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Synopsis
 
The world is a dark and terrifying place, even when it is filled with beauty and wonder.
 
At least it seems that way to Alex. Life was simple once, where you could just glide along on its currents, make do and have a sliver of contentment. But now he’s being plagued by a recurring dream, and forced to confront things he’s been avoiding. And that’s ignoring all of the changes.
 
And Esper, well Esper really has no clue at all about what is going on around her. But she’s not going to take the blame for that. An unfamiliar location, strange blue messages, and to top it all, apparently she has just awoken. 
 
A trans and litrpg story of coming to terms with one’s self, friendship, and discovering what’s around you, with a backdrop of the modern world and hidden magic. 
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Prologue
 
It all seemed rather cliche.
 
Finally breaking out of the trees, tired and weary, to find yourself standing at the edge of a lake. Crystal blue waters lapping at the grass edge, the warmth of the sun embracing you. Sparrows darting around chasing insects while a thrush sings in the background, the scent of sweet flowers carried by a gentle breeze.
 
And a beautiful woman standing within, water caressing her thighs, long wet hair falling down her back. 
 
A woman who was staring back at him. 
 
A woman with a predatory grin on her face.
 
A woman who was radiating raw untamed power. Primal and terrifying.
 
Alex’s instincts screamed at him.
 
He turned, and ran.
 
------/------
 
Alex broke through the trees again, almost stumbling as he hit the cracked pavement. His heart was pounding in his ears, his breathing ragged, his face burned, and his legs were in so much pain he wasn’t sure if he’d ever be able to stand on them again. But still he kept running. There was no way he was going to stop. If he did, it would be the end. A knowing, as certain as the sun shining down on him, adding to his agony. If he wanted to survive, he just had to keep moving, and pray. And hope.
 
He ran along the street, past the ruined buildings, walls cracked, faded, and barely standing, vines trying to reclaim them. Broken glass crunched under his feet as he dodged around the shell of a destroyed car. He didn’t really know where he was going any more, just that he needed to get as far away as possible. Pelting down the footpath he leapt up the stairs of an overbridge, two at a time, his hand barely touching the railing, and then tore along its length, passing over another road and the dry channel of what had once been a river. Then down the stairs on the other side.
 
Along another street, jumping over a fallen power pole, and into an alley and out of the sun. A can clattered along the ground, a casualty of his lack of attention, the air heavy with rot and decay. A nauseating stench. He shouldn’t have come here. Sure, the war had been decades ago, all of the weapons and forces long gone, and yet this area remained abandoned. There was a reason a fence had been erected around it, fading red signs with warnings written in almost every language. A fence with more holes than a sieve. But yet here he was.
 
More streets, more corners, the buildings passing by in an unrecognisable blur of grey and green, his focus solely on the ground in front of him. And the paranoia of the presence suddenly turning up behind him. His feet pounded loudly on the cracked asphalt, the assault from the beat of his heart getting faster and louder. Alex almost stumbled again as he ran over the gutter, swerving just in time to avoid face planting into a wall. He wiped away the sweat from his face, breathing hard and deep. His vision was starting to get blurry, tinged red at the edge. Crap. This was not good at all.
 
Pain shot through his ankle as he tripped on something and unceremoniously tumbled over, arms flailing as he impacted with the ground. And then kept rolling, down a grassy slope, every muscle and bone complaining at every impact. He finally stopped as he slammed into a wall, small loose stones pelting down on him.
 
Alex tried to move, but his body wouldn’t respond. He was spent. He had given all he had, and then more, and he was now paying the price. At least he was out of the sun, the wall’s shade cool, the grass damp underneath him. He closed his eyes and tried to slow his breathing. His heart was still beating a million times a minute, but outside of that, he couldn’t hear a thing at all. Perhaps, after all, he had gotten far enough away. Unless he still ended up dying here, from exhaustion or some predatory animal. There would be no help coming. No one knew he was here.
 
A warm breeze caressed his clothes, carrying the scent of a lush damp forest, and sweet flowers.
 
He opened his eyes and looked up to find the raven hair beauty staring down at him, crouching on the edge of the wall, that same smile on her face.
 
Fear incarnate.
 
“Found you.”
 
------/------
 
Alex woke up, panting as he sat up, his sheets in disarray around him. The room was dark and quiet, a faint glow on the ceiling from the street lights below. Rummaging beside his bed, he picked up his cellphone and hit the home button, the screen lighting up. 3am. He sighed, annoyed. Still night time. He was not feeling rested at all, and he had work in a few hours. Collapsing back onto the bed he tossed the phone onto the floor. That dream again. Why did he keep having that dream?
 
