
Chapter One: Descent

The elevator hummed as it descended, smooth and silent, two floors beneath the 
surface of Aerina’s eastern outskirts. Lira stood inside, arms folded, her gaze fixed on 
the soft amber lights embedded in the ceiling. The walls were matte white, curved 
slightly inward, like the inside of a seashell. No bars. No chains. Just quiet.

She’d been told this place used to be a prison. She didn’t believe it. Not yet.

When the doors slid open, the air was warm and dry, scented faintly with citrus and 
something floral. The corridor ahead was wide, softly lit by recessed panels that 
mimicked daylight. The floor was a pale composite resin, smooth underfoot, and the 
walls were adorned with abstract murals—gentle swirls of color, like dreams half-
remembered.

Waiting just outside the elevator was a woman with skin like frost-kissed porcelain 
and hair the color of midnight tides. Her wings, folded neatly behind her, shimmered 
with soft violet hues.

“Lira,” she said, her voice calm and crystalline. “Welcome. I’m Atalanta. I’ll be your 
companion while you’re here.”

Lira hesitated. She’d expected guards. Metal doors. Maybe a clipboard and a list of 
rules. Instead, she was met with kindness. And wings.

Atalanta gestured down the corridor. “Your room is this way.”

They walked together, passing doors with soft-glow nameplates—no numbers, no 
ranks. Each door bore a small camera above it, its lens unobtrusive, nestled into the 
frame like a watchful eye.

“They’re not for surveillance,” Atalanta said, sensing Lira’s glance. “They help us 
know when someone needs company. Sometimes, people don’t know how to ask.”

Lira didn’t respond. Her boots made no sound on the resin floor.

Atalanta stopped at a door marked with Lira’s name. It opened with a soft hiss, 
revealing a compact but welcoming space. The bed was low to the ground, its frame 
a sturdy white polymer, and the sheets—synthetic, breathable—were folded with 
care. A small desk curved out from the wall, and the furniture—two inflatable chairs 
and a gently sloping couch—looked like something from a futuristic lounge, soft but 
secure.

The ceiling glowed with a soft daylight simulation, and the far wall held a screen that 
displayed a slow-moving landscape—clouds drifting over a meadow, birds wheeling 
in silence.

Lira stepped inside. It didn’t feel like a cell. It felt like a waiting place. A place between 
things.

Atalanta followed, her wings brushing the doorway. “You’ll have space to breathe 
here. And time.”

Lira turned to her, unsure. “And if I don’t want company?”
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Atalanta smiled, not unkindly. “Then we wait. But I’ll still be nearby.”

There was no lock on the door. No restraints. Just a quiet chime as it closed behind 
them.

Lira sat on the edge of the bed, testing its weight. It held her easily. She looked up at 
the camera, then back at Atalanta.

“I don’t know how to be good,” she said, voice low.

Atalanta knelt beside her, wings folding close. “Then we start with gentle.”



Chapter Two: Morning Light

Lira woke to the soft glow of simulated daylight blooming across the ceiling panels. 
The screen on the far wall had shifted overnight—from drifting clouds to a slow 
sunrise over a meadow of pale gold. She sat up slowly, the synthetic sheets rustling 
beneath her, warm and breathable against her skin.

A gentle chime sounded at the door.

Atalanta stepped inside, dressed in her usual style: sleek black trackpants, a fitted 
black hoodie with silver piping along the seams, and a pair of spotless black 
Converse sneakers. Her navy hair was pulled back in a loose braid, and her wings 
shimmered faintly in the light—folded, quiet, but unmistakably present.

“Good morning,” she said, her voice like polished glass. “I brought you a few things.”

She held out a soft grey duffel bag, its fabric smooth and uncreased, the zippers 
gleaming. Lira took it, surprised by the weight—light, but full.

“There’s a bathroom through there,” Atalanta said, nodding toward the side door. 
“Everything’s yours to use.”

Lira stepped inside. The bathroom was compact, clean, and warmly lit. The toilet, 
handbasin, and shower stall were all made from the same pale composite plastic as 
her bedframe and desk—lightweight, seamless, and bolted to the floor with such 
precision it felt almost sculptural. She ran her fingers along the basin’s edge. It was 
cool and smooth, like river stone. She wondered if Atalanta had installed it herself. 
Somehow, it felt likely.

Opening the duffel, she found a light-purple hoodie, soft and freshly folded. Beneath 
it, a crisp white t-shirt, black trackpants with a subtle silver stripe, a pair of thick 
socks, and black Vans Authentics—clean, unworn, and perfectly her size.

She changed slowly, folding her old clothes into the bag. The hoodie smelled faintly 
of lavender and something else—like warm air after rain.

When she stepped back into the room, Atalanta was waiting by the desk, her wings 
tucked close, her gaze gentle.

“You look great,” she said, then opened her arms.

Lira hesitated, then stepped forward. The hug was firm and warm, Atalanta’s wings 
curving slightly around her like a shelter. The fabric of her hoodie was soft against 
Lira’s cheek, and her scent—clean, floral, grounded—was oddly comforting.

“You’re going to fit right in here,” Atalanta whispered. “Laundry’s every third day. 
Socks and underwear get washed daily. Just drop them in the chute by the door.”

Lira nodded, unsure what to say. The hug lingered a moment longer, then Atalanta 
stepped back.

“Breakfast’s in the common room,” she said. “I’ll walk you there when you’re ready.”

Lira looked down at her new clothes, then back at Atalanta.



“I don’t know how to be this version of me,” she said quietly.

Atalanta smiled. “Then we build her together.”



Chapter Three: The Common Room

The corridor curved gently as they walked, the floor panels soft underfoot, the walls 
glowing with a simulated morning light. Lira kept pace beside Atalanta, her new 
clothes fitting comfortably, her black Vans making no sound on the resin floor.

They passed more doors—each marked with a nameplate, each with its own quiet 
camera nestled above. Occasionally, Lira glimpsed movement behind the frosted 
glass: a silhouette stretching, a flicker of wings.

The common room opened like a breath.

It was wide and circular, with a domed ceiling lit to mimic a pale blue sky. The walls 
were lined with soft inflatable seating in muted tones—lavender, grey, pale green. A 
few patients were already there, scattered across the room in quiet clusters. Some 
sat alone, sipping from ceramic mugs. Others leaned close in conversation, voices 
low and unhurried.

A long buffet table curved along one wall, built from the same composite plastic as 
the furniture. It held trays of warm food—steamed sweet potato, grilled eggplant, 
roasted chickpeas, and bowls of fresh fruit: sliced pear, blueberries, and citrus 
segments. There were platters of seaweed rolls and small dishes of marinated tofu 
and grilled fish. Everything was portioned gently, with no sharp edges, no metal 
utensils. Just warmth and ease.

Atalanta guided Lira toward the table. “We eat what we raise,” she said softly. “No 
beef, chicken, or pork. We care for those animals ourselves. It wouldn’t be right.”

Lira nodded, unsure. She picked up a tray—lightweight, matte white—and selected a 
few items. A spoonful of roasted chickpeas, a slice of grilled eggplant, a handful of 
blueberries, and a small roll of seaweed and rice. She followed Atalanta to a nearby 
couch, where the cushions adjusted subtly to her weight.

Across the room, an Aviette with silver-streaked hair was helping a patient adjust 
their hoodie. Another sat beside a young man, her wings folded as she listened to 
him speak, her hand resting lightly on his arm.

Lira watched them. The Aviettes didn’t instruct or correct. They didn’t hover. They 
simply existed—present, calm, and quietly magnetic. The patients around them 
softened, their shoulders lowered, their voices gentled.

Atalanta handed Lira a mug of warm tea. “You’ll notice it soon,” she said. “The way 
people change. Not because we ask them to. Just because we’re here.”

Lira sipped the tea. It was floral, unfamiliar, but soothing.

“Is it real?” she asked. “The change?”

Atalanta tilted her head. “It’s slow. But yes. Real.”

They sat in silence for a while. Lira watched the room—the way people moved, the 
way they paused before speaking, the way they looked at the Aviettes with something 
like trust.

She didn’t feel changed. Not yet. But something in her had quieted.



Chapter Four: The Session

The therapy room was tucked into a quiet corner of the East Wing, its walls curved 
and softly lit, like the inside of a seashell. No desk. No clipboard. Just two inflatable 
chairs facing each other, a low table between them holding a carafe of water and two 
ceramic cups.

Lira stepped in first, her footsteps silent on the resin floor. She wore the light-purple 
hoodie Atalanta had given her, sleeves pulled over her hands. Her hair was damp 
from the shower, and she smelled faintly of citrus soap.

Atalanta followed, dressed in her usual black trackpants and hoodie, her Converse 
spotless, her wings folded neatly behind her. She moved with quiet grace, like she 
belonged to the space.

They sat.

Lira didn’t speak at first. She traced the rim of her cup with one finger, watching the 
light ripple across the water. Atalanta waited, her posture open, her gaze soft.

“I thought it would feel more clinical,” Lira said eventually. “Like… a test.”

Atalanta smiled. “We don’t test here. We listen.”

Lira nodded, unsure. “I don’t know what to say.”

“You don’t have to say anything,” Atalanta replied. “But if something wants to be said, 
I’ll hear it.”

Silence settled between them—not heavy, but spacious. Lira glanced at Atalanta’s 
wings, then quickly away.

“You’re not like anyone I’ve met,” she said.

“We weren’t meant to be,” Atalanta said gently. “But we are. And now we choose how 
to live.”

Lira looked down. “I’ve done things. Things I don’t even regret. I just… don’t feel 
anything about them.”

Atalanta leaned forward slightly, her voice low. “That’s okay. Feeling comes later. First 
comes safety.”

Lira blinked. “You think I’m safe?”

“I think you’re here,” Atalanta said. “And that’s the beginning.”

They sat a while longer. Atalanta poured water into both cups, her movements slow 
and deliberate. Lira drank, the ceramic warm against her hands.

“I watched the others,” she said. “They’re different around you. Softer.”

Atalanta nodded. “We don’t change people. We remind them who they are.”

Lira looked up. “And if who they are isn’t good?”



Atalanta’s smile was quiet. “Then we stay. Until they remember something better.”

Lira didn’t reply. But her shoulders lowered, just slightly. Her breath slowed.

And for the first time since arriving, she didn’t feel like she had to defend herself.



Chapter Five: The Remoulding

The therapy room was quiet, the light dimmed to a soft amber glow. Lira sat curled 
into the inflatable chair, her knees drawn up, her arms wrapped loosely around them. 
Atalanta sat across from her, wings folded, her black hoodie pristine, her gaze steady 
and kind.

“I still don’t get it,” Lira said. “How do you change people? What makes this place 
different?”

Atalanta leaned forward slightly, resting her elbows on her knees. “We don’t change 
people by force,” she said. “We give them what they’ve never had. Love. Kindness. 
Understanding.”

Lira looked away. “That sounds… manipulative.”

“It’s not,” Atalanta said gently. “It’s patient. Most of you come here armored. 
Hardened. Not because you’re cruel—but because you’ve had to be. We don’t strip 
that away. We soften it. Slowly. So you can choose something else.”

Lira was quiet for a long moment. “And then what?”

“Then,” Atalanta said, “we remould. Not into something foreign. Just into someone 
who can live with gentleness. Like we do.”

Lira blinked. “You think I could be like you?”

Atalanta smiled. “I think you already are. You just haven’t met that part of yourself 
yet.”

Lira didn’t respond. Her fingers tightened around her sleeves.

Atalanta reached into the side pocket of her hoodie and pulled out a small remote. 
“There’s a channel on your room’s screen,” she said. “It loops calming visuals—
meadows, rain, ocean tides. It was designed in Senecia, across the eastern sea. 
They used it in their prisons. Within three months, most inmates stopped showing 
any criminal behavior. Not because they were told to. Because they felt safe enough 
to stop.”

Lira raised an eyebrow. “Seriously?”

Atalanta nodded. “It’s subtle. But it works. You’ll find it on Channel One. You don’t 
have to watch it. But it’s there.”

Lira leaned back, her gaze drifting toward the ceiling. “I don’t think I’m a good 
person.”

Atalanta’s voice softened. “I don’t think you’re as bad as you think you are.”

Lira looked at her, uncertain.

“You’ve survived,” Atalanta said. “That’s not the same as being cruel. Give it time. Let 
yourself be here.”

Lira swallowed. “And if I can’t?”



Atalanta reached out, her hand resting lightly on Lira’s arm. “Then you call me. From 
your room phone. I’ll be at your door in under five minutes. No questions. Just 
friendship.”

Lira didn’t speak. But her eyes shimmered, just slightly.

And for the first time, she believed that maybe—just maybe—she wouldn’t have to do 
this alone.



Chapter Six: The Calming Channel

Evening in the East Wing was unlike anything Lira had known. No clang of doors. No 
shouted orders. Just a soft dimming of the ceiling lights and a quiet chime that 
signaled the end of the day’s activities.

Lira sat cross-legged on her bed, the synthetic sheets warm beneath her. Her room 
was still—no movement, no voices. Just the faint hum of the air system and the soft 
glow of the wall screen.

She reached for the remote.

Channel One.

The screen faded into a slow-moving landscape: a field of tall grass swaying under a 
pale sky, clouds drifting like breath. A stream curved through the center, its water 
clear and slow. No music. Just ambient sound—wind, water, the occasional birdcall.

Lira watched, unsure what she was waiting for.

The visuals shifted gently. A forest canopy. Rain falling on moss. A shoreline at dusk. 
The transitions were seamless, like dreams folding into one another.

