growing out a short haircut. She’s like a one-woman Pinterest board. So she’s ideal for our purposes, since we can basically put a pin in a timeline of her last ten years and probably we’ll hit a style that will work for Steph.”

“Don’t put a pin in the iPad, Nadine,” Christine says without looking up. 

“There,” Indira says, ignoring Christine. She’s standing next to Nadine, leaning up against her and peering at the screen in her hands. “That one. It’s perfect.”

“Ye-es,” Nadine says, lingering on the word as she considers it. “I think I agree. Jane?”

Christine starts paying attention just in time to see Nadine turn the tablet around so that Jane, still idling on the other side of the room, can see what is, yes, a photo of Charlize Theron growing out a pixie cut. There’s a slight curl to her hair, and she wears it pulled back from her forehead.

Yeah. She looks nice. And, most importantly, Steph’s hair is just about long enough for this now. It’s not exactly a classic princess ’do, but it is unambiguously a women’s style, and as Indira said to Christine over and over in those early days, trying to hide your womanhood can lead to more people questioning it than if you loudly and obviously embrace it.

Steph’s going to look pretty.

“I like it,” Jane says, nodding enthusiastically and crossing the room quickly. She takes the tablet out of Nadine’s hands, as if holding it herself will bring her spiritually closer to the hairstyle, or something. “Yeah, this is good. Assuming you’re up for a bit of work in the mornings, Steph?”

Steph just shrugs.

“She can mostly just scrunch it, anyway,” Dira says. “I think it’s the one.”

“We need the consent of the victim,” Nadine says. She takes back the tablet and hands it to Steph, who chews on her lip as she looks at the picture.

“You can make my hair do that?” she asks.

“Yes. And so can you.”

“With… scrunching?”

Nadine taps away from the picture and, with a few more taps, finds a YouTube video of a girl styling her short hair, scrunching product into it while it’s wet, shaking it out, and finger-combing it into her preferred style.

“That’s it?” Steph asks.

“That’s it.”

“Yeah,” Steph says, nodding. “Yeah. I love it. Fuck, Nadine, I actually love it.”

Even Christine can’t suppress a happy giggle at that. It’s part of the magic of Dorley Hall, part of the joy of it, when someone who was utterly miserable — or who was responsible for utter misery, or both — has that turn around, that moment when they look at themselves in the mirror, or when they understand the possibilities of who they are being encouraged to become. When they see freedom stretching out in front of them, a process and an experience that will last the rest of their life, and all they have to do in order to have it is to keep following in the footsteps of the girls who went before. That Steph isn’t like Christine or Paige or almost anyone else at the hall doesn’t really matter here; her misery was as deep as anyone’s, and while she’s found a level of fulfilment in aggressively mothering a basement of maladjusted losers — an appellation which Christine applies to her former self as well, so no-one can tell her she’s being unfair or anything — the moments in which she has seemed to truly understand the shape of the woman she’s going to be, the energy of her… Those have been few and far between. Steph has been, more acutely at this stage of the programme than perhaps any Dorley girl before her, all too aware of how she is read by those around her.

All too aware of her brow bone, of her jaw. She’s talked to Christine about it a few times, in person and over Consensus, and yeah, it’s something that is going to have to be minimised for now and, if Steph is going to be truly comfortable, probably something that Mrs Prentice and her little surgery elves will need to take a chisel to.

Christine’s brow was kind of like that, too. But she didn’t care about it at this stage the way Steph does. That’s got to do shit to you.

So it’s welcome enough to see Steph happy about herself for once that Christine starts to feel really good about this trip they’ve got planned. They’ll go together on the train. They’ll meet Steph’s family together. And then, whether that goes well or not, they’ll go see the Chetrys — Christine’s been planning it for a while, and Indira suggested over dinner that they make it a thing they do together — and Steph will get to see what a real family looks like. A family that loves and cares unconditionally.

“I kind of love watching this stuff,” Jane says. Nadine’s already washing Steph’s hair over the sink, and Indira’s unpacking the pots and paints for her makeup and the strips for her waxing, which will both come after. “You read all these stories about, you know, the first time in the salon chair and stuff, but seeing it is still better.”

“You’ve got to stop reading that stuff, Jane,” Dira says.

“What’s she reading?” Nadine asks.

“Forcefem,” Christine says with a roll of her eyes. She’s been brought up to speed on Jane’s extracurricular reading habits. Her delves into the depths of the internet, from which she returns with stories written by people from all walks of life who have but one thing in common: that they find what happened to Christine and basically everyone she knows to be intriguing, hot, and fictional. Christine got curious and looked some of them up, but the one story she tried to read made her want to track down its author, sit them down somewhere uncomfortable, and lecture them on what she suspects might happen to the underlying flesh if you glue an unrealistically lifelike rubber vagina over your penis and leave it there for a year.

“Jane,” Nadine says, “that can’t be healthy. Not after…” She doesn’t finish her sentence, just points up and out with her chin, indicating the whole building and everything that happens within and underneath it. “I can lend you some good books, if you want.”

“It’s fine,” Jane says. “I’m like those people who have a near-death experience, and then they seek out stories about it. Like that guy who lost an arm under a big rock.”

“You didn’t lose an arm, Jane,” Indira says.

“I lost something.”

* * *

The thing about a well-stocked villa placed just off to the side of a Peckinville installation this far out in the countryside is that, no matter how many snacks and spirits and wines and Blu-rays there are, no matter how bulging the wardrobes are, no matter that you can call for basically whatever food you want and have someone deliver it to you as quick as any city service, you’re still stuck out in the middle of the fucking countryside and you still can’t just up and go to a club or whatever if you’re bored.