------/------
 
The witch stood on one edge of the array, lines painstakingly drawn by hand in midnight ink and then dusted with silver flakes, as the spell required. It pulsed with power, her power, the air crackling with potential. This was it. Months of dedication and effort finally about to pay off. A black cat sat in the middle of the array, green eyes watching her intently, a small silver array glowing on its forehead.
 
This was it. Calling on her magic, she cast the spell.
 
The array glowed bright, tendrils of black and silver magic growing out of the lines, stretching up into the air and then towards the cat. Then suddenly the entire thing broke, magic fading away, the array dull and lifeless.
 
What?
 
The witch frowned, and cast the spell again.
 
Nothing. No response at all.
 
	Spell has failed.


 
What? Why the hell? The witch blinked. What was going on? She had spent months just finding the creature, a Midnight Cat, and then just as long befriending it till it had accepted her proposition. Her spell mastery was more than adequate, she had followed the inscriptions perfectly, used all of the correct ingredients, and had provided the array with ample magic. The same spell that all of the others had or would use. There was absolutely no reason for it to not work.
 
	Unable to create bond.
 
Reason:
Caster already has a familiar.


 
What? What!!
 
The witch felt the rage build up in her as she stared at the message, the cat taking one look at her before it scampered out of the circle and into the nearby forest. Magic coalesced around her, arcs of energy flowing around her, before bolts of lightning surged from her, biting into the trees and ruins, and scouring the ground around her. Light danced around her as all of the silver flakes evaporated, sparks of energy jumping from the array. She was going to have one hell of a mess to clean up. If she even bothered.
 
The witch stared up at the stars, the clearing settling into an eerie calm once she had finally settled down, the power surge over.
 
Really, what was going on? If she had bonded a familiar already, she would remember. But she didn’t. This was her first attempt since reaching the required level and becoming eligible. Something was definitely screwy. Focusing, she pulled up the sub-status.
 
	Witch of the Storms
Level: 56
 
Familiar: <obscured> (<obscured>)
Bond level: 5


 
What!!!!!
 
Chapter 1 – That Which We Call Life.
 
Alex groaned and rolled out of bed, sweeping up his phone and turning the alarm off. Five in the morning. He hadn’t managed to get any more sleep at all. Fragmented memories of the dream had kept plaguing his mind. A dream that he had had, what was it? Five times now? He sighed, sitting up. The first time had been about five months ago. Then nothing, till a few weeks ago. And now four times since. It was getting harder to completely ignore, more sticking in his mind each time he awoke. But he’d never been into the forbidden area. Not even for a dare back when was at school over half a decade ago.
 
He had other problems right now. If he didn’t start getting himself sorted he’d be late for work. Not that he was sure that he would survive the day anyways. Going to bed late didn’t help. But it was a job. It paid the bills, and let him save some. Exactly what for he wasn’t so sure, but having some money aside was always a good thing. Especially if he ever got involved with a girl for instance. Not that that would ever be a thing, given how he was.
 
Another sigh as he pushed himself up off the floor and out of the bedroom, into the main room of the apartment, the lights automatically switching on. The benefits of technology apparently. A long drink of water helped, along with a bowl of cereal, a quick shave as he browsed the news on his phone, and a change of clothes. Then he was out of the door, locking up behind him, and heading down and out of the complex.
 
The morning air was crisp, a hint of frosts to come, dawn clawing at the remaining darkness. It wouldn’t be fully light until after he started his shift, but at least the darkness meant that he could hide within it. And it was only going to get darker as autumn drew to a close. Purposeful steps carried him along the footpath, tracing a familiar route as he made his way to work. Cars roared past him as he made his way to and along the main road, the few other people that were up and in a hurry to not be late. Alex checked his phone again. He’d make it in time. Just. Across the car park and up to the security door, a swipe of his key card letting him in. A nodded greeting to his workmates, his jacket stashed in his locker, and then straight into it.
 
------/------
 
Alex slumped into the chair, his lunch arrayed on the table in front of him, cap off to the side. A purchased sandwich, chocolate bar, fruit from the staff basket, and a bottle of cold water. The morning really had been a drag, but the shift was almost over. The staffroom was mostly empty, a couple of others sitting at another table, loudly talking about some recent reality TV show, and another sitting by themselves, looking at their phone and occasionally sniggering. Which is what he was now doing as he started on the sandwich, browsing through the news. Nothing at all interesting. The latest bad news, court case details, sports results, and the occasional humanitarian story. The feel good aspect to remind people that life wasn’t completely crap, that the world wasn’t completely falling apart around them. Just mostly. So, nothing of any real interest. He switched the screen off and pushed it away from him, taking a drink and then starting on the fruit.
 