She lay back, her head resting on the pillow, her eyes half-lidded.

And then, without warning, a memory surfaced.

She was nine. Sitting on the back step of her mother’s apartment, watching the rain 
fall through the rusted fire escape. Her mother was inside, yelling at someone on the 
phone. Lira had a bruised knee and a plastic cup of orange juice. She remembered 
the way the rain sounded on the metal, the way she’d tried to match its rhythm with 
her breath.

She hadn’t thought about that day in years.

She hadn’t thought about her mother in months.

The memory wasn’t sharp. It didn’t hurt. It just… lingered. Like the rain on the screen.

Lira blinked, her throat tight.

She reached for the phone on her bedside table. It was sleek, white, and simple—
one button to call her assigned Aviette.

She didn’t press it.

Not yet.

But she held it in her hand, and that was something.

The screen shifted again. A quiet lake. Mist rising. A single bird gliding low across the 
water.

Lira exhaled.



And for the first time since arriving, she didn’t feel like she had to run.



Chapter Seven: The Memory

The soft chime of morning echoed through the East Wing, followed by the slow 
brightening of the ceiling panels. Lira was already awake, sitting on the edge of her 
bed, hoodie sleeves pulled over her hands, her gaze fixed on the wall screen. The 
calming channel still played—mist drifting over a quiet lake, the sound of distant 
birdsong.

A knock, then the door slid open.

Atalanta stepped in, dressed in her usual black trackpants and hoodie, her Converse 
spotless, her braid neat. Her wings shimmered faintly in the morning light.

“Good morning,” she said, her voice warm. “How was your night?”

Lira hesitated. “Weird,” she said. “I watched the channel. That one with the lake and 
the mist.”

Atalanta nodded. “Channel One.”

“Just before I fell asleep,” Lira continued, “I remembered something. From when I 
was a kid. Sitting on the back step. Rain through the fire escape. My mum yelling 
inside.”

She paused. “I hadn’t thought about it in years.”

Atalanta moved closer, settling into the inflatable chair near the desk. “That’s good,” 
she said gently. “Even if it doesn’t feel that way.”

Lira frowned. “Why would that channel make me remember something like that?”

Atalanta tilted her head. “I don’t know. It’s not designed to trigger memories. Just to 
calm the nervous system. But sometimes, when the noise quiets down… things rise 
up.”

Lira looked down at her hands. “It wasn’t a bad memory. Just… lonely.”

Atalanta’s voice softened. “Lonely memories are often the ones we bury deepest.”

They sat in silence for a moment. The screen shifted—now showing a slow sunrise 
over a meadow, the light golden and soft.

“I didn’t call you,” Lira said. “I thought about it. But I didn’t.”

Atalanta smiled. “You didn’t need to. But I’m glad you thought about it.”

She reached out, resting a hand lightly on Lira’s shoulder. “I’m always here for you. If 
you ever need me—day or night—just press the call button on your room phone. I’ll 
be at your door in under five minutes.”

Lira nodded, her throat tight.

“You don’t have to be alone with your memories anymore,” Atalanta said. “Not here.”

Lira didn’t speak. But she leaned slightly into the touch.



And for the first time, she let herself believe it might be true.



Chapter Eight: The Call

The room was quiet, lit only by the soft glow of the wall screen. Channel One played 
on mute—mist drifting over a forest canopy, the sound turned down so low it was 
barely a whisper.

Lira sat on the edge of her bed, her knees drawn up, her fingers curled around the 
phone in her lap. She hadn’t moved in twenty minutes. The memory from the night 
before had stirred something deeper—something she’d kept buried for years. It 
wasn’t just her mother. It was everything that came after.

She pressed the call button.

The screen blinked once. A soft chime echoed through the room.

Less than five minutes later, the door slid open.

Atalanta stepped inside, dressed in her usual black trackpants and hoodie, her 
Converse pristine, her wings folded close. Her braid was slightly looser than usual, 
as if she’d come quickly. She didn’t speak right away. She just crossed the room and 
sat beside Lira on the bed, her presence calm and steady.

“You didn’t say what it was,” she said gently. “But I could feel it.”

Lira nodded, her throat tight.

“I thought about my mum again,” she said. “But it wasn’t just her. It was… after she 
left. The places I ended up. The people.”

Atalanta didn’t interrupt. Her gaze was soft, her posture open.

“I’ve never told anyone,” Lira whispered. “Not really. I just… kept it locked up. Like if I 
didn’t say it out loud, it wouldn’t be real.”

Atalanta reached out, resting her hand lightly on Lira’s back. “You don’t have to say it 
all now,” she said. “But I’m here. And I’ll stay.”

Lira’s breath hitched. “I don’t even know where to start.”

“You don’t have to start,” Atalanta said. “You just have to let yourself feel safe enough 
to begin.”

They sat in silence. The screen shifted—now showing a quiet shoreline, waves 
lapping gently at the sand.

Lira leaned into Atalanta’s side, just slightly. Her voice was barely audible.

“I was hurt,” she said. “Not just once. Not just by strangers.”

Atalanta’s wings shifted, curving slightly around them both. “I’m so sorry,” she said. 
“You didn’t deserve that.”

Lira closed her eyes. “I don’t know how to be okay.”

Atalanta’s voice was steady. “Then we’ll learn together.”



The room held its silence. Not empty. Not cold. Just quiet enough for healing to 
begin.



Chapter Nine: A Way Through

The room was quiet, lit by the soft glow of the wall screen. Channel One played in the 
background—waves lapping at a moonlit shore, the sound low and steady. Lira sat 
curled into the corner of the couch, her knees drawn up, her hoodie sleeves tugged 
over her hands.

Atalanta sat beside her, one wing gently curved around Lira’s shoulder. It wasn’t a full 
embrace—just presence. Warmth. A quiet shelter.

“Thank you,” Lira said softly. “For coming. For listening.”

Atalanta smiled, her gaze steady. “You don’t have to thank me. This is what I’m here 
for.”

Lira leaned into the curve of the wing, just slightly. The feathers were soft, cool to the 
touch, but comforting. She didn’t speak for a while. Just breathed.

“I like this,” she said eventually. “Just… you being here.”

Atalanta nodded. “Sometimes that’s all we need.”

They sat in silence, the screen shifting to a slow-moving forest path, dappled with 
light.

“If you ever want another way to process things,” Atalanta said gently, “I could get 
you some supplies. Art. Writing. Whatever feels right.”

Lira looked up. “Like… drawing?”

“Or journaling,” Atalanta said. “Some patients find it easier to express things that way. 
Words, images—they can hold what’s too heavy to speak.”

Lira considered. “I used to draw. A long time ago.”

Atalanta’s smile deepened. “Then maybe it’s time to start again.”

She reached into her hoodie pocket and pulled out a small notepad, flipping it open 
to a blank page. “I’ll need to speak with Pandora,” she said. “She’s the administrator 
here. She oversees all requests.”

Lira raised an eyebrow. “Pandora?”

“She’s one of us,” Atalanta said. “Older than most. Wiser. She helped design this 
place. If anyone can make it happen, it’s her.”

Lira nodded slowly. “Okay.”

Atalanta closed the notepad and tucked it away. “I’ll talk to her today. If she approves, 
we’ll have something for you by tomorrow.”

Lira didn’t reply. But her shoulders lowered, and her breath came easier.

The wing around her shoulder shifted slightly, not withdrawing—just adjusting, like it 
knew she wasn’t ready to be alone.



And for the first time, Lira felt the possibility of creating something new—not just on 
paper, but inside herself.



Chapter Ten: The Gift

The reception desk curved like a ripple of water at the heart of the East Wing. It was 
sleek and seamless, made of the same pale composite plastic as the rest of the 
facility. Behind it sat Pandora, the administrator of Aerina Rehabilitation Centre.

She looked no older than thirty—like all Aviettes, she carried herself with a kind of 
ageless grace. Her navy hair was tied in a high ponytail, and her wings shimmered 
with a soft lilac sheen. She wore a deep violet hoodie, black trackpants, and spotless 
white sneakers. Her presence was calm, but not distant—more like a still lake than a 
cold one.

Atalanta approached, her own hoodie zipped halfway, her braid swinging gently 
behind her.

“Morning,” she said.

Pandora looked up with a smile. “Morning, Atalanta. How’s Lira doing?”

“She’s opening up,” Atalanta said. “Last night she shared something… hard. I think 
she’s ready for a new way to process it.”

Pandora tilted her head. “What do you have in mind?”

“Art supplies,” Atalanta said. “Sketchbook, coloured pencils. Maybe some plain paper 
too. She used to draw.”

Pandora’s smile deepened. “Perfect. I’ll send Miren into the city. That little book and 
stationery shop by the tram depot still carries good materials.”

She tapped a note into the desk console, then looked up. “We’ll bring them to her 
together tomorrow morning.”

The next day, just after breakfast, Pandora and Atalanta arrived at Lira’s room. 
Pandora carried a soft grey tote bag, its sides neatly packed with supplies: a tin of 
coloured pencils, a stack of smooth sketch paper, a small eraser, and a lavender-
covered sketchbook.

Lira was sitting at her desk, watching the calming channel. The screen showed a 
slow sunrise over a field of tall grass.

She turned as the door opened.

Atalanta smiled. “We brought you something.”

Pandora stepped forward and placed the tote gently on the desk. “Hi, Lira. I’m 
Pandora. I help manage things here.”

Lira stood slowly, cautious. “Hi.”

“Don’t worry,” Pandora said, her voice soft and clear. “Atalanta told me you might 
want to try drawing again. We thought this might help.”

Lira looked into the bag, pulling out the sketchbook. The cover was smooth and cool 
under her fingers. The pencils were neatly arranged, each one sharpened to a 
perfect point.



“

You got this for me?” she asked.

Pandora nodded. “We want you to have what you need. To feel safe. To begin.”

Lira looked between them—Atalanta with her quiet steadiness, Pandora with her 
open warmth. Neither of them felt like staff. Neither of them felt like control.

They felt like possibility.

“I didn’t think people like you existed,” Lira said.

Pandora’s wings shifted slightly. “We didn’t. But now we do. And we’re here for you.”

Lira nodded, her voice caught in her throat.

Atalanta stepped closer. “Take your time. There’s no pressure. Just space.”

Lira sat back down, the sketchbook open in her lap.

And for the first time, she felt like she might be able to draw something that mattered.



Chapter Eleven: First Lines

Lira sat at her desk, the lavender sketchbook open to its first blank page. The 
coloured pencils lay beside it in a neat tin, each one sharpened to a perfect point. 
The calming channel played softly on the wall screen—mist drifting through a pine 
forest, the sound of birdsong low and steady.

She hadn’t drawn in years.

Her fingers hovered over the pencils, unsure. She picked up a pale blue one, then 
set it down. Tried a charcoal grey. Then finally, a soft violet.

She pressed the tip to the page.

The first line was hesitant. A curve. Then another. She didn’t know what she was 
drawing—just shapes, fragments. A wing, maybe. A shadow. A doorway.

Her hand moved slowly, the pencil gliding across the paper. She added a figure—
small, hunched, sitting on a step. Rain falling in soft diagonal lines. A fire escape 
above. A cup in the figure’s hand.

She paused.

It was her. Nine years old. Watching the rain. Listening to her mother yell inside.

She hadn’t meant to draw that.

Her breath caught, but she didn’t stop. She added the rusted railing, the puddle at 
her feet, the way the rain blurred the edges of everything. She shaded the sky in soft 
grey, then added a single streak of gold—light breaking through the clouds.

She sat back.

The drawing wasn’t perfect. It was raw. Uneven. But it felt real.

And something in her chest loosened.

She flipped to the next page. This time, she drew a wing—not hers, not human. Soft, 
curved, purple. Like Atalanta’s. She added a figure beside it, curled into the shelter of 
the feathers.

She didn’t label it. Didn’t explain.

But she knew what it meant.

The screen shifted—now showing a quiet lake at dusk. The light in the room dimmed 
slightly, matching the scene.

Lira closed the sketchbook and held it to her chest.

She didn’t feel healed. Not yet.

But she felt seen.

And for the first time, she felt like she had a way to speak.



Chapter Twelve: What She Drew

The morning light filtered through the ceiling panels in a soft gradient, mimicking the 
slow rise of the sun. Lira sat at her desk, sketchbook open, coloured pencils 
scattered in a loose arc beside her. She was shading the edge of a wing—violet, 
curved, protective.

A knock at the door.

Atalanta stepped in, dressed in her usual black trackpants and hoodie, her Converse 
clean, her braid tucked over one shoulder. Her wings shimmered faintly in the light.

“Morning,” she said.

Lira looked up, her fingers still resting on the pencil. “Hey.”

Atalanta crossed the room and sat on the edge of the couch, her gaze drifting to the 
sketchbook. “May I?”

Lira hesitated, then turned the book toward her.

Atalanta leaned in slowly, her eyes scanning the pages. The first drawing—a child on 
a step, rain falling through a fire escape. The second—a wing, curved around a 
figure. The third—a pair of hands reaching toward light, surrounded by soft, abstract 
shapes.

She paused at the second one.

“That’s me,” she said quietly.

Lira nodded. “I didn’t mean to draw it. It just… came out.”

Atalanta’s voice was soft. “You drew yourself safe.”

Lira looked down. “I think I did.”

Atalanta reached out, her fingers brushing the edge of the page. “You’ve let me in 
more than you know.”

Lira’s throat tightened. “It’s easier when you’re here.”

Atalanta smiled, touched. “I’m honored. Truly.”