And Cally is bored. Doubly so because she’s under strict instructions to keep to the grounds. And, like, she doesn’t want to break them — she’s well aware that anyone dumb, brave or well enough resourced to take a potshot at Elle would not think twice about snatching the girl who shares her bed — so it’s not like she’s constantly looking at the horizon and debating whether to make a run for it, but that might actually make it worse. Because she is, in a way, choosing to hang out here.

The sex sort of makes up for it. But sweet Elladine’s been busy lately, busy and bruised and constantly having to have the scrapes and cuts on her arms and legs treated in case they scar or get infected, so they only really get to squeeze it in — squeeze each other — after Elle’s evening shower, and then it’s an early night for the two of them right after.

It fucking blows, actually. As much as Elle continues to insist that Cally is more than just a fucktoy, that she is someone actually worth listening to and occasionally even confiding in — and kissing on the way out, as she goes to work in the main building here, like they’ve been married for ten years or something — the fact remains that Cally quite likes being a fucktoy, likes being the one who lies there on the bed in her lingerie and with her hair and face done, waiting for the powerful older woman to come home to her, to gasp at how sexy she is, to forget about her stress and her responsibilities and about everything except the strap-on, the lube, and the need to make her precious, beautiful little toy scream the fucking house down.

Sometimes she wonders if this is what it was like for Aunt Bea, when she and Elladine were together — and as much as it has always been officially pretended that they’ve had nothing but a professional relationship, they were blatantly doing it, or so Cally’s been told. Did Aunt Bea throw on a cute little slip and drape herself across some hotel bed? Or was Elle the more submissive one, because Bea was so much older? Older and — again, according to rumour — more experienced.

Though it’s not like Elle isn’t submissive at times now. Just… sometimes, she’s the woman in charge, the boss bitch with the serious money whose early forties have barely begun to show on her face, but sometimes she’s the wide-eyed, delicate little thing whose cheek Cally loves to cradle in one hand as she dives the other deep inside.

Hey, Mum, guess what I do with my time these days?

Shit. If she’s going to start thinking about Mum, then maybe she needs to get out of the house. She’s not allowed to leave the complex, but there are people out there to talk to, and sure, most of them are soldiers, and the ones that aren’t spend all their time with soldiers, and Cally actually has quite a limited tolerance for talking about the logistics of killing people with anyone other than Elle, but it’s got to be better than sitting here in her sexy underwear, waiting for an exhausted woman eventually to come home.

Rummaging quickly in the wardrobe, she finds and pulls on a skirt and a cami, and then throws one of Elle’s jackets over the top, because the cami doesn’t exactly disguise the nature of the lingerie she has on. The jackets and coats and shit that Elle has here are mostly farmer-type crap, huge warm things with fleece layers and those huge doohickies instead of buttons that Cally can never remember if they’re called toggles or boggles. Mostly ugly, but they cover her up, and so she fastens the big dumb button things all the way down, steps into one of the pairs of wellies that are lined up by the kitchen door, and trudges out into the cold.

Peckinville House isn’t just a house any more, more like a frontage for a complex that is given over, these days, almost entirely to the organisation that took its name. Cally’s been reminded over and over of trips her school took to National Trust properties where only a small part of the house and gardens were made available to a gaggle of inquisitive, sticky-fingered eight-year-olds, except the difference is that here, there are no velvet ropes, and Cally’s allowed on the other side of all the locked doors. Well, most of them.

The lady of the manor doesn’t even live in the old house these days. Cally hasn’t asked whether Elle had the villa built before or after she killed the remaining members of her family — it seems like it would be rude to do so — but she can easily imagine a younger Elladine marching out of there and refusing to return until there is a bed somewhere that doesn’t smell of death. Or, maybe, of old people.

Cally makes her way up the path to the main building, the office block where most of the action happens. Elladine will be upstairs in her office, stressing out about this or that thing, but Cally’s not going to bother her; Valérie Barbier is supposed to be somewhere around here, though, and through some discreet back and forth on their encrypted Consensus channels, Cally has learned enough about the French woman to have her dying of curiosity about the rest of it all day.

Asking around leads Cally to the elevator down, to the basement gym complex. She pushes through the glass door, passes by a handful of people she vaguely recognises — soldiers all — who are populating the machines, and a handful more who greet her with waves and smiles. No Valérie, though, and no Trevor, so she keeps going, past the juice bar and the vending machines to the private room at the back, from which she can just about hear a pounding, peppy bass beat of the sort Cally might expect to find on an eighties-movie training montage. There’s a smoked glass strip next to the door, and she can see inside enough to work out that she’s probably found her quarry, and also that she would be interrupting them if went in right now, so she returns to the juice bar and strikes up a conversation — not, thankfully, about killing people — with a couple of the soldiers there while she waits.

Eventually, the music stops. Cally slurps down the last of her drink, hops off her stool, and returns to the door to the private room. She opens it a crack at first, just enough to make sure that she’s not about to see anyone naked or anything, and then she pushes it open all the way, nipping inside and allowing the heavy door to close quickly behind her. She’s pleased to find that the voice she heard before, booming out over the eighties music, belonged to the person she thought it did.

“Cally!”

“Jess!” Cally calls. Wasting no time, she goes in for a hug, only for Jess to hold her back with one arm. Which, obviously, she can, because Jess is a fitness monster and the most exercise Cally’s gotten lately is on Elle.

“Sweaty,” Jess explains. And while still effortlessly holding Cally back, she lifts her shoulder slightly to expose the small patch of moisture at her underarm.

Cally wants to lick it.