His solace, and truth be told, boredom, was interrupted when another staff member came up to his table, sitting down opposite him, their lunch somewhat dumped in front of them.
 
“Hey, Selena,” Alex said, partially raising his hand in a greeting. She worked in a different department, but they seemed to get along alright, always saying hi when they passed each other, and he helped her out when he could. That was about the extent of it though. Mind you, she was on friendly terms with most of her team, and many of the others in the store, fitting right in when she had started just shy of a year ago. Which was always a good thing. If you didn’t mesh, then life was a lot more difficult, and some people didn’t last long at all. Somehow he had though.
 
She was a pretty girl too, inquisitive sky blue eyes with a shimmery blue eyeshadow that accentuated them, long black hair that was tied up behind her back in a tidy ponytail. She had a single piercing through one eyebrow with a small blue sapphire in it, which she had somehow managed to get admin to allow her to keep in, and a cute pair of studs in her ears shaped like cats. A subtle soft red lipstick, or gloss. Alex felt a little envious. It wasn’t a lot, but she did look really good, even with the mundane nature of their uniform.
 
“Heya,” she replied back, picking through her food until she found the salad, peeling off the lid and quickly devouring it. And then the chocolate bar and a can of energy drink.
 
“How’s your day going?” he asked. He had asked that earlier in the day, but hey, things did change, right?
 
“About as good as we can get I guess,” she said, giving him a smile. “You know how this place is.” That he did indeed. “You?”
 
“Attempting to catch up. But getting somewhere.”
 
“As always.”
 
“As always,” he confirmed. A typical conversation, but her company was kinda nice.
 
Selena sighed quietly, before biting into an apple. 
 
“Are you alright?” Alex asked. He couldn’t ever recall her sounding down. She was always happy and bubbly.
 
Selena looked at him, a little surprised. “Yeah, I’m fine,” she answered, gesturing with the half eaten apple. “Just a little complication outside of work. It’s going to work out though. Nothing to worry about.” Glancing at the clock on the wall, she powered through the apple and gathered up all of the rubbish in front of her, before getting up from the table.
 
“Gotta get back. Nice streak by the way,” she said, as she looked down at him. “I like it. It’s an awesome colour. And congrats on your transition too. I’ve been meaning to say that for a while.”
 
“Umm, thanks,” he managed to mutter as she turned, dumping her waste in the bin on her way out.
 
Ah, what! He stared after her confused as her words finally registered. Streak? What streak? Hurriedly gathering up the remains of his lunch and disposing of them on the way past, he quickly made his way to the men's amenities and rushed to the sinks, staring at his image in the mirror above.
 
She was right. In the midst of his boring brown hair, just off to one side, was a silver streak. A brilliant intense silver, right down to the roots. How had that happened? And how had he not noticed? Well, okay. His cap, which was still on the staffroom table. But how! One’s hair just didn’t spontaneously change colour, did it?
 
It was kinda nice though, though somewhat out of place. Now if all of his hair had been that colour...
 
And there was that other thing as well. What on earth did she mean by transition?
 
------/------
 
Alex meandered down the street, his mind a storm of thoughts. He’d looked it up on his phone in  the last part of his shift, in between everything else that he was meant to be doing and managing not to be spotted. Sure, he could have waited till he had finished, but it had been plaguing his mind and he needed to know. And now he did.
 
What had made her say that though? She had seemed so certain.
 
He wasn’t trans, and he certainly wasn’t on any form of medication. None at all. Sure, he’d occasionally had those thoughts, wondering what it would be like to be a girl, but what guy didn’t. For some, the change itself appeared to be more of a focus, a myriad of questionable literature in some of the darker corners of the net, along with so much other stuff that he’d rather not know existed. There were other stories too of course, in much more mainstream sites, reasonable ones that you didn’t have to feel ashamed about reading, ones about everything that a transition could involve, be it medical, magical or technological in nature. Some still quite steamy in nature, written by those who were actually trans, or involved with them. But he couldn’t really comment on any of that, just form conjectures based on his limited research. Research that he’d spent the last hour on after work as he kept placing one foot in front of another.
 
