

Chapter 1

Ethan had always known his sister, Emily, to be ambitious, but this time, she had truly gotten herself into an impossible situation.

Growing up as twins, they had always been close, but their interests couldn't have been more different. Ethan was the kind of guy who preferred staying in and gaming, whereas Emily was constantly on the move, chasing her next big opportunity. She was a perfectionist, a planner, and most of all, someone who refused to settle for anything less than success.

That's why, when she burst into his room looking like she had just uncovered the world's greatest secret, Ethan knew something was up.

"I need your help," she said, out of breath, her normally perfectly styled hair slightly disheveled.

Ethan, sprawled out on his bed, barely glanced up from his phone. "Yeah? What's the crisis this time? Did someone steal your color-coded planner? Has the coffee shop run out of your pretentious triple-shot whatever?"

Emily scowled but didn't let his sarcasm deter her. She crossed her arms over her chest and fixed him with that all-too-familiar determined glare. "I have to be in two places at once."

That got his attention. He sat up, giving her a skeptical look, his phone forgotten beside him. "What do you mean? Last I checked, you weren't taking lessons from Hermione Granger."

"Very funny," Emily replied, rolling her eyes. She began pacing the room, her nervous energy palpable. "If I had a Time-Turner, do you think I'd be here asking for your help?"

"Fair point," Ethan conceded, watching her wear a path in his carpet. "So what's this catastrophe that's got you looking like you've chugged ten espressos?"

Emily sighed, reaching up to tuck a strand of hair behind her ear. "Okay, so you know that internship I applied for at Sterling & Co.? The one that could literally make my career?"

Ethan nodded, vaguely recalling the hundreds of times she'd mentioned it over dinner. "Yeah, the big corporate thing. The one you've been obsessing over for, what, six months now? Something about market analysis and Fortune 500 connections?"

"Seven months, actually," Emily corrected him automatically. "They want me to come in for an in-person final round interview," she said, excitement and stress battling for control in her voice. Her eyes lit up momentarily before the worry returned. "That's... amazing, right?"

"Uh, yeah?" Ethan said, confused by her mixed reaction. "Isn't this what you wanted? So what's the problem? Did they schedule it during one of your sacred yoga sessions or something?"

Emily groaned, stopping her pacing to throw her hands up in exasperation. "The problem is that it's in New York. And it's on the same day as the scholarship banquet here in town."

"New York?" Ethan whistled. "Fancy. Wait—" His expression shifted as realization dawned. "The scholarship banquet? The one where you have to be present to accept the award?"

She nodded rapidly, her eyes wide with distress. "Yes! If I don't show up, they'll assume I'm not serious, and I'll lose the scholarship. Twenty thousand dollars, Ethan! Gone!" She snapped her fingers for emphasis. "But if I don't go to the interview, I'll lose the internship opportunity. Do you have any idea how many applicants they had? Three thousand! And they picked me for the final round!" She resumed her pacing, more frantic now. "I have to be at both, Ethan. And I can't reschedule either."

Ethan whistled. "Damn. That's... actually rough. Not just your usual 'I can't decide which designer bag matches my shoes' problem."

"Very helpful, thanks," Emily said dryly, collapsing onto his bed with a dramatic sigh. The mattress bounced beneath her weight. "I've been racking my brain for a solution, and nothing works. I thought about faking being sick, but that wouldn't work for either event. I even looked into flights to see if I could somehow make both—but it's impossible. The banquet starts at seven, and my interview in New York is at two. Even if I took the earliest flight back, I'd never make it in time."

Ethan stroked his chin thoughtfully. "Can't you send Mom or Dad to accept the award?"

"They specifically said the recipient must be present," Emily groaned. "I even called and tried to explain, but they were adamant. Rules are rules, apparently."

"And the New York people won't budge either, I'm guessing?"

"Are you kidding? It took three emails just to confirm the interview time. They're not going to rearrange their entire schedule for one applicant," Emily said, staring at the ceiling in despair.

Ethan studied his twin, noting the genuine distress on her face. Despite their differences, he hated seeing her so torn up. "So what, you want me to, like, go to the banquet and pretend to be you?" Ethan joked, a mischievous smirk playing at his lips. "Throw on a wig and call it a day? I have to warn you, I look terrible in heels."

Emily didn't laugh. Instead, her expression changed, a strange light entering her eyes. She sat up abruptly and pulled something out of her bag. It was a small, leather-bound book, old and worn, with strange symbols etched into the cover.

Ethan frowned, the humor fading from his face. "What is that? Please tell me it's not your diary. I don't need to know about your crush on Professor Thompson."

"I do not have a crush on—" Emily stopped herself, inhaling deeply. "Not important. This is..." She hesitated, then said with unexpected solemnity, "A solution."

He raised an eyebrow, reaching for the book but stopping when she pulled it back slightly. "A book is your solution? What, did you find 'How to Clone Yourself for Dummies' at Barnes & Noble?"

She flipped through the pages, stopping at one in particular. The paper looked ancient, yellowish and fragile, covered in handwritten text and diagrams that made little sense to Ethan. "Not just any book. I found this in that weird little shop on Maple Street—the one with all the creepy antiques. You know, where that old lady with the glass eye works."

"Mrs. Finch? The one who always says I have 'an aura of imminent demise'?" Ethan grimaced. "Great source. Very reliable."

Emily ignored his sarcasm. "The owner said it's... special."

Ethan tilted his head, suddenly wary. "Define 'special.' Like, special as in 'vintage' or special as in 'the last person who owned it mysteriously disappeared'?"

Emily took a deep breath before locking eyes with him. "It has a spell that can make someone an exact copy of someone else."

Ethan stared at her, waiting for her to laugh, to say she was joking, to reveal the hidden camera. But she didn't. Her expression remained dead serious.

"...You're serious?"

She nodded, her lips pressed into a thin line.

"You actually believe some random magic spell can turn me into you? Have you been streaming fantasy shows all night again? Or is this some elaborate prank for your YouTube channel?"

"I don't have a YouTube channel," she said automatically. "And I don't know if I believe it," she admitted, her fingers tracing the symbols on the page. "But I do know that I'm desperate enough to try. The shop owner seemed... convinced. She said the spell has worked before."

Ethan ran a hand through his hair, tugging at the ends in frustration. "You do realize how insane this sounds, right? Like, certifiably, straight-jacket, padded-room insane?"

"More insane than losing my scholarship and dream internship in one day?" Emily countered.

"Yes! Absolutely yes!" Ethan exclaimed. "Because one is a normal life disappointment, and the other is... I don't know, witchcraft? Sorcery? The kind of thing that gets people burned at stakes in historical dramas?"

Emily gave him a pleading look, scooting closer on the bed. "Ethan, please. I have no other options. If this works, you just have to go to the banquet, sit through a couple of speeches, accept the scholarship, shake a few hands, and that's it. Meanwhile, I'll be in New York, landing my dream job. And if it doesn't work..." She shrugged. "Then we'll have a good laugh about it, and I'll have to choose which opportunity to lose."

"And what if it works too well?" Ethan challenged. "What if I turn into you and can't turn back? What if I'm stuck wearing pencil skirts and obsessing over spreadsheets for the rest of my life? My gaming reflexes would be ruined!"

"The spell is supposed to be temporary," Emily assured him, though her voice lacked total conviction. "Twenty-four hours, maximum."

Ethan hesitated, studying his sister's face. This was crazy. Insane. Absolutely ridiculous. The kind of harebrained scheme they would have cooked up as kids, not as supposedly responsible adults in their twenties.

And yet, the way Emily looked at him, the sheer desperation in her voice... This really mattered to her. And despite all their differences, despite the teasing and eye-rolling, they were still twins. Still had that bond that no one else could understand.

He sighed, already knowing he'd regret this. "Fine. I'll do it."

Emily's face lit up, her eyes widening in disbelief. "Really? You will? You're not just messing with me?"

"Yeah, yeah," he grumbled, waving a dismissive hand. "But if I end up stuck like you forever, I'm haunting you. And I'll use your credit card to buy all the gaming equipment I want. And I'll wear sweatpants to your fancy corporate meetings."

Emily grinned, looking genuinely touched beneath her excitement. "Deal. And if it works, I'll buy you that limited edition controller you've been drooling over."

"Make it the controller and the new VR headset, and we have a deal," Ethan countered with a sly smile.

"Fine, you mercenary," Emily laughed, giving his shoulder a playful shove. Then, her expression turned more serious. "Thank you, Ethan. Seriously."

He shrugged, uncomfortable with the sincerity. "What are siblings for, if not participating in potentially life-ruining magical experiments?"

She turned back to the book, excitement taking over. "Okay, let's see how this thing works..." Her finger traced along the lines of text. "We need some candles, a mirror, and... wait, what's this word? Is that 'blood' or 'mud'?"

"Please be mud," Ethan muttered, peering over her shoulder. "I draw the line at blood sacrifices."

"Don't be dramatic," Emily said, though she squinted at the faded text. "I think it's just a drop... for connection purposes."

"Oh, well if it's just a drop of blood for 'connection purposes,' that makes it completely normal," Ethan replied sarcastically. "What's next? Do we need to dance naked under the full moon?"

"Actually..." Emily began, flipping to the next page.

"I was JOKING!" Ethan yelped, grabbing for the book.

"So was I," Emily retorted with a smirk, holding the book just out of his reach. "Gotcha."

Ethan scowled at her. "Very funny. Remind me again why I agreed to this?"

"Because you love me and you're the best brother ever?" Emily suggested innocently.

"I'm your only brother, you manipulative mastermind," he grumbled, but there was no real bite to his words.

Emily stood up, suddenly all business. "Alright, I need to gather the supplies. The banquet is in three days, so we should probably test this out tonight, just to make sure it works."

"Test it? You mean I might have to turn into you more than once?" Ethan groaned.

"Better to know now if it works than wait until the day of," Emily reasoned. "Plus, you'll need to practice being me. You can't just show up looking like me and then act like... well, you."

"What's wrong with how I act?" Ethan demanded, crossing his arms.

Emily gave him a pointed look. "The scholarship committee isn't looking to give twenty thousand dollars to someone who says 'dude' every other word and makes inappropriate jokes about scientific terminology."

"Fair point," Ethan conceded reluctantly. "But this means you owe me big time. I'm talking lifetime servitude."

"We'll negotiate terms later," Emily promised, already heading for the door with renewed purpose. She paused in the doorway, turning back with a grin that was equal parts grateful and mischievous. "This is going to work, Ethan. I can feel it."

Ethan had no idea what he had just signed up for. But watching his sister practically skip out of his room, her earlier despair replaced by determined hope, he found he didn't entirely regret his decision. Not yet, anyway.

Though he did make a mental note to research how to break magical curses. Just in case.


Chapter 2

Emily eagerly flipped through the pages of the old book, her eyes scanning the text with the kind of manic enthusiasm that made Ethan seriously question his life choices. Her fingers darted across the yellowed pages with practiced precision, as if she were hunting for buried treasure rather than potentially dangerous arcane knowledge.

"Alright, let's see," she muttered, dragging a finger down the yellowed parchment, her brow furrowed in concentration. "Body duplication... no, that's not it. Too messy, involves a vat of something called 'essence of duality' and I do not have time to find that on Amazon." She flipped another page, nearly tearing the delicate paper in her excitement. "Temporary illusion... nope, too risky. Says here it only affects visual appearance and your voice stays the same. The scholarship committee might notice if I suddenly sound like I've been gargling gravel."

Ethan leaned back in his chair, arms crossed, watching his sister with equal parts amusement and dread. "Should I be concerned that you're weighing the pros and cons of different magical transformations like you're picking out a breakfast cereal?"

"Ah-ha! Perfect Mimicry!" Emily exclaimed, completely ignoring his comment. Her eyes lit up with triumph as she jabbed at a particularly ornate section of text.

Ethan tilted his head to get a better look at the page. Strange symbols bordered the text, and what appeared to be a crude drawing of one person morphing into another decorated the margin. "That name alone sounds like a lawsuit waiting to happen. 'Perfect Mimicry: Side effects may include spontaneous combustion, growing an extra head, or turning inside out. Please consult your local witch doctor before use.'"

Emily ignored him, squinting at the text. "Huh. The instructions are in Latin." She tapped her chin thoughtfully. "That's... unexpected but not insurmountable."

Ethan rolled his eyes so hard he feared they might get stuck. "Oh, great. Because nothing ever goes wrong when people start chanting in dead languages. Next, you'll tell me we need to sacrifice a virgin under the full moon."

"Don't be ridiculous," Emily said distractedly. "The full moon isn't for another two weeks."

Ethan's eyes widened. "That was a joke, Em. Please tell me you're not actually considering virgin sacrifices."

Emily glanced up, a mischievous gleam in her eye. "Well, you're still eligible, aren't you?"

"Low blow," Ethan muttered, feeling his cheeks warm. "Dating apps are hard, okay? Not everyone can bat their eyelashes and have the whole chess club falling at their feet."

Emily shot him a look. "Would you rather I guess how it works? Because if you're not going to be helpful, I could always try this on Dad's cat first."

"Actually, yes," Ethan said, straightening in his chair. "Because then we can skip straight to the part where you turn me into a frog and I get to say 'I told you so.' Or you turn Mr. Whiskers into a hairless abomination, and Dad finally has a legitimate reason to move your stuff into the garage."

Emily snorted, a sound decidedly at odds with her usually polished demeanor. "Relax. I took Latin in high school."

Ethan raised an eyebrow, his expression dripping with skepticism. "You failed Latin in high school. Spectacularly, if I recall. Didn't your teacher suggest you might have a learning disability specifically related to ancient Roman languages?"

"Details, details." She waved him off with a flippant gesture, as if her academic shortcomings were mere trifles in the face of her current determination. She cleared her throat and sat up straighter. "Alright, let's get this show on the road. Stand in the middle of the room."

Ethan sighed but complied, pushing himself up from the chair with the resigned air of a man walking to his own execution. "Fine. But if this book turns me into some eldritch horror, I swear to God, I will lick all of your makeup brushes before I die. Every. Single. One. Including that fancy one you use for your eyebrows that cost more than my gaming headset."

Emily shuddered, clutching the book protectively against her chest. "Okay, first of all, gross. That's a violation I wouldn't wish on my worst enemy. Second of all, just stand still and shut up. I need to concentrate."

"Yeah, because concentration is definitely what makes magic work," Ethan muttered. "Not, you know, actual magical ability or training or common sense."

Emily ignored his commentary, instead taking a deep breath and centering herself. She held the book at arm's length, her posture suddenly formal, almost theatrical. "Here goes nothing. Or everything. Probably somewhere in between."

The moment stretched between them, Emily staring intently at the ancient text, Ethan shifting awkwardly from foot to foot.

"Any day now, Sabrina the Teenage Witch," he prompted after several seconds of silence.

Emily glared at him. "I'm psyching myself up, okay? This is kind of a big deal."

"Right, right. Take your time. It's not like we're messing with forces beyond our comprehension or anything."

Emily squared her shoulders and began to read. The words rolled off her tongue in a smooth, rhythmic chant, the syllables ancient and heavy with something Ethan couldn't quite describe. It was almost musical, the rise and fall of her voice creating a hypnotic cadence that filled the room.

"By the ancient powers that flow through time.

I invoke a change, complete and sublime." she intoned, her pronunciation better than Ethan expected.

The air in the room shifted almost immediately—like the atmosphere had thickened, charged with invisible energy that made the hairs on the back of Ethan's neck stand up.

Ethan felt the hair on his arms rise. A small shiver ran down his spine, not entirely unpleasant but definitely unsettling. "Uh, Em? This is starting to feel kinda real. Like, legitimately real, not 'we're playing pretend' real."

Emily didn't stop. If anything, she looked more focused, her eyes locked onto the page as she continued her incantation. A slight flush had risen to her cheeks, and her voice grew more confident with each passing phrase.

"Transform wholly, until next dawn's light,Twenty-four hours of mystical might." she continued, her voice taking on an otherworldly quality that Ethan had never heard from his sister before. "Flesh and spirit bend to this decree, As I will it, so shall it be."

The book itself began to glow, a faint golden light illuminating the worn pages. The light seemed to pulse in rhythm with Emily's words, growing brighter with each syllable she pronounced. The air smelled different now—not bad, just... strange. Like a mix of lavender, static electricity, and something old. Ancient. A scent that reminded Ethan of museums and dusty libraries, but with an underlying current of something wild and untamed.

"Em, I'm starting to think this might not be a party trick book from Spencer's Gifts," Ethan said, his voice slightly higher than normal. "Maybe we should—"

And then, Ethan felt it.

A tingling sensation crawled across his skin, like the air itself was wrapping around him. It wasn't painful, but it was weird. Like tiny sparks dancing over his body, tracing invisible patterns along his arms, his chest, his legs. It was as if his skin was slowly becoming electrified, each nerve ending suddenly awake and aware.

"Okay, okay, I think it's working!" Emily said, her voice filled with excitement. She lowered the book slightly, her eyes wide with wonder as she watched the golden light begin to encompass her brother. "Holy crap, it's actually working!"

"Yeah, no shit," Ethan muttered, staring at his hands as they flickered with golden light, the skin seeming to shimmer and ripple like the surface of water. "I feel like a goddamn human glow stick. Is this what dropping acid feels like? Because if so, I owe my college roommate an apology for judging him."

Emily grinned, practically bouncing on her toes. "Oh my God, this is so cool! It actually works! I mean, I hoped it would, but seeing it is just—wow!"

Ethan gave her a look that could have wilted flowers. "You just now decided to be sure about that? What happened to all that confidence from five minutes ago?"

"I had faith!" she protested, her expression a mixture of defensive and gleeful.

"You had a death wish!" Ethan retorted. "Or a brother wish, which is apparently the same thing in your book. Speaking of books, is that thing telling you what happens next, or are we just winging the rest of this magical mystery tour?"