Jesus. Being with Elle’s made her horny again. At least now, post-basement, she’s got it pointed in a healthy direction, and if anyone’s being manipulated and taken advantage of, it’s probably her. And, shit, it’s Jessica Bell. Jessica Bell! Cally used to have dreams about her…

“Oh,” Cally says. “Sorry.” And then, remembering that there are other people here, too, that she’s not just come down to stare deeply into Jess Bell’s hazel eyes and wonder what it’s like to be bench-pressed by her, Cally turns around to find Valérie Barbier and Trevor Darling practically passed out on a bench against the far wall. They’re both wearing gym gear, though Trevor’s is looser fitting everywhere but around his chest, and they are both absolutely soaked with sweat. Cally glances back again to confirm that, yeah, Jess has merely a light spotting.

“Meet my victims,” Jess says. “Trev and Val.”

“Delighted,” Val says, not sounding quite as exhausted as she looks, so twelve points to her.

“Hi,” Trev says, sounding like he might be about to die. Nil points to Trev, then. He waves at her awkwardly, because he’s using the elbow of his waving arm and the entirety of the other to try to keep his chest compressed. Shit. Yeah, he’s probably embarrassed about that around strangers, isn’t he.

Well. She can solve that.

“Caroline Baker,” she says, waving back at Trev and smiling at Val. “Call me Cally. I’m here with Elladine, but before that, I was at Dorley.”

Val blinks at her. “Oh,” she says flatly.

“Dorley Hall?” Trev says, already visibly relaxing.

“Yep,” Cally confirms. “The ol’ alma castrata.”

“Did you get that from a mug?” Val asks, frowning.

“No, but they should put it on one. But yeah, Trev,” Cally adds, taking a couple more steps towards him, “you can stop hiding your tits now. I’ve seen weirder. I’ve been weirder.”

“Not sure about that,” Trev says, but he releases himself anyway, and sits on his hands. His boobs, now constrained only by the heroic efforts of his sports bra, sort of flop under his t-shirt.

Cally comes to sit next to him on the bench, just far enough away that she can’t smell his sweat too bad. Because, wow, it’s penetrating; is he back on the T? “You got the express package, I heard,” she says. “Everything at once? Must suck for the shock value alone, but honestly? At least you got an explanation.” She taps herself in the boob; she still loves how they wobble when she does that. “Having it all grow in bit by bit was weirder, I’m betting. Especially when we didn’t even know what was happening for, like, months.”

“I agree with the new girl,” Val says.

Trev just nods awkwardly, and stays silent for a second or two. Then he speaks up, brightly and with a Jesus-Christ-change-the-subject forced smile that Cally wants to pinch. He’s weirdly cute. “So, how do you know Jess?” he asks.

Cally directs her broadening grin back at Jess. “She used to teach self-defence at Dorley, back when I was a second year. All of us had a crush on her. Like, huge.”

“You did?” Jess says in a tone of voice that suggests this is not even remotely a surprise.

“Look at her!” Cally gestures with both hands, indicating the tall, copper-skinned, sportswear-clad fitness goddess. When Cally’s mind goes instantly to eighties workout montages, it’s always been because Jessica Bell looks like the kind of woman who would star in one, close-ups on hot beads of sweat and everything. “Take her in.”

“You’re embarrassing me, Cally.”

“But you’re so hot.”

“She presents a reasonable case,” Val says.

“O’course,” Cally continues, “we all had crushes on the girl who taught makeup, too. And the dress girl. And Maria… Jesus Christ. We were just a bunch of horny girls who mostly used to be straight boys and we were, God, just constantly stimulated. Hot girl teaches you self-defence? Stimulated. Hot girl does your makeup? Stimulated. Hot girl shows you how to walk in heels and you all crane your heads to follow her legs around the room? Stimulated. And at nights, after, it was all response, response, response.”

“Vivid,” Val comments as Jess laughs.

“You were at the hall,” Trev says. “Do you know anyone I know?”

Cally shrugs. “Probably? I graduated with Siobhan Graham, Veronica Ratcliffe, Pippa Green—”

“Ah!” Val says. “Pippa. I know Pippa.”

“Which one’s Pippa?” Trev asks.

“Steph’s sponsor. Short hair. Blonde. Eyeliner, and lots of it.”

“Right. That Pippa.”

Cally laughs. “She’s still slathering it on, is she? God. Love that for her.” She should go back, actually. Next time Elle goes, she’ll go, too. Say hi to Pippa. Meet Pippa’s boy, if he’s still a boy by the time that happens. Steal some clothes. Funny how much you can miss a place that put you in solitary confinement, shit, how many times? “Hey,” she adds, feeling the spirit of nostalgia swell within her, “why don’t you come to dinner tonight and we can talk Dorley? You both lived there recently, right? You can give me the dirt the girls on Consensus think is too embarrassing to tell me about.”

“Tonight?” Trev says.

“I think,” Val says quickly, “that tomorrow might be better. For both of us.”

“Tomorrow, then,” Cally says. “Cool! I’ll bug the chef about menus in the morning.”

“To be clear, this is to have dinner… where exactly?”

“Elle’s villa. It’s not far, it’s just—”

“Elle? As in, Elladine Lambert?”

“Yeah!” Cally says, and then she adds, “Oh, right. I should have said.” She reaches around Trev, her hand held out towards Val, and introduces herself again. “Hi! I’m Caroline Baker. I’m fucking the boss.”

* * *

She’s not hiding that she’s a girl. That was the whole point of this. That she’s going to walk out of the hall in a few days’ time, and she’s not going to hide. Which is scary as fuck, because it’s not as if her forehead has got any less clocky — yeah, that’s a new word she learned today, from Jane — but as Christine repeatedly said to her, they’re going to be travelling through relatively cosmopolitan areas, they’re going to be doing so during the day, and they’re not going to use public toilets if they can avoid it.