She sat back, wings folding slightly. “You’re doing something brave, Lira. Letting 
yourself feel. Letting yourself speak.”

Lira closed the sketchbook gently. “I don’t know what I’m becoming.”

Atalanta’s gaze was steady. “Someone kind. Someone whole. Someone who knows 
how to shelter others, because she’s learning how to be sheltered herself.”

Lira didn’t speak. But she moved closer, sitting beside Atalanta on the couch.

Atalanta’s wing curved gently around her shoulder.



And in that quiet, Lira felt something shift—not loudly, not dramatically. Just a soft 
rearranging of the pieces inside her.

She wasn’t alone.

And maybe, for the first time, she didn’t have to be.



Chapter Thirteen: The First Week

The final days of Lira’s first week passed in a rhythm she hadn’t expected—soft 
mornings, quiet meals, slow afternoons spent sketching at her desk. She kept her 
drawings private, always closing the sketchbook when others passed by. Only 
Atalanta and Pandora had seen them. That was enough.

Pandora visited twice that week, each time bringing something small—a new eraser, 
a few extra sheets of paper, a quiet smile. She never asked to see the drawings. She 
simply sat with Lira for a few minutes, asked how she was sleeping, and left with a 
gentle touch on her shoulder.

Lira had begun to look forward to those visits.

Atalanta noticed the change. Lira’s posture had softened. Her voice, once clipped 
and guarded, now carried a quiet steadiness. She lingered longer in the common 
room. She made eye contact. She even smiled once—just briefly, but it was real.

Late one evening, after the patients had returned to their rooms and the calming 
channel played softly through the halls, Atalanta met Pandora at the reception desk.

“She’s changing,” Atalanta said, her voice low. “Not just opening. She’s… shedding 
something.”

Pandora nodded. “I’ve seen it too. She’s protective of her drawings, but not afraid. 
That’s a good sign.”

Atalanta leaned against the desk, her wings folding close. “Do you think she’s ready 
for more? Something small. A responsibility.”

Pandora considered. “Possibly. Something gentle. Something that lets her feel 
trusted.”

“She’s good with the art supplies,” Atalanta said. “Maybe helping organize the 
creative materials? Keeping the sketchbooks in order. Helping others find what they 
need.”

Pandora smiled. “That could work. It’s quiet. It’s meaningful. And it’s hers.”

They stood in silence for a moment, watching the corridor curve into the soft-lit 
distance.

“She’s not who she was when she arrived,” Atalanta said.

“No,” Pandora agreed. “She’s becoming.”

Atalanta nodded, her gaze thoughtful. “I’ll talk to her. When she’s ready.”

Pandora touched her arm. “She trusts you. That’s the foundation.”

And in the quiet of the East Wing, with the soft hum of the facility around them, the 
two Aviettes stood together—watching the slow, steady unfolding of a life once locked 
away.



Chapter Fourteen: The Offer

The afternoon light in the East Wing was soft and golden, filtered through the ceiling 
panels in a slow simulation of late-day sun. Lira sat at her desk, sketchbook open, 
shading the edge of a wing with a pale grey pencil. Her strokes were slow, deliberate. 
Focused.

Atalanta knocked gently before entering, her hoodie zipped halfway, her wings folded 
close. She carried a small folder tucked under one arm.

“Hey,” she said.

Lira looked up, smiling faintly. “Hi.”

Atalanta sat on the edge of the couch, watching her draw for a moment. “You’ve 
made a lot of progress this week.”

Lira shrugged, but her eyes softened. “It’s easier when I’m not pretending.”

Atalanta nodded. “Pandora and I were talking. We wondered if you might be ready for 
something more.”

Lira paused, pencil hovering. “More?”

“Just a small responsibility,” Atalanta said. “Helping organize the art supplies. 
Keeping the sketchbooks in order. Maybe helping others find what they need.”

Lira blinked. “You think I could do that?”

“I do,” Atalanta said. “You’ve shown care. Thoughtfulness. And you understand how 
important this is.”

Lira looked down at her sketchbook. “I’ve kept mine private.”

“And that’s okay,” Atalanta said. “But some patients struggle to start. They don’t know 
how to express what’s inside. You’ve begun. That’s something they might need help 
with.”

Lira’s voice was quiet. “Are there others who need help?”

Atalanta nodded. “A few. They’re watching. Waiting. Sometimes all it takes is 
someone who’s been there.”

Lira set her pencil down. “If the time comes… could I help teach them? Show them 
how to start?”

Atalanta’s smile was warm. “I was hoping you’d ask.”

Lira looked at her hands, then back at Atalanta. “I don’t want to be in charge. I just 
want to help.”

“That’s exactly what we need,” Atalanta said. “Someone who understands that 
healing isn’t about control. It’s about care.”

Lira closed her sketchbook and held it to her chest. “Okay,” she said. “I’d like that.”



Atalanta stood, her wings shifting slightly. “We’ll ease into it. No pressure. Just 
space.”

Lira nodded, her breath steady.

And for the first time, she felt not just safe—but useful.



Chapter Fifteen: Someone Younger

The art alcove in the East Wing was quiet, tucked between two softly lit corridors. It 
wasn’t a studio, just a space for stillness—low shelves of sketchbooks and coloured 
pencils, a few inflatable chairs, and a long table made of the same pale composite 
plastic as everything else in the facility.

Lira arrived early, as Atalanta had suggested. She sorted the pencils by shade, laid 
out fresh sketchbooks, and tucked her own under her arm. It remained closed. 
Private.

She didn’t expect anyone to come.

But then the door opened.

A girl stepped in—younger than Lira had imagined anyone here could be. Maybe 
sixteen. Maybe less. Her hoodie sleeves were pulled over her hands, her sneakers 
slightly too big, her gaze flickering between the shelves and the floor. Her name tag 
read “Claire.”

Lira blinked. She’d always assumed she was the youngest.

Claire hesitated near the doorway, then stepped in slowly, her posture guarded.

“Hi,” Lira said gently.

Claire nodded, barely.

“You looking to draw?”

Claire shrugged. “I don’t know how.”

“That’s okay,” Lira said. “You don’t have to know. You just have to start.”

She picked up a sketchbook and opened it to the first blank page. “Here. Try this.”

Claire stepped closer, her movements cautious. She took the book, then looked at 
the pencils. “Which one’s easiest?”

Lira smiled and handed her a soft grey. “This one’s quiet. It doesn’t ask too much.”

Claire sat down, sketchbook in her lap, pencil in hand. She stared at the page for a 
long moment, then began to draw—slow, uncertain lines. Curves. A few shaded 
corners. Nothing clear. Nothing named.

Lira sat beside her, not too close. “You’re doing great,” she said.

Claire glanced up. “Really?”

“Really,” Lira said. “You’re letting something out. That’s the hardest part.”

They sat in silence, the pencils moving softly across the page. Claire’s shoulders 
lowered. Her breath slowed.

And Lira felt something shift—not in Claire, but in herself.



She wasn’t just healing.

She was helping.



Chapter Sixteen: The Reflection

The sun had dipped low in the simulated sky, casting long golden shadows across 
the East Wing. Most patients had returned to their rooms, the corridors hushed, the 
air warm with the scent of chamomile and steamed rice from the evening meal.

Lira sat on the edge of the common room couch, her sketchbook closed beside her. 
Atalanta joined her without a word, settling into the seat across from her, wings 
folded neatly, her expression soft and open.

Lira looked down at her hands. “Claire came to the art alcove today.”

Atalanta smiled. “I heard.”

“She said she didn’t know how to draw,” Lira continued. “But she sat down. She tried. 
Just lines and shapes. But I could tell it meant something.”

Atalanta nodded. “It always does.”

Lira was quiet for a moment. “I didn’t think I’d be the one helping someone else. Not 
yet. Maybe not ever.”

“How did it feel?” Atalanta asked gently.

Lira exhaled. “Strange. Good. Like… like I was useful. Like I wasn’t just surviving 
anymore.”

Atalanta leaned forward slightly. “You gave her something you didn’t have when you 
arrived. A beginning.”

Lira looked up. “She’s younger than me.”

“I know.”

“I always thought I was the youngest here. The most lost.”

Atalanta’s voice was steady. “You were never lost, Lira. Just waiting to be found.”

Lira blinked, her throat tight. “I didn’t do much. I just sat with her. Gave her a pencil.”

“You gave her permission,” Atalanta said. “To try. To not be perfect. That’s more than 
most people ever get.”

Lira looked down at her sketchbook. “She asked if she was doing it right.”

“And you told her?”

“That there’s no right way. Just honest lines.”

Atalanta smiled. “That’s exactly what I would’ve said.”

They sat in silence for a while, the calming channel playing softly from a nearby 
screen—waves brushing against a quiet shore.

“I think I want to keep helping,” Lira said. “Not just with supplies. With people. If they 
want it.”



Atalanta’s gaze was warm. “Then we’ll make space for that.”

Lira nodded, her voice low. “Thanks for trusting me.”

Atalanta reached out, her hand resting lightly on Lira’s arm. “You’ve earned it.”

And in that quiet moment, Lira felt something settle inside her—not a burden, but a 
beginning.



Chapter Seventeen: What Comes Naturally

The art alcove was quiet in the late afternoon, its walls bathed in soft amber light. The 
calming channel played low from the corner screen—waves brushing against a rocky 
shore, the sound barely audible. Lira sat at the long table, sorting pencils into their 
trays, her sketchbook closed beside her.

The door opened slowly.

Claire stepped in, her hoodie sleeves still pulled over her hands, her sketchbook 
clutched tightly to her chest. She didn’t speak at first. Just stood there, eyes flicking 
toward Lira, then down at the floor.

Lira smiled gently. “Hey.”

Claire nodded. “Hi.”

She crossed the room in small, careful steps and sat beside Lira. For a moment, she 
didn’t say anything. Then she placed her sketchbook on the table and slid it toward 
her.

“Can you look?” she asked, voice barely above a whisper.

Lira blinked. “You want me to?”

Claire nodded again.

Lira opened the book slowly. The page was filled with soft pencil lines—abstract 
shapes, a few shaded corners, a figure curled beneath something that looked like 
wings. It wasn’t polished. It wasn’t clear. But it was honest.

“It’s beautiful,” Lira said.

Claire’s voice trembled. “I didn’t know what to draw. I just… felt like I needed to be 
under something.”

Lira looked at her. “Safe?”

Claire nodded.

Lira reached out, resting her hand lightly on Claire’s arm. “You’re allowed to want 
that.”

Claire didn’t pull away.

And Lira felt it—how natural the gesture was. How easy it had become to offer 
comfort. A week ago, she would’ve flinched. Would’ve shut down. But now…

She looked at Claire’s drawing again. “You’re doing something brave.”

Claire’s eyes shimmered. “It doesn’t feel brave.”

“It is,” Lira said. “You let someone see you.”



They sat in silence, the screen shifting to a quiet forest path. Lira felt a warmth in her 
chest—not pride, exactly. Something quieter. A kind of recognition.

She glanced at her own hands. At the way she’d reached out without thinking. At the 
way her voice had softened.

She thought of Atalanta. Of Pandora. Of their quiet presence. Their gentleness. Their 
kindness.

And she wondered—was it rubbing off on her?

She hoped so.

Because for the first time, she didn’t just feel like she was healing.

She felt like she was becoming someone who could help others heal too.



Chapter Eighteen: The Invitation

The common room was quiet in the early evening, the ceiling lights dimmed to a soft 
amber glow. Lira sat with Atalanta and Pandora near the window alcove, where the 
simulated view showed a slow-moving tide under a lavender sky.

They’d just finished a light dinner—grilled eggplant, steamed kumara, and a citrus 
salad. Lira had helped portion the fruit, her hands steady, her voice calm.

She looked at the two Aviettes beside her, both relaxed, both watching her with quiet 
warmth.

“I think something’s happening to me,” Lira said.

Atalanta tilted her head. “Tell us.”

Lira hesitated. “When Claire came to me… I didn’t think. I just helped. And when she 
showed me her drawing, I knew what to say. I knew how to be there.”

Pandora smiled. “That’s how it usually begins.”

Atalanta nodded. “You’ve taken it in faster than most. But it’s not surprising.”

Lira looked down. “I used to think I was broken. That I couldn’t be kind. That it wasn’t 
in me.”

“Maybe it always was,” Pandora said gently. “But the world didn’t give you the space 
to show it.”

Lira’s throat tightened. “I think I wanted to be like you. I just didn’t know how.”

Atalanta reached out, resting a hand on her shoulder. “You’re already becoming.”

Pandora leaned forward slightly. “Would you like to take on another role here?”

Lira blinked. “Like what?”

“You could learn to cook,” Pandora said. “We always need another chef in the 
kitchen. It’s quiet work. Steady. And it’s a way to care for others without words.”

Lira considered. “I’ve never cooked for anyone.”

“Atalanta will teach you,” Pandora said. “And you’ll learn with the others. It’s not 
about perfection. It’s about presence.”

Lira nodded slowly. “Okay. I’d like that.”

Pandora smiled. “Then it’s yours.”

They sat together in the fading light, the simulated tide rolling gently across the 
screen. Lira felt something settle inside her—not a duty, not a task.

A place.

And for the first time, she felt like she belonged.



Chapter Nineteen: The Kitchen Light

The kitchen was quiet in the early morning, lit by soft overhead panels that mimicked 
the pale glow of dawn. Steam rose from a pot on the back burner, and the scent of 
fresh herbs lingered in the air—parsley, lemon balm, a hint of ginger.