Before she could retort, the glow around Ethan intensified, swirling like wisps of golden smoke. What had been a gentle shimmer was now a brilliant aura, tendrils of light curling and weaving around him like sentient mist. His clothes rippled as if caught in an unseen breeze, the fabric undulating against his skin in waves. His body grew warmer by the second, a pleasant heat that seemed to radiate from somewhere deep within.

"This is insane," he murmured, watching as the light between his splayed fingers grew brighter. "I feel like I'm in one of those cheesy teen supernatural shows you binge-watch when you think no one's paying attention."

"I do not binge-watch—" Emily began defensively, then caught herself. "Not important right now. How do you feel? Any pain? Nausea? Sudden urge to recite Latin poetry?"

"Surprisingly, no," Ethan admitted, a note of wonder creeping into his voice despite his best efforts to remain cynical. "Just warm. And tingly. Like my whole body's fallen asleep and is just starting to wake up. It's weird, but not bad-weird. More like... interesting-weird."

And then, just as suddenly as it started, the tingling sensation deepened, almost as if something was... shifting. It was subtle at first—a strange fluidity to his muscles, as if they were becoming more pliable, more malleable. The golden light began to pulse in rhythm with his heartbeat, each throb sending a wave of that strange, warm sensation throughout his body.

Ethan's stomach dropped, a sudden gravity of realization hitting him.

"Uh, Em?" he said, voice a little more nervous now. "This isn't just, like, a special effects show, right? Because it kinda feels like my body is about to—"

The book shuddered in Emily's hands, its glow brightening to an almost blinding level. The symbols on the cover seemed to writhe and shift, as if they were alive, dancing across the leather binding. A high-pitched humming filled the air, barely audible but unmistakably present.

"Crap," Emily muttered, eyes widening as she struggled to keep hold of the vibrating tome. "I think this is the part where you stop talking and let the magic work!" Her voice had taken on an edge of genuine alarm, the reality of what they'd set in motion finally sinking in.

Ethan opened his mouth to argue—because obviously, that was the worst idea ever, and if he was about to be transformed by some ancient spell, he damn well deserved to voice his complaints—but before he could get another word out, the golden energy surged around him like a cocoon. It wrapped him completely, obscuring his form from view, a brilliant chrysalis of magic suspended in the center of the room.

Emily took an involuntary step back, shielding her eyes from the intensity of the light. The book in her hands had grown hot, almost uncomfortably so, but she clutched it tightly, afraid of what might happen if she let go.

Inside the cocoon of light, Ethan felt everything and nothing all at once. His body seemed to dissolve and reform simultaneously, a strange sensation of being unmade and remade in the same breath. It wasn't painful—more disorienting, like the feeling of falling in a dream just before you jerk awake. He tried to speak, to move, but found himself suspended in a golden void where such concepts seemed distant and irrelevant.

And then, in a single flash of light, everything went silent. The golden cocoon collapsed inward, the light absorbing into itself before vanishing completely. The humming ceased, the book in Emily's hands grew cool, and the strange scent in the air dissipated like morning mist under a hot sun.

In the center of the room, where Ethan had stood moments before, a figure remained motionless, head bowed, shrouded in the last wisps of golden energy.


Chapter 3

Ethan barely had time to process what was happening before the golden energy surrounding him tightened. It felt like a warm, buzzing pressure wrapping around every inch of his body, sinking into his skin—no, beneath his skin. The sensation was both foreign and intimate, as if the magic were mapping his entire being, memorizing every cell before beginning its work.

"Emily," he tried to call out, but his voice sounded muffled even to his own ears, as if he were speaking underwater. "What's happening?"

Emily stood transfixed, the book clutched tightly against her chest. "It's working," she whispered, eyes wide with a mixture of scientific fascination and sheer disbelief. "Oh my God, it's actually working."

Then, the real changes began.

A sharp, almost electric pulse shot through his spine, forcing him to arch his back as his bones began to shift. It wasn't painful—not exactly—but the sensation was so alien, so utterly wrong that Ethan couldn't help the strangled gasp that escaped him. His height started to drop rapidly, his limbs pulling inward, his broad shoulders narrowing. He could feel each vertebra in his spine compressing, shortening, rearranging itself with a series of tiny, not-quite-audible pops.

"Whoa—" he managed, watching in real-time as the floor seemed to rise toward him. Three inches... four inches... His perspective shifting with nauseating speed.

His entire frame compressed with an almost sickening fluidity, his once-lean muscles softening as his body became undeniably smaller, more delicate. Muscle fibers seemed to unwind, rearrange, become leaner and more compact. His fingers tapered, wrists narrowing to delicate points where once had been sturdy joints.

"This is—" Ethan began, but found himself unable to finish the thought, too distracted by the kaleidoscope of sensations overtaking his body.

Emily circled him slowly, her expression a mixture of awe and scientific interest. "Your bone structure is completely changing," she observed, as if this were some kind of laboratory experiment and not her brother transforming into her doppelgänger. "Fascinating."

"I'm so glad—" Ethan's voice hitched peculiarly mid-sentence, "—you're enjoying the—" another hitch, higher this time, "—show."

Ethan gasped as his chest tightened, his ribcage subtly reshaping itself, his waist cinching inward like an invisible corset was being pulled tight. He could feel his internal organs shifting, making room for his new arrangement, a sensation so bizarre he almost wanted to laugh hysterically. His hips, on the other hand, did the exact opposite—widening, rounding, shaping into a smooth, feminine curve that threw his balance completely off.

"Jesus—" he swayed, staggering to the left before catching himself on Emily's desk chair. "I feel like I'm on a ship in a storm."

"Your center of gravity is changing," Emily supplied helpfully, though she made no move to assist him. "Women carry their weight differently. Lower in the body."

"Thanks for the—" Ethan began sarcastically, but was cut off mid-retort.

"What the hell—" His voice cracked mid-sentence, shifting wildly in pitch before settling into something soft and unmistakably feminine. The sound that came out of his mouth was so foreign, so not his, that he actually slapped a hand over his lips in shock.

Emily's eyes widened. "Oh my God, you sound just like me," she whispered, a small smile playing at the corners of her mouth. "This is incredible."

His hands shot to his throat, fingers probing the smooth, slender column where his Adam's apple had all but disappeared. But before he could even register that change, something else caught his attention—his hair. It was growing.

Thick, silky strands spilled down his back in waves, tickling his shoulders, then his mid-back, then even lower. The sensation was oddly pleasant—warm and silky, like liquid cascading over his skin. Within seconds, he could feel the weight of it all the way to his waist, cascading around him like a curtain of deep brunette. It fell into his eyes, and he brushed it away with fingers that felt too small, too slender.

"This is unreal," he murmured, his new voice still jarring to his ears—softer, higher, with a musical quality his own voice had never possessed. He ran his fingers through the thick mane, marveling at the texture. "Your hair is ridiculous, by the way. How do you deal with this much of it?"

Emily smirked, tossing her own identical locks over her shoulder in a practiced motion. "Years of practice. And expensive conditioner."

Then came the final changes—the ones he didn't even want to think about.

A strange heat spread through his chest, and before he could even react, he felt it—his flat pecs swelling, rounding, pushing outward into soft, sensitive flesh. The sensation was bizarre—a warm heaviness blossoming where once there had been nothing, skin stretching to accommodate the new additions. His oversized T-shirt tented outward, the fabric stretching for a moment before simply hanging loose as the rest of him shrank further.

"Oh God," he groaned, crossing his arms over his chest instinctively, then immediately regretting it when the movement only made him more aware of the new sensitivity. "This is... this is a lot."

Emily snorted, completely unsympathetic. "Welcome to womanhood, brother dear."

At the same time, his lower half tightened, his legs losing their former shape as they became smooth, slender, petite. His thighs rounded, his calves took on an elegant taper, and his feet practically shrunk inside the socks he had been wearing, which now felt comically large.

The transformation moved outward from his core, like ripples in a pond. His skin texture changed subtly—softer, smoother, with a different kind of elasticity. His facial features melted and reshaped—cheekbones rising, jaw softening, nose becoming smaller and more refined. His eyelashes lengthened, his eyebrows arched naturally, and his lips plumped into a perfect feminine curve. It was like being remolded by invisible hands, clay reshaped by a master sculptor.

Ethan stumbled slightly, completely disoriented, his balance now entirely different. His body felt too small, too light—like he had somehow lost half his weight in an instant. The floor seemed too far away, his limbs too short to properly compensate for movement. He took an experimental step forward and nearly toppled over.

"Careful there, Grace Kelly," Emily teased, though she did finally move forward to steady him. "Maybe take it slow for a minute."

"Easy for you to say," Ethan snapped, his new voice making the words sound more petulant than biting. "You've had your whole life to figure out how to walk in this body. I've had approximately thirty seconds."

And then, as suddenly as it began, it stopped.

The golden glow around him flickered, shimmered… and then faded, dissolving into the air like mist under a hot sun. The last tingling sensations ebbed away, leaving behind a strange new normal.

Ethan stood there, breathing heavily, his mind racing to catch up with what his body had just experienced. Something felt wrong. His clothes—what little remained—hung awkwardly off of him. His T-shirt, now practically a dress, was the only thing keeping him decent. The neckline gaped open, exposing an uncomfortable amount of his new collarbone and the upper curve of his chest. His arms swam in the sleeves, which now reached well past his elbows. Everything else—his boxers, his pants—had slipped right off his drastically smaller frame, puddling around his feet like deflated balloons.

The silence was deafening, broken only by the sound of their breathing—his quick and shallow, hers held in anticipation.

Emily stared at him, wide-eyed, completely speechless. She took a tentative step forward, then another, circling him with an expression of disbelief. It was like looking into a mirror, but one that moved independently of her own actions.

Ethan swallowed hard, his throat feeling alien, the muscles working differently than they had his entire life. He raised a hand to brush away a strand of hair that had fallen into his face, the gesture unconscious and yet so utterly foreign to his muscle memory.

"Say something," he finally demanded, the voice that emerged still shocking him with its softness. "You're creeping me out with the staring."

Then, finally, Emily found her voice.

"Holy. Shit." The words emerged on a breath, barely audible but filled with wonder. She reached out tentatively, as if to touch his face, then pulled back, seemingly overwhelmed by the reality of what they'd done. "It worked. It actually worked." A slow smile spread across her face, bright with triumph and just a hint of mischief. "You're me. You're literally me."

Ethan glanced down at himself—at the unfamiliar curves and contours now defining his body—and felt a wave of surreality wash over him. This wasn't a costume, wasn't makeup or prosthetics. This was complete transformation, down to the cellular level. He was, for all intents and purposes, physically identical to his twin sister.

"Well," he said after a moment, attempting to infuse his new voice with some semblance of his usual dry humor, "at least we know the book wasn't a complete scam." He paused, then added with a wry twist of his—her—lips, "Though I've got to say, as far as out-of-body experiences go, this one's a doozy."


Chapter 4

Emily continued to stare at Ethan like he had just sprouted a second head. Her eyes were wide, pupils dilated with a mixture of scientific fascination and stunned disbelief. She circled him slowly, taking in every detail of his transformation with the precision of a jeweler examining a particularly rare diamond.

"This is..." she began, but words seemed to fail her. She reached out tentatively, as if to touch his face, then pulled back at the last second.

Ethan, for his part, felt completely and utterly lost. His body was light, too light, and every tiny movement felt exaggerated. When he shifted his weight, his hips swayed in a way that his old body never would have. His balance was completely different—his center of gravity now concentrated lower in his body, making even the simple act of standing feel like a new skill he needed to master. The long hair cascading down his back kept brushing against his bare arms, sending unfamiliar sensations through him. It tickled and teased his skin with each subtle movement, a constant reminder of his altered state.

"Can you stop with the staring contest?" he finally snapped, the feminine voice still jarring to his ears. "I feel like a lab specimen."

Emily finally blinked, shaking herself out of her stunned silence. "Okay. Wow. That actually worked." She let out a breathless laugh, running a hand through her hair—a gesture Ethan now realized he could perfectly mimic, having the exact same hair. "I mean, I hoped it would, but seeing it is just... wow."

Ethan groaned, running his hands over his face—only to freeze when he felt the soft, unfamiliar contours of his new features. His jaw was smaller, rounder, his cheekbones higher, his nose more delicate. Everything felt wrong, like touching someone else's face but feeling the sensations in his own nerve endings. "No shit, Sherlock." His voice was soft, high, and undeniably feminine. The sound alone made his stomach twist. "What gave it away? The fact that I'm suddenly five inches shorter or the C-cups that appeared out of nowhere?"

Emily grinned, despite herself. "You know, hearing my voice say things I would never say is deeply unsettling." She tilted her head, examining him from yet another angle. "But fascinating. It's like looking in a mirror, except the mirror is cursing and looking deeply uncomfortable."

"Yeah, well, being your mirror image isn't exactly a walk in the park," Ethan retorted, attempting to cross his arms over his chest only to find the new anatomy in the way. He quickly dropped his arms to his sides, feeling awkward in his own skin. "So now what? The transformation is done. Mission accomplished. How do I change back?"

"The book said it lasts twenty-four hours," Emily reminded him, her expression suddenly all business. "But first things first—" She glanced down at the puddle of his original clothes on the floor, then back at his oversized T-shirt that now hung like a tent on his much smaller frame. "Alright, well, uh... you need to get dressed."

Ethan looked down at himself, realizing just how much of his clothing had ended up on the floor. His boxers had slipped right off his now much narrower hips, and his jeans had followed suit. His oversized T-shirt barely covered anything, the neckline gaping to reveal far more cleavage than he was comfortable acknowledging. And his socks—his huge socks—looked ridiculous on his now much smaller feet, bunched up around slender ankles that seemed impossibly fragile.

"I look like I'm playing dress-up in dad's clothes," he muttered, lifting one foot to examine the comically large sock. "Except with more inappropriate exposure."

Emily turned, walking over to her dresser and pulling open a drawer. After a few moments of rummaging, she turned back around and tossed a small bundle of clothing onto the bed. "Here. Wear this."

Ethan picked up the first item—a delicate little scrap of lace that could barely be classified as undergarment. He held it up between two fingers, staring at it like it might bite him. The material was practically see-through, all delicate pink lace with a tiny bow at the front. "Are you kidding me?"

Emily raised an eyebrow. "What?"

Ethan gestured at the sheer, lacy panties in his hand, waving them in the air like evidence in a court case. "Do you not own normal underwear? You know, the kind that actually covers things?"

Emily smirked, a mischievous gleam in her eye. "Not really, no. Cotton is for sleeping and periods."

Ethan groaned, letting his head fall back in exasperation. "Emily, this is basically string. Decorative string with delusions of grandeur."

"It's La Perla, actually. Seventy dollars a pair."

"Seventy—!" Ethan spluttered, looking at the tiny garment with renewed horror. "You paid seventy dollars for this? This wouldn't even cover a Post-it note!"

Emily crossed her arms, her expression smug. "Look, if you're gonna play me, you have to dress like me. And I don't wear boring underwear." She smirked, a teasing light in her eyes. "Fashion and style are everything, Ethan. You have to feel sexy to be sexy. Confidence is half the battle."

Ethan stared at her, his new, perfectly shaped eyebrows drawing together in disbelief. "That is the dumbest thing I have ever heard. It's underwear. No one sees it but you."

Emily's smirk widened. "That's where you're wrong. I see it, and I know it's there. It affects how you carry yourself." She struck a pose, one hip cocked to the side. "Besides, you never know who might see it."

"Ah yes, because the scholarship committee is definitely going to ask for a lingerie check before handing over the money," Ethan replied dryly. "My underwear selection will absolutely be the deciding factor."

Emily shrugged, completely unperturbed by his sarcasm. "It works. Trust me, when you feel good underneath, you project confidence on the outside."

"Your psychological analysis of undergarments is fascinating, truly," Ethan deadpanned. "Harvard should give you an honorary degree."

Ethan sighed, knowing this was a battle he wasn't going to win. The clock was ticking, and they had bigger issues to deal with than his sudden introduction to luxury lingerie. "Fine. But if I get a wedgie, I'm blaming you."

Emily just laughed, the sound light and musical in a way that Ethan now realized his own laugh would mimic. "Fair enough. But don't worry, your discomfort will be worth it when I land this internship."

Still grumbling, Ethan peeled off his oversized T-shirt, feeling the weight of his now much longer hair brushing against his bare back. The sensation was strange—another reminder of just how different everything was now. The heavy curtain of silky strands fell forward as he bent over, partially obscuring his vision.

"How do you see through this mane?" he muttered, pushing the hair back with one hand. "It's like having a permanent curtain attached to your head."

"You get used to it," Emily replied absently, turning away to give him a modicum of privacy—though the gesture seemed almost ironic, considering they now had identical bodies.

He hesitated before slipping off his socks, watching as his dainty, slender feet were revealed. His toes were smaller, his ankles more delicate, the arch of his foot more pronounced. Everything about him felt smaller, softer, curvier—and the realization made his stomach twist in a complex knot of emotions he wasn't ready to untangle.

Taking a deep breath, he grabbed the flimsy panties and stepped into them. As he pulled them up, he immediately grimaced as the thin material settled into place—or more accurately, disappeared into places he'd rather not think about.

"Yup. Wedgie," he muttered, shifting uncomfortably as he tried to adjust the garment. "I'm pretty sure this qualifies as a torture device in at least twelve countries."

Emily snickered, glancing over her shoulder. "You'll get used to it. Besides, no visible panty lines under leggings. Fashion requires sacrifice."

"This isn't sacrifice, it's surrender," Ethan grumbled, but moved on to the next item.

Ethan shot her a glare before reaching for the matching lacy bra. He held it up, examining the complicated arrangement of straps and hooks with trepidation. "This looks like something designed by an engineer with a vendetta against humanity."