Almsworth is a university city; the people at the train station see weirder than Steph every day. That’s what Christine said, and that’s, oddly, the thing she’s clinging to the most. Yes, she’s going to be clocky, and she’s going to keep being clocky until they bring back Mrs Prentice in five to seven months to address all Steph’s problem areas — ‘solution areas’, Mrs Prentice suggested she call them; Steph refuses — but she is also, ultimately, just another girl catching the train to London with her friend.

And she’s not hiding.

“Are you ready?” Nadine asks.

“Yeah,” Steph says. “Show me the damage.”

It’s been a long afternoon. Long enough that it’s bled into the evening; it’s coming up on nine, someone said, and that was at least half an hour ago. After hair, there was leg waxing, and after leg waxing, there was makeup, and after makeup, there was clothes. All of it done to her, not by her — though that’s only a today thing; tomorrow, the intensive classes begin. Someone else gets custody of Mia for the rest of the week, and Nadine’s going to teach Steph how to be a girl. Most of it’s going to be focused on makeup, because that’s probably the area in which she needs the most help, but they’re going to talk clothes and hair as well. All the stuff that Pippa’s been slow-rolling with her, letting her take her time with, letting her feel things out, decide on the kind of girl she’s going to be; well, no time for the touchy-feely approach any more.

Her outfit feels horribly daring. Which in one way is sort of stupid, because it’s just shorts and a couple of layered tops, but that’s not the point.

The point is not to hide. And so her shorts reveal her thighs in basically their entirety, and the grey tank top and the wine-coloured sweater she’s wearing over it plunge right down to her cleavage, leaving little to the imagination. Even the brown leather jacket seems to conform to her body, to the minuscule curves she has so far developed, more than any coat feels like it should. And Nadine painted and filed her nails and made her wear tights under the shorts and boots over the tights, and it’s all very…

It’s all very girl.

And now she’s standing in the middle of the salon room, waiting to see herself for the first time. Nadine believes in reveals, apparently. It’s the power of the total transformation, she said. It’s like how down in the basement you can watch your body change slowly, month by month, and not really register how different you are to when you were brought in, because you’ve been acclimatising, little by little, every morning. But Steph has only really got herself all dolled up for parties here, and the thing about a party dress, Nadine told her, is that it’s not the real world. It’s fancy dress, like going as a vampire for Halloween, or something; those fangs are as much from a different world as your petticoats and your nice shoes. Whereas this — and she indicated everything that Steph had just struggled into with a sweep of her elegant fingers — is the real world.

There’s a sheet over the mirror, and Nadine, smiling fit to burst, pulls it away with a flourish. And Steph gets to see herself for the first time in hours.

* * *

Christine’s come and gone throughout this whole process, but not because she hasn’t wanted to be there — it’s been surprisingly nice to just sit and see someone else get tortured with all Nadine’s tools of feminisation, and since Indira’s been there the whole time, it’s been quite nostalgic, too — but because she’s had to leave a couple of times to cover her actual job, the one they give her all that money to do. So she’s gotten to see Steph’s transformation in fits and starts, and each time it’s been a little more dramatic.

First it was the hair. Steph’s got this dramatically ginger-coloured hair, the kind of ginger you can’t get easily with dye because you’re likely to overshoot and end up with a nonhuman colour, like bright orange. It’s always been the most striking thing about her, and now that it’s longer, long enough to be teased and scrunched into textured waves that fall to her mid-cheek at their longest — a classic growing-out-a-pixie-cut look — it’s even more so. Nadine’s done Steph’s face in complementary colours, and though she’s had to use medium-coverage foundation and not the bare minimum that Steph would probably benefit from, because she still has zits and red skin from her last electrolysis appointment, the effect is close enough to fresh-faced that it really, really works for her.

As for the outfit? Well, Indira sort of tricked her there. It was very sneaky: she sat down next to Steph while she was still getting her hair done to browse on her iPad, and it just so happened that she was on Pinterest, scrolling through photos of girls with similar colouring to Steph. And when Steph noted, hey, she looks pretty, Indira smiled that sweet, disarming smile of hers, and started to pin picture after picture, assembling a style guide featuring nothing but photos of this one ginger-haired actress. “I think we do this look today,” she said, handing Nadine the tablet and causing Steph to very nearly faint on the spot.

It’s not what Christine would have done. Christine would have asked Steph what clothes she was comfortable trying out, and Steph would have said, jeans, or something, and they would have put together a nice, simple outfit that didn’t challenge her at all.

Christine’s approach wouldn’t have caused Steph almost to fall to her knees upon seeing her reflection. Because, yeah, Nadine and Indira did a good job. They’ve put her in an outfit that looks cute and comfortable, and which will leave no-one in any doubt that this girl right here? Is a girl.

They even managed to find some cleavage for her from somewhere. Christine doesn’t know where; she was out of the room for the underwear stage. Steph doesn’t have zero growth in her chest, just very little, so presumably there are some bra inserts doing a lot of work somewhere under that tank top.

“Holy shit,” Steph says.

“Head voice, Steph,” Indira says, shooting a meaningful glance at Christine. Because, yeah, that’s another thing: Steph’s getting the intensive girl course over the next few days, and voice lessons are part of it; voice lessons that Christine is going to give, because — as people keep telling her — she’s really good. Steph’s been muddling through with a soft voice that comes across sort of girly-androgynous; Christine’s been tasked with pulling that voice out of her throat, where it’s mostly come to reside. She probably can’t make her into a singer in just three days, but she’s reasonably confident she can make it so she won’t, say, get misgendered over the phone.

Like Steph’s going to be making lots of phone calls…

“Uh, yeah,” she says. “Head voice.”

“Sorry,” Steph says, not in head voice. “But like…”

“You look lovely,” Nadine says, standing off to one side, holding the sheet that had been covering the mirror and looking smug.