Lira stepped in, her sleeves rolled up, her hair tied loosely at the nape of her neck. 
Atalanta was already there, dressed in her usual black hoodie and apron, her wings 
folded neatly behind her.

“Welcome,” Atalanta said, handing Lira a clean apron. “Let’s start simple.”

They began with chopping—kumara, courgette, carrots. Atalanta showed her how to 
hold the knife, how to steady the board, how to move slowly and with care. Lira’s 
hands were unsure at first, but Atalanta didn’t rush her. She corrected gently, praised 
quietly.

“Cooking isn’t about speed,” she said. “It’s about presence.”

They prepared a vegetable broth together, adding herbs one by one, tasting as they 
went. Lira learned how to balance flavors, how to stir without bruising the greens, 
how to portion gently.

By the end of the morning, she’d helped prepare lunch for the East Wing—steamed 
rice, roasted vegetables, and a citrus salad. She watched patients take their trays, 
watched them eat, watched their shoulders lower.

She felt something stir inside her.

As the days passed, Atalanta taught her more.

How to make lentil patties with fresh coriander. How to grill eggplant until it softened 
like silk. How to prepare seaweed rolls with avocado and pickled radish. How to plate 
food with care, not just for nutrition—but for beauty.

Lira began to arrive early, sometimes before Atalanta. She prepped ingredients, 
wiped down counters, arranged fruit bowls with quiet pride.

She didn’t speak much while cooking. But she smiled more. She moved with ease. 
She began to hum.

One afternoon, as she sliced pears for dessert, she paused.

Hospitality, she thought.

It wasn’t just about food. It was about care. About offering something of yourself. 
About saying, without words, “You’re safe here.”

She looked at the tray of sliced fruit, each piece arranged like petals.

And she understood.

She was learning a new language.

One of warmth. One of welcome.



And it felt like home.



Chapter Twenty: A Place at the Table

The kitchen was already warm when Lira arrived, the overhead lights casting a soft 
golden glow across the counters. She tied her apron with practiced hands, tucking 
her braid behind one ear. Today felt different.

This wasn’t just another shift.

Today, she was cooking for Claire—and a few others who’d been lingering quietly at 
the edges of the art alcove all week. Patients who hadn’t yet picked up a pencil, but 
who had started showing up anyway. Watching. Hovering. Waiting.

Lira had noticed.

So she’d asked Atalanta if she could prepare something special. Not fancy. Just 
something made with care.

Atalanta had smiled and said, “That’s hospitality.”

Now, Lira moved through the kitchen with quiet focus. She sliced ripe tomatoes and 
fresh basil, layering them with soft mozzarella and a drizzle of olive oil. She 
simmered lentils with garlic and cumin, folding them into warm flatbreads with roasted 
vegetables and a dollop of yoghurt. She arranged everything on wide ceramic plates, 
garnished with sprigs of mint and lemon zest.

She even made a dessert—sliced pears with cinnamon and honey, chilled just 
enough to catch the light.

When the food was ready, she carried the trays herself to the small table in the 
sunroom. It was a quiet corner of the facility, with wide windows that looked out over 
the simulated garden. She’d set the table with cloth napkins and mismatched mugs, 
each one chosen for its color.

Claire arrived first, her hoodie sleeves still tugged over her hands. She paused in the 
doorway, eyes wide.

“You made this?” she asked.

Lira nodded. “For you. And a few others.”

Claire stepped in slowly, her gaze drifting over the table. “It’s beautiful.”

Two more patients arrived—Alana, who hadn’t spoken much, and Phil, who always 
sat near the back of the common room. They looked uncertain, but Lira smiled and 
gestured to the seats.

“No pressure,” she said. “Just food. Just company.”

They sat.

And for a while, there was only the sound of quiet conversation, the clink of cutlery, 
the soft hum of the garden channel playing in the background.

Claire took a bite of the flatbread and looked up. “It tastes like something I remember. 
From before.”



Lira smiled. “Good memories?”

Claire nodded. “Yeah. I think so.”

Lira sat back, watching them eat, watching their shoulders lower, their voices soften.

This was different from drawing. Different from talking.

But it was the same, too.

It was care.

It was presence.

It was saying, without needing to say it: You’re welcome here.

And as the sunroom filled with warmth and the scent of cinnamon and mint, Lira felt 
something settle inside her.

She wasn’t just healing.

She was creating space for others to begin.



Chapter Twenty-One: The Conversation

The sunroom had emptied slowly, the scent of cinnamon and mint lingering in the air 
long after the plates were cleared. Lira had stayed behind to wash the dishes, 
sleeves rolled up, her braid damp from steam. Claire had helped dry. Phil had 
stacked the mugs. They’d laughed once—just once—but it had been real.

Later that evening, after the corridors had quieted and the calming channel played 
softly through the walls, Pandora and Atalanta knocked gently on Lira’s door.

She opened it, surprised to see them both.

“Can we come in?” Atalanta asked.

Lira nodded and stepped aside.

They sat together—Pandora on the edge of the desk chair, Atalanta on the couch, 
wings folded close. Lira remained standing, unsure.

Pandora spoke first. “We watched you today. Not just cooking. Hosting.”

Atalanta smiled. “You created something. A space. A feeling.”

Lira looked down. “It felt good.”

Pandora’s voice was soft. “We think you’ve come through.”

Lira blinked. “Through?”

“Out of your past,” Atalanta said. “Out of the shadow it cast. You’re not defined by it 
anymore.”

Pandora nodded. “We’d consider you an Aviette in all things—except appearance.”

Lira’s breath caught. “You mean that?”

“We do,” Pandora said. “You’ve shown care. Leadership. Grace. You’ve become what 
this place was built to nurture.”

Lira sat down slowly on the edge of her bed. “I don’t want to leave yet.”

Atalanta tilted her head. “You don’t have to.”

“I want to bring Claire and Phil up to speed in the kitchen,” Lira said. “They’re ready. 
Or they will be. If I teach them, they can help others when you think the time’s right.”

Pandora smiled. “You’re already thinking like one of us.”

Atalanta leaned forward. “We’ll give you the time. And the space. You’ll lead quietly. 
Like you always have.”

Lira nodded, her voice low. “Thank you.”

Pandora stood, her wings catching the soft light. “You’re not just healing anymore, 
Lira. You’re building something.”



Atalanta touched her shoulder. “And we’re proud of you.”

They left her room quietly, the door sliding shut behind them.

Lira sat for a long time, sketchbook unopened on her desk, apron folded neatly 
beside it.

She wasn’t just a patient.

She was a guide.

And she wasn’t done yet.



Chapter Twenty-Two: Passing It On

The kitchen was quiet in the early morning, the overhead lights casting a soft, warm 
glow across the counters. Steam curled from the kettle, and the scent of fresh herbs 
lingered—parsley, mint, and a hint of lemon.

Lira stood at the prep bench, apron tied, braid tucked behind one ear. She’d arrived 
early to set things up—chopping boards, knives, bowls, and a tray of vegetables. She 
wasn’t nervous. Not exactly. But it was the first time she’d be teaching.

Claire arrived first, hoodie sleeves rolled up, her expression curious but cautious. Phil 
followed, hands in his pockets, eyes scanning the room like he wasn’t sure he 
belonged.

“You do,” Lira said gently, before he could speak. “You both do.”

They smiled, just barely.

Atalanta had taught Lira slowly, with patience and care. Now Lira did the same. She 
showed them how to hold the knife, how to steady the board, how to slice kumara 
without rushing. She didn’t correct too much. Just enough. She let them find their 
rhythm.

“Cooking isn’t about speed,” she said, echoing Atalanta’s words. “It’s about 
presence.”

Claire chopped courgette with quiet focus. Phil stirred lentils in a pot, watching the 
steam rise. Lira moved between them, offering tips, encouragement, and the 
occasional smile.

They prepared a simple meal together—roasted vegetables, steamed rice, and a 
yoghurt dressing with lemon and garlic. Lira let them plate it themselves, guiding only 
when asked.

When they sat down to eat, Claire looked at her. “You’re good at this.”

Lira shrugged. “I wasn’t. Not at first.”

Phil nodded. “Feels good. Making something.”

Lira smiled. “That’s the point.”

As they ate, Lira watched them—watched their shoulders lower, their voices soften, 
their confidence grow. She felt something shift inside her. Not pride. Not ownership.

Just warmth.

She was passing something on.

Not just skills. Not just recipes.

But care.

And as the morning light filled the kitchen, Lira knew this was exactly where she was 
meant to be.



Chapter Twenty-Three: The Offer

The kitchen had taken on a rhythm.

Each morning, Lira arrived early to prep the counters and set out ingredients. Claire 
followed soon after, her sleeves rolled up, her braid tied tight. Phil came next, quieter 
but steady, always ready to stir, slice, or clean.

Lira guided them through the basics again—knife work, seasoning, timing. But now 
she added more. How to balance textures. How to plate with intention. How to taste 
for warmth, not just salt.

They practiced together, side by side, preparing meals for the East Wing with quiet 
pride. Lentil stew with roasted garlic. Kumara mash with grilled eggplant. Herb 
flatbreads folded with spiced chickpeas and yoghurt.

Lira watched them grow.

Claire began offering suggestions—adding lemon zest to the dressing, garnishing 
with mint. Phil started plating with care, arranging food like it mattered. They weren’t 
just cooking. They were caring.

One afternoon, after the last tray was washed and the kitchen lights dimmed, Lira 
returned to her room. The calming channel played softly—mist drifting over a quiet 
lake.

A knock.

Pandora and Atalanta stepped inside, both smiling, both relaxed.

“You’ve done something remarkable,” Pandora said.

Lira sat on the edge of her bed. “They’re learning fast.”

Atalanta nodded. “Because you’re teaching them well.”

Pandora stepped forward. “We have an offer for you. One you might not expect.”

Lira blinked. “Okay…”

Pandora smiled. “We’d like to invite you to join the Aviette program.”

Lira’s breath caught. “But I’m not—”

“We know,” Atalanta said gently. “You’re not one of us in appearance. But in every 
other way, you are.”

Pandora nodded. “There’s a path for non-Aviettes. It’s rare. But it exists. For those 
who’ve shown exceptional care, leadership, and transformation.”

Lira stared at them. “You think I’m ready?”

“We do,” Atalanta said. “You’ve helped others heal. You’ve built something lasting.”

Pandora’s voice was soft. “You don’t have to decide now. But the door is open.”



Lira looked down at her hands. “I thought I was just trying to survive.”

“You were,” Atalanta said. “Now you’re doing more.”

Lira nodded slowly. “I want to finish training Claire and Phil. Make sure they’re ready.”

Pandora smiled. “That’s exactly why we’re asking.”

They left her room quietly, the door sliding shut behind them.

Lira sat in the soft light, the mist still drifting across the screen.

She hadn’t expected this.

But maybe, deep down, she’d always hoped.



Chapter Twenty-Four: The Grounds

The gardens outside the complex were quiet, bathed in the soft light of simulated 
morning. Lira walked slowly along the gravel path, her hands tucked into the sleeves 
of her jumper, her breath steady. The air smelled of mint and damp soil, the scent 
drifting from the indoor farm below.

She’d been granted access to the grounds weeks ago—a quiet privilege, earned 
without ceremony. She hadn’t thought much of it then. Now, she did.

The building behind her rose three floors above ground, its pale composite walls 
catching the light. She knew its layout well now:

- Ground and first floors: apartments for Aviettes, each with wide windows and quiet 
corners.

- Second floor: more apartments, and the swimming pool—used for therapy, 
recovery, and quiet recreation.

- First basement: the indoor farm, where Aviettes grew herbs, vegetables, and fruit for 
the patients.

- Second basement: the rehab clinic, where Lira had first arrived.

- Third basement: the medical facility, quiet and sterile, rarely visited unless needed.

She paused near a cluster of lavender bushes, watching a pair of bees drift between 
the blooms.

Pandora and Atalanta’s offer echoed in her mind.

Join the Aviette program.

She wanted to say yes. She already felt like one of them. But how did one become 
an Aviette? What did the procedure involve?

She knew it wasn’t just cosmetic. The wings, the shimmer, the grace—they were 
symbols, yes. But they came after something deeper.

She suspected it involved a kind of transformation. Not just physical, but emotional. A 
commitment. A surrender. A willingness to live in service, in care, in presence.

She wondered if there was a ceremony. A ritual. A moment of recognition.

She wondered if she was ready.

She thought of Claire and Phil—how they’d grown under her guidance. How they’d 
begun to teach others. How the kitchen had become a place of warmth, not just 
nourishment.

She thought of her drawings. Her quiet conversations. Her first meal in the sunroom.

She looked down at her hands.

She wasn’t who she used to be.



And maybe that was the first step



Chapter Twenty-Five: The Capsule

The conversation took place in Lira’s room, just after evening meal. The calming 
channel played a slow drift of clouds across a pale sky, and the scent of lemon balm 
from the gardens still clung to her sleeves.

Pandora and Atalanta sat across from her, relaxed, wings folded, their presence as 
steadying as ever.

Lira hesitated, then asked, “Can I ask something… direct?”

Atalanta nodded. “Always.”

Lira looked between them. “What does the Aviette transformation actually involve? I 
mean… how does it work?”

She expected a pause. A long explanation. Maybe even a warning.

Instead, Pandora smiled. “It’s simpler than you think.”

Atalanta leaned forward slightly. “Our friend Io—she’s a medical specialist at the 
hospital in Aerina—developed something called the Aviette Conversion Kit a few 
months ago.”

Lira blinked. “I’ve never heard of that.”

“Most haven’t,” Pandora said. “It’s not widely used. Only offered when someone’s 
truly ready.”