He continued to walk, hands shoved in his hoodie pockets, his destination only vaguely registered. The day had warmed up, as much as it could for the season, but even so he had his beanie on, fully covering his hair. It was making him feel uncomfortable, and yet... He just didn’t want anyone else to see it. At least not at the moment. The way that it had glinted in the sun as he had left work had surprised him, and gotten him a few looks from passersby. Something right now that he could do without.
 
He also had no idea what he was going to do about it.
 
Probably keep it. He could argue it away somehow he was sure. He should be able to get away with it at work. After all, his manager hadn’t made any comment on it at all.
 
Another sigh, a pebble kicked clattering into the gutter. What was up with him? He wasn’t usually like this. Must just be tiredness.
 
Alex stopped outside a store and looked in the window. There was a new dress in the window, probably having been just changed over this morning, and quite a nice one at that. Black and grey, with a slight shimmer to the bodice. High neck, tight at the waist, and flowing down from there. He felt a pang of envy, that someone would be able to wear it. A woman. And look awesome in it. That store always had nice dresses. He couldn’t think of one that he’d seen that he didn’t like.
 
He turned from the store and continued down the street, eyes on the ground, trying not to look at anyone else. It was busy, throngs of people everywhere. Impatient drivers honked their horns, bells of bicycles ringing as they reminded pedestrians that they too were able to pass through here, the buzz of friends chatting to each other loudly as they passed by him. He felt out of place, like an imposter in the beautiful flow of society. And so many nice clothes. Dresses and skirts of all shades, materials and lengths, heels, some looking so very elegant, others more sturdy and practical, exercise tights and crop hoodies, or just even crop tops, the casual sporty look now mainstream even though it hadn’t been a few years ago. All looks that could easily make him jealous. Would make him jealous. Why couldn’t he wear clothes like that, and look that good. Because he was a guy, and he’d just look stupid.
 
Really, what was up with him. What was going on? Stifling a cry of frustration, he picked up his pace, almost pushing his way along the street until he reached a corner. He glanced up, seeing that while the crossing light was red, the road as clear, and proceeded to cross. A horn blared at him as he reached the other side, Alex just ignoring it. Yes, he’d been in the wrong. But he’d had enough. Rounding the corner, he looked ahead of him, down a side street, that seemed to be mostly clear of people.
 
And then he ran.
Chapter 2 – Awakening.
 
	Congratulations. You have awoken.
 
Race: <<locked>>.
 
Class: <<locked>>.
Level: 0.


 
What the hell? What was going on? Esper stared at the shimmering blue window in front of her in confusion. It just hovered there, taunting her. She tried swiping at it, her paw just passing through it. Her other paw did the same. Yapping at it did nothing either, the window just remaining there defiantly.
 
Fine then. Hissing at it, she stood up on all four paws and turned her back to it, her fluffy tail sweeping through it. Or where it should have been, if it hadn’t suddenly moved, and was now in front of her face again.
 
That’s how it was going to be, was it? Growling, she lunged forward, through the window and along the path. She sprinted until she spotted a thick bush, dashing underneath it. There was no way it’d be able to find her here.
 
Except there it was, hovering directly in front of her face again. Really? Stupid evil sorcery thing.  Or whatever it was, and whatever pit it had come from. Shaking her head, she tried to dislodge whatever it was that was keeping it attached to her. There was no way that it was just that fast that it had caught up with her. That would be impossible. No success there either, the window still floating there, and her head pounding instead. 
 
Crouching down, she growled at it, low and with intent. Go away, stupid message. 
 
And then it was gone, snapping out of existence as if it had never been there at all.
 
Only to be replaced by another.
 
	Congratulations.
You have unlocked the <<locked>> class skill Spite.


 
Great. Just great. Esper glared at the new window, wishing it away. Said window vanished. Maybe it wasn’t so difficult after all.
 
Esper curled up, tucking her tail under her muzzle as she stared out through the low branches of the bush, into what lay beyond. The world was dark, pale shadows dancing on the ground as a breeze rustled the leaves of the trees nearby. She had no idea where she was, or what had happened. All things considered, it was a rude awakening, that thing suddenly appearing in front of her from nowhere. 
 
She didn’t know what she was going to do. Her head was a mess. Fuzzy as though it was dampened, thoughts and feelings clawing at the very edges, but failing to get any purchase. And something else, prickling at the edges. Something powerful. Or was there more than one thing. She couldn’t really tell. It was all foreign to her. Plus whatever it was that was causing those messages. Taunting her and treating her as if she was something new. Which she wasn’t. She wasn’t some just born cub. She had life. She had experience. Even if she couldn’t recall any of it at the moment. She glared at the air in front of her, daring another one to appear. Nothing. Good. She gave a little snort, feeling just a little bit vindicated.
 