“And you look normal, right?” Indira says, stepping closer and cupping Steph’s elbow gently. “Not how you always thought you would look right now?”

Steph’s angling her head this way and that, trying to see her face from all angles. “I just…” she says, still having trouble finishing sentences. “Wow.”

“You look hot, Steph,” Christine says.

“I do not.”

Indira giggles and Christine says, “No, sorry, you do.”

“This isn’t me,” Steph says. “This… Shit. I feel… I don’t know.”

“Good?” Nadine suggests.

“Stupid. Like this could always have been me and I was just too dumb to know it.”

In this room, Christine’s the expert on feeling stupid, so she steps forward and bends an arm around Steph’s shoulders. Indira backs off, gives them the space.

“Remember when we met?” Christine says.

Steph’s lips twitch. “Yeah. We were just talking about it earlier.”

“If we hadn’t gone off on our own, if you hadn’t absolutely shit me up by saying you knew stuff about Dorley Hall, if you’d gone home alone that night instead, would you be wearing something like this right now?”

Baldly, Steph says, “I think I’d probably be dead.”

* * *

“Cody,” she’d said, leaning with her forearms flat against the bar and her chest pushed up, the better to curve her spine and present to her target her bottom and her breasts all at once. “That’s, like, such a coincidence! That’s my name!”

And the good Christian man, who works for a good Christian organisation, had frowned delightedly at her and said, “Cody’s a guy’s name.”

Cora had sighed and rolled her eyes with maximum theatricality. “My parents are liberals,” she told him. “They raised me… gender-neutral.”

It didn’t take much of that kind of nonsense to extract from him everything she needed. A few drinks — but only a couple, because he didn’t want to be drunk when he went home to his wife for dinner — and a few jokes, a few made-up anecdotes about her liberal family and the distance she’s travelled to get away from them, and a quick handjob in the restroom, and that was it. He gave it all up.

Not that there was much all to give, really. Like Haley said, they had a lot of the information already, and a number of possible locations. They just needed this logistics guy to confirm for them which one is currently active. Which he did, after the drinks and the jokes but before the handjob, which Cora only really gave him so she can be sure he’s going to be thinking of her when he sees his wife tonight.

It’s almost disappointing that she didn’t have to fuck the guy. And it’s definitely disappointing that she’s finished so early, because now she’s back where she was before, with most of an evening to kill in bloody Florida, where she’s not allowed to go out unless it’s undercover, unless she has a mission. But at least she’s got one thing.

“I beat the com-pu-ters,” she sings as she prances in through the safehouse door. “I got the lo-ca-tion.”

“For the record,” Haley says, “it’s people you beat. Not computers.”

“Well,” Cora says as she slips out of her jacket and kicks off her shoes, “I beat them. And I didn’t even have to fuck the bloke. Elladine Lambert forced a sex change on me for nothing.”

“Would you like to file another complaint?”

Cora blows Haley a kiss; Haley pointedly does not catch it. Instead, she makes the subtlest move to the left, as if dodging it entirely. Which says to Cora that the game is, in fact, if not in session, then not all that far away, so she clasps her hands together in front of her dress, pushes up her cleavage with her upper arms, and drops back into her Florida accent. “So?” she says, kicking her voice up another octave for good measure, the better to sound sweetly naive and temptingly available, “did I do good? Was I a good girl?”

“That depends,” Haley says, outwardly unmoved. “Which site?”

Cora doesn’t drop the accent. “Site three. The Smyth-Farrows are at site three.”

“Good. Well done. Now go to bed.”

Another step closer, and Cora bends down a little at the knees. She’s right in front of Haley now, and she can smell her conditioner. “Don’t I get a reward?”

There’s a pause as Haley turns all the way around in her chair, and for a glorious moment, Cora’s convinced that this is how it’s going to happen, that they’re going to be together tonight, but Haley just puts a finger on Cora’s hip and pushes. Cora instinctively locks her stance so she doesn’t rock back, which just means that Haley pushes herself away, rolling backwards on her office chair towards the desk.

“No,” Haley says, swinging back around and typing her password into the computer.

Damn it.

* * *

Her heels are too loud. She noticed, up in the salon room, and with every step they feel like they’ve been getting louder. They seemed to echo all the way down the main stairs, and then echoed some more as they passed Julia again — who told her, yeah, Steph, you look good. And now that they’ve entered the kitchen? Guess what! They’re bloody well still echoing! It’s like every room is her stage, and she’s got a pair of drums strapped to her feet that make everyone turn to look at her.

People would have spotted her, anyway, because she’s Steph the Real Trans Girl, and even though the sponsors and the hangers-on are used to her by now, to the soldier contingent, she’s still a novelty. And also a potential security threat, according to Nadine. She said it while she worked. Be careful around the soldiers, she said; you’re the only one of us bound to secrecy by nothing but gratitude.

Makes the whole place sort of unpleasant to think about, that. The thought that everyone else, graduate and sponsor alike, is considered ‘safe’ because they have everything to lose should it all come tumbling down. Their past misdeeds exposed, likely printed on every front page in the country. And Steph had asked — very carefully, because at that point Nadine was re-emphasising the freckles that were covered by foundation — why that matters, because she thought the entire reason most people were brought to Dorley was because their behaviour was not being corrected due to their social status, their manhood. Would anyone really care that much now?

And Nadine had smiled sadly. “Look at me, Steph,” she’d said. “I couldn’t go public even if I wanted to. The things I did are so much worse now.”

“Why?” Steph had asked. “Because times have changed?”

“No,” she’d said. “Because I have.”

Jane jumped in with a bit more context, but all Steph really gleaned from it is what she ought already to have known: women are treated more harshly, and trans women — or anyone who can be positioned to seem like a trans woman — are treated most harshly of all. A man can abuse and survive the court of public opinion; a woman can slap; a trans woman can’t even shout.