Atalanta reached into her coat pocket and held up a small, clear capsule. Inside, a 
single drop of something violet shimmered faintly in the light.

“This is it,” she said. “A capsule. It contains a trace amount of Aviette blood—our 
DNA.”

Lira stared. “That’s all?”

Pandora nodded. “Once ingested, the DNA enters your bloodstream. Over a few 
days, it replicates and replaces your own. The transformation is gradual. Gentle. 
You’ll feel it before you see it.”

Lira exhaled, a long breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. “I thought it would 
be… more.”

Atalanta smiled. “Most do.”

Pandora tilted her head. “You’re relieved.”

Lira nodded. “I thought it would be painful. Or invasive. Or… something I’d have to 
earn through suffering.”

“You’ve already earned it,” Atalanta said softly. “Through care. Through presence. 
Through the way you’ve helped others heal.”



Lira looked at the capsule, still resting in Atalanta’s palm. “And this… this makes it 
real?”

Pandora’s voice was warm. “It makes it visible. But what matters most has already 
happened.”

Lira didn’t reach for it. Not yet. But she smiled.

And for the first time, she felt the future open—not as a burden, but as a choice.



Chapter Twenty-Six: The Capsule

The meeting took place in one of the sunrooms on the second floor, just beside the 
swimming pool. The windows were wide open to the simulated garden light, and the 
air smelled faintly of mint and steam.

Lira arrived with Atalanta and Pandora, her steps steady, her breath calm. She wasn’t 
nervous. Not exactly. But something inside her hummed with anticipation.

Io was already waiting.

She didn’t look like a medical specialist. She wore a pale green-blue hoodie, a white 
t-shirt, beige pants, and sneakers with a faint scuff on the toe. Her hair was tied back 
loosely, and her smile was warm and immediate.

“You must be Lira,” she said, standing to greet her.

Lira nodded. “I am.”

Io gestured to the chairs. “Let’s sit. I’ll walk you through it.”

They settled into the soft seats, the light shifting gently across the floor.

“I developed the Aviette Conversion Kit a few months ago,” Io began. “It’s simple. 
Elegant. A capsule containing a trace amount of Aviette DNA—just a drop or two of 
blood. Once ingested, it enters your bloodstream and begins the transformation.”

Lira nodded. “Pandora and Atalanta explained.”

Io smiled. “Good. Then you know it’s gentle. Gradual. You’ll feel it before you see it.”

She reached into her bag and pulled out a small case. Inside, nestled in foam, was 
the capsule—clear, with a faint violet shimmer.

Io held it up. “The first person to take it was actually male. A huge step for him. The 
conversion reassigns gender too—any male who takes it becomes female in the 
process.”

She laughed softly. “At least you won’t have to go through that. You’re as female as 
your friends here.”

Lira smiled, a quiet flush rising in her cheeks.

Io placed the capsule on the table and poured a glass of water from the carafe 
nearby. “It’s yours, if you’re ready.”

Lira looked at the capsule. She knew everything now—the science, the process, the 
meaning. She reached out, took it gently between her fingers, and swallowed it with 
the water.

She sat back.

Nothing changed.

Pandora smiled. “That feeling is normal.”



Lira nodded. “I know.”

They sat together in the quiet sunroom, the light shifting, the pool water rippling 
gently beyond the glass.

And though Lira felt no different, something had begun.



Chapter Twenty-Seven: Always Lira

The kitchen was quiet in the early morning, the scent of fresh herbs rising from the 
prep bench—coriander, mint, and a hint of lemon. Lira stood with Claire and Phil, 
guiding them through the final stages of their training. Today’s lesson was plating—
how to arrange food with care, how to make a meal feel like a welcome.

Claire was focused, her hands steady as she layered grilled eggplant over spiced 
lentils. Phil was more hesitant, adjusting the garnish twice before stepping back.

“You’re both doing great,” Lira said, smiling.

They nodded, and for a moment, the silence felt full—of trust, of rhythm, of 
something shared.

Lira took a breath. “There’s something I want to tell you.”

Claire looked up immediately. Phil paused, spoon in hand.

“I took the capsule,” Lira said softly. “The Aviette Conversion Kit. Yesterday.”

Claire’s eyes widened, then softened. “You did?”

Phil blinked. “Wait—the thing Io made? The one with the DNA?”

Lira nodded. “It’s gentle. It’ll take a few days. But it’s happening.”

Phil set the spoon down. “Io said the first person who took it was a guy, right? And it 
changed everything?”

Lira nodded again. “It reassigns gender too. But I’m already female. So for me, it’s 
just… becoming.”

Phil looked stunned for a moment, then rubbed the back of his neck. “That’s wild.”

Claire stepped closer. “I think it’s beautiful.”

Lira smiled. “I wasn’t sure how you’d feel.”

Claire reached out and touched her arm. “Even if you’re an Aviette or not, you’ll 
always be our friend Lira.”

Phil nodded, still processing, but sincere. “Yeah. You’re still you.”

Lira felt something settle inside her. Not relief. Not validation.

Belonging.

They returned to the bench, finishing the plates with quiet care. The kitchen filled with 
the scent of roasted vegetables and citrus, the light catching the steam as it rose.

And as Lira watched Claire and Phil move with confidence, she knew she wasn’t just 
becoming something new.

She was becoming more of herself.



Chapter Twenty-Eight: Becoming

The change was slow.

Over the next two days, Lira watched her reflection shift in quiet increments. Her hair, 
once a soft brown, deepened shade by shade until it settled into a rich navy blue—
cool and luminous, catching the light like ink in water.

Her skin followed, fading from its warm human tone into the icy-blue hue of the 
Aviettes. Not cold. Not distant. Just serene. Like moonlight on snow.

And then, on the third morning, she woke with wings.

She sat up slowly, the sheets rustling around her. The wings unfurled behind her—
soft, violet, and shimmering faintly in the morning light. They moved with her breath, 
as if they’d always been part of her.

She didn’t cry.

She just smiled.

Later that morning, Pandora and Atalanta arrived with a tray—three mugs of coffee, 
three slices of lemon cake, still warm. They didn’t say much at first. Just sat with her, 
sipping quietly, the wings folded behind them like old friends.

“You look radiant,” Atalanta said.

Lira smiled. “I feel… quiet. But good.”

Pandora nodded. “That’s how it begins.”

They ate together, the sun drifting across the floor, the calming channel playing soft 
waves in the background.

When the plates were cleared and the mugs empty, Pandora leaned forward.

“Have you thought about what comes next?” she asked. “Outside the clinic?”

Lira blinked. “Outside?”

Atalanta nodded. “You’re an Aviette now. You can go anywhere. Do anything. You’re 
not bound to this place.”

Lira looked down at her hands—still hers, but different. “I haven’t thought about it.”

Pandora’s voice was gentle. “You don’t have to decide now. But the world is open to 
you.”

Lira nodded slowly. “I’d like some time. To think.”

Atalanta smiled. “Take all the time you need.”

They stood together in the quiet of her room, wings brushing softly against the light.

And though Lira didn’t yet know where she was going, she knew she was ready to 
begin.



Chapter Twenty-Nine: The Shape of It

The kitchen was quiet again, but this time Lira wasn’t cooking. She sat at the long 
table with a cup of tea, her wings folded behind her, her navy hair tucked into a loose 
braid. The morning light filtered through the windows, catching the soft shimmer of 
her skin.

She’d just finished her final session with Claire and Phil. They were ready now—
confident, capable, already planning their own menus for the week ahead. Lira had 
watched them with quiet pride, her hands folded behind her back, letting them lead.

Now, with the day still young and the kitchen still warm, she found herself thinking.

About everything she’d learned.

Knife work. Timing. Balance. Hospitality. Leadership. Presence.

And art—always art. Her sketchbook was fuller than ever, pages blooming with quiet 
scenes, imagined cafés, and soft portraits of the people she’d come to love.

She could see it now. A small café. Somewhere quiet. Maybe coastal. A place with 
warm bread, soft music, and walls lined with her drawings. A place where people 
could come in from the cold and feel safe.

She smiled.

And then she frowned.

Had this been the plan all along?

Later that afternoon, she found Pandora and Atalanta in the garden, seated beneath 
the shade of a flowering tree. They looked up as she approached, their expressions 
open, expectant.

“I’ve been thinking,” Lira said, sitting beside them. “About what I’ve learned. About 
what I might do.”

Atalanta tilted her head. “And?”

“I think I might want to open a café,” Lira said. “Somewhere quiet. Serve food. Hang 
my art. Make a space like this one.”

Pandora’s smile was immediate. “That sounds perfect.”

Lira looked between them. “Did you… plan this?”

Atalanta raised an eyebrow. “Plan what?”

“All of it,” Lira said. “The kitchen. The art. The way you nudged me toward helping. 
Toward teaching. Toward… this.”

Pandora laughed softly. “We didn’t plan it. But we saw it.”

“At the beginning?” Lira asked.



Atalanta nodded. “Not clearly. But we saw the shape of it. The way you cared. The 
way you watched. The way you stayed.”

“We gave you space,” Pandora said. “You filled it.”

Lira looked down at her hands. “It just feels like… everything led here.”

“It did,” Atalanta said. “Because you walked the path.”

Pandora leaned in. “And now you get to choose where it leads next.”

Lira smiled, the idea settling deeper in her chest. “Then maybe I’ll start sketching 
floor plans.”

Atalanta grinned. “We’ll be your first customers.”

They sat together in the garden, the breeze soft, the light golden.

And for the first time, Lira didn’t just feel like she’d been healed.

She felt like she’d been prepared.



Chapter Thirty: Oceanside

Lira stood at the edge of the garden path, her wings catching the late morning light, 
the breeze coming in from the sea, far to the south, brushing through her navy hair. 
The clinic behind her felt smaller now—not in size, but in presence. Like a chapter 
gently closing.

She’d begun making plans.

Her time here was nearly done.

Pandora and Atalanta had suggested a place—the Oceanside Apartments, just 
outside the coastal resort village of Valeria. The name alone stirred something in her. 
Salt air. Open skies. The hush of waves against stone.

“It’s a good place to begin,” Atalanta had said. “Quiet. Affordable. And close enough 
that we’re never far.”

Thanks to the Aviette roading teams, the country’s infrastructure had changed. What 
once took hours now took minutes. Transit hubs were seamless. Roads were 
smooth, fast, and safe. Valeria might be distant on a map, but it no longer felt far.

The apartments themselves were modest—small units, about double the size of her 
room at the clinic. Enough for a kitchenette, a bed, a table, and a corner for her art. 
The rent was low, the bills manageable. It was a place to live simply, but freely.

And Valeria… Valeria was alive.

A coastal town with a thriving tourist scene, known for its warm beaches, artisan 
markets, and slow-living charm. If she opened a café there—something small, 
something personal—she’d have patrons. Visitors. Locals. People looking for 
comfort, for quiet, for something made with care.

She could see it already.

A narrow storefront with wide windows. A chalkboard menu. The scent of cardamom 
and citrus. Her drawings on the walls. A place where people could sit and breathe.

She’d call it something simple. Something honest.

Maybe Lira’s Table.

She smiled at the thought.

Later that evening, she sat with Pandora and Atalanta in the garden, the sky above 
them shifting into soft twilight.

“I think I’m going to do it,” she said. “Valeria. The Oceanside Apartments.”

Pandora’s smile was warm. “It suits you.”

Atalanta nodded. “And we’ll visit. Often.”

Lira looked out toward the horizon, where the southern sea met the sky.

She was ready.



Not just to leave.

But to begin.



Chapter Thirty-One: Not the End

Lira’s final day at the clinic began in the kitchen.

She arrived early, as always, but this time Claire and Phil were already there—aprons 
on, sleeves rolled, ingredients laid out like a quiet celebration. They didn’t say much. 
They didn’t need to.

Together, they prepared breakfast: warm flatbreads, scrambled tofu with herbs, and a 
citrus salad. Lira let them lead, stepping in only to taste, to guide, to smile.

Lunch was a shared creation—roasted vegetable bowls with tahini dressing, 
garnished with toasted seeds and fresh mint. They plated with care, laughing softly 
when Phil overdid the lemon zest and Claire fixed it with a drizzle of honey.

Dinner was slower. A farewell meal. Lentil stew with grilled eggplant, soft bread, and 
a pear tart they’d made together the day before. They ate in the sunroom, the light 
golden, the air filled with the scent of cinnamon and rosemary.

After the dishes were done, the five of them gathered in the common room.

Lira. Claire. Phil. Atalanta. Pandora.

The lights were low. The calming channel played a quiet forest stream. They sat in a 
loose circle, each with a mug of coffee, the steam curling gently in the air.

No speeches. No ceremony.

Just presence.

Claire leaned her head on Lira’s shoulder. “It’s going to be weird without you.”

Phil nodded. “The kitchen’s going to feel too quiet.”

Lira smiled. “You’ll fill it. You already have.”

She looked at them both, her voice soft. “And I don’t think this is the end. I have a 
feeling we’ll see each other again.”

Pandora glanced at Atalanta, then said quietly, “We believe that too.”

Atalanta nodded. “You’re both not far off. You’ve come a long way.”

Claire looked up. “You mean…?”

Pandora smiled. “You’re close. When the time comes, you’ll know.”

Phil looked down at his mug, then back at Lira. “You’ll be in Valeria, right?”

Lira nodded. “Oceanside Apartments. I’ll keep a seat for you. And a slice of cake.”

They laughed, soft and real.

Eventually, the mugs were empty. The lights dimmed. One by one, they stood.