Nothing else moved, no signs of any other creatures. Just her and nature. If it had been any other time, she would have curled up tighter and gone to sleep, but she knew that right now it wasn’t an option. She had just awoken, and sleep would not come to her, even if she willed it. But impatience led to death. So she quietly crept forward just a little bit, till she was almost at the edge of the bush, and then sat there, waiting, watching, as clouds flowed over the moon, leaves lazily dancing down from the nearby trees. A small mouse padded by, sniffing at the ground but oblivious to her presence, only to be snapped up by a large owl only moments later. An owl that she had spotted silently landing in a nearby tree, a flicker of shadow the only hint as to its presence. An owl that had sat and waited just patiently as her, stalking the prey that it knew was its. She would not be its prey though.
 
	Congratulations.
You have unlocked the <<locked>> race skill Bloodline Instincts.


 
Momentarily distracted, she glared at the message, before wishing it away. Like the others, it just vanished.
 
The owl sat in the tree, ripping apart the mouse, still unaware that she was just below it. It could stay that way. Apparently satisfied, the owl finally took flight, the brief rustling of some leaves the only hint of its passage, and then it was gone, winging its way north. Hopefully it wouldn’t return. A small black beetle crawled it’s way past her, a dozen snails slimed their way through her bush and those beside it, and a snake slithered its way through the leaf matter beneath the nearby trees. Nothing of any real concern. Finally satisfied, she got up and emerged from the bush.
 
The path that she was back on was probably once a small creek, long dried up. A smattering of stones laid scattered along it, small plants hanging to the edges before the larger brambles started to take over. Tall trees, the ones that retained their green coat all year round, grew on the northern side, young saplings fighting with the smaller plants between her and them. The forest floor was a mess of decaying leaves, dried branches, fungi, and crumbling low stone walls. Perhaps it had once been something else. On the other side, ferns, flaxes, and small dense bushes like the one she had been hiding under dominated, before a tall stone wall rose up. Mossy, damp, with more ferns and grasses sprouting from it. It really was limiting her choices, wasn’t it. Perhaps though, that is where she needed to go. Over that wall.
 
	Congratulations.
You have unlocked the <<locked>> race skill Piercing Awareness.


 
The message vanished the instant she had absorbed what it had said. It had gotten her intent. Finally.
 
Well, really, she had only one option. She wasn’t going back the way she came, and she needed to find a way over that wall. Which meant she was going to have to go that way. She took one last look around. Still no more owls. Nor any of them. Good.
 
Esper swiftly made her way along the path, keeping near the edge, her pawfalls silent, barely touching the ground, her tail held still. She weaved its way along, sometimes getting closer to the trees than she would have liked, other times hugging the wall and making her rather nervous. A few rodents scampered past, all but one oblivious to her presence. That other one paused for a second too long, threatening to make a squeal. Its final, fatal mistake. She was faster and more deadly, the whatever confirming it for her in the same taunting way.
 
	Congratulations.
You have unlocked the <<locked>> race skill Fang and Claw.


 
Yes, thank you. She was already very much aware that she had both of those. More than one claw too. It wasn’t that pleasant to eat either, but the blood reminded her that she was in fact hungry, and the scent would attract other unwanted attention. One snap and it was gone. The next two rodents that passed her met the same fate. Well, the edible ones at least. The prickly one she left alone, waiting patiently, silent and still as it ambled its way into the trees, crunching noisily on the leaves. It had no fear, as most things wouldn’t touch it. Which also meant it was stupid, as there was still things that would. Stupid though was a distraction, keeping other things away from her.
 
It took her a couple of hours before she found the passage disrupted, the path abruptly ending. Fallen earth and rock lay in a pile at the base of the wall that had made a perpendicular turn and went across in front of her, and into the trees. A wall that looked surprisingly intact, given everything else that she had seen in the forest. More than just a mild inconvenience. She was not going to go into the forest, at least not at this point in time. There were things in there, lurking in the shadows, at the edge of her awareness. Things that liked the wall. Things that she couldn’t currently hide from.
 
She could but try. And she had better succeed.
 
She took a good look at the wall. It was the same as it had been. Aged, but still standing, cracks and holes in it where the stones used in its construction had fallen away, grasses and ferns making purchase and happily existing on it. Moss covered the lower sections, the upper parts bare unlike what she had been following. That was a good sign.
 
Taking one last glance around her, she padded up to the pile of earth, and daintily leapt up
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