Again, it’s part of the logic of this place. Because it doesn’t just inhibit whistleblowers; the behaviour that brought you to Dorley’s attention likely isn’t even possible when one has been, per Indira, both womanised and transsexualised.

Anyway, that’s why the soldiers are so aware of her, it seems. Everyone else here is leashed in some way.

And the heels aren’t helping.

“Bagels,” Aisha says, handing her a bag. She’s been out in the pantry, checking stock for tomorrow’s sixty-head dinner — the AGA has been getting a workout recently — and she offered to fetch Steph some bagels when she rather lamely explained to the smattering of people still hanging out at this time of night that she needed one to take down to Bethany.

“Thanks,” Steph says, taking it from her and winding the plastic around her little finger, as if cutting off the blood supply to a minor part of her will assuage the anxiety she feels just fucking standing here. It’s the same problem as always, writ much, much larger: now that she’s making the effort, she can be judged on it. Also, she’s got used to being trusted here, and the stares of the two soldiers sat on stools near the sink are getting to her. “Can I help you?” she snaps at them, which is such completely out-there behaviour that she wants immediately to take it back, and perhaps to scrunch herself up into a small ball, but one of the two women shrugs and turns around straight away.

“Sorry,” the other one says. The first one, the one who turned away, nudges her, so she adds, “Ignore us.”

Steph’s starting to get the feeling that ‘security threat’ isn’t the only reason she’s so fascinating to some of these soldier women.

“You look wonderful, by the way,” Aisha says, seeming to sense Steph’s discomfort but picking the worst possible strategy to alleviate it.

“Oh, um, thank you,” Steph says, trying to smile and to seem grateful. That’s five people who’ve complimented her in the last few minutes, and she is getting, if anything, worse at thanking them for it. Some part of her insists that the attention, the praise, is all sarcastic or something, that they’re holding on to their laughter, waiting for her to leave.

There’s a hot, ugly itch developing at the back of her neck, and it’s got nothing to do with her new hair.

“Can I take a picture?” Aisha asks. “Just to show Mia and the others.”

“Only if I can die after.”

“Oh. Maybe not, then.”

The girl looks so deflated at that that Steph relents, and it takes her another few minutes to escape the kitchen, because getting pictures taken solo and with Nadine and Indira takes time. Christine, sensible as ever, already escaped to her room, saying she had some stuff to do but that she would see Steph bright and early tomorrow morning for her first intensive voice training session.

Yay.

At least that’s going to be one good thing about leaving the hall: fewer Sisters and soldiers to be constantly curious about her progress, or to be casually interested in her opinion as to the morality or otherwise of the programme as a sort-of-semi-nonparticipant and kind of objective observer. If the soldiers think she’s a security risk then, fine, she can go be a security risk at Abby and Melissa and Shahida’s place, or even at her parents’, in the unlikely event that things go so incredibly well down in London that she wants to stay.

She pictures, suddenly, telling that to her parents, asking them if she can stay, and having them react with the same disbelief that Christine did all those months ago, and the levity carries her out of the kitchen with her bag of bagels and through the dining hall. Yes, her heels are still echoing and yes, people are still looking, but she only has to hold her composure for long enough to reach the stairs to the basement and get herself around the first bend.

Jesus.

“The hyenas are coming for you, huh,” says Nell, which makes Steph jump a little. “Whoops,” Nell adds. “Sorry.”

“’S’okay,” Steph mutters. She takes the extra few steps down to the first basement floor, though, in case anybody else pokes their head out of some random side room and scares the bejesus out of her when she’s just trying to catch her breath.

Nell’s leaning against the security room door frame, one foot propped up, drinking something that looks Starbucks-ish; lots of gunk at the top, with a straw through a domed plastic lid. Craning her neck, Steph looks past Nell into the security room, and a few other women are sat inside. Two sponsors at the main desk — Sally spots her and waves — and someone Steph doesn’t recognise on the couch with her legs stretched out and a laptop perched on her thighs. Nell taps Steph on the back of her hand and leads her out into the first basement corridor, which is colder than usual, and a quick glance down its length tells Steph why: the back doors are open, and a gentle breeze is wafting in from the woods.

“Soldiers,” Nell says with a shrug. “They’re coming and going a lot recently. Getting stuff set up.”

“They’re really going to be here that long?”

“Yeah. No-one’s said so, but—” and here Nell leans closer, “—I’m thinking this is going to be a permanent thing. Or at least until everything with old Dorothy and the Smyth-Farrows is done with. We’ve already made up temporary accommodation for them, and I know some of them have been up on the second floor, clearing out and cleaning some of those unused rooms.”

“They can’t stay out back?”

“I suppose there’s only so long you can have a pretend recruitment station out there before someone starts asking questions.”

“This is going to be so weird.”

Nodding, Nell says, “At least you’re getting away for a while. I’m stuck with them.”

“You don’t like them?”

“It’s not that I don’t like them,” Nell says, leaning against the wall and grinding a shoulder against it for a moment, “it’s just that, well, I have a cis NPH, don’t I? So either I’m among my Sisters, or I’m around people who think I’m a cis girl. The soldiers are this whole third category. Right now I’m feeling all antsy and inbetweeny.” She shrugs again. “I’ll get used to it.”

“I think I get what you mean, though,” Steph says.

Frowning a moment, Nell suddenly nods and pulls Steph into a hug. One-armed, so she doesn’t mess up Steph’s outfit. “Listen,” she says when she drops back against the wall, “I know we don’t know each other that well, but if things get weird out there in the real world? Call. Call me or call any of us. We’ll come running.”

Yeah. Steph’s going to miss this place.

Well, parts of it.