"Need help?" Emily offered, a hint of amusement in her voice.

"No," Ethan said stubbornly, determined to figure it out himself. He slipped his arms through the straps and tried to maneuver the cups into place, only to find himself contorting like a circus performer as he attempted to reach the clasp in the back. After a brief struggle with the unfamiliar fastening, he managed to get it on, though the snug fit made him shift uncomfortably. He could feel the added weight on his chest, and it was weird—like carrying around two small water balloons that were somehow attached to his nerve endings.

"This is... restrictive," he commented, rolling his shoulders experimentally.

"Welcome to womanhood," Emily replied dryly. "At least you only have to deal with it for a day."

Next came the yoga leggings. He slid them up his legs, feeling how they clung way too well to his new curves. The material was stretchy but firm, molding to every contour of his thighs and calves. Every movement felt exaggerated, the form-fitting material hugging his thighs and hips in a way that made him hyper-aware of just how different his body was. The high waistband cinched around his middle, emphasizing the dramatic difference between his narrow waist and wider hips.

"These are basically painted on," he observed, turning to examine his reflection in Emily's full-length mirror. "How do you breathe in these things?"

"Breathing is optional when you look this good," Emily quipped, handing him the final piece of the outfit.

Finally, he pulled on the tank top, which, unsurprisingly, was just as tight-fitting as everything else. The scooped neckline revealed more cleavage than he was comfortable with, and the material clung to his chest and torso like a second skin.

"I feel like I'm wearing everything a size too small," he complained, tugging at the hem of the tank top in a futile attempt to make it cover more.

"That's how it's supposed to fit," Emily assured him, stepping back to assess the final result. "Perfect. You look exactly like me now." She grinned, a hint of mischief in her expression. "Well, except for the way you're standing. Relax your shoulders, and stop tugging at everything. You look like you're wearing a hair shirt."

Fully dressed—if you could call it that—Ethan sat down on the bed, crossing his arms with an annoyed sigh. The simple movement caused his hair to cascade forward over his shoulders, and he brushed it back impatiently.

"This is ridiculous," he muttered. "How am I supposed to convince anyone I'm you when I can barely walk without tripping over these—" he gestured vaguely at his chest, "—new additions?"

Emily grinned, looking way too pleased with herself. She perched on the edge of her desk, swinging one leg casually. "You'll be fine. The transformation is perfect. No one will be able to tell the difference."

"Except for, you know, the fact that I move like a newborn giraffe and keep accidentally flashing people every time I bend over," Ethan retorted. He shifted on the bed, still trying to get comfortable in the lacy undergarments. "Plus, I'm pretty sure this underwear is slowly cutting me in half."

Emily laughed, the sound remarkably similar to the one that would now come from his own throat. "Drama queen. You just need a crash course in Being Emily 101." She tapped her chin thoughtfully. "We've got about three days before the banquet. Plenty of time for you to learn how to walk, talk, and act like me."

Ethan shot her a look. "Alright. I'm dressed. Now what's the plan? Please tell me it involves less lace and more reasonable clothing options."

He waited, watching as Emily's expression turned serious. She pushed off from the desk and began pacing, her mind clearly shifting into strategic mode.

"First, we need to make sure you can pass as me convincingly," she said, all business now. "That means you need to learn my mannerisms, my speech patterns, how I walk, how I interact with people." She stopped pacing and faced him directly. "Then we need to go over the details of the scholarship—what it's for, why I applied, who will be there. You need to be able to answer questions without hesitation."

Ethan nodded slowly, the gravity of the situation finally sinking in. This wasn't just about wearing her clothes or looking like her. He would have to become her, in every sense of the word. The thought was intimidating, to say the least.

Whatever came next... he had the feeling it wasn't going to be any easier. In fact, as he caught his reflection in the mirror—a perfect replica of his sister staring back at him with his own bewildered expression—he realized this was just the beginning of what promised to be the strangest twenty-four hours of his life.


Chapter 5

Emily clapped her hands together, looking way too excited about all of this. Her eyes sparkled with a manic enthusiasm that made Ethan instantly suspicious. This was her "I've just hatched a brilliant plan" face, and in his experience, Emily's brilliant plans usually resulted in chaos, property damage, or in this case, magical gender transformation.

"Alright, here's the plan," she announced, practically bouncing on her toes. The excitement radiating off her was almost palpable, like a kid who'd just been handed the keys to a candy store.

Ethan sighed, shifting uncomfortably as the yoga leggings hugged his legs a little too well. The material clung to every curve and contour of his new body with unnerving precision, making him acutely aware of just how different his physical form had become. He tugged at the waistband, trying and failing to create even a millimeter of breathing room.

"Oh, great. Because this hasn't already been a total disaster waiting to happen," he deadpanned, blowing a strand of hair out of his face. "What's next on the agenda? Should I learn interpretive dance? Take up witchcraft as a hobby? Start a girl band?"

Emily ignored his sarcasm, too caught up in her own scheming to acknowledge his discomfort. She began pacing the room, gesturing animatedly as she outlined her master plan.

"Tomorrow morning, I'm catching a flight to New York for my interview. The car service picks me up at seven, so I'll need to be ready by six-thirty. I'll be gone all day, so you'll have the house to yourself to practice being me." She punctuated this with a decisive nod, as if everything about this situation was perfectly normal and not at all the most ridiculous thing they'd ever done.

Ethan raised an eyebrow, the gesture feeling strangely delicate on his new face. "Practice?" The word dripped with skepticism. "What exactly am I supposed to practice? How to use the women's restroom? How to apply lipstick without looking like a horror movie victim?"

Emily rolled her eyes, a gesture Ethan now realized he'd be expected to mimic with identical precision. "Yes, practice. You need to walk like me, talk like me, act like me—basically, you need to be me." She crossed the room and positioned herself in front of her full-length mirror, demonstrating her posture with an exaggerated straightening of her spine. "See how I stand? Shoulders back, chin slightly tilted down, weight evenly distributed. You look like you're waiting for a bus in a hurricane."

Ethan glanced at his reflection—at Emily's reflection, really—and saw what she meant. His posture was all wrong, still masculine despite the feminine body. He straightened slightly, trying to mirror her stance, but the correction felt unnatural.

Emily continued, her tone growing more serious. "The scholarship dinner is the next day, and if you go in there acting like a dude trapped in my body, people are going to notice. Dean Matthews has known me for three years—he'll definitely pick up on anything weird."

Ethan leaned back on his hands, the mattress dipping beneath his significantly lighter weight. He tried to appear nonchalant, but the sensation of his new proportions shifting with every movement was impossible to ignore. "Okay, fair point. But like... how hard could it be? I just have to sit there, eat some fancy food, accept an award, and go home, right? It's not rocket science. I've seen you accept awards before—you do that annoying humble thing where you pretend you didn't expect to win even though everyone knows you did."

Emily gave him a look that could have withered plants. "First of all, it's called gracious acceptance, not 'that annoying humble thing.' Second of all, it's not that simple. You have to interact with people, take pictures, shake hands with donors—it's a whole thing." She began ticking off points on her fingers. "You'll need to remember the names of at least fifteen important faculty members, know details about my thesis proposal, and be able to discuss my community service work without sounding like you're reading from a script."

"Community service?" Ethan interrupted. "Since when do you do community service? The last charitable thing I saw you do was not push me down the stairs when I ate the last of your fancy Greek yogurt."

"I've been tutoring underprivileged kids in math and science for the past two years," Emily replied with exaggerated patience. "It's literally mentioned in the scholarship citation."

Ethan groaned, letting his head fall back dramatically. The sensation of hair cascading down his back still felt alien and intrusive. "Oh, fantastic. So I don't just have to look like you, I have to schmooze like you too. Next you'll tell me I need to memorize the periodic table or recite Shakespeare while juggling flaming batons."

Emily smirked, a mischievous glint in her eye. "Actually, juggling is next Thursday. This week is just the schmoozing." She pulled out her phone and began typing rapidly. "I'm making you a cheat sheet with all the essential information: people's names, their positions, topics I'm interested in, things to avoid mentioning—like that time Professor Wilson's toupee fell into the punch bowl at last year's faculty mixer."

"Wait, that actually happened?" Ethan perked up. "How did I miss that gem of academic entertainment?"

"Because you were probably at home playing video games instead of networking with future professional contacts," Emily replied without looking up from her phone. "The point is, there's a lot you need to know, and we don't have much time."

He sighed. "Alright, fine. So I just play your part for one night, come home, and when you get back from New York, you do the spell again and turn me back. Easy. A simple magical transaction—my dignity for your career advancement."

Emily hesitated. The pause was barely perceptible, but Ethan caught it—a momentary hitch in her typically smooth planning process, a flicker of something uncertain crossing her features before quickly being replaced by determined confidence.

Ethan narrowed his eyes, suddenly on high alert. "Right?" he prompted, his newly feminine voice rising slightly in pitch. "The plan is: I do this, you come back, I get my body back, we never speak of this again, and I hold this over your head for the next forty years while extorting various favors and expensive gifts?"

Emily quickly nodded, a bit too enthusiastically. "Yeah! Of course! As soon as I get back, we'll reverse the spell and everything will go back to normal." She smiled brightly—too brightly. "Absolutely nothing to worry about on that front. Totally reversible. One hundred percent."

Ethan's suspicion deepened, but he was too tired, too disoriented by his new body, and too deep into this mess to start questioning things now. Besides, what choice did he have? He was already transformed; backing out would mean both of them losing their opportunities.

Ethan exhaled, rubbing his temples with fingers that felt too slender, too delicate to be his own. "Okay. Well, sounds simple enough. I play dress-up for a day, you get your job interview, and then we fix this mess." He paused, giving her one last searching look. "And if this spell doesn't reverse... I hope you enjoy living the rest of your life as a fugitive, because I will hunt you down, and I will make you suffer in ways that even your color-coded planner couldn't anticipate."

Emily laughed, though there was a slightly nervous edge to it. "Dramatic much? It'll be fine. You'll be fine. Everything will be fine." She patted his shoulder reassuringly. "Besides, you look amazing as a woman. Maybe this is your true calling."

"Hilarious," Ethan deadpanned. "Keep that up and I'll intentionally trip in those stiletto death traps you call shoes, break an ankle, and ruin your perfect attendance record."

"You wouldn't dare," Emily gasped in mock horror. "My perfect attendance is legendary. Professor Simmons mentions it in every class as an example to the other students."

"Then you'd better make sure that reversal spell works," Ethan replied with a sweet smile that didn't reach his eyes.

He leaned back against the bed, staring at the ceiling. The full weight of what he'd agreed to was finally sinking in. Tomorrow, he'd be alone in the house, stuck in his sister's body, trying to learn how to convincingly be her for an entire evening of academic small talk and formalities. Then, assuming everything went according to plan (a big assumption where Emily was concerned), he'd go back to normal, and this whole bizarre episode would become just another weird story in their shared history of sibling misadventures.

What could possibly go wrong?

Even as the thought crossed his mind, Ethan knew better than to actually ask that question aloud. With their luck—and with literal magic now in the mix—the answer was probably "everything."


Chapter 6

Ethan woke up to the soft glow of morning light filtering through the curtains, the warmth of the sun hitting his face. It caressed his cheek with gentle fingers, coaxing him from the depths of sleep. But that wasn't what pulled him out of his dreams. No, it was the sudden, very real sensation of silk brushing against his skin—cool, slippery, and undeniably foreign against parts of his body that had never felt such a texture before.

He blinked, stretched, and immediately froze as his limbs moved in ways that felt alien, lightweight, and decidedly wrong.

"Oh... right," he muttered, voice still that soft, unmistakably feminine tone that sent a jolt of disorientation through him with each syllable. The events of the previous day crashed back into his consciousness like an unwelcome tidal wave. The spell. The transformation. The ridiculous underwear. All of it.

He sat up slowly and looked down, confirming the awkward truth: he was wearing one of Emily's nighties. A pale lavender satin slip, complete with lace trim and spaghetti straps that had managed to tangle themselves around his bare shoulders in the night. The material pooled in his lap, highlighting curves that shouldn't be there, catching the morning light in a way that made the fabric almost luminescent against his skin.

"Of course she made me sleep in this," he mumbled, rolling his eyes. "Couldn't just loan me a T-shirt. Had to go full Victoria's Secret catalog."

He remembered Emily's insistence the night before, her expression serious as if she were explaining quantum physics rather than sleepwear options.

"You need to feel sexy even when you're dreaming," she'd said last night with her usual smug grin, holding up the slip like it was the answer to life's greatest question. "Confidence doesn't take days off. Besides, cotton wrinkles your face. Satin is better for your skin."

"Pretty sure my skin doesn't know the difference," he'd argued, but she'd simply thrust the garment into his hands with a look that brooked no argument.

"You'll thank me when you're not sporting pillow creases during your scholarship acceptance speech," she'd replied primly.

He shuffled out of bed, the cool air brushing his legs in a way that gave him goosebumps. The sensation of being so... exposed... was disconcerting. His boxers and t-shirt had always been enough, but this slip felt like wearing nothing at all, the thin material doing little to insulate against the morning chill.

His hair—long, thick, and still weirdly silky—fell over his face as he made his way toward the bathroom, each step still unfamiliar and light. He caught himself walking on the balls of his feet again, hips swaying slightly even when he wasn't trying. It was as if his body knew how to move without his conscious input, following patterns and rhythms his mind had never learned.

Muscle memory, Emily had said when he'd first noticed it happening. "Your body remembers how to move, even if your brain doesn't."

"Magic muscle memory," he corrected aloud with a tired sigh. "Because that's so much better. Totally normal. Just your average Tuesday body-swap with a side of inexplicable physical instincts."

He reached the bathroom door and paused, his hand hovering over the knob as a wave of trepidation washed over him. Every trip to the bathroom since the transformation had been an exercise in awkward new realities—private, personal moments that highlighted just how thoroughly his life had been upended.

"Twenty-four hours," he reminded himself. "Just make it through today and tomorrow, and then everything goes back to normal."

He stepped into the bathroom and flipped on the light, blinking at the sight in the mirror. There she was—Emily. Or, at least, her perfect physical copy. Same heart-shaped face, same big hazel eyes, same long lashes that didn't even need mascara. His reflection pouted back at him with that naturally kissable mouth, and he couldn't help but cringe a little at the incongruity of seeing his sister's face mimicking his expressions.

"God, I look like a shampoo commercial," he muttered, brushing a hand through his hair and watching it fall back into perfect, shiny place. "All I need is a slow-motion hair toss and some cheesy tagline about volume and bounce."

He leaned closer to the mirror, examining the face that wasn't his. It was uncanny—every freckle, every tiny detail exactly as it should be. The spell had been thorough, he had to give it that. There wasn't a single flaw in the illusion.

"Well, at least her skincare routine is paying off," he mumbled, noting the clear, glowing complexion that women's magazines were always harping about. "Though why anyone would spend that much on glorified face goop is beyond me."

As he began washing up, he thought back to the crash course Emily had given him the night before. It had been intense—like a boot camp for becoming a fashion-conscious, hyper-confident twenty-year-old woman.

"Back straight, shoulders relaxed," she'd instructed, circling him like a drill sergeant. "No, don't hunch—you're not trying to hide those. They're assets, not liabilities."

"They're literally weighing me down," he'd complained. "How do you not have chronic back pain?"

She'd ignored him, continuing her relentless education. "When you walk, lead with your hips, not your shoulders. Think of it as a subtle figure-eight motion. And for God's sake, stop walking like you've got a football between your thighs. Your legs can actually touch each other now."

And disturbingly... a lot of it had come easy. Too easy. Despite his initial clumsiness, he'd found himself adapting with unsettling speed. By the end of the night, he was walking in heels without wobbling, applying lip gloss without smearing it across his cheek, and even managing that signature hair-tuck thing Emily did when she was trying to appear thoughtful.

Emily had chalked it up to "residual magical memory transfer" or something equally hand-wavy. Apparently, the spell didn't just copy her body, it copied enough of her instincts to prevent him from tripping over heels or stabbing himself in the eye with an eyeliner pencil.

"It's like muscle memory," she'd explained, watching him navigate her bedroom in stilettos with surprising grace. "But magical. The spell creates a perfect copy, and that includes certain physical instincts."

"So what you're saying is, I'm not just wearing your body—I've got some of your brain too?" he'd asked, horrified at the thought.

She'd laughed. "Not my brain, just some basic physical behaviors. Like how your body knows how to balance on a bike without you consciously thinking about it. Don't worry, you're still you...just in better packaging."

Still, she hadn't left it all to magic. She'd walked him through her makeup routine—foundation first, blend down, not just out. Eyeshadow: warm tones, nothing too smoky during the day. Lip gloss over lipstick for the "extra pop." She taught him how her voice tilted slightly upward when she was pretending to be polite, how she laughed when she needed someone to like her, and how she walked like she knew she was the hottest woman in the room—even if she didn't always feel it.

"The key is to act like you belong," she'd said, demonstrating a hair-flip that somehow managed to look casual and calculated at the same time. "People will believe what you project. If you act confident, they'll assume you have a reason to be."

It had been awkward. Embarrassing. Weird as hell. But... he'd done it. Mostly.

Ethan finished up in the bathroom, brushing his teeth, running a brush through his hair—again, without thinking—and padded downstairs, bare feet quiet on the hardwood floor. The house felt different from this new perspective—smaller, somehow, the ceilings closer, the furniture scaled differently to his diminished height.

The smell of coffee hit him like a gift from the gods, rich and aromatic, promising caffeine and normalcy in a world gone sideways.

"Please tell me that's the real stuff and not that decaf abomination you sometimes drink," he called out, following the scent like a bloodhound on a trail.