Claire hugged her tightly. “Thank you. For everything.”



Phil followed, quieter, but no less sincere. “You changed things. For us.”

Lira held them both. “You changed me too.”

They parted at the corridor, the doors sliding shut behind them.

Lira stood for a moment in the quiet, her wings folding gently behind her, her heart 
full.

Tomorrow, she would leave.

But tonight, she was still here.

And she was ready.



Chapter Thirty-Two: The Road to Valeria

The morning was soft and golden, the garden mist still clinging to the edges of the 
path as Lira stepped outside for the last time. Her wings shimmered faintly in the 
light, folded neatly behind her. She wore jeans, a black t-shirt, and the black Vans 
Authentics Pandora had insisted she keep.

Pandora and Atalanta stood with her at the gate.

Lira handed them a folded bundle—her old clothes, washed and pressed. “Maybe 
they’ll help someone else,” she said.

Pandora nodded. “They will.”

Atalanta smiled. “You’ve left more than clothes behind.”

Lira looked at them both, her voice quiet. “Thank you. For everything. For who I am 
now.”

Pandora stepped forward and hugged her gently. “You were always in there. We just 
helped you find the light.”

Atalanta touched her shoulder. “Go well, Lira.”

She turned and walked up the road toward Aerina, the city rising in the distance, its 
skyline softened by morning haze. The walk was long but steady, and the bus 
terminal was easy to find—modern, clean, and quiet. She boarded the southbound 
line, settling into a window seat as the vehicle pulled away.

The coastal highway unfolded like a ribbon, winding past cliffs and beaches, through 
small towns and quiet stretches of farmland. The sun dipped lower as the hours 
passed, casting long shadows across the hills.

By the time she arrived at the Oceanside Apartments, the sky was streaked with 
amber and violet.

The building stood just off the main road—glass and metal trim, modest but elegant. 
The sea was close enough to smell, the air tinged with salt and warmth.

She stepped through the front doors and into the lobby, where a soft chime 
announced her arrival.

An Aviette stood behind the desk—tall, graceful, with pale blue skin and a warm 
smile.

“Welcome,” she said. “You must be Lira.”

Lira nodded. “I am.”

“I’m Hera,” the administrator said. “Let me show you to your apartment.”

They walked together down a quiet corridor, the walls lined with soft lighting and 
framed prints of the coast. Hera opened the door to a small unit—twice the size of 
Lira’s room at the clinic, with a kitchenette, a bed, and a wide window facing the sea.



Lira stepped inside, her wings brushing the doorframe.

“Everything’s ready,” Hera said. “You can settle in tomorrow.”

Lira smiled. “Thank you.”

She didn’t unpack. Didn’t rearrange. She simply lay down, the bed soft beneath her, 
the sound of distant waves drifting through the open window.

And as the stars began to rise over Valeria, Lira closed her eyes.

She was home.



Chapter Thirty-Three: The First Steps

Morning light spilled across the floor of Lira’s new apartment, soft and golden, the 
scent of salt air drifting in through the open window. She rose early, her wings 
brushing the sheets as she moved, her navy hair tied back loosely.

She spent the morning making the space her own.

She unpacked her sketchbooks and placed them on the desk by the window. Her 
pencils and brushes went into a ceramic cup near the sink. She folded her clothes 
into the small wardrobe, hung a few prints on the wall—drawings from her time at the 
clinic, quiet scenes of the kitchen, the garden, the sunroom.

She brewed a cup of tea and sat for a while, watching the sea.

It felt like a beginning.

By early afternoon, she slipped on her black Vans, grabbed her notebook, and 
stepped out into the sun. The road into Valeria was short and winding, lined with 
wildflowers and low stone walls. The town itself was nestled between the hills and the 
coast, full of soft colors and slow movement.

She wandered past artisan shops, small galleries, and cafés with open patios. 
Tourists moved gently through the streets, sunhats and sandals, laughter and quiet 
conversation. Locals waved from behind counters, their smiles easy.

Lira took notes.

She looked for spaces—vacant storefronts, quiet corners, places with good light and 
foot traffic. She found three possibilities: one near the market square, one tucked 
beside a bookstore, and one just off the beach path with wide windows and a shaded 
awning.

She stood in front of the beachside one longest.

It was empty, but clean. The sign in the window read Available for Lease. The interior 
was small but open, with enough room for a counter, a few tables, and a wall for her 
art.

She could see it already.

Warm bread. Citrus tea. A chalkboard menu. A place to sit and breathe.

She jotted down the contact number and walked back slowly, the sun beginning to 
dip toward the sea.

Her apartment was quiet when she returned, the light softening across the floor.

She sat at her desk, opened her notebook, and began to sketch.

Not just the café.

But the life she was building.



Chapter Thirty-Four: The Lease

The morning air in Valeria was crisp and salt-sweet, the sea breeze brushing softly 
against Lira’s wings as she walked the short path from the Oceanside Apartments to 
the beachside storefront she’d seen the day before.

The Available for Lease sign still hung in the window, swaying slightly in the breeze.

She stepped inside.

The space was quiet, sunlit, and empty. Pale wood floors. Wide windows. A small 
back room that could serve as a kitchen. It wasn’t large, but it was enough.

A voice called from the doorway behind her. “You must be Lira.”

She turned.

A tall Aviette stood there, clipboard in hand, dressed in a loose linen shirt and 
sandals. Her wings were folded neatly, her skin a soft shade of silver-blue.

“I’m Thalia,” she said. “Property manager for this block.”

Lira smiled. “I saw the sign yesterday. I wanted to ask about leasing.”

Thalia nodded. “It’s available immediately. Utilities are active. The previous tenant ran 
a juice bar, so the plumbing’s already set up for food service.”

Lira glanced around. “It’s perfect.”

Thalia walked her through the details—monthly rent, deposit, licensing requirements. 
The rates were modest, thanks to the unit’s size and the town’s Aviette-backed 
infrastructure. Everything was streamlined. Accessible.

“You’ll need to register with the Valeria Food and Trade Office,” Thalia said. “But 
they’re friendly. Mostly retired chefs and bakers.”

Lira laughed softly. “That sounds ideal.”

Thalia handed her a folder. “If you’re ready, we can sign today.”

Lira looked down at the papers, then back at the space.

She could see it already—chalkboard menus, citrus tea, warm bread, her drawings 
on the walls.

“I’m ready,” she said.

They signed the lease together at the small counter, the sun casting long shadows 
across the floor.

When Thalia left, Lira stood alone in the space.

Her space.



She walked slowly from corner to corner, imagining tables, shelves, the scent of 
cinnamon and mint. She opened her notebook and began to sketch—floor plans, 
menu ideas, a name.

Lira’s Table.

It felt right.

Outside, the sea rolled gently against the shore.

And inside, something new had begun.



Chapter Thirty-Five: Lira’s Table

The first week passed in a rhythm of quiet effort and soft transformation.

Each morning, Lira arrived at the café just after sunrise, her wings folded neatly, her 
sketchbook tucked under one arm. The space still smelled faintly of citrus and dust, 
the echoes of the juice bar lingering in the corners.

She began with cleaning.

The windows were scrubbed until the sea light poured through without resistance. 
The floors were swept, mopped, and polished to a soft gleam. She wiped down every 
surface, every shelf, every hinge. The back room was cleared, the old equipment 
sorted and stored.

Then came the painting.

She chose a soft palette—warm cream for the walls, pale sage for the trim, and a 
deep charcoal for the counter. She painted slowly, carefully, music playing from a 
small speaker she’d brought from the apartment. Her wings caught flecks of color, 
and she didn’t mind.

By midweek, she began sourcing ingredients.

She visited the Valeria market square, speaking with local growers and suppliers. 
She found fresh herbs, seasonal vegetables, citrus from the southern groves, and a 
baker who offered to deliver sourdough twice a week. She tasted, tested, and took 
notes.

She sketched signage in the evenings.

The name—Lira’s Table—appeared in soft cursive across the top of the page, 
surrounded by drawings of lemons, mint leaves, and steaming mugs. She designed a 
chalkboard menu with rotating specials, a small corner for her art, and a shelf for 
community books.

She didn’t rush.

She let the space speak to her.

By the end of the week, the café was beginning to feel like hers. The walls were 
warm. The counter was clean. The pantry was stocked. Her sketches hung in the 
back room, waiting to be framed.

On the seventh evening, she sat alone at the front window, sipping a cup of citrus tea 
as the sun dipped into the sea.

She wasn’t open yet.

But she was ready.



Chapter Thirty-Six: Notes and Recipes

The first week at Lira’s Table unfolded like a slow sunrise—steady, warm, and full of 
promise.

Each morning, Lira arrived early to prep the kitchen, her wings folded neatly, her 
apron tied with quiet purpose. The café opened at eight, and by half past, the first 
customers were already drifting in—locals, tourists, a few curious Aviettes from the 
nearby art gallery.

Her menu was simple but thoughtful: citrus tea, warm sourdough, lentil stew with 
grilled eggplant, herb flatbreads, and a rotating tart—pear, lemon, or plum, depending 
on the day. She plated with care, served with presence, and greeted each guest with 
a smile that felt earned.

People liked her food.

They lingered.

They returned.

But by the end of the week, Lira began to notice the murmurs.

“I wish there were more options,” someone said near the window.

“Same stew again?” another asked, not unkindly.

She didn’t flinch. Didn’t dismiss.

Instead, she listened.

She began to sort the comments—those spoken with curiosity, those with genuine 
suggestion, and those that felt more like habit than need. She didn’t take offense. 
She took notes.

That evening, after closing, she walked to the bookstore near the market square. The 
shelves were quiet, the air scented with paper and sea salt. She found a recipe book 
tucked between volumes on coastal gardening and artisan baking—The Modern 
Coastal Kitchen, full of seasonal recipes, regional ingredients, and gentle 
innovations.

She bought it with her first week’s proceeds.

Back at the apartment, she flipped through the pages—kumara fritters with lime 
yoghurt, spiced chickpea bowls with roasted fennel, citrus cakes with rosemary 
glaze. Her fingers traced the margins, her mind already adapting, adjusting, 
imagining.

She had the experience.

She wasn’t afraid to try something new.

The next morning, she added two new items to the chalkboard menu. By noon, they 
were gone.

And by evening, someone left a note on the counter:



“Thank you. This place feels like home.”

Lira smiled, folded the note into her sketchbook, and turned the page.



Chapter Thirty-Seven: The Pizza Experiment

The café had begun to settle into its rhythm.

Locals came for the citrus tea and sourdough. Tourists lingered over lentil bowls and 
rosemary cakes. Aviettes and converted Aviettes found comfort in the vegetarian 
offerings, while human guests appreciated the fish dishes—grilled snapper, smoked 
kahawai, lemon-poached tarakihi.

Lira had made a quiet decision: everything on the menu would be either vegetarian 
or pescatarian. No meat. No poultry. Just warmth, balance, and care.

One afternoon, while flipping through The Modern Coastal Kitchen, she found a 
recipe for pizza dough—simple, elastic, and surprisingly forgiving. The note in the 
margin caught her eye:

“For a quick rise, use a microwave on low with a damp cloth.”

She didn’t own one.

But the second-hand shop near the market square did. A compact unit, slightly 
scuffed, with a cheerful hum. She bought it, carried it back to the café, and set it up 
beside the herb rack.

Her first pizza was a test—roasted kumara, caramelised onion, and feta on a thin 
base with lemon-thyme oil. The dough rose beautifully in the microwave, soft and 
airy. The crust crisped just right in the oven.

She served it as a special the next day.

It sold out by noon.

Encouraged, she began experimenting.

- Tofu margherita with basil and cherry tomatoes

- Miso mushroom with sesame glaze and spring onion

- Smoked kahawai with capers, dill, and lemon zest

- Roasted beetroot and chèvre with balsamic drizzle

She made substitutions where needed—replacing meat with marinated tofu, adding 
seaweed for umami, using cashew cream for dairy-free options. She kept the crust 
thin, the toppings balanced, the flavors clean.

Customers noticed.

They asked questions. Took photos. Left notes.

One read: “Never thought I’d love tofu on pizza. You’ve converted me.”

Lira smiled, folded the note into her sketchbook, and added a new page: Pizza 
Variations—Week One.

She wasn’t just feeding people.



She was adapting.

And in doing so, she was building something that felt like her—flexible, inclusive, and 
quietly bold.



Chapter Thirty-Eight: Winter on the Menu

The winds off the coast had shifted.

Valeria’s skies turned pale and moody, and the scent of salt grew sharper in the 
mornings. Lira felt the change in her bones, in the rhythm of her café, in the way 
customers lingered longer over warm drinks and soft bread.

She moved with the season.

Soups and chowders began appearing on the chalkboard menu—hearty, fragrant, 
and comforting. Tomato with basil and cracked pepper. Leek and potato with 
rosemary oil. French onion with toasted focaccia and melted cheese. A rustic 
vegetable soup with lentils and thyme.

And then there was the odd one.

She’d found it in a faded recipe book from the 1970s, buried in the op-shop’s back 
shelf: Curried Chicken and Rice Soup. The name sounded peculiar, almost dated, but 
the ingredients were simple and the method clear.

She substituted the chicken with tofu for some, fish for others—adjusting the spice, 
balancing the creaminess, adding a squeeze of lime for brightness.

It was a hit.

Customers asked for it by name. Some left notes. One said: “Tastes like something 
my grandmother would’ve made—if she’d lived by the sea.”

Lira smiled at that.