The price for getting away from the first basement floor is to exchange greetings with the sponsors still in the security room, and then she’s heading down again, thumbing her way back into the basement proper, and trying not to feel too melancholy about it, trying not to imbue these ugly concrete walls with any more emotion than they deserve. A challenge that she utterly fails.

Shit. She’s all memories at the moment. They seem to rush through her, pulling her back to when Pippa took her out of her cell, took her to meet the others for the first time. Leigh called it ‘woke jail’. Adam spouted the kinds of religious conspiracy theories he would soon come to see were ridiculous. Raph swore, Ollie sulked, Diana said fuck you to basically everyone, Martin bared his soul.

And Bethany… She was the first one to greet her. The one to try to make her feel welcome. And though Steph was too disgusted by the lot of them to realise it at the time, she was the first one to hope for Steph to reach back, to make the effort few other people ever did.

Steph’s running her fingers across the concrete, drawing little patterns as she goes, as she taps her way slowly down the corridor, trying to stretch her time out here. The sooner she opens that door to the common room, the closer she is to leaving.

On the other hand, eventually someone’s going to walk past and spot her dawdling. And the girls up in the security room are probably already wondering if she’s broken a heel or if her batteries have run out and are even now preparing to jog down, pick her up by both shoulders and carry her into the common room, and that will be slightly worse than just walking in under her own power and having everyone there, everyone who first saw her as a nervous and self-righteous boy, get to see her trying to look like a girl.

It’s the barely audible noise of someone speaking that gets her moving, gets her opening that door and stepping inside, gets her interrupting Leigh as she’s lecturing Ollie on something or other. Gets everyone in the common room looking at her, the way everyone else in this bloody building already has. She stops dead, half-in, half-out, the back of her neck burning, fighting against the urge to fucking run.

Jesus, Steph wishes Pippa were here. But that was her decision, wasn’t it? Pippa’s got the early morning shift, so Steph said they shouldn’t tell her about the whole makeover thing, should let her sleep so she’s not a complete wreck tomorrow.

Steph makes a lot of really fucking stupid decisions.

“Huh,” Martin says, from the corner where he’s reading, and that just makes it worse.

And then Raph, crass to the end, wolf whistles, pulling an embarrassed giggle out of Steph, forcing her back into the girl she saw in the mirror in the salon room, the last time she properly saw herself, except for in the rippled and night-lit windows in the main stairs. The girl who looked, genuinely, like a girl. Not the most beautiful girl in the world, for sure, and visibly trans, for definite, but a girl nonetheless.

Laughing lightly, feeling almost weightless, almost above this whole moment, Steph looks up again, sticks out one of her booted feet for inspection, and scowls with amusement as Raph very obviously allows his eyes to examine her from her toes upwards, lingering on her legs.

“Oh my God,” she says, still laughing, “you’re actually a perv.”

“I am a healthy young person,” Raph says, “of currently indeterminate gender—” he dodges as Harmony, sitting on the other couch with Ollie, throws a biscuit at him, “—and I have conventional interests.”

“You’re a perv,” Steph says, and Raph nods. She’s about to say something else when Ollie unexpectedly and without a word pushes up from the couch and walks out of the room without looking at her. Looking entirely the other way, actually, as if she is a bright and blinding light.

“Huh,” Martin says again.

“You okay there, champ?” Raph says, turning back to look at him.

“Me?”

“Yeah.” Martin doesn’t answer, so Raph shrugs and turns back towards Steph. “Hey,” he says, “are those bagels for us?”

“No,” Steph says.

“Drat.”

Of all the people in the room, Leigh’s the only one not to have reacted yet, and while just sitting there and staring straight ahead is higher up on the healthy scale than leaving in silence, it’s not great, and Steph never wants to be the cause of any of them slipping back into their earlier selves. Or just hurting themselves somehow. So she steps around the end of the couch to where Leigh’s sitting on a couple of bean bags, legs crossed at the ankle.

“Hey, Leigh,” Steph says, crouching down, feeling the shorts tighten around her buttocks and becoming fairly certain that she knows where Raph is looking.

Leigh, expressionless, says, “You’re not going to lap-dance on me, are you?”

“No.”

“Then hi. You look nice.”

“Thanks. Did I do anything to piss you off?”

“Besides walking in here looking like a million dollars?” Leigh says. “No.”

“You know,” Steph says, “I bet Tab could—”

“Stop.”

“Okay.”

“What’s the occasion?” Leigh asks.

“I’ll tell you tomorrow, okay?”

“Sure.”

“I like your hair,” Martin says as Steph stands back up.

“Thanks,” Steph says, swinging her bag of bagels back and forth. “Hey, is Bethany around?”

“In her room, I think,” Raph says.

“Okay,” Steph says. “Okay.” She plays a little more with the bagel bag. “Okay. Cool.”

* * *

> WELCOME TO TRANS YOUTH UK (Please stop emailing the Egg Society of Great Britain, we are not affiliated and they might actually hate us.)
> All the usual Consensus rules apply. Click >here< for server rules. Obey them or we will set Penny on you!
> There are no stupid questions. Only stupid answers!
> Message Ralph Trade for moderation. Message GAYBOT ZERO: THE TERRIBLE UPRISING OF GAYBOT for automated server functions.

> Christine has joined the chat!

Christine
Hi

Far and Away
Wow. It’s been a while!
Is your friend okay?