He rounded the corner into the kitchen, still wearing the satin nightie, and found Emily—actual Emily—standing at the counter, dressed in joggers and a hoodie, sipping her coffee like it was her life source. Her suitcase was already by the door, a sleek carry-on that probably cost more than his entire wardrobe.

"Real stuff," she confirmed, raising her mug in salute. "I figured today called for the hard stuff. For both of us."

She turned, raised an eyebrow, and smirked as she took in his appearance. "Well, don't you look fresh and flirty this morning. The bedhead works for you. Very tousled-but-touchable."

Ethan narrowed his eyes, crossing his arms over his chest—a gesture still complicated by his new anatomy. "I hate you. With every fiber of my being. With every cell in this body that isn't actually mine."

Emily just grinned and took another sip, completely unperturbed by his hostility. "No, you envy me. There's a difference. Hate is passionate but unproductive. Envy at least acknowledges my superiority."

"The only thing I envy is your ability to delude yourself into thinking any of this is normal," he retorted, reaching for a clean mug from the cabinet. "Most sisters just borrow each other's clothes, not their entire physical forms."

He rolled his eyes and headed for the coffee pot, pouring himself a generous cup. "Alright, princess, let me get you to the airport before I trip in this damn nightgown and break an ankle. Though I'm pretty sure indecent exposure laws apply even if I'm wearing your body."

"That's not a nightgown," she said, not missing a beat. She leaned against the counter, looking far too composed for someone about to fly across the country for a life-changing interview. "That's a sleep slip. Very different category of sleepwear."

"Whatever. It's three threads and a suggestion of modesty," he muttered, taking a long sip of coffee. The sensation was odd—his taste buds seemed more sensitive, picking up subtle notes in the brew he'd never noticed before. "I feel like I'm starring in a lingerie ad every time I move."

Emily laughed, the sound musical and light. "You're learning. Soon you'll be able to distinguish between a chemise and a teddy without breaking into a cold sweat."

"I neither need nor want that knowledge," Ethan replied dryly. "My goal is to get through the next thirty-six hours with my dignity partially intact, accept your scholarship without committing any major social faux pas, and then return to blissful ignorance about the difference between various scraps of overpriced fabric."

"Your dignity was forfeit the moment you agreed to this," Emily pointed out, checking her watch. "Speaking of which, we should get going. My flight's in two hours, and security at Logan is always a nightmare."

Ethan sipped the coffee, closed his eyes, and exhaled, savoring the bitter warmth. One day of this. One dinner, one speech, a few forced smiles, and then he could go back to normal. He could handle it. After all, how hard could it be to pretend to be his sister for one evening? They shared DNA. They'd grown up together. He knew her better than anyone.

"You might want to put on actual clothes before we leave," Emily suggested, breaking into his thoughts. "As much as I appreciate your commitment to my sleepwear philosophy, I'm not sure the TSA is ready for that level of sophistication."

"Your loss," Ethan replied with exaggerated sweetness. "I was planning to cause a scene in departures. Nothing says 'bon voyage' like getting escorted out by airport security."

Emily rolled her eyes, but her expression was fond beneath the exasperation. "Just get dressed, smart-ass. I laid out an outfit for you on my desk chair. Nothing complicated—just jeans and a sweater. Even you can manage that."

"Your confidence in me is touching," Ethan deadpanned, but turned to head back upstairs.

Easy, he told himself as he climbed the stairs, each step still feeling slightly off in his altered body. Just a day of pretending. Just a few hours of playing a role. He'd survived worse.

What could possibly go wrong?

The question lingered in his mind as he reached the top of the stairs, and he couldn't quite suppress the uneasy feeling that asking it, even silently, was tempting fate in ways he'd soon regret.


Chapter 7

The drive to the airport had been... quiet, aside from the occasional sigh from Ethan and the subtle hum of early morning traffic. Morning light played across the dashboard, casting long shadows that stretched and receded with each turn of the car. The radio hummed softly in the background—some indie pop station Emily had preset—the singer's lilting voice filling the spaces between their sparse conversation.

He sat in the passenger seat of Emily's car, legs crossed out of sheer instinct—because apparently, even sitting had changed. His body seemed to know what to do without his conscious direction, arranging itself in ways that felt alien to his mind but natural to his new form. The skinny jeans he wore were snug in a way that was way too aware of his new curves, hugging his hips and thighs like they were custom-tailored. The denim stretched with each slight movement, a constant reminder of the unfamiliar contours beneath.

The low-cut tank top underneath the cropped denim jacket didn't leave much to the imagination either. Despite his attempts to tug it higher, it seemed determined to reveal a tasteful but definite hint of cleavage. Every time he glanced down, he was confronted with the bizarre reality of his transformation.

He'd intentionally picked what looked like the most "normal" outfit in Emily's closet—bypassing the dresses, skirts, and what appeared to be entirely decorative tops with strategic cutouts—and even then, it still clung to his body like it was painted on.

"I swear, your clothes are designed by perverts," he muttered, adjusting the waistband where the jeans hugged low on his hips. He shifted in his seat, trying to find a comfortable position. "Is breathing optional in women's fashion? Because I'm pretty sure these jeans are cutting off circulation to several vital organs."

Emily, behind the wheel, just smirked. Her eyes remained fixed on the road, but the corner of her mouth quirked upward in that infuriatingly smug expression he'd spent a lifetime wanting to wipe off her face. "They're designed by people who understand the power of presentation. You're welcome." She glanced over briefly, assessing his appearance with a critical eye. "Besides, those are my relaxed fit. You should see what I wear when I'm trying to impress someone."

"If these are relaxed, I'd hate to see what your tight jeans feel like," Ethan grumbled, tugging at the fabric around his thighs. "Do they come with a warning label? 'Caution: May cause loss of feeling below waist'?"

"Beauty is pain, brother dear," Emily replied airily, changing lanes with practiced precision. "Though in your case, it's more like 'beauty is mild discomfort and excessive complaining.'"

Ethan rolled his eyes but didn't argue. Not anymore. Arguing with Emily was like trying to out-sass a hurricane—lots of sound and fury with the inevitable result of getting blown away. Besides, he had bigger issues to worry about than the compression factor of designer denim.

"You know, it's not too late to back out," he said, watching the airport signs grow larger as they approached their destination. "We could just tell the scholarship committee you're sick. Food poisoning. Bubonic plague. Spontaneous transformation into your brother. Any of those would work."

Emily scoffed, navigating around a slow-moving SUV. "Not a chance. This dinner is non-negotiable. Besides, you'll be fine." She glanced at him again, her expression softening slightly. "You know me better than anyone. Just channel your inner Emily and dazzle them with my naturally magnetic personality."

"Your naturally magnetic personality is why half the debate team still refuses to make eye contact with you," Ethan pointed out. "Remember junior year when you made Brad Johnson cry during the state finals?"

"He presented a flawed argument and I dismantled it. It's not my fault he was emotionally unprepared for logical reasoning," Emily replied, unrepentant. "Anyway, that's not the point. The point is, you've got this. Just be confident, articulate, and don't spill anything on my white blouse. I'll be laying it out for you tomorrow."

By the time they pulled up to the departure lane at the airport, the morning rush was in full swing. Business travelers hurried past with roller bags and coffee cups, families herded sleepy children toward check-in counters, and harried airline staff directed traffic with practiced efficiency.

Emily was already reaching into her bag, pulling out a small, compact wallet and handing it to him. It was sleek and expensive-looking, like everything else she owned—soft black leather with a subtle designer logo embossed on one corner.

"Here," she said, pressing it into his hands. Her expression had shifted, becoming more serious as the reality of their imminent separation set in. "That's your—well, my—backup wallet. ID, student card, credit card, library card, even my Starbucks rewards card. Everything you need to function as me."

Ethan opened it and blinked. There it was—Emily's face staring back at him from every piece of plastic. The same face he now wore, captured in the flat, unflattering light of ID photos. The student ID showed her—him—with longer hair, the driver's license with a more serious expression, but unmistakably the same person he now appeared to be.

"This is so weird," he muttered, flipping through the cards with a growing sense of unreality. "Your entire identity, condensed into a wallet. It's like identity theft, except I stole your actual body instead of just your credit score."

Emily smiled, a hint of mischief returning to her expression. "Weirder than wearing my underwear and sleeping in my nighties?" She raised an eyebrow, clearly enjoying his discomfort. "At least the wallet doesn't give you a wedgie."

Ethan shot her a look that could have curdled milk. "Don't make me throw you out of your own car. I'm stronger than I look in this body. Turns out all those yoga classes weren't just for showing off in tight pants."

She laughed, the sound bright and carefree in the enclosed space of the car. Then her tone shifted, becoming a little more serious as she checked her watch. "Okay, quick recap. Today, you stay in, practice walking, talking, and acting like me. Call in sick to my afternoon study group—text Alison, she'll let everyone know. Tomorrow, scholarship dinner." She ticked off points on her fingers as she spoke, each one punctuated by a sharp tap. "You'll go, accept the award, be polite, take photos, and leave. That's it. Two hours, max."

"Got it," Ethan said, nodding. He tucked the wallet into the small crossbody bag Emily had insisted he carry. ("It's not a purse," she'd explained with exaggerated patience. "It's a functional accessory. Pockets in women's clothing are a myth perpetuated by the patriarchy.") "Smile, nod, don't flash anyone. Easy."

Emily narrowed her eyes, clearly not entirely convinced by his cavalier attitude. "Also, don't forget: if you're in a situation where you're unsure what to say or do..."

"Go with my gut?" Ethan guessed, suppressing a yawn. It was too early for this level of intensity, especially after a night spent trying to get comfortable in a body that still felt like it belonged to someone else.

"Close," she said, her voice softening. She reached out and squeezed his hand briefly—a rare gesture of genuine affection from his typically reserved sister. "Follow your instincts. The spell didn't just give you my body—it gave you a lot of me. My mannerisms, my reactions, how I carry myself. The magic's not perfect, but it will help. Trust it."

Ethan looked at her for a long moment, taking in her earnest expression. It was strange seeing her like this—concerned, supportive, almost vulnerable. Emily was usually all sharp edges and razor wit, her softer side carefully concealed behind achievements and ambition. Finally, he nodded. "Alright. I'll try. But if I end up unconsciously color-coding my to-do list or alphabetizing the spice rack, I'm billing you for therapy."

Emily smiled, then reached for the door handle. "Okay. Time for me to go ace this interview and become a corporate goddess." She straightened her shoulders, as if physically preparing herself for the challenge ahead. "When I get back, I'll be one step closer to world domination, and you'll be back to your regularly scheduled male existence."

She opened the door, then paused, half in and half out of the car. The sounds of the airport—announcements, car horns, rolling luggage—filtered in through the gap. "Oh—and from now on, you're in character. No more 'Ethan.' You're Emily now. So own it. Walk tall, smile like you're better than everyone, and have fun..."

She winked, a mischievous sparkle in her eye. "Sis."

Ethan gave her a flat look, unamused by her evident enjoyment of the situation. "Yeah. Sure. All the fun. I'll be sure to practice my condescending head tilt and judgmental eyebrow raise while you're gone."

Emily laughed as she shut the door, the sound muffled by the glass. She grabbed her suitcase from the back seat with efficient movements, extending the handle with a practiced flick of her wrist. She gave him one last wave, mouthing what looked like "Be good!" before turning and striding purposefully toward the terminal entrance, her posture perfect, her gait confident.

Ethan sat there for a moment, still gripping the wallet, his reflection catching in the rearview mirror. The face that looked back was Emily's—perfectly made up, not a hair out of place, the very picture of put-together femininity. But the expression was all his—uncertain, slightly uncomfortable, with a hint of the sarcastic resignation that had become his default response to his sister's schemes.

One deep breath. He watched his chest rise and fall beneath the tank top, still not used to the altered silhouette.

Time to be Emily.

And survive it.

He put the car in drive and pulled away from the curb, merging back into the flow of airport traffic. As he navigated toward the exit, his hands adjusted on the steering wheel, fingers naturally finding a more delicate grip than his usual style. Another of those unconscious adaptations that kept catching him off guard.

"Twenty-four hours," he muttered to himself as he headed back toward home. "Just twenty-four hours of being the perfect Emily, and then back to normal."

But even as he said it, he couldn't quite shake the nagging feeling that Emily's confident assurances about the spell's reversal had seemed just a little too rehearsed. Like she was trying to convince herself as much as him.


Chapter 8

The drive home felt longer than it really was, each mile stretching into what seemed like ten. The morning traffic had thinned somewhat, but there were still enough cars on the road to keep her attention divided between her thoughts and the need to not crash Emily's meticulously maintained Audi.

Emily—no, Ethan—no... Emily sat behind the wheel, both hands on the steering wheel, her slender fingers wrapped around the leather in a grip that was just a little tighter than necessary. The nails—perfectly manicured in a subtle nude polish—looked alien against the dark material, a constant visual reminder of her transformed state.

"It's ridiculous that polished nails feel weird but having breasts somehow doesn't," she muttered to herself, adjusting her grip as she navigated a particularly aggressive merge. "The human brain is deeply, deeply stupid."

Too much was running through her head, thoughts buzzing like a swarm of caffeinated bees. Each time she tried to focus on one concern, three more would pop up to take its place.

The scholarship dinner was tomorrow night. She needed to be prepared to speak on stage—briefly, thankfully—but still convincingly. What if she froze? What if her voice cracked? What if she accidentally called herself Ethan? The dinner was being held at the Westfield Hotel, one of those old-money establishments where the waiters judged you silently for using the wrong fork, and the guests judged you loudly for everything else.

She needed to remember names, faces, and how "she"—Emily—usually carried herself in public. Dr. Harrington, the department head with the unfortunate comb-over. Professor Williams, who always smelled faintly of pipe tobacco and disapproval. Dean Matthews, whose handshake was like grasping a dead fish but whose recommendations could make or break a career.

There was also a social mixer before the dinner, which meant smiling, mingling, and navigating the intricate maze that was polite small talk. Emily excelled at this—effortlessly floating between groups, laughing at the right moments, dropping subtle hints about her accomplishments while appearing utterly humble. It was a performance art that Ethan had always watched with equal parts admiration and annoyance.

And then there were the little things. The way she walked, with that slight sway that somehow managed to be both confident and elegant. The way she tossed her hair when she laughed, a practiced movement that looked completely natural. The way she tilted her head when pretending to listen intently, eyes wide and attentive even when she was mentally reciting her grocery list. Even how she sipped from a wine glass without leaving lipstick on the rim—a subtle skill that had taken her years to perfect.

"God, when did my sister become so complicated?" she wondered aloud, braking for a red light. "Being a guy is so much simpler. Stand there, take up space, occasionally grunt appreciatively when someone serves food. Done."

It's not just about looking like Emily, she thought as she turned into the neighborhood, passing the familiar row of meticulously maintained suburban homes. It's about being her. Completely. Every gesture, every expression, every instinct needs to be hers, not mine.

She caught a glimpse of herself in the rearview mirror—those familiar-yet-strange hazel eyes staring back, framed by long lashes and perfectly shaped eyebrows. The face was Emily's, down to the tiny scar on her right temple from a childhood bike accident. But the expression—that was pure Ethan. Uncertain. Slightly uncomfortable. Like a tourist in a foreign country trying desperately to blend in.

That's when the decision clicked.

Trying to pretend would only get her so far. If she wanted this to work—really work—then she couldn't think like Ethan anymore. From here on out, she was Emily. She'd always been Emily. Her brother was the one who went to New York for an interview.

"It's just method acting," she reassured herself, turning into the driveway. "Daniel Day-Lewis does this kind of thing all the time, and people give him Oscars for it. I just need to stay in character for a day."

And Ethan?

Ethan was the one who went to New York for an interview. He was the one dealing with airport security and prepping for corporate interrogation. He was the one with the deep voice and broad shoulders and inability to sit with his legs crossed.

It was a weird mental shift, but it helped. Severing the "pretending" line in her brain made everything feel a little more natural. A little more real. The constant awareness of being in the wrong body eased somewhat, replaced by a simpler narrative: This is who I am now, at least for today.

When she pulled into the driveway, she sat for a moment in the silence of the car, then nodded to herself. "Okay. Let's do this right." She checked her reflection one more time, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear with a gesture that felt surprisingly natural. "Emily wouldn't hesitate. Emily wouldn't doubt herself. Emily would walk in there like she owns the place."

Stepping out of the car, she adjusted her jacket and headed inside, the sound of her footfalls light and almost dainty against the hardwood. The morning air was cool against her skin, carrying the faint scent of freshly cut grass from the neighbor's yard. Her body moved with a grace that still felt foreign yet increasingly natural, as if the magical muscle memory was growing stronger with each passing hour.

She fished the house key from her purse—another adjustment, remembering that her pockets were now purely decorative—and unlocked the front door. The familiar smell of home greeted her: the faint lemon scent of furniture polish, the lingering aroma of this morning's coffee, the subtle floral notes of Emily's signature room spray.

The second she walked through the door, something clicked in her head.

Morning routine.

Emily always started her day with a run, followed by yoga. It was her way of staying centered, focused—and, okay, also keeping her Instagram fitness posts looking consistent. She never missed a day, not even when she was sick. "The body craves consistency," she always said, usually while Ethan was sprawled on the couch eating cereal straight from the box.

"Right," she murmured to herself, kicking off her shoes at the door and arranging them neatly on the shoe rack. Emily would never leave them scattered in the entryway the way Ethan always did. "Run. Then yoga. Then breakfast."

The thought of exercise made her grimace internally—Ethan's preferred morning routine involved hitting the snooze button at least three times—but Emily wouldn't hesitate. Emily would already be changing into her running clothes, mentally planning her route.

"Five miles," she said aloud, testing the sound of her voice in the empty house. "The usual loop around the park, then back through Maple Street." The words felt right, like lines from a script she'd somehow memorized without realizing it.