She also began baking focaccia—using the same base dough as her pizzas, but 
letting it rise longer, folding in herbs and sea salt, brushing the top with olive oil and 
garlic. It was soft, golden, and fragrant. Customers noticed.

“This isn’t par-baked,” one said, surprised.

“No,” Lira replied. “It’s mine.”

One evening, just after closing, the phone rang.

She wiped her hands on a towel and answered.

“Lira,” came Pandora’s voice, warm and familiar. “We were wondering if we could 
visit this weekend. Me, Atalanta, Claire… and someone new. Her name’s Phoebe.”

Lira’s heart lifted. “Of course. I’d love that.”

“She’s curious about Valeria,” Pandora added. “And about you.”

Lira paused. “Is she… an Aviette?”

“She is,” Pandora said. “But she’s also something else. You’ll see.”



They said their goodbyes, and Lira hung up, the quiet hum of the café settling around 
her.

She looked out the window at the darkening sea.

Phoebe.

The name lingered.

And though she didn’t know who Phoebe was, she had a feeling this weekend would 
bring something new.



Chapter Thirty-Nine: The Winter Table

The café was closed for the evening, but the lights still glowed warm behind the 
windows. Outside, the wind carried the scent of salt and woodsmoke, and the last of 
the autumn leaves skittered along the cobbled street.

Inside, Lira moved quietly through the kitchen. The tomato soup simmered gently on 
the stove, rich with garlic and basil. The focaccia was warming in the oven, its crust 
golden and fragrant with rosemary and sea salt. She’d set the scrubbed oaken table 
with care—ceramic bowls, linen napkins, and a small vase of dried lavender from the 
market.

The bell above the door jingled softly as a car pulled up outside.

Lira looked up, wiping her hands on a towel.

Four Aviettes stepped out into the lamplight.

Two she recognized instantly—Atalanta and Pandora, both dressed in winter fashion: 
soft turtlenecks, jeans, and cosy boots. Their wings shimmered faintly in the cold, 
catching the light like silk.

The third was Claire, unmistakable even with her transformation. Her navy hair was 
pinned back in a loose twist, and she wore a winter blouse tucked into a quilted skirt, 
with thick stockings and polished boots. She looked radiant—confident, calm, and 
utterly herself.

And then there was the fourth.

A hoodie. Jeans. Snug high-top sneakers. Her wings were smaller, newer, still 
settling into their shape. Her face was familiar—softened, but unmistakable.

Lira’s breath caught.

“Phil?” she asked, stepping forward.

The girl smiled, a little shy. “Not anymore.”

Lira blinked. “Phoebe.”

Phoebe nodded. “Hi.”

They embraced—tentative at first, then real. Lira could feel the quiet tremble of new 
wings against her back.

“I didn’t expect—” Lira began.

“I didn’t either,” Phoebe said. “But here I am.”

They settled around the table, the soup ladled into bowls, the focaccia torn and 
passed hand to hand. The conversation flowed easily—memories, laughter, stories 
from the clinic, and updates from Valeria.

Lira turned to Phoebe, curious. “Why Phoebe? Not… Philippa?”



Phoebe smiled, dipping her bread into the soup. “Because it wasn’t about tweaking 
who I was. It was about becoming someone new. Someone I didn’t have to explain.”

Lira nodded, understanding more than she could say.

As the meal wound down, Pandora leaned forward. “You’ve expanded your range 
beautifully. The menu’s grown with the season.”

Atalanta added, “You’ve made something real here.”

Claire grinned. “You’re a legend in Valeria already. I heard someone at the market 
say your focaccia ruined them for all other bread.”

Lira laughed. “That might’ve been Thalia.”

Phoebe raised an eyebrow. “The property manager?”

Lira nodded. “She’s been incredibly supportive. I’m actually on track to pay off the 
mortgage in six months.”

Pandora blinked. “Already?”

“She said she’d be lenient,” Lira said. “But I think she saw something in the books. 
I’m not just surviving. I’m… thriving.”

They raised their mugs—tea, cider, and one small glass of plum wine.

“To Lira,” Atalanta said. “And to what comes next.”

They clinked gently, the sound soft and full.

Outside, the wind picked up, brushing against the windows.

Inside, the warmth held.



Chapter Forty: The Gift

The afternoon light slanted across the café windows, soft and golden, casting long 
shadows on the scrubbed oaken table. Lira had closed early, just for them. The soup 
pot was empty now, the focaccia crumbs swept away, and the mugs rinsed and 
drying on the rack.

Outside, the wind carried the scent of sea salt and woodsmoke. The motel down the 
road had been their home for the night—Atalanta, Pandora, Claire, and Phoebe. Now 
they were packed and ready, the car waiting just beyond the café steps.

Lira stepped out with a small bundle wrapped in brown paper and twine.

“I wanted to give you something,” she said, handing it to Pandora.

Pandora untied the twine, revealing the worn spine of the 1970s recipe book Lira had 
found in the op-shop weeks ago. The cover was faded, the pages soft with age.

“It’s old,” Lira said. “But it’s full of variety. If you adapt it for Aviette tastes—swap the 
meat, lighten the dairy—you could really expand the menu at the clinic.”

Atalanta smiled, touched. “This is thoughtful. Thank you.”

Claire and Phoebe leaned in, flipping through the pages. “Ooh,” Claire said, pointing. 
“This curry could work with tofu.”

Phoebe nodded. “And this satay—fish would be perfect.”

Pandora laughed. “I have a feeling I’ll be eating in the dining room more often. If this 
keeps up, the rehab meals might rival yours.”

Lira smiled. “I hope they do.”

They stood together for a moment, the wind tugging gently at their coats and wings.

Claire hugged her first. “You’ve built something beautiful here.”

Phoebe followed, quieter but no less sincere. “Thanks for showing me what’s 
possible.”

Atalanta and Pandora embraced her last, their wings brushing softly against hers.

“We’ll be back,” Pandora said. “And next time, we’re bringing more appetites.”

Lira laughed. “I’ll be ready.”

They climbed into the car, the engine humming to life. Lira stood at the edge of the 
café steps, watching as they pulled away, the vehicle winding down the coastal 
highway toward Aerina.

The sun was beginning to set, casting the sea in hues of amber and violet.

Lira turned back toward the café, her heart full.

She wasn’t just feeding people anymore.



She was nourishing futures.



Chapter Forty-One: The Invitation

The morning light was pale and wintry, casting soft shadows across the café floor. 
Lira stood behind the counter, prepping the day’s soup—leek and potato with 
rosemary oil—while the focaccia rose gently in the oven. Outside, the sea was calm, 
the air crisp with the scent of salt and citrus.

Her phone buzzed.

She wiped her hands and picked it up.

Message from Thalia.

“Hi Lira—quick note. Valeria’s annual food festival is happening this weekend. It’s a 
bit earlier this year due to the seasonal shift. We’re expecting a big turnout. Would 
you be interested in participating? Even just a stall or a tasting table could be brilliant 
exposure. Let me know. —Thalia”

Lira read it twice, then smiled.

The Valeria Food Festival.

She’d heard whispers about it at the market—an event that brought in visitors from 
across the coast, with stalls lining the beach promenade, live music, cooking demos, 
and a showcase of local talent. It was the kind of thing that could put Lira’s Table on 
the map.

She set the phone down and looked around her café.

The chalkboard menu. The herb rack. The warm scent of bread and broth.

She was ready.

She could offer her soups—small cups with fresh focaccia. Maybe a tasting flight of 
her pizzas. A few slices of citrus cake. She could sketch a small sign, set up a folding 
table, and let the food speak for itself.

She typed back:

“I’d love to. Count me in. I’ll prep a tasting table and bring my best.”

Thalia replied almost instantly:

“Perfect. I knew you’d say yes. I’ll send the details this afternoon. You’re going to 
shine.”

Lira tucked her phone away and stirred the soup, her heart quietly racing.

The weekend was coming.

And with it, a chance to share what she’d built—not just with Valeria, but with 
everyone passing through.



Chapter Forty-Two: The Gathering Heat

The week leading up to the Valeria Food Festival was brisk and full of motion. The 
sea winds had turned colder, and the town buzzed with quiet anticipation—stalls 
being assembled, signs painted, and the scent of spices and citrus drifting from 
kitchens all along the coast.

Lira knew she wouldn’t have time to cook on the day.

So she made a plan.

She needed crockpots. Slow cookers. Anything that could keep soup warm and 
ready to serve without constant tending. She’d serve small cups with slices of fresh 
focaccia—simple, comforting, and full of flavor.

Thalia offered to drive.

They spent a full day winding through the op-shops of Valeria, Aerina, and Cordelia, 
weaving through narrow aisles of second-hand treasures and forgotten appliances. 
Lira tested lids, checked cords, and inspected heating elements. By the end of the 
trip, they had seven working units—some vintage, some modern, all reliable.

Thalia laughed as they loaded the last one into the boot. “You’re going to have the 
warmest stall on the promenade.”

Lira grinned. “That’s the plan.”

The day before the festival, she prepped in earnest.

She started early, chopping, simmering, seasoning. The café filled with steam and 
scent—tomato and basil, leek and potato, curried tofu and rice, miso mushroom, and 
a smoked fish chowder with dill and lemon. Each soup was ladled into its designated 
slow cooker, labeled and sealed.

She stacked the focaccia dough in trays, letting it rise slowly overnight.

The morning of the festival arrived cold and clear.

Lira was up before dawn, her wings tucked into a soft shawl, her apron tied tight. She 
baked batch after batch of focaccia—rosemary, garlic, lemon-thyme—until the café 
was filled with golden loaves and the scent of warmth.

By midmorning, she wheeled her cart down to the promenade, the slow cookers 
humming gently, the bread wrapped in linen, her chalkboard sign reading:

Lira’s Table — Coastal Soups & Fresh Focaccia

She set up beneath a canvas awning, the sea just beyond, the crowd beginning to 
gather.

And as the first guests arrived, drawn by the scent and the steam, Lira smiled.

She was ready.



Chapter Forty-Three: Circe

The Valeria Food Festival bloomed across the promenade like a living tapestry—
stalls lined the beach path, music drifted from the bandstand, and the scent of spices, 
citrus, and sea filled the air. Locals mingled with visitors, Aviettes with humans, 
laughter rising in waves like the tide.

Lira’s stall was nestled near the center, beneath a canvas awning painted with soft 
coastal blues. Her chalkboard read:

Lira’s Table — Coastal Soups & Fresh Focaccia

The seven slow cookers hummed gently behind her, each labeled with a hand-drawn 
tag: Tomato & Basil, Leek & Potato, Curried Tofu & Rice, Miso Mushroom, Smoked 
Fish Chowder, French Onion, and Roasted Kumara & Fennel. The focaccia was 
sliced and stacked in linen-lined baskets—rosemary, garlic, lemon-thyme.

The crowd came steadily.

Some lingered, savoring each spoonful. Others returned with friends, pointing at the 
chalkboard and whispering, “This one’s the one.” Children dipped bread into broth 
with wide eyes. A retired chef from Cordelia asked for the recipe to the chowder. A 
young couple from Aerina bought three servings and sat on the seawall, sharing bites 
between them.

Lira moved with quiet grace—serving, smiling, answering questions. Her wings 
shimmered faintly in the sun, her apron dusted with flour and rosemary.

Then, just past midday, a group of four Aviettes approached.

They moved with quiet confidence, dressed casually but with presence. One wore a 
purple hoodie over a white t-shirt, jeans, and clean sneakers. Her wings were folded 
close, her gaze steady.

She stepped forward and looked Lira straight in the eye.

“Are you Lira?”

Lira blinked, caught off guard. “Yes.”

The girl’s expression softened. “I thought so.”

She extended a hand. “I’m Circe. It’s good to meet you.”

Lira shook her hand, still puzzled. “Likewise.”

Circe smiled, then turned to her companions, who were already sampling the soup. 
“I’ve heard a lot about you.”

Lira’s heart ticked faster. She stepped back behind the counter and checked her 
phone, thumbing through her messages.

There it was.

A note from Pandora, sent the night before:



Circe will be at the festival tomorrow. She’s curious about your work. Thought you 
should know.”

Lira sighed, half laughing. She’d been so caught up in prep, she hadn’t even seen it.

She looked up. Circe was still watching her, but now with a quiet kindness.

“I missed the message,” Lira said. “Sorry.”

“No need,” Circe replied. “You’ve had a busy day.”

They talked for a few minutes—about the soups, the café, the rehab clinic. Circe 
asked thoughtful questions, her tone gentle but probing. She tasted the curried tofu 
and nodded with approval.

“This,” she said, “is comfort.”

Lira smiled. “That’s the goal.”

As the group moved on, Circe lingered a moment longer.

“I’ll be in touch,” she said. “There’s more I’d like to ask. But not today.”

Lira nodded. “I’ll be here.”

And then she was gone, swallowed by the crowd.

Lira stood for a moment, the sea breeze brushing her wings, the scent of soup and 
bread still warm around her.

The festival continued.

But something new had begun.



Chapter Forty-Four: After Hours

The café was closed for the evening, but the lights inside glowed soft and golden. 
Outside, the wind had picked up, brushing dry leaves along the footpath and carrying 
the scent of rosemary and sea salt from the nearby dunes.

Lira stood behind the counter, stirring a pot of soup—Circe’s favorite, a rich, spiced 
lentil and lemon broth with roasted garlic and a hint of cumin. She’d baked a fresh 
batch of focaccia to go with it, brushed with olive oil and thyme, still warm in the 
basket.

