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Chapter 1: What’s in a Name?
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The classroom smelled of dry-erase markers and the faint, metallic tang of overheated radiators. Freya pressed her knees together under the desk, the stiff fabric of her new skirt—lavender, cotton, bought after three weeks of staring at it online—rasping against her tights. Her fingers trembled as she adjusted the collar of her sweater, a thrifted cable-knit thing she’d sewn lace onto the cuffs of, stitch by anxious stitch. Every thread felt like armour. Not good armour, necessarily. But Freya envisioned it as armour, to help her begin her new life.

Ms. Alvarez’s voice cut through the murmurs. "Before we begin, we have someone new joining us this semester."

Freya’s throat tightened. This is it. The clock above the whiteboard ticked like a countdown.

"Frederick, would you—?"

"Freya." The correction leapt from her lips before she could stop it, sharp as a flint spark. She was annoyed, but understanding, figuring a lot of the people in her life would continue to make this same mistake.

The teacher blinked, then softened. "Freya. Would you like to introduce yourself?"

A droplet of sweat traced Freya’s spine. She stood, chair screeching. Twenty-seven pairs of eyes pinned her to the spot.

She knew these faces. The bored jocks slouching in their varsity jackets. The art kids doodling in margins. Lacey Nguyen, who’d once spilled glitter glue on Freya’s old hoodie and laughed with her, not at her.

And in the back—

Grayson Hale.

He was a study in contrasts: black leather jacket draped over a threadbare band tee, scuffed motorcycle boots propped on the empty chair ahead of him. His phone glowed in his hands, casting blue shadows under his eyes. He hadn’t glanced up. Not when she spoke. Not when the room held its breath.

Freya dug her nails into her palms. Say it. Claim it. Own it, she thought to herself.

"I’m Freya," she said, louder now. "Last year, I was—" Don’t flinch, she worried. "—Frederick. But I’m a girl. My pronouns are she/her. And I’d... I’d really like it if you respected that."

Silence. Thick, suffocating silence. She began to worry about being judged for just a second. Then—

"Hell yeah," Lacey whispered, punching the air.

A chuckle rippled through the room. Not cruel. Relieved. Freya didn’t know if she’d ever been more relieved.

"Thanks for sharing, Freya," Ms. Alvarez said, smiling. "Let’s all make sure we—"

"Freya." The voice was a gravelly drawl from the back row.

Her head snapped up. She instinctively looked towards the back row, where the call had come from.

Grayson still hadn’t looked at her. But his thumb paused over his phone screen. "Like the Norse Goddess?"

The class oohed. Freya’s cheeks burned. "Y-yeah. The Goddess of love and war."

Grayson nodded, giving an approving sort of grunt. "That’s cool," he said, sounding casual as ever.

That was it. But the way he’d said it—like he’d tasted the name, weighed it—sent a shiver down her arms.

The final minutes of class crawled by in a haze of nervous anticipation. Freya’s fingers trembled as she pretended to take notes, her script devolving into illegible loops and jagged lines. Every rustle of paper, every creak of a desk chair, sent her pulse skittering—especially when it came from the back row. She didn’t dare turn around again, but she could feel Grayson’s presence like a physical weight, an electric current humming just outside her periphery. His silence was a paradox—so indifferent it felt deliberate, so deliberate it burned.

When the bell finally rang, the sound was both a relief and a sentence. Freya moved slowly, deliberately, sliding her books into her bag with exaggerated care. Around her, classmates jostled toward the door, backpacks bumping, laughter ringing too loud in her ears. She willed herself not to look back—not yet. Not until she was ready.

Then came the scrape of boots against linoleum.

Grayson was standing.

She caught the movement in her periphery—the shift of his leather jacket, the lazy stretch of his shoulders as he rose from his seat. Her breath hitched. This was her moment. If she hesitated now, she’d spend the rest of the day wondering, obsessing, replaying every second in her head like a song stuck on repeat. So she turned, just slightly, angling her body toward the aisle as she slung her
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