She headed upstairs, the now-familiar sensation of her long hair brushing her back with every step. It swung like a pendulum, tickling her shoulder blades through the thin material of her tank top. She'd never realized how aware of her hair Emily must be—it was like having an extra appendage, one that required constant management but also provided a useful prop for various social situations.

Entering her bedroom, she slipped off her jacket and tossed it onto the bed, the cool air brushing against her bare arms and raising goosebumps along her skin. The room looked different somehow—not in its physical arrangement, but in how she perceived it. Yesterday, it had been Emily's room, foreign territory that she happened to be occupying. Today, it was simply her room, filled with her things, arranged according to her preferences.

She opened the dresser drawer and pulled out a pair of running leggings—bright blue with mesh panels that probably cost more than Ethan's entire gym wardrobe—and a matching sports bra. The drawer below held a selection of fitted tank tops, neatly folded and organized by color.

"Typical," she muttered, though the criticism lacked its usual bite. "Even my workout clothes are color-coordinated."

She laid the outfit on the bed, then hesitated for a moment, looking down at her current clothes. Changing had been awkward yesterday—a strange combination of clinical detachment and mortified embarrassment. Today, it felt less daunting. Not quite natural, but not the ordeal it had been.

"Just another part of the role," she reminded herself, reaching for the hem of her tank top. "Like an actress changing costumes between scenes."

Time to get changed. Time to be Emily.

And today, just like every day... she would own it.

The thought brought a small smile to her lips—one that, had she seen it in the mirror, would have looked remarkably like Emily's confident smirk. The transformation was working in more ways than one, it seemed. And for better or worse, she was committed to seeing it through.


Chapter 9

Emily stood in the kitchen, a glass of cold water pressed to her lips, the condensation beading against her fingers as she took a long, refreshing sip. The water slid down her throat, cool and revitalizing, washing away the salt taste of exertion. Her body was still lightly flushed from the run—skin warm, heart rate steady, her ponytail damp with sweat and swinging gently as she moved. Little wisps of hair clung to her temples and the nape of her neck, having escaped the elastic during her five-mile circuit around the neighborhood.

She set the glass down on the counter with a quiet clink, exhaling slowly through her nose. The kitchen was quiet, peaceful in the mid-morning light, sunbeams dancing across the granite countertops and reflecting off the stainless steel appliances.

"Well, that wasn't completely terrible," she murmured to herself, stretching her arms overhead. Her muscles responded with a pleasant ache, the kind that signaled effort rather than strain. "Though I still maintain that running for fun is an oxymoron concocted by masochists in expensive shoes."

The run had been... good. Better than she expected. The first mile had been awkward—her stride too long, her arms swinging at odd angles, her breathing uneven. But somewhere around the second mile marker, something had clicked. Once she'd gotten into a rhythm, her thoughts had faded into the background, her body moving on instinct—stride, breath, pace, all flowing naturally. She finally understood why the real Emily always made the time for it.

It wasn't just exercise. It was freedom. A moment to forget everything else and just be. The steady rhythm of her feet against the pavement, the controlled intake and release of breath, the morning sun warming her skin—it had all combined into a meditative state she hadn't anticipated.

"I'm still not getting up at 5 AM to do this when I'm back in my own body," she muttered, reaching for a small towel to blot the perspiration from her neck. "But I get it now. The appeal, I mean. It's like... mental floss."

She glanced down at herself—tight, charcoal-gray running shorts hugging her hips and rear with a second-skin grip, the material clinging to curves that still felt foreign yet increasingly familiar. The sports bra, black and low-cut, peeked out from beneath a loose-fitting lilac tank top knotted just above her navel, revealing a sliver of toned midriff. The outfit was revealing, sure, but it had purpose. It was practical, breathable... and, if she were being honest, kind of empowering.

"No wonder half the neighborhood slows down when she jogs past," she mused, turning to catch her reflection in the microwave door. The image was distorted, but clear enough to confirm what she already knew—the outfit left little to the imagination, showcasing a form that had clearly been sculpted through disciplined exercise and careful diet.

No wonder she walks around like she owns the world, Emily thought, brushing a few loose strands of hair from her face. She feels it.

And now... so did she.

It was strange, this growing comfort in a body that wasn't hers. Yesterday, she'd felt like an imposter, constantly aware of every foreign curve and unfamiliar sensation. Today, there was still that underlying awareness of wrongness, but layered over it was something unexpected—confidence. The kind that came from inhabiting a body that moved with grace and precision, that drew appreciative glances, that occupied space unapologetically.

"Is this what it feels like?" she wondered aloud. "To be her all the time?" She flexed her fingers, watching the delicate tendons shift beneath her skin. "No wonder she's so annoyingly self-assured."

She took one last sip of water, then placed the empty glass in the sink and turned toward the living room. The house was quiet around her, the tick of the wall clock and the distant hum of the refrigerator the only sounds breaking the silence.

Time for yoga.

Once, she would have rolled her eyes at the very thought. Ethan had always scoffed at Emily's dedication to her "bendy pretzel routine," as he called it. But now, in this body, with these muscles that seemed to crave the stretch and alignment of proper poses, it felt like the natural next step in her morning.

It felt so strange how natural this had all started to feel—like muscle memory, just as Emily had said. The jog had felt easy once she'd found her rhythm. The stretch of her legs, the sway of her hips, even the way she'd instinctively tied her hair back into a high ponytail without thinking—it was all just there, waiting to be used. Like playing an instrument she hadn't realized she knew how to play.

"Magic," she muttered, shaking her head slightly. "Who would have thought it was actually real? And who would have thought my first experience with it would involve sports bras and lycra?"

As she stepped into the living room, the familiar sight of the yoga mat waiting on the floor made her smile slightly. Of course it was already out. Emily was nothing if not consistent, and she did this every morning like clockwork. The mat was positioned perfectly in the center of the open space, aligned with the large windows that overlooked the back garden. Emily's tablet was propped up on a small stand beside it, already queued to her favorite yoga instructor's channel.

"Predictable as clockwork," she said with a small chuckle. "I bet if I checked her browser history, it would be organized by category and color-coded."

The sunlight filtered in through the sheer curtains, casting a soft glow across the floor as she padded barefoot to her spot. The hardwood was cool beneath her feet, a pleasant contrast to her still-warm skin. Outside, birds chirped in the maple tree that dominated the back yard, their morning songs providing a natural soundtrack.

She stood at the edge of the mat, took a deep breath, and rolled her shoulders back. The movement felt good—releasing tension she hadn't realized she was carrying. Her body seemed to know what to do, settling naturally into a starting position she couldn't consciously remember learning.

"Alright, Emily," she murmured to herself, the name feeling less foreign on her tongue than it had yesterday. "Let's see what this body can do."

This was her life now. At least... for one more day. One day of being someone else, of experiencing the world through different eyes, a different skin. It was terrifying and exhilarating all at once, a rollercoaster she hadn't bought a ticket for but was now committed to riding to the end.

She tapped the tablet screen, starting the yoga video. A serene voice filled the room, guiding her into the first pose.

"Begin in mountain pose, standing tall, feet together, shoulders relaxed..."

She followed the instructions, her body moving with a fluidity that surprised her. Each pose flowed naturally into the next, her muscles stretching and contracting in ways that felt deeply satisfying. This body knew what it was doing, even if her mind was still catching up.

Time to flow.

As she moved through the sequence, morning light dancing across her skin, she couldn't help but wonder what her brother was doing right now. Was he navigating New York in her brother's body with the same strange blend of disorientation and unexpected ease? Was he, too, discovering aspects of a different physicality that surprised him?

"Probably freaking out about the lack of bathroom stalls in the men's room," she muttered, transitioning smoothly into downward dog. "Or getting hit on by some Wall Street bro who doesn't understand personal space."

The thought made her smile despite herself. Whatever happened tomorrow, whatever complications arose with the scholarship dinner or the reversal of the spell, today she would embrace this strange situation. She would be Emily—not just pretending, but embodying her completely.

And maybe, just maybe, she'd finally understand why her sister was the way she was. Because if this morning was any indication, there was more to Emily—to being Emily—than she'd ever realized.


Chapter 10

Fresh from the shower, skin still warm and hair wrapped in a towel, Emily stood in front of her bedroom closet, arms crossed and eyes scanning the seemingly endless rows of clothes. The closet was a marvel of organization—color-coded sections, dedicated shoe racks, accessories arranged by season and occasion. It was like staring into a boutique where everything was precisely her size.

Water droplets trickled down her neck, disappearing beneath the soft terry cloth of her robe. The bathroom was still foggy with steam, the faint scent of lavender body wash and expensive shampoo lingering in the air.

"How does one person own this many clothes?" she muttered, running her fingers along a row of hanging dresses. "It's like she's preparing for fifty different lives simultaneously."

It had hit her mid-yoga—somewhere between downward dog and cobra pose, when her mind had finally quieted enough for actual thought—that she couldn't let the scholarship dinner be her first public outing as Emily. That was a recipe for disaster. Walking into a roomful of people who knew her, who had expectations and memories of interactions, without any real-world practice? She might as well wear a sign that said "Imposter" in flashing neon letters.

No, if she really wanted to lock this in, to fully become her, then she needed real-world practice. Something casual. Low-stakes. But still out there—among people who might look at her, speak to her, expect her to respond appropriately.

"A test run," she said aloud, tightening the belt of her robe. "Like taking a car around the block before the big race."

So, after toweling off, moisturizing (because of course that was part of the routine now—three different products in a specific order that Emily had detailed in a laminated chart taped to the bathroom mirror), and brushing through her still-damp hair, she'd parked herself in front of the closet like she was about to enter battle. And in a way, she was. The Battle of Public Perception, where her weapons were fabric and her armor was confidence.

"What would Emily wear for a casual day out?" she mused, pulling out a sundress only to immediately return it to its hanger. "Too dressy. And I'm not ready to navigate bare legs in public."

She moved through the options methodically, considering each piece as both a fashion statement and a practical choice for someone still getting used to a completely different body.

"Too tight," she muttered, rejecting a bodycon dress that looked like it would restrict breathing. "Too complicated," for a jumpsuit with an indecipherable fastening system. "Too... everything," for a ruffled blouse that seemed designed specifically to draw attention to her chest.

Thirty minutes later—after rejecting at least six dresses, three skirt options, and a romper she still didn't know how to wear without dislocating a shoulder—she finally settled on something simple, something that felt like the right balance of casual confidence and effortless style.

A pair of low-rise skinny jeans—tight, flattering, and sitting just low enough on her hips to make her feel bold. They hugged every curve without looking painted on, the dark wash denim creating a sleek line from hip to ankle. A white cropped tank top that hugged her new figure, showing just a hint of toned stomach and the curve of her waist. Over that, she pulled on an oversized, cropped hoodie in a soft, sandy beige. Stylish, cozy, and just enough coverage to feel balanced.

"Not bad," she nodded approvingly as she assessed the combination. "Emily, but make it approachable. Like I'm too busy leading my fabulous life to overthink an outfit."

She added a pair of tan high-heeled ankle boots—chunky, but still tall enough to give her a little extra height and that unmistakable click with every step. The kind of shoes that said "I'm confident enough to prioritize style over comfort, but practical enough to still be able to walk at the end of the day."

She slipped them on, finding that peculiar magical muscle memory kicking in once again. Her balance adjusted automatically, weight shifting to accommodate the heel height without conscious thought.

"Magic is weird," she commented to the empty room, taking a few experimental steps. "Convenient, but weird."

Once dressed, she moved to the mirror and looked herself over. The reflection staring back was undeniably Emily—not just in physical form, but in presentation. The outfit was carefully casual, the kind of ensemble that looked effortless but was actually the result of considerable thought.

Hair: loose, tousled, effortlessly "I didn't try but I still look amazing." She ran her fingers through the damp strands, arranging them into that perfect balance of styled and natural that Emily always managed to achieve.

Makeup: light, fresh, natural—just a little mascara to darken already thick lashes, lip gloss that made her mouth look fuller without being obvious, and a touch of blush to emphasize cheekbones that were already enviably defined.

Outfit: cute, confident, Emily. The kind of look that walked the line between "I put effort into this" and "I just threw this on and happen to look fantastic," which was Emily's signature style.

She took a breath, placing her hands on her hips in a stance that felt oddly natural now. The person in the mirror was a stranger and yet somehow familiar—like meeting a distant relative whose features echoed your own.

"This is me," she said softly, meeting her own gaze in the mirror. The hazel eyes that stared back were filled with a determination that transcended physical form. "This is who I am. I'm Emily. I've always been Emily."

The words didn't feel like a lie anymore. They felt like a role she was growing into, a character becoming more fully realized with each passing hour. Method acting at its most extreme.

"And Emily," she continued, straightening her shoulders, "does not hide at home when she could be out there, living her best life."

She grabbed her purse and keys off the nightstand, slung the bag over her shoulder with a practiced flick of her wrist, and headed downstairs. Her boots clicked against the hardwood floor as she moved toward the front door, each step more confident than the last. The sound was satisfying—authoritative, feminine, purposeful.

"Wallet, phone, keys, lip gloss," she murmured, checking the contents of her bag. All present and accounted for. "And Emily's signature 'I've got this' attitude." She tossed her hair over her shoulder with a small smirk. "Check."

A calm day out. Shopping. Maybe a movie. Just being Emily in the real world. Testing the waters before the main event tomorrow night. Building confidence through practice—a concept the real Emily would wholeheartedly approve of.

No pressure. No pretending. Just... living.

As she pulled open the door and stepped outside, sunlight bathing her face in warmth, a small, confident smile tugged at her lips. The neighborhood spread before her—familiar streets seen through new eyes. The same houses, the same trees, but experienced from a slightly different perspective. Literally—she was several inches shorter than before, the world just a bit larger around her.

"Well, world," she murmured, locking the door behind her. "Ready or not, here I come."

Time to take Emily for a spin.

She strode toward the car, keys jingling in her hand, hips swaying with an easy confidence that was becoming less conscious and more instinctive by the hour. The day stretched before her—a practice run, a dress rehearsal for tomorrow's main performance.

And for the first time since this whole bizarre situation began, she felt something unexpected: anticipation. Not dread, not resignation, but genuine curiosity about what it would be like to move through the world as someone else. As Emily.

The day was young, the sun was shining, and she had a new life to try on for size.


Chapter 11

The day had gone by in a blur of soft fabrics, warm sunlight, and the quiet hum of city life. Emily stood now in the cinema line, arms folded loosely under her chest, her oversized hoodie slipping just enough to reveal her shoulder—smooth, bare, and catching the glow of the lobby lights. The line moved slowly, the murmurs of anticipation and popcorn machines filling the air around her, a symphony of pre-movie excitement.

She shifted her weight slightly, feeling the unfamiliar but increasingly comfortable pressure of her heeled boots against the polished floor. The mall had been a revelation—a familiar space experienced in an entirely new way. She'd visited these same stores countless times before, but never like this. Never as Emily.

She hadn't bought much while out shopping—it wasn't about buying, really. It was about being. She'd browsed racks of dresses and accessories, trailing her fingers over silks and sequins, contemplating colors and cuts with a critical eye that seemed to materialize from nowhere. She'd tried on shoes she probably wouldn't wear again—strappy sandals with impossibly thin heels that somehow didn't make her wobble, platform boots that added unnecessary inches to her already respectable height. She'd even spent fifteen minutes in a boutique perfume shop comparing scents like it was some kind of art form, debating the merits of bergamot versus lavender with a salesperson who treated her opinions as if they actually mattered.

"I'm looking for something understated but memorable," she'd heard herself say, sniffing delicately at a crystal bottle. "Something that lingers without overpowering."

The saleswoman had nodded knowingly. "You strike me as someone who appreciates subtlety. Perhaps something with light floral notes and a hint of musk?"

And the strange part? She'd liked it. Not just the attention or the validation, but the entire experience. The ritual of it all. The small, feminine gestures that her body seemed to know instinctively—the tilt of her head when considering a garment, the way she gathered her hair to one side when trying on a necklace, the slight purse of her lips when deliberating between options.

Not just the shopping, but the experience. The way she moved through the space—confident, unhurried, as if every store existed solely for her perusal. The way the sales staff smiled at her like she belonged, rushing to help with fitting rooms or offering opinions on color choices. She hadn't tried to act like Emily anymore. She simply was.

"I'm thinking of seeing the new thriller," she said aloud, more to herself than anyone else. Her voice still carried that odd duality—familiar in its cadence but alien in its pitch. "Something with enough jump scares to justify the overpriced popcorn."

She leaned slightly to one side, shifting her weight onto one heeled boot, letting her hip pop just a little. The movement created a subtle S-curve in her silhouette, the kind of pose that appeared in fashion magazines and Instagram photos. It was natural. Easy. Comfortable in a way it had no right to be, given that she'd been inhabiting this body for less than forty-eight hours.

And then there was the attention. The guys.

She'd noticed it almost immediately after arriving at the mall. The way heads turned just slightly as she passed—not obvious enough to be rude, but unmistakable in their intent. The lingering glances. The not-so-subtle once-overs that traveled from her face down to her boots and back again. Even a few bold smiles tossed her way, testing the waters, hoping for reciprocation.

A guy at the food court had nearly walked into a trash can while watching her pass. Another had fumbled his wallet at the coffee shop counter, coins scattering across the floor in a metallic cascade that made everyone turn and look. And she'd noticed. Of course she'd noticed.

At first, it had been jarring. Uncomfortable, even. A lifetime of being the observer rather than the observed had not prepared her for this level of scrutiny. But as the day wore on, something shifted. The awkwardness faded, replaced by a strange sense of power. The way her stomach fluttered when someone held the door open, lingering just a moment too long in her personal space. The way her lips curled into an instinctual, flirtatious smile when a cute barista complimented her earrings.