She’d received the message the night before:

“Would love to meet again. After hours tomorrow? I’ll bring the others.” —Circe

And then, minutes later, Pandora’s follow-up:

“Circe isn’t just any Aviette. She’s probably the most famous one out there. Thought 
you should know.”

Lira had blinked at the screen, heart ticking faster. She’d heard the name before—
whispers in the clinic, mentions in articles, stories of leadership and quiet revolution. 
But she hadn’t expected that Circe to be the one in the purple hoodie.

She’d texted back, asking about her tastes.

Circe had replied simply:

“Lentil soup. The kind with lemon and garlic. Comfort food.”

Now, as the sun dipped below the horizon, a car pulled up outside.

Lira wiped her hands and stepped to the door.

Circe stepped out first, wearing the same outfit as the day before—purple hoodie, 
white t-shirt, jeans, and clean sneakers. Her wings folded neatly behind her, her gaze 
calm and direct.

The others followed:

- One in a green army camouflage jacket, brown trousers, and worn sneakers. Her 
posture was relaxed, her eyes sharp.

- Another in a black leather jacket over a white tee, a black knee-length skirt, and 
polished black boots. She moved with quiet elegance.

- The third wore a green t-shirt, jeans, and sneakers—simple, unassuming, but with a 
quiet confidence in her step.

They approached the door together.

Lira opened it.

“Welcome,” she said, voice steady.



Circe smiled. “Thanks for having us.”

They stepped inside, the warmth of the café wrapping around them like a blanket. 
The scent of soup and bread filled the air, and the soft lighting made the space feel 
intimate, almost sacred.

Lira gestured to the table she’d set—ceramic bowls, linen napkins, a small vase of 
dried lavender.

“Soup’s ready,” she said. “I hope it’s close to what you remember.”

Circe met her eyes. “I’m sure it’s better.”

They sat together, the four Aviettes settling in with quiet grace, and Lira ladled the 
soup into bowls, passing the bread, pouring water, letting the silence speak for a 
moment.

Outside, the wind stirred the trees.

Inside, something important was beginning.



Chapter Forty-Five: Origins

The café was quiet, wrapped in the soft hush of evening. The scent of lemon-lentil 
soup and fresh focaccia lingered in the air, and the oaken table glowed under warm 
lamplight. Outside, the wind stirred the trees, but inside, everything felt still—
expectant.

Circe sat at the head of the table, dressed in her purple hoodie, white t-shirt, jeans, 
and clean sneakers. Her wings folded neatly behind her, her gaze steady and calm.

“I suppose I should explain,” she said, her voice low but clear. “Why Pandora thought 
you should know who I am.”

Lira nodded, listening.

“I’m the first,” Circe said. “The first Aviette ever made.”

The words settled like mist.

“I wasn’t born,” she continued. “I was brought into existence seven years ago by Dr. 
James Hawser—an immoral scientist working under the Soldarian dictatorship. It was 
a cold, brutal place. I was a prototype.”

Lira’s breath caught.

“Soldaria’s gone now,” Circe said. “It’s Verony. A democracy. But the scars remain. I 
was made to be obedient. Beautiful. Useful.”

She paused, then smiled faintly. “I chose something else.”

Lira leaned forward. “And the others?”

Circe gestured to her companions.

“They weren’t born Aviettes either. They chose it. All three of them took the 
Conversion Therapy.”

She nodded toward the woman in the green army camouflage jacket, brown trousers, 
and worn sneakers. “This is Sophie.”

Sophie smiled, her posture relaxed. “I used to be someone else. The most skeptical 
girl in the country. Becoming an Aviette helped me start over.”

Circe turned to the woman in the green t-shirt, jeans, and sneakers. “This is Violet. 
She used to be Vincent.”

Violet nodded. “Best decision I ever made. I feel like myself now.”

“And Heather,” Circe said, gesturing to the woman in the black leather jacket over a 
white tee, black skirt, and polished boots. “She used to struggle with violent mood 
swings. But she found peace.”

Heather smiled softly. “Circe helped me find balance. I used to burn everything down. 
Now I build.”



Lira sat back, absorbing it all.

“I understand,” she said quietly. “Atalanta and Pandora did the same for me. I was a 
criminal. Lost. Angry. They helped me find something better.”

She looked around the café, the warm light, the scent of soup and bread.

“This,” she said, “is what I built.”

Circe nodded. “And it’s beautiful.”

They ate in silence for a moment, the weight of truth settling gently between them.

Outside, the wind softened.

Inside, something sacred had been shared.



Chapter Forty-Six: The Gallery Wall

The café had grown into something more than a place to eat.

It was a rhythm now—a heartbeat in the town of Valeria. Locals came in for their 
usuals, tourists wandered in on the scent of rosemary and citrus, and the regulars 
had their favorite tables, their favorite mugs, their quiet rituals.

Lira moved through it all with grace.

She still rose early, still baked her focaccia by hand, still stirred her soups with care. 
But now, there was more.

The back wall of the café—once bare—had become a gallery.

It started with one of her own pieces: a charcoal sketch of the Valerian coastline, the 
sea caught mid-breath. A customer asked if it was for sale. Lira hadn’t thought about 
it. But she said yes.

Then came another. And another.

Soon, she was inviting other local artists to hang their work. Painters, illustrators, 
textile artists. She took only a five or ten percent cut—just enough to cover the 
framing and tags. The rest went to the artists.

The wall changed every month.

People came just to see what was new.

Circe stopped by often, sometimes with Heather or Sophie, sometimes alone. She 
never said much about the art, but she always paused in front of it, always looked 
closely.

Claire and Phoebe visited on weekends, sometimes helping in the kitchen, 
sometimes just sitting with tea and sketchbooks of their own. Pandora and Atalanta 
came by in the evenings, bringing stories from the clinic, updates on new arrivals, 
and quiet encouragement.

Violet had started a small herb garden behind the café, and Sophie had begun 
sketching botanical studies of the plants. Lira framed one and hung it near the 
register.

Life was full.

Not loud. Not flashy.

But full.

And every so often, Lira would pause—hands dusted with flour, the scent of soup in 
the air—and remember the woman she’d been. The one who walked into the clinic 
thinking she was beyond help.

She didn’t recognize her anymore.



Chapter Forty-Seven: The Letter

It was a quiet morning in Valeria.

The café had just opened, the scent of rosemary focaccia drifting through the air, 
mingling with the steam of citrus tea. Lira moved through her usual rhythm—checking 
the ovens, stirring the soup, greeting the first regulars with a smile and a nod.

The mail arrived midmorning.

Mostly flyers, a few invoices, a small package of art prints from a local illustrator. But 
tucked between the envelopes was a handwritten letter, addressed simply to:

Lira — Lira’s Table, Valeria

She opened it slowly, the paper soft and folded with care.

Dear Lira,

You don’t know me, but I know you. I arrived at the clinic last week. I was scared. 
Angry. I didn’t think I belonged there. I didn’t think I could change.

Then I heard about you.

They told me you used to feel the same way. That you thought you were beyond 
help. That you used to live in the shadows. And now you run a café. You make soup. 
You hang art. You smile.

I haven’t met you, but I wanted to say thank you. Because knowing you exist makes 
me believe I might exist too. The real me. The one I haven’t met yet.

I hope I get to visit your café someday. I hope I get to sit at your table.

—A

Lira read the letter twice.

Then she folded it gently and placed it in her sketchbook, between a drawing of the 
coastline and a recipe for lemon cake.

She stood for a moment, looking out the window at the sea.

She didn’t know who A was.

But she knew exactly how they felt.

And she knew they’d find their way.



Chapter Forty-Eight: The Table Beside the Window

It was late afternoon when Pandora and Atalanta arrived.

The café had just closed, the last of the regulars waving goodbye as the bell above 
the door gave its soft farewell chime. The light outside was golden, slanting low 
across the sea, and the warmth inside lingered—rosemary, citrus, and the faint scent 
of charcoal from the oven.

Lira had set a small table beside the window.

Three mugs. A plate of lemon cake. And the letter.

Pandora noticed it first, folded neatly beside the napkins.

“What’s this?” she asked, settling into her seat.

Lira passed it to her without a word.

Atalanta leaned in as Pandora read aloud, her voice soft and steady. The words filled 
the space like steam from a kettle—gentle, rising, full of something unspoken.

“…I haven’t met you, but I wanted to say thank you. Because knowing you exist 
makes me believe I might exist too…”

Pandora folded the letter slowly, her eyes shining.

Atalanta reached for Lira’s hand. “You’ve become someone people look to. Someone 
they believe in.”

Lira nodded, her voice quiet. “I remember the first day I walked into the clinic. I 
thought I was beyond help. I didn’t even know what I was asking for. I just wanted to 
stop falling.”

Pandora smiled. “And now you’re the one catching others.”

They sat in silence for a moment, watching the light shift across the sea.

Lira looked around her café—the gallery wall, the herb rack, the chalkboard menu 
still smudged with today’s specials. She thought of Claire and Phoebe, of Violet and 
Sophie and Heather. Of Circe. Of the regulars who came for soup and stayed for 
something more.

“I didn’t build this alone,” she said.

Atalanta squeezed her hand. “No one ever does.”

Pandora raised her mug. “To the ones who find their way. And to the ones who help 
them walk it.”

They clinked gently, the sound soft and full.

Outside, the wind stirred the trees.

Inside, the light held.



Chapter Forty-Nine: The Light Through the Window

The morning light spilled across the café floor, soft and golden, catching the edges of 
the oaken table and the framed sketches on the wall. Outside, the sea moved slowly, 
the tide pulling in with a hush that felt like breath.

Lira stood behind the counter, her hands wrapped around a warm mug of citrus tea. 
The café was quiet—just before opening—but the space felt full. Not with noise, but 
with presence.

The gallery wall had changed again.

New pieces hung beside her own—botanical studies from Sophie, abstract 
seascapes from Violet, a charcoal portrait by Heather that drew the eye and held it. 
Each one had a small tag. Each one had a story.

The regulars would be in soon.

She knew their names now. Their orders. Their moods. Some brought books. Some 
brought silence. Some brought laughter. All brought something real.

Her phone buzzed softly.

A message from A.

I’m out now. I’m doing better. I’ll visit soon.

Lira smiled, folded the message into her heart.

She looked around the café—the herb rack, the chalkboard menu, the slow cookers 
lined up like old friends. She thought of Pandora and Atalanta, of Claire and Phoebe, 
of Circe and the quiet strength she carried. She thought of the woman she used to 
be.

The one who walked into the clinic with nothing but a name and a history she couldn’t 
bear.

She didn’t recognize her anymore.

Now, she had a table.

A name above the door.

A wall full of art.

And a circle of friends who had become something more—witnesses, companions, 
reminders that change wasn’t just possible. It was real.

She opened the door.

The bell chimed softly.

And the day began.



Epilogue: The Letter’s End

It was a quiet afternoon in Valeria.

The café had settled into its usual rhythm—soft music playing, the scent of cinnamon 
and citrus drifting through the air, and the last of the lunch crowd lingering over tea 
and conversation. Lira stood behind the counter, wiping down the bar, when the door 
opened with a gentle chime.

A young Aviette stepped inside.

She wore a soft grey coat over a plum-colored sweater, jeans, and ankle boots. Her 
wings were still new—slightly translucent, catching the light like glass. She looked 
around the café with quiet wonder, then met Lira’s eyes.

“Hi,” she said. “I’m Amelia.”

Lira paused, heart ticking faster.

“I’m the one who wrote to you,” Amelia said. “From the clinic. I signed it ‘A.’”

Lira smiled, stepping forward. “I was hoping I’d meet you someday.”

They sat together at the bar, two mugs of hot chocolate steaming between them. 
Outside, the wind stirred the trees. Inside, the café glowed with warmth.

“I didn’t think I’d ever get out,” Amelia said softly. “Not really. I thought I’d stay 
broken.”

Lira nodded. “I know that feeling.”

“But then I heard about you,” Amelia continued. “And I saw what Pandora and 
Atalanta were doing. And Circe. And Claire. And all the others. It made me believe I 
could change.”

“You did,” Lira said. “You’re here.”

Amelia smiled, eyes shining. “And you’re still here. Still making soup. Still hanging 
art. Still helping people find their way.”

They sipped their drinks in silence for a moment, the quiet between them full of 
understanding.

“I’m thinking of starting something,” Amelia said. “Not a café. Something else. I don’t 
know what yet. But I want it to feel like this.”

Lira reached across the bar and touched her hand. “Then it will.”

Outside, the sea moved slowly.

Inside, two women sat together—no longer broken, no longer lost.

Just warm.

Just real.



Just beginning.



A Note from Lira

When I first walked into the clinic, I didn’t believe in second chances.

I didn’t believe in much of anything, really—not in healing, not in kindness, and 
certainly not in myself. I thought I was too far gone. Too broken. Too late.

But I was wrong.

What I found there wasn’t just treatment. It was community. It was patience. It was 
people who saw something in me I couldn’t yet see in myself. Pandora. Atalanta. 
Claire. Phoebe. So many others. They didn’t fix me. They didn’t try to. They just 
stayed. They listened. They reminded me that I was still here—and that being here 
was enough.

Now, I run a café by the sea. I make soup. I hang art. I listen to stories. I laugh with 
friends. I watch the light change on the water. And every so often, someone walks 
through my door who reminds me of who I used to be.

To you—whoever you are, wherever you are—I want to say this:

You are not too far gone.

You are not too late.

There is still time to become who you are meant to be.

And if you ever find yourself in Valeria, come by. There’s always a seat at the table. 
The soup’s warm. The bread’s fresh. And you are welcome.

With love,

Lira