Christine
She’s fine

distilled
heyyyyy it’s the cis girl
where did you come from

Christine
Brighton originally

distilled
gross

Christine
So I wanted to say something
Announce it, I guess

distilled
you should probably wait then
it’s only me and Gemma here
oh and don’t scroll up
I’ve been grilling this bitch all night and I’ve discovered depths to her depravity even I’m having trouble dealing with
don’t scroll up unless you have a strong stomach

Far and Away
You can scroll up.
Penny is exaggerating as per usual.

distilled
but i’m serious about not making your announcement
you probably want to make it to more people than just us two
unless you want to make it to even less people then i guess just wait until i go to sleep in like three hours

Far and Away
It’s ‘fewer people’. Not ‘less people’.

distilled
gemma you fuckin pervert i’m coming over there and i’m taking you to the supermarket and parking you in front of the five items or less checkout lane
and i’m going to watch you WEEP

Far and Away
I’ve already made my peace with the checkout lanes. But that doesn’t mean I must abide by this nonsense in my personal life.

Christine
Um

Far and Away
Apologies. Make your announcement.

Christine
Actually…

> Christine has changed her name to Christine (is trans).

Christine (is trans)
There.

distilled
whats happening i don’t understand
god damn your fiendish riddles
gemma contact the nearest university we have to get some boffins on this
use your feminine wiles to recruit them because we’re going to need at least six boffins to solve this
if they don’t come willingly you can threaten to show them your gross porn

Far and Away
Penny, shut up.
Christine, is there a name you would prefer for us to use for you?

Christine (is trans)
Christine’s fine.
The thing is.
Shit.
I don’t actually know how to say this.
I came on here because I think I’m going to maybe need your advice at some point.
And because I recently made a decision that has consequences.
And I think it’s nice to stop lying about something that’s really important to me?
So.
The thing is.

> cicada has joined the chat!

distilled
oh hey lorna
guess who’s back

Christine (is trans)
Oh.
Hi Lorna.

cicada
CHRISTINE WHAT THE ACTUAL FUCK

distilled
also lorna don’t scroll up
gemma likes blood porn and knifeplay stuff and it’s super nasty and i didn’t right click save on ANY of it

* * *

She doesn’t hesitate this time. Doesn’t fuck around in the corridor, admiring the laminated walls, indulging in memories. Just pushes in the door to her room straight away, takes a deep breath, and enters.

Bethany’s not there.

Fuck. Wrong room.

The second time is harder, and keeps Steph out in the corridor for maybe a minute, working on her breathing and trying to keep her suddenly light head from tipping her over, so when she shoves the door open and when Bethany looks up from where she’s sitting cross-legged on the bed, watching some movie or other but apparently not really concentrating on it, since she’s also reading a book, Steph’s stumbling again. Awkward. But that’s okay, because she has an ice-breaker, and though she’s on the verge of seeing stars, she manages to get it out:

“I brought bagels,” she says, holding the bag out in front of her.

“Holy shit,” Bethany says, staring at her. She drops the book, leaps out of bed, and starts groping blindly behind her at the lamp on the table, refusing to break eye contact. It takes three failed attempts before she connects with the switch, which lights Steph up more completely and widens Bethany’s eyes a little more. “Steph…”

“It’s occurring to me, though,” Steph continues, still holding the bagels out, “that I didn’t bring any butter or cream cheese. Or a toaster? I just… They’re in a bag.” She hefts it again. “I, uh, brought a bag of uncut, untoasted bagels. And nothing to put on them.”

Bethany takes a step closer. “Jesus, Steph…” she mutters.

“We could send them up in the dumbwaiter thing. Get someone to toast them for us.”

“Steph,” Bethany says, “shut up?”

“Got it.”

Now Bethany’s right there, with a finger on the sleeve of the leather jacket Nadine put Steph in. Her hand runs reverentially up Steph’s arm, briefly caresses her shoulder, and moves towards Steph’s hair, though Bethany stops short of actually touching it.

“What did you do to your hair?” she asks.

“My— My hair?” Steph says, fumbling with the difficult words. “Oh, Nadine did it. It’s all about volume? It’s supposed to look like Charlize Theron in twenty-fourteen. Or twenty-sixteen? I don’t remember. They were looking over all these different styles, the three of them — it wasn’t just Nadine; Jane was there, too. And Indira. And Christine, but she was, um. Doing other stuff? Anyway, they picked out this one style Charlize Theron had when she was growing it out after having it cut back for a role or something, or maybe just because she wanted to? I’m not all that familiar with Charlize Theron, actually—”

“You don’t have to say her full name every time,” Bethany says, smiling indulgently, her hand still resting lightly on Steph’s neck.

“But it’s not quite like hers, I mean, Nadine said my hair’s probably quite a lot finer than hers, so it comes out less… wavy? I’m not sure. But it’s still thicker than usual, and it’s very nearly curly, and I like it, and I have a tube of the stuff that makes it do this.”

“There’s a tube?”

“Yeah. I don’t have it on me. But it’s cool, you don’t really even dry the hair, you just run this stuff through and scrunch it with your fingers and then just kind of flop your hair about? I’m not sure, but—”

“Steph.”

“Yes?”

“You look beautiful. And,” Bethany adds, her smile broadening, “you’re babbling.”

“Shit,” Steph says. “I am, aren’t I?”

Bethany nods, and Steph can feel her cheeks fucking lighting up. What world has she entered, where Beth’s the one waiting for her to shut the fuck up?

Bethany says, “Missed you today.”

“Yeah. Sorry.”

“’S’cool. Maria brought me dinner. Curry. And then we just, you know, talked. She wouldn’t say what you were doing.”

“Yeah, about that—”

Bethany surges forward, kisses Steph on the lips, interrupting her. “It can wait,” she whispers, pushing forward again, but Steph’s got her free hand on Bethany’s shoulder now, and she’s pushing back.

“Beth,” she says, “it can’t.”

“But—”

Holding Bethany by her upper arms and looking as steadily as she can down at her, Steph says, “It can’t wait.” And she clearly gets through, because Bethany steps back, nodding, and sits down on the edge of the bed.

“Tell me,” she says.
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