"Love those," he'd said, eyes crinkling at the corners. "Really bring out the gold in your eyes."

And she'd felt herself respond—not just with a polite "thank you," but with a hair toss and a smile that lingered just long enough to suggest interest without promising anything. All without conscious thought. All without trying.

And now, standing in line, she could feel it again. The presence of the two guys behind her—college-aged maybe, casual but trying too hard in their graphic tees and carefully distressed jeans. She could hear their whispers, low and full of faux-confidence, the kind of performative masculinity that was intended to impress but mainly served as a form of mutual reassurance.

"Dude, check her out..." The words drifted forward, just loud enough to be overheard. Intentionally so, perhaps.

"Those jeans are doing things, man." A low whistle followed, quiet enough to maintain plausible deniability if challenged.

"Look at that walk—she knows exactly what she's doing." Admiration mixed with assumption, the classic combination.

Emily's lips twitched up into a sly smile, a private acknowledgment of a joke only she fully understood. Twenty-four hours ago, she'd have been mortified by such attention—or worse, been the one awkwardly trying to whisper such observations without being caught. Now, she found herself cataloging their reactions with a detached sort of amusement.

She hadn't... but now? Oh, she did.

The realization was both unsettling and exhilarating. This was power—subtle, socially complex, and undeniably real. Not the kind that came from physical strength or intellectual prowess, but from simply existing in a certain kind of packaging. From embodying a certain kind of feminine presence in public space.

The line moved forward, inching closer to the ticket counter. She stepped ahead, and without thinking—without trying—she added just a little more sway to her hips. Slow. Confident. Measured. A deliberate performance now, rather than an unconscious adaptation. The barely audible intake of breath behind her confirmed the effect.

"Ten bucks says she's here alone," one of them murmured to the other. "Should I...?"

"Dude, way out of your league," his friend responded with a snort. "She's got 'don't even try it' written all over her."

Emily bit back a laugh. If only they knew. If only they had the faintest idea who was really inside this body, controlling those hips, wearing that confident smile. The cosmic joke of it all was almost too delicious.

She didn't need to look back to know they were watching. She could feel it—the prickle of awareness along her skin, the subtle shift in the energy behind her. Their attention was almost tangible, a presence as real as the air-conditioning that raised goosebumps on her exposed shoulder.

And strangely... she liked it. Not in the way she might have expected—not as validation or ego-stroking—but as a form of power. Of control. Of playing a game whose rules she was rapidly mastering.

"Next, please," the ticket seller called, waving her forward with a bored gesture.

She approached the counter, pulling her wallet from her bag with practiced ease. "One for the 4:30 showing of 'Shadow's Edge,' please," she said, her voice carrying that perfect blend of polite assertion that Emily had always wielded so effectively.

The ticket seller—a guy around her age with a name tag that read "Jason"—perked up visibly, his posture straightening as he processed her request. "Good choice," he offered, his tone shifting from customer service drone to interested peer. "That one's supposed to be great. Critics are saying it's the best thriller of the year."

"I hope so," she replied, offering a smile that was friendly without being invitational. "I could use a good scare."

Jason's fingers lingered slightly as he handed over her ticket, his eyes meeting hers with unmistakable interest. "Well, enjoy the show. Maybe I'll see you around sometime."

"Maybe," she responded noncommittally, already turning away, neither encouraging nor dismissing the subtle overture.

As the usher took her ticket and waved her through, Emily walked into the theater with her head high, her ponytail bouncing with each confident step, and a newfound rhythm in her step. The darkness of the theater enveloped her, the previews already playing on the massive screen, casting shifting patterns of light across the rows of seats.

She found a spot toward the middle—not too close, not too far back—and settled in, arranging herself with the unconscious grace that seemed to come with this body. As she waited for the feature to begin, she couldn't help but reflect on the day's revelations. On how quickly she'd adapted. On how natural it all felt now.

She was Emily. Not just physically, not just in name, but in presence. In confidence. In the way she moved through the world and the way the world responded to her.

And she was owning it. Every step, every smile, every subtle shift of her hips.

Tomorrow's scholarship dinner no longer loomed as an insurmountable challenge. If she could handle a day of shopping, flirting, and navigating public spaces, she could certainly handle a few hours of academic small talk. The spell had given her more than just Emily's body—it had given her access to a lifetime of feminine instincts, reactions, and adaptations.

As the theater darkened fully and the movie began, Emily settled back in her seat, a small, satisfied smile playing at the corners of her lips. Whatever happened tomorrow—whatever came after—today had been a revelation.

And she was just getting started.


Chapter 12

The cool evening air greeted Emily as she stepped out of the movie theater, a soft breeze brushing her hair across her cheeks. The sky was painted in hues of orange and pink, the last breath of sunset clinging to the edges of the city skyline. Street lamps had just begun to flicker on, casting warm pools of light across the sidewalk as moviegoers streamed out of the theater in chattering groups.

She paused for a moment, simply taking in the sensations – the gentle caress of wind against her skin felt different somehow through this body, more acute, more present. Even the scents in the air seemed sharper – popcorn, perfume, the metallic hint of approaching rain.

She had chosen a romantic comedy on a whim—something she figured Emily would watch, not the kind of action-packed, explosion-filled thriller Ethan would've normally gone for. "Meet Me in Montauk" had promised the usual fare: quirky heroine, brooding love interest, a series of comical misunderstandings, and the inevitable happy ending. Predictable. Safe. A film Ethan would have mercilessly mocked while secretly enjoying the simple escapism.

But as the credits rolled and the lights came up, she realized something surprising.

She had really enjoyed it.

Not just tolerated it. Not just sat through it. She had laughed – genuinely laughed – at the banter between the leads. She had smiled at the tender moments, felt a genuine warmth spread through her chest during the confession scene. She had even teared up a little near the end when the protagonists finally admitted their feelings in that ridiculous but somehow perfect beach scene.

"I can't believe I almost cried over that," she muttered to herself, adjusting her purse strap. "It was so cliché it practically had flashing neon signs saying 'now feel emotions here.'"

And the strangest part? A few times during the movie, she caught herself wishing she was the leading lady. Not in a "I want her life" sort of way, but in a real way—wanting to be the girl who got swept off her feet, who was kissed in the rain, who found herself in a whirlwind of love and laughter. Imagining what it would feel like to have strong arms wrap around her waist, to feel the press of someone else's lips against her own, to be desired in that consuming, passionate way.

That thought had shaken her a bit. But also… it hadn't. It had felt natural, like a logical extension of everything else she'd been experiencing. Like this body came with its own set of desires and instincts that were gradually integrating with her consciousness.

"God, this is weird," she whispered, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear as she navigated through the post-movie crowd. "This whole situation would make one hell of a psych thesis."

It's just the hormones, she told herself as she walked across the parking lot, arms wrapped around her waist, her boots clicking softly on the pavement. Estrogen and whatever else is running through this body now. That's all. A chemical cocktail creating reactions and responses that had nothing to do with who she really was. Pure biology. Nothing more.

The self-assurance rang hollow even in her own mind.

And yet, as she passed a group of guys near the entrance—tall, grinning, and laughing among themselves—she caught herself giving one of them a second glance. Dark hair, sharp jawline, easy smile that revealed a slight dimple in his left cheek. He wore a leather jacket that fit his broad shoulders perfectly, and when he laughed, there was something genuine and warm in the sound that made her stomach do a little flip.

Wow, she thought, blinking as she hurried past. Okay. Definitely the hormones. Has to be. Because otherwise, I've got some serious questions to ask myself when I get my own body back.

She gave her head a gentle shake, trying to snap herself out of it. The keys jingled in her hand as she approached Emily's car, the sleek vehicle beeping softly as she unlocked it.

Focus, Emily. You've had your public trial run. You did great. You walked, talked, and acted like Emily all day and nobody suspected a thing. Now go home, kick off these boots, and chill before tomorrow. Tomorrow's the real challenge. Tonight is just about relaxing and mentally preparing.

She slid into the driver's seat, sighing in relief as she closed the door, the car quiet compared to the buzz of the outside world. The leather seat felt cool against her thighs, the faint scent of Emily's perfume still lingering in the enclosed space. She adjusted the rearview mirror and caught sight of herself – still a jolt, seeing Emily's face move with her expressions, Emily's eyes blinking back at her.

"This will never not be weird," she murmured, tucking her hair behind her ear.

She had just buckled in when the phone—the one the real Emily had given her—rang from her purse. The cheerful pop tune was jarring in the quiet car, echoing off the windows. She dug through lipstick, compact, hand sanitizer, and various other mysterious items before finding the device buried at the bottom.

She fished it out, glanced at the screen.

"JESS 💅🏼"

Her heart skipped a beat. Jessica Campbell. Emily's best friend since sophomore year. The bubbly, outspoken marketing major who seemed to know everyone on campus and considered 'shy' a personality disorder that could be cured with sufficient tequila shots. Emily had mentioned her multiple times during their crash course, emphasizing how important it was to maintain their friendship dynamics if they happened to interact.

"Be enthusiastic but not over-the-top," Emily had instructed. "She'll know something's off if you're too agreeable. We have a whole banter thing going."

She hesitated, thumb hovering over the screen, then answered, trying to sound casual despite the sudden tightness in her chest.

"Hey, Jess," she said, trying to match Emily's usual breezy tone, the slight upward lilt at the end of sentences that made her sound perpetually amused.

"EMILY!" came the excited voice on the other end, so loud she had to pull the phone slightly away from her ear. "Oh my god, congrats again on the scholarship! We are all so proud of you! I literally screamed when I saw the email blast from the department. Like, actually screamed. My roommate thought someone was being murdered."

Emily blinked, momentarily confused. Oh right – the scholarship. The very reason for this whole body-swap debacle. The award hadn't actually been presented yet, but apparently the recipients had already been notified and announced.

"Thanks, I—"

"And listen—no excuses, okay?" Jess steamrolled on, clearly not interested in waiting for a response. "The girls and I are coming over. Celebration night! We'll be at your place in like, an hour. Megan's bringing that fancy champagne her dad ships from France, Zoe's got face masks, and I've got a new eyeshadow palette that is going to make your hazel eyes pop like fireworks. Get ready to get gorgeous, babe!"

Emily's grip on the phone tightened. Girls? Coming over? Tonight? The panic must have shown on her face, reflected in the rearview mirror – wide eyes, slightly parted lips, the subtle drain of color from her cheeks.

"Wait, tonight?" she managed, her voice rising slightly in pitch.

"Duh. We're not letting our star girl sit alone on a Friday night after scoring something that amazing. You need this. Trust me. We're going full glam. Pre-gaming at yours, then hitting Vortex for dancing. They got that new DJ – you know, the hot one with the tribal tattoos? Nick's cousin? He promised to play our song. See you sooooon~!"

Click.

Emily stared at the phone as the call ended, then slowly lowered it to her lap. The screen dimmed, then went dark, leaving her in the semi-darkness of the car, illuminated only by the ambient glow of the parking lot lights.

"Oh… crap."

An hour. Sixty minutes to prepare for an intimate gathering with Emily's closest friends – people who knew her inside and out, who would notice any slip-up, any out-of-character moment. People who expected inside jokes, shared memories, and the specific dynamics that only develop through years of friendship. People who wanted to go dancing, of all things. Dancing was a disaster waiting to happen.

She didn't even have time to panic properly. Proper panic required at least two hours of frantic pacing and catastrophic scenario-building.

"This is fine," she said aloud, as if trying to convince the empty car. "You've done well all day. You've got this. It's just a few girls hanging out. No big deal. You're Emily, remember? Emily loves her friends. Emily lives for nights out."

But even as anxiety fluttered in her chest, another feeling crept in too. Something lighter. Something almost… excited. A tiny spark of anticipation that had no business existing alongside the panic, but there it was anyway – the thrill of the unknown, of diving deeper into this experience.

Maybe it was the confidence from surviving the day. Maybe it was the warm buzz still lingering from the movie. Or maybe it was the growing realization that she was starting to enjoy being Emily more than she expected. That there was something addictively freeing about this temporary escape from herself.

"Probably just the hormones again," she muttered, turning the key in the ignition. The engine purred to life, the dashboard lights casting a soft glow across her features. "Or Stockholm syndrome. Becoming attached to my captor, who happens to be myself. This would make one hell of a psychology case study."

Whatever it was, she exhaled, checked her mirrors, and pulled out of the parking space with a smooth precision that felt increasingly natural. As she navigated toward the exit, she caught herself humming along to the radio – some pop song Emily probably knew all the words to, but that she only vaguely recognized from hearing it in stores and cafes.

"What's the worst that could happen?" she asked her reflection as she paused at a red light. "They realize I'm not Emily, call the cops, I get locked up in a government facility and studied for the rest of my life?" She snorted softly. "Or maybe they just think Emily's acting weird and make her drink more champagne. Fifty-fifty odds, really."

She turned onto the main road, the city lights blurring slightly as she accelerated, and muttered under her breath with a dry smile:

"Guess I'm not kicking off these boots just yet."

The statement felt like more than just an observation about footwear. It was an acknowledgment that this adventure – this bizarre, unexpected journey into someone else's life – was only just beginning. And despite every logical reason to be terrified, she was finding herself strangely, confusingly, along for the ride.


Chapter 13

Emily pulled into the driveway with only minutes to spare, heart racing slightly—not from nerves, but from the lingering energy of the day. The familiar house looked different somehow in the fading light—less like a place she'd lived in for years and more like a stage set for the evening's performance. She killed the engine and sat for a moment, taking a deep breath, centering herself.

She could already feel the shift inside her. The way she moved, the way she carried herself—it had all started to feel less like playing a role and more like... being. Less conscious effort, more instinct. Her body seemed to know what to do even when her mind hesitated, muscle memory filling in the gaps where knowledge failed.

"You've got this," she murmured to herself, checking her reflection in the rearview mirror. "Just be Emily. You've been doing it all day. What's a few more hours?"

The face that looked back at her was becoming less jarring each time she saw it—the delicate features, the wide hazel eyes framed by long lashes, the naturally pouty lips. It was still a shock, but a familiar one now, like a recurring dream that begins to feel like routine.

She locked the car, grabbed her bag, and made her way inside, heels clicking on the hallway floor with a rhythm that had become almost second nature. The evening sun was slipping away fast now, casting golden streaks through the windows as she made a beeline for her room. The house was quiet, empty—soon to be filled with voices and laughter and the kind of feminine energy that had always both fascinated and intimidated her.

Okay, she thought, slipping out of her hoodie and tossing it on the bed, the fabric landing in a soft heap against the pillows. Story time—just in case they ask. Need to have my details straight.

She moved to the mirror, examining herself critically. The tank top would need to go—too casual for a night out. And these jeans, while flattering, weren't party material. Emily's closet beckoned, doors slightly ajar, revealing a colorful array of options.

In her head, she quickly pieced together the narrative she'd need to maintain throughout the night:

Parents? On holiday—some spontaneous couples cruise or whatever. Mom's always wanted to see the Caribbean, and Dad finally gave in because their anniversary is coming up. They're off the grid most of the time due to poor cell service, which explains why they can't be reached.

Ethan? Off to New York. Not for an interview, but for a "well-deserved vacation." Something about visiting an old college buddy and checking out some music venues. Nothing too specific—just vague enough to be believable without inviting detailed questions.

Emily? Home alone and suddenly the center of her friend group's social universe. Excited about the scholarship but playing it cool, as Emily would. Just another achievement in her long list of successes, no big deal.

"And definitely not freaking out about the fact that I'm about to spend an entire night pretending to be my sister with people who've known her for years," she muttered, running a brush through her hair with quick, efficient strokes. The silky strands fell into place effortlessly, another small reminder of how different this body was from her own.

Just as she finished brushing through her hair, the doorbell rang. A cheerful, insistent sound that seemed to echo through the quiet house. Then again. And again—a rapid-fire series of chimes that could only mean impatience and excitement on the other side.

They were here.

"Coming!" she called out, her voice carrying that unfamiliar feminine lilt. She took one last glance in the mirror, straightened her shoulders, and headed for the door with the kind of confident stride she'd been practicing all day.

The moment she opened the door, she was engulfed in a tidal wave of perfume, excited squeals, and immediate physical contact.

"Emily!" Jess practically launched herself across the threshold, wrapping Emily in a tight hug that smelled like vanilla and expensive shampoo. She was petite but energetic, her blonde hair perfectly styled in loose waves, her makeup flawless despite the fact that they were supposedly coming over to get ready. "Oh my god, we are so proud of you! Like, legitimately, we've been bragging about you all day to everyone who would listen!"

Before Emily could even respond, the others arrived, piling in behind Jess with equal enthusiasm.

One by one they arrived: Jess first, then Kayla—tall, slim, with a cascade of dark curls and a smile that lit up her entire face. Then Sophie—quieter than the others, with short auburn hair and glasses that somehow only enhanced her striking features. And finally Mia—curvy, confident, with a laugh that seemed to bubble up from somewhere deep and genuine. All of them loud, laughing, hugging her like they hadn't seen her in years, and immediately spilling onto the couch with wine coolers and makeup bags.

"I brought the good stuff," Mia announced, pulling a bottle of champagne from her oversized tote bag. "Dom Pérignon, baby. My brother's engagement party was last weekend, and I may have... liberated this from the leftovers. They had like six bottles just sitting there!"

"You're a criminal mastermind," Sophie said with a grin, already reaching for the glasses.

"And proud of it," Mia replied, working on the cork. "After all, our girl deserves the best for her big achievement, right?"

It was chaos—but the kind Emily had grown to love watching from the sidelines. The easy familiarity of friends who'd seen each other at their best and worst, who shared a shorthand built over years of inside jokes and shared experiences. Now, she was in the thick of it, trying to navigate the intricate dynamics without giving herself away.

"So," Kayla said, perching on the arm of the couch, "give us the deets. How much is the scholarship worth? And please tell me you're planning to use at least some of it for that trip to Greece we've been talking about."

Emily laughed, trying to sound natural. "It's a full ride for senior year, plus a stipend. And as for Greece..." she paused, trying to recall if the real Emily had ever mentioned such plans. "We'll see. There are some boring responsible things I should probably do first."

"Boooring," Jess sang out, already digging through one of several makeup bags she'd brought. "Life's too short for responsible. Oh! Speaking of irresponsible—I got us all these." She pulled out a small velvet bag and emptied it onto the coffee table, revealing a collection of tiny silver charm bracelets. "Friendship bracelets, but make it adult. Each charm is supposed to represent one of us."

The girls cooed appreciatively, sorting through the delicate jewelry. Emily watched carefully, trying to gauge which one might be meant for her, what symbols might represent the Emily they all knew.

About thirty minutes in, once the music was playing—some pop playlist that Emily vaguely recognized from the radio—and half of them were already applying their first layer of lipstick, Sophie finally asked the question Emily had been waiting for:

"Wait—where is everyone? Like, your parents? And Ethan?" She glanced around, as if just noticing the unusual quiet of the house. "Usually your mom's offering us snacks by now or your dad's making those awkward dad jokes from the kitchen."

Emily, now fully in character, gave a casual shrug and a sip of her drink. The champagne was good—crisp and light, with tiny bubbles that tickled her nose. "Oh, my parents are on some last-minute cruise. They won't be back for a week. Dad surprised Mom for their anniversary." She waved a hand dismissively. "And Ethan left for New York this morning. Holiday. He's been talking about it for ages."

There were a few nods and murmurs of understanding, but it was Jess who raised an eyebrow and leaned in with a sly grin, her expression suddenly mischievous.

"Damn. I was hoping Ethan would be here..." she said, her voice teasing—but her cheeks flushed just a little too pink, betraying a genuine sentiment beneath the playful tone.

Emily blinked, her drink halfway to her lips. The statement caught her completely off guard, like a sudden change in the script she'd been rehearsing. "Wait—what? What do you mean?"

Jess giggled, brushing a lock of hair behind her ear, a surprisingly shy gesture from someone who exuded confidence in every other way. "Oh, come on, you know I like him. I figured with us all going out tonight, maybe I'd finally get a little time with him."

Emily let out a surprised laugh, unsure if it was from the situation or the unexpected twist of emotion bubbling up inside her—something warm and fluttery that had no business being there. "Seriously? Since when?"

"Since, like, forever!" Jess said, rolling her eyes dramatically. "He's cute, and he's got that shy, kinda dorky thing going on. It's adorable." She sighed, flopping back against the couch cushions. "Plus, have you seen him in those jeans he wears to the gym? The ones with the hole in the back pocket? There's a lot more going on there than he gives himself credit for."

"Oh my god, Jess," Kayla groaned, though she was smiling. "That's her brother you're objectifying."

"I'm just stating facts," Jess defended herself. "Besides, Emily knows I've had a thing for him since that party last year when he fixed my laptop after I spilled a cosmopolitan on it. Remember? He spent like two hours taking it apart and drying every component while everyone else was getting wasted. That's boyfriend material right there."

Emily managed a playful grin, covering the sudden swirl of feelings with a sip of her drink. The idea of Jess—bubbly, gorgeous, confident Jess—having a crush on Ethan was... unexpected. And strangely flattering, in a way that made her cheeks warm. "Well, sorry to disappoint. He's halfway to Times Square by now."

"His loss," Mia chimed in, refilling glasses. "Because tonight is going to be epic. And speaking of epic—" she gestured to the array of makeup and clothing items they'd spread across the living room, "—we need to get our girl looking like the absolute goddess she is. Vortex has that new VIP section, and I might have slipped the bouncer an extra twenty to put us on the list."

The conversation moved on quickly, and soon the bedroom was transformed into a whirlwind of dresses, lashes, and perfume. They got ready together—laughing, sharing lipsticks, adjusting straps on dresses that seemed designed to defy both gravity and modesty. Music pulsed from a portable speaker, glasses were refilled, and the air filled with a giddy anticipation that was surprisingly contagious.

"Try this one," Sophie urged, holding up a dress from Emily's closet that still had tags hanging from it. "You bought it for that formal last month but chickened out at the last minute. Tonight's the night."

Emily eventually chose a dress she never thought she'd wear—tight, short, black, and strappy, with a daring neckline and a slit that dared to climb too high. It was the kind of dress Ethan might have appreciated on someone else but would never have imagined wearing. It hugged her figure in ways that made her catch her reflection twice, the fabric clinging to curves that seemed designed for exactly this purpose. She paired it with tall black heels and a confidence she wasn't sure was completely hers... but felt like it might be.

"Damn, girl," Mia whistled appreciatively. "You're going to give someone a heart attack in that."

"That's the plan," Emily replied with a wink, surprising herself with how naturally the flirtation came. "What's the point of looking this good if no one drops dead at the sight?"

Jess laughed delightedly. "That's my girl! Now, let me do your eyes. I've been dying to try this new technique I saw online—it's all about creating depth without looking like you're wearing a pound of shadow."

By the time 8 PM hit, the living room was alive with music, laughter, and the clinking of glasses. Pre-drinks were flowing, and Emily found herself letting go, laughing louder, swaying with the music, and feeling... free. There was something liberating about being someone else, about stepping into a life where confidence was the default, where being the center of attention felt natural rather than terrifying.

This is what being Emily is like, she thought, watching her friends dance around the room, high on excitement and vodka spritzers. This constant, easy confidence. This certainty that you belong exactly where you are, doing exactly what you're doing.

"To Emily," Kayla called out, raising her glass high. "Future CEO, current genius, and always the one who makes the rest of us look good just by standing next to her!"

"To Emily!" the others echoed, glasses raised in a toast that made her cheeks flush with genuine pleasure.

When the Uber alert pinged on her phone, the energy in the house doubled, excitement shifting into high gear.

"Ladies," Mia called out, holding up her phone with a triumphant grin, "our chariot awaits! Sebastian is outside in a Toyota Camry, and he has no idea what he's in for!"

Cheers erupted, heels clacked against hardwood, and phones were dropped into tiny purses barely large enough to hold a credit card as they poured out the door in a wave of glitter, perfume, and giddy anticipation. The night air was cool against bare skin, the stars just beginning to appear in a darkening sky.

Emily stepped out last, locking the door behind her, her hips swaying naturally, her heels clicking with confidence. The dress felt like a second skin, the night like an adventure waiting to unfold. The nervousness that had gripped her earlier had dissolved, replaced by an exhilarating sense of possibility.

She was no longer Ethan playing a part.

She was Emily.

And tonight, she was unstoppable.

The thought should have frightened her—this easy slipping into someone else's identity, this comfortable wearing of another's skin. Instead, it felt like freedom. Like stepping into a role she'd been rehearsing for without realizing it, only to find that the lines came naturally, the blocking felt right, the character resonated in unexpected ways.

As she slid into the waiting car, surrounded by laughter and the scent of mingled perfumes, Emily couldn't help but wonder what other surprises the night might hold. And for the first time since this bizarre transformation began, she found herself genuinely looking forward to finding out.


Chapter 14

The Uber ride to the club was filled with chaotic energy—music blasting from someone's phone, the girls shouting over one another with laughter and last-minute makeup touch-ups. Emily sat in the back, squished between Kayla and Mia, her heart pounding with a strange mix of excitement and disbelief. The driver, a middle-aged man with impressive patience, occasionally glanced in the rearview mirror with a bemused expression that suggested he'd seen this particular scene play out many times before.

"I swear to God, if Derek is there tonight, I'm going to ignore him so hard he'll think he's turned invisible," Sophie was saying, carefully reapplying her lipstick without the aid of a mirror—a skill Emily found both impressive and baffling.

"He doesn't deserve your attention anyway," Jess replied from the front seat, where she was taking selfies with dramatic pouts. "Not after that stunt he pulled at Taylor's birthday. Anyone who leaves a party with someone else when they came with you is automatic trash."

"Amen," Mia chimed in, raising her travel-sized champagne flute in agreement. She turned to Emily with a conspiratorial grin. "Speaking of attention, though, our little scholarship winner here is going to be fighting them off with a stick in that dress."

Emily shifted slightly, the tight fabric of her dress riding up her thighs with the movement. She tugged it down discreetly, still not entirely comfortable with how much skin she was showing. "I think I'll leave the fighting to you guys. I'm just here for moral support and overpriced drinks."

"Oh no you don't," Kayla laughed, nudging her with an elbow. "No wallflower act tonight. You've been hiding behind your books all semester. Tonight, we celebrate properly."

"By 'properly,' she means 'with attractive strangers and questionable decisions,'" Sophie added with a wink.

She had never done anything like this before. This was entirely new territory—not just being in a woman's body, but being part of this female friendship dynamic, this pre-club ritual that seemed to have rules and expectations she was only beginning to grasp. As Ethan, nights out had been simpler affairs: grab a beer, talk sports or video games, maybe play some pool. This was a whole different social ecosystem.

"Ten more minutes, ladies!" Jess announced, checking her phone. "Final checks: Lipstick? ID? Emergency tampon? Ability to reject creeps diplomatically but firmly?"

"All present and accounted for," Mia replied, patting her tiny purse. "Though I'm hoping the diplomatic part becomes optional as the night progresses. I've been practicing my drink-throwing technique."

The car slowed, and through the window, Emily could see they were approaching their destination. The street was alive with weekend energy—couples walking hand in hand, groups of friends laughing together, the occasional taxi honking as it navigated through the crowds.

As they pulled up to the front of the club, neon lights painting the sidewalk in streaks of pink and blue, the line wrapped around the block. People stood chatting in groups, some looking resigned to a long wait, others checking their phones impatiently. The façade of the building pulsed with light, the name "VORTEX" spelled out in electric blue above the entrance.

But Mia, with the confidence of a seasoned party queen, didn't even blink. As the Uber came to a stop, she was already checking her reflection one last time. She stepped out first, hips swaying with deliberate grace, and made a beeline to the bouncer—ignoring the line completely.

"Is she—" Emily began, watching in amazement as Mia approached the velvet rope.

"Just watch and learn," Kayla replied with a knowing smile. "Mia could talk her way into Fort Knox with nothing but a smile and that dress."

"Hey, Marcus," Mia purred, tossing her curls over her shoulder with a practiced flick. Her voice carried just enough to be heard over the muffled bass escaping each time the club door opened.

The bouncer—easily six-foot-five, built like a linebacker, with arms that strained the seams of his tight black t-shirt—grinned the moment he saw her. His stern expression melted into something almost boyish. "Mia."

They flirted shamelessly for a few seconds, her hand brushing his arm, his gaze lingering on her face (and occasionally dipping lower). The exchange was like a choreographed dance—her laugh at just the right moment, his subtle flexing as he adjusted his stance, the half-step closer that brought them into each other's space.

"We've got a special occasion tonight," Mia was saying, gesturing toward Emily and the others. "My friend here just won this huge scholarship. Academic genius, that one. We're celebrating properly."

Marcus eyed the group appraisingly, his gaze lingering a moment longer on Emily. "That right? Congratulations."

Emily managed a smile and a small wave, feeling suddenly self-conscious under his scrutiny. "Thanks."

And then, just like that, he lifted the velvet rope, unhooking it from the brass stand with a smooth motion that spoke of countless similar gestures. "All of you—go on in."

Cheers erupted from the group, a chorus of "thank you" and excited squeals as they filed past the glowering patrons still waiting in line. As they passed through, Mia casually handed Marcus her phone with her number already on the screen, a move so smooth it could have been rehearsed.

"Text me when you're off," she said with a wink. "Maybe we can continue this conversation somewhere quieter."

Emily blinked, stunned. That actually worked? Just like that—no cover charge, no waiting, straight to the front of the line with nothing but a smile and some light flirting? She had always known, abstractly, that attractive women often received preferential treatment, but experiencing it firsthand was something else entirely.

She turned as they stepped into the club, the bass thumping beneath their heels, the sudden wall of sound almost physical in its intensity. Her thoughts buzzed alongside the music, competing for attention in her buzzing mind.

Okay... there are definitely some benefits to being a woman. At least, to being a woman who looks like Emily.

The club was packed, bodies pressed together in a writhing mass that somehow managed to be both chaotic and synchronized. Lights danced across the dark room in geometric patterns—strobes, lasers, spotlights in purples and blues that transformed ordinary faces into mysterious, otherworldly creatures. Bodies swayed in rhythm, hands raised toward the ceiling, and the air was thick with perfume, cologne, and anticipation. The music was so loud she could feel it in her chest, like a second heartbeat.

"This way!" Jess shouted over the din, grabbing Emily's hand and pulling her toward the bar. "First round, then dancing!"

They barely made it five steps in before the first guy approached them—tall, confident, with slicked-back hair and a designer shirt that screamed "I've done this before." He moved with the easy assurance of someone who rarely heard the word "no," sidling up to their group with a practiced smile. He flashed a grin at Emily and her group, teeth unnaturally white in the club lighting.

"Ladies," he said smoothly, leaning in closer than necessary to be heard over the music, "first round's on me. What are we drinking?"

Jess didn't hesitate: "Vodka cran for me." She didn't even thank him, just stated her preference as if his offer was the most natural thing in the world—expected, rather than appreciated.

"Same," Mia added, already leaning closer, her body language open and inviting despite the dismissive tone.

Kayla went with something called a "Purple Haze," while Sophie opted for a simple rum and coke. And then all eyes were on Emily, waiting for her drink order.

Emily blinked. Wait... just like that? No introduction, no small talk, just straight to buying drinks? She glanced around and realized something else that had escaped her notice during their preparations.

None of the girls had brought wallets. Not a purse in sight except for tiny crossbodies barely big enough for a phone and lip gloss. No cash, no cards—nothing that would suggest they planned to pay for anything themselves.

And now she understood why.

They didn't need money.

"Vodka cranberry," she said finally, mimicking Jess's casual confidence. "With lime."

The guy—who still hadn't introduced himself—nodded approvingly. "Coming right up, beautiful." He turned to the bartender, raising a hand to get his attention before rattling off their orders with practiced ease.

Emily leaned closer to Jess while he was distracted. "Does this happen a lot?" she whispered, gesturing subtly toward their benefactor.

Jess laughed. "First time at a club, honey? Guys like him are looking for any excuse to talk to girls like us. Buying drinks is just their opening move." She gave Emily a curious look. "You feeling okay? You're acting like you've never done this before."

"I'm fine," Emily assured her quickly. "Just... taking it all in. Big night and all that."

"Well, take this in too," Jess replied, nodding toward the bar where another man in a blue button-down was quite obviously watching Emily. "You've got admirers already."

She took the drink when it was handed to her—cold glass, pink liquid, slice of lime perched on the rim—and sipped cautiously. Sweet, sharp, and surprisingly good. The vodka was barely detectable beneath the tartness of the cranberry, making it dangerously easy to drink.

"To Emily," their drink-buyer said, raising his glass in a toast. "Congratulations on... whatever it is we're celebrating."

The girls laughed, clinking glasses, and Emily found herself swept along in the moment. The music changed, shifting to something with a heavier beat that she vaguely recognized from the radio.

"Oh my god, this is my song!" Jess exclaimed, downing half her drink in one impressive gulp. "We have to dance. Now."

She turned slightly and caught sight of Jess beside her—laughing, glowing under the lights, surrounded by a half-circle of guys vying for her attention. One leaned in close to whisper something that made her throw her head back in laughter, another offered a second drink with a hopeful smile, a third just stared like he was trying to figure out how to cut in without seeming too eager. Jess handled it all with practiced ease, distributing her attention like a queen bestowing favors, never lingering too long with any one suitor.

Emily watched, sipping her drink slowly, the music pulsing through her chest. She felt eyes on her too—curious gazes, appreciative looks, subtle glances from over the rim of cocktail glasses. Men who looked at her with undisguised interest, women who assessed her outfit with either appreciation or competition.

It was a strange feeling, being the object of so much attention. As Ethan, she'd been used to a certain invisibility—the kind that came with being neither the most attractive nor the most obnoxious guy in the room. But in Emily's body, with Emily's face and Emily's dress, invisibility wasn't an option.

And for the first time that night, she wasn't nervous. The alcohol certainly helped, warming her from the inside, but it was more than that. It was the realization that she didn't need to try so hard. She just needed to exist in this space, and the world would respond accordingly.

She was Emily.

And in this moment—surrounded by music, lights, laughter, and the low hum of attraction—she was exactly where she was meant to be.

"Dance floor?" Mia suggested, appearing at her side with a fresh drink already in hand. "I think it's time we show these people how it's done."

Emily nodded, finishing her drink with a confidence that surprised her. "Lead the way."

As they moved toward the pulsing heart of the club, bodies pressing closer, the bass vibrating through the floor and up into her bones, Emily felt herself surrendering to the rhythm. Not just the music, but the rhythm of the night itself—the ebb and flow of attention, the dance of approach and retreat, the synchronized chaos of a hundred individual desires converging in one darkened room.

Tonight, she wasn't just wearing Emily's body. She was living Emily's life. And while tomorrow might bring complications—the scholarship dinner, the spell reversal, the return to reality—tonight belonged to this version of herself. This confident, desired, carefree version that moved through the world with such ease.

Tonight, she would dance. And worry about the rest tomorrow.


Chapter 15

The night had blurred into a kaleidoscope of lights, bass, and movement. Three drinks in—or was it four?—time seemed to stretch and compress in strange ways, minutes expanding into hours and then collapsing back into moments. The club had filled to capacity, a living, breathing organism of sweaty bodies and pulsing energy.

It was sometime after midnight when Emily found herself in the middle of the dance floor, the music vibrating through the soles of her heels and into her chest like a second heartbeat. The DJ had transitioned seamlessly from pop remixes to something darker, more hypnotic—a heavy electronic beat that seemed to command movement rather than invite it. Her makeup held up surprisingly well despite the heat, her hair damp with sweat but still tousled in that perfect messy-night-out kind of way that would have taken Ethan an hour and three products to achieve. Her tight black dress clung to her curves, the fabric almost fused to her skin with a thin sheen of perspiration, and every move she made drew eyes—especially from the guy dancing behind her.

He'd approached during the last song, working his way through the crush of bodies with determined grace. Tall, with dark features and the kind of jawline that belonged in a cologne advertisement, he'd begun dancing nearby, gradually closing the distance with each shift of the beat.

"You've got an admirer," Mia had shouted in her ear before disappearing into the crowd, a knowing smirk on her lips. "A hot one."

Jess was right in front of her, hips swaying to the rhythm, laughing, her eyes locked on Emily's like they were sharing a secret language only they understood. Her blonde hair had taken on a wild quality in the humidity of the club, and her lipstick had faded to a soft stain that somehow looked more alluring than the original application. The two of them moved as a unit—perfectly in sync, perfectly magnetic—with a guy behind each of them, hands hovering, tentative but eager.

"He can't take his eyes off you," Jess mouthed, nodding slightly toward Emily's dance partner. She leaned in closer, her lips almost brushing Emily's ear. "But can you blame him? You're on fire tonight."

The compliment sent a strange thrill through Emily—a warm buzz that had nothing to do with the alcohol. "You're not so bad yourself," she replied, surprised by how easily the flirtatious banter came. "That guy behind you hasn't blinked in ten minutes. I think he's forgotten how."

Jess laughed, the sound barely audible over the music but vibrating between them like a shared secret. "I'm not interested in him," she said, her eyes never leaving Emily's. "Some people are just... distractions."

Emily felt the guy behind her close the distance slightly, his breath warm against her neck, his hands testing the line between casual and intimate. The sensation was foreign—being approached rather than approaching, being pursued rather than pursuing. Normally, the Ethan part of her brain would've tensed, recoiled—territorial instincts kicking in, discomfort at another man's proximity overwhelming any other reaction.

But now?

Now her hips moved with the beat, her body brushing back into his without hesitation. The movement felt natural, instinctive—as if her body knew exactly what to do even when her mind lagged behind.

And it felt... good.

The music. The heat. The attention. Her new female brain soaked it all up like sunlight, every nerve in her body alive with sensation. There was something primal, electric, about the way the guy's hands hovered at her waist, the way his voice murmured something low into her ear that she didn't even hear—but responded to anyway with a soft smile and a casual glance over her shoulder.

"I'm Matt," he said, his lips close enough to her ear that his breath tickled her skin.

"Emily," she replied, not bothering to elaborate. Names were just formalities here, labels for bodies moving in synchronized chaos.

"Can I get you a drink?" His hand found the small of her back, a light touch that sent unexpected sparks racing up her spine.

"Maybe later," she answered, noncommittal but not dismissive. The game of attraction had rules she was only beginning to understand, but something in her seemed to know the moves instinctively.

The song changed again, shifting into something slower but heavier, the bass so deep it seemed to vibrate through the floor and into their bodies. Around them, the crowd pressed closer, a sea of humanity moving as one organism.

But even as the music and hormones danced through her bloodstream, that small, grounded part of her—the piece that was still Ethan—remembered what Jess had said earlier.

"I like Ethan."

The confession had been casual, just a passing comment at the house, but it had lodged itself in Emily's mind. Jess—vibrant, confident, gorgeous Jess—had a thing for her brother. For her real self. It was surreal, like looking through a window into an alternate reality where possibilities she'd never considered suddenly existed.

And now, here she was—Jess—dancing right in front of her. Beautiful, radiant, and... not paying any attention at all to the guy behind her. The man was attractive, his movements smooth and practiced, his attention clearly focused on Jess. But she might as well have been dancing alone for all the acknowledgment she gave him.

Emily noticed it then. Jess hadn't looked back once. Hadn't flirted. Hadn't even acknowledged the guy behind her. Every smile, every glance, every bit of her energy was focused forward—on her. On Emily.

Their eyes met again across the small space between them, and Jess smiled—a slow, deliberate curve of her lips that seemed to carry meaning beyond simple friendship.

Is she just being friendly? Or... something else? Emily wondered, trying to decipher the signals through the haze of alcohol and unfamiliar hormones. Was this how girls always danced together—this intimate closeness, this charged eye contact? Or was there something more happening here?

Emily found herself staying close, brushing shoulders, laughing a little too hard at Jess's jokes, mirroring her movements. She told herself it was research—just trying to figure out what Jess liked in a guy. For Ethan, she reasoned. This was valuable intel. If she could understand what attracted Jess, she could help her brother when they switched back.

But deep down, she wasn't sure anymore where that line even was. The boundaries between research and genuine enjoyment, between playing a role and living it, had blurred somewhere between the second drink and the third song.

"You're different tonight," Jess observed during a brief lull in the music, her head tilted slightly to one side. "More... I don't know. Free?"

Emily shrugged, the movement causing her dress to slip slightly off one shoulder. "Just celebrating," she replied, adjusting the strap. "Big scholarship, remember?"

"It's not that," Jess insisted, her eyes narrowing slightly. "It's like... you're seeing everything for the first time. It's kind of amazing, actually."

Before Emily could formulate a response that wouldn't give away too much, the music swelled again, the DJ transitioning into a popular remix that sent a cheer through the crowd. The conversation was swallowed by sound, the moment lost in movement.

The guy behind her—Matt—leaned in again, his hands now lightly on her hips, guiding their rhythm together. His touch was confident but not aggressive, finding that delicate balance between assertive and respectful. Her skin tingled under his touch, and her breath caught in her throat.

She didn't pull away.

She leaned into it.

The sensation was intoxicating—being wanted, being pursued, being the center of someone's complete attention. His body was warm against her back, his movements matching hers with practiced ease. She could feel the strength in his hands, the subtle guidance as they swayed together.

"You're incredible," he murmured against her ear, his voice a low rumble that she felt more than heard.

But her eyes stayed on Jess.

And Jess... was still looking only at her. There was something in her gaze—curiosity, perhaps, or confusion. Maybe even a hint of jealousy. Her dance partner had given up trying to engage her attention, now dancing with another girl nearby.

Something twisted softly in Emily's chest—desire, confusion, curiosity. She didn't know what she was feeling anymore, or what it meant. The lines between her identities—Ethan and Emily—had begun to blur at the edges, creating a strange hybrid consciousness that responded to both male attention and female connection with equal intensity.

"I need some air," Jess said suddenly, appearing at her side. She glanced briefly at Matt, then back to Emily. "Come with me?"

It wasn't really a question, more a command disguised as a request. Her hand found Emily's, fingers intertwining with familiar ease.

Emily nodded, turning slightly to give Matt an apologetic smile. "Girl code," she said with a shrug. "Rain check on that drink?"

He looked disappointed but nodded, stepping back to let her pass. "I'll be around," he replied, his eyes making it clear that he hoped she would return.

As Jess led her through the crowd, weaving expertly between bodies toward the small outdoor patio area, Emily felt herself caught between worlds—between identities, between desires. Matt's touch still lingered on her hips, a phantom pressure that had awakened something primal and new. But Jess's hand in hers felt like an anchor, a connection to something more complex than physical attraction.

The cool night air hit her like a wake-up call as they stepped outside, the relative quiet after the club's thunderous interior almost shocking in its contrast. Jess didn't release her hand, instead pulling her toward a quieter corner of the patio where string lights cast a soft glow over high-top tables.

All she knew was that her body was alive, her heart was racing, and for the first time in a long time...

She didn't want the night to end.

Whatever happened next—whatever complicated emotions and situations awaited her—this moment, this night, this experience of living fully in a different skin was something unique. Something that defied simple categorization or explanation.

And as Jess turned to her, expression unreadable in the dim light, Emily realized she was standing on the edge of yet another discovery about what it meant to live as someone else. About what it meant to be Emily, if only for a night.


Chapter 16

The night had unraveled into something dreamlike—heady with music, alcohol, and heat. Everything around Emily swirled in flashes of color and pulsing rhythm, the club now a haze of movement and laughter. Time had lost its linear quality, stretching and compressing like an accordion, minutes bleeding into hours without clear demarcation. The crowd had thinned slightly as the night wore on, but those who remained moved with the increased abandon that comes when inhibitions have long since departed.

The DJ had shifted to deeper house music, the kind that vibrated through the floor and into the bones, demanding a response from the body even when the mind was lagging behind. Colored lights swept across the dance floor in hypnotic patterns—blues, purples, occasional flashes of white that illuminated faces frozen in expressions of ecstasy.

More drinks had been passed around. She'd lost count—vodka cranberries, fruity shots, something neon blue that tasted like candy but burned on the way down. Her lips felt slightly numb, her thoughts fuzzy around the edges. The alcohol had loosened something in her, peeled back layers of caution and hesitation, revealing a core of pure sensation beneath.

"You have to try this," Jess had insisted earlier, pressing a shot glass of amber liquid into her hand. "Trust me—it's life-changing."

"That's what you said about the last one," Emily had laughed, but took it anyway, the liquid warming her from the inside out.

The music was louder now, or maybe her senses were just more alive. Her body hummed with energy, her skin warm and tingling beneath the tight fabric of her dress. The line between thought and instinct blurred more and more with each beat of the music, each sip of liquor, each moment spent in this alternate reality where she was Emily—desired, confident, free.

"God, I love this song," someone nearby shouted, though the words were barely audible over the thunderous bass.

Jess was still with her—always with her. Throughout the night, they'd been separated occasionally—Jess disappearing to the bathroom with Mia, Emily getting pulled into conversation with a group of guys buying drinks—but they always found each other again, as if connected by some invisible thread.

Now, they danced together again, close. Closer than before. No more crowd around them. Just the two of them... and the guy behind Emily, his hands on her hips, her body pushing back into him with a rhythm that was no longer shy, no longer hesitant. He had been persistent, reappearing throughout the night, each time more confident, each time testing boundaries that seemed to dissolve with every drink.

"You move like you were born for this," he murmured against her ear, his breath warm against her skin. "Like the music is inside you."

She was grinding into him now, her movements fluid and brazen, her body responding to the sensation in ways that left her thoughts hazy and her breathing shallow. The friction created a delicious tension, a building heat that seemed to radiate from her core. It felt good—better than it had any right to, considering the circumstances. Her hips rolled against him, guided by his hands, her back arched slightly as her head tipped back against his shoulder.

Jess watched them, her eyes never leaving Emily's face, her expression a mixture of amusement and something darker, more intense. She danced in front of Emily, close enough that their bodies occasionally brushed against each other, creating a circuit of touch—the guy behind, Jess in front, Emily caught in a current of sensation between them.

"You're full of surprises tonight," Jess said, leaning in so her words reached Emily's ears. "I like it."

Then it happened.

The music reached a crescendo, the bass dropping into something deeper, more primal. The strobe lights flashed in a rapid sequence, illuminating the moment in snapshots of motion. Jess leaned forward suddenly, her hand sliding around Emily's waist with confident purpose, and without a word, pressed her lips against hers.

Soft. Warm. Deliberate.

The kiss tasted like cherry lip gloss and vodka, sweet with an edge of bite. It was nothing like kissing as a man—no stubble, no roughness, just the pillowy softness of another woman's lips moving against her own.

Emily's eyes widened for a moment. Her brain tried to catch up, tried to process—Wait, Jess—didn't she like Ethan?—but her body? Her body didn't hesitate. It leaned in. Melted. Kissed back.

Their lips moved together in sync, slow and increasingly intense, until the rest of the world faded away. The music dulled beneath the rush in her ears, the crowd disappeared into peripheral darkness. The guy behind her seemed to disappear for a second, his presence momentarily forgotten in the shock of this new sensation... until, suddenly, Jess pulled back, her blue eyes sparkling with mischief.

"I know it's you," she said over the music, her voice low and playful. Her eyes held a knowing glint, her lips curved in a smile that was both triumphant and seductive.

Emily blinked, breath catching in her throat. The words hit her like a splash of cold water, instantly sobering despite the alcohol still coursing through her system. "W-What?" she managed, her voice higher than intended, betraying her shock.

"Ethan," Jess said with a grin, brushing a strand of hair from Emily's face with a gesture that was both tender and possessive. Her fingers lingered, tracing a path along Emily's cheekbone. "The real Emily told me before she left for New York. Said to give you a little... push."

Emily's mouth opened, but nothing came out. Her heart thundered in her chest, so hard she was sure everyone around her could see it pounding against her ribcage. She felt exposed. Seen. Like she'd been caught in a masquerade, her mask ripped away without warning. But... not judged. If anything, Jess looked amused. Interested. Like this revelation was the most entertaining thing to happen all night.

"But—how—when did she—" Emily stammered, trying to piece together the implications. Emily had told Jess about the switch? About the spell? When? Why?

"She called me this morning," Jess explained, still moving to the beat, her body swaying hypnotically. "Said she needed a favor. Said her brother was filling in for her at some fancy dinner tomorrow, and I should 'keep an eye on you.'" She laughed, the sound musical even over the thumping bass. "I think she was worried you'd mess it up. But she didn't say anything about..." her eyes traveled down Emily's body and back up, "...how good you'd look in her dress."

Before she could even process it fully, Jess leaned in again and kissed her once more—this time deeper, hungrier. Their bodies pressed together, chest to chest, hip to hip, and Emily felt that same thread of heat coil low in her belly. It was wrong, confusing, complicated—and yet her body responded with unmistakable desire, her lips parting without conscious thought to deepen the kiss.

The guy behind her shifted awkwardly, clearly unsure of what to do with this unexpected development. He began to step away—until Jess reached out, grabbed his hand, and turned to him with a wicked smile that promised all sorts of trouble.

"Hey," she said, voice sultry and smooth, her thumb tracing small circles on his wrist. "You staying or what?"

He blinked rapidly, glancing between the two women with poorly concealed surprise and growing interest. "Wait... really?" His voice cracked slightly on the last word, betraying his excitement.

Jess raised a brow, the gesture somehow both challenging and inviting. "You wanna come home with both of us?"

The question hung in the air between them, heavy with implication. Emily felt her cheeks burn, not from embarrassment but from the rush of blood that accompanied a sudden spike in her heart rate. Is this happening? Is this really happening?

The guy didn't even hesitate. "Hell yes." His eyes were wide, pupils dilated with desire and disbelief, like someone who'd just been offered their wildest fantasy on a silver platter.

Jess laughed, the sound rich with promise, and tugged Emily's hand as well, leading them both through the crowd toward the exit, her heels tapping with purpose on the sticky club floor. She moved with the confidence of someone who had done this before, navigating the packed dance floor with practiced ease.

"Wait, what about the others?" Emily asked, referring to Mia, Kayla, and Sophie, who were somewhere in the club. "Shouldn't we tell them we're leaving?"

"Already texted them," Jess replied, holding up her phone briefly. "They're big girls. They'll be fine."

The guy followed eagerly, his expression one of stunned disbelief—the look of someone who just hit the jackpot in a game they hadn't even realized they were playing. His hand found the small of Emily's back, a possessive gesture that sent shivers racing up her spine.

Emily, breathless, heart pounding, stumbled slightly in her heels but let herself be led. Her mind was a storm—confusion, curiosity, arousal, fear, excitement—everything tangled together in a knot she couldn't begin to untie. Questions raced through her mind in rapid succession:

What does Jess expect to happen? Does she think I'm Ethan in Emily's body, or Emily pretending to be Ethan? What happens when she realizes I have no idea what I'm doing? And what about tomorrow—the scholarship dinner, the switch back, the aftermath of whatever is about to happen?

What's happening? Am I ready for this?

She didn't know. Couldn't know. This was uncharted territory in every possible way—a scenario so bizarre and unexpected that there was no roadmap, no precedent, no reference point to guide her decisions.

But as the cool night air hit her skin when they pushed through the exit doors, and Jess's hand tightened around hers with undeniable intent, one thing was clear:

There was no turning back now.

The night stretched before them, full of possibilities both terrifying and exhilarating. Whatever happened next would change everything—her understanding of herself, her relationship with Jess, the dynamics between her and Emily when they eventually switched back. It was a point of no return, a threshold she was about to cross without fully understanding what waited on the other side.

And yet, despite every logical reason to stop, to explain, to back away from this precipice... she didn't. Something in her—whether alcohol, magic, or simply the intoxication of living in a different skin—wanted to see this through. Wanted to experience whatever came next, consequences be damned.

"My place is closest," Jess said, already looking for a taxi, her free hand raised to flag one down. "Unless you'd rather go to yours?"

The question hung in the air, awaiting an answer that would set their course for the rest of the night.


Chapter 17

The taxi ride buzzed with a different kind of energy—a quiet, electric anticipation that settled over the three of them like a charged mist. The club's pounding bass had faded into the distance, replaced by the soft hum of city streets and the occasional flicker of passing lights that painted their faces in momentary gold before disappearing again. Emily sat in the middle, Jess on one side, the guy—Tyler, he'd introduced himself as while flagging down the cab—on the other. The close quarters of the backseat made their thighs press together, creating a circuit of warmth that seemed to heighten the already palpable tension.

"Nice night," the driver commented, glancing in the rearview mirror with practiced disinterest.

"About to get nicer," Jess replied with a sly smile that made the driver's eyes quickly return to the road.

Jess rested an arm casually across the back of the seat, her fingers gently brushing the nape of Emily's neck. The light touch sent shivers racing down Emily's spine, goosebumps rising despite the warmth of the car. There was a confidence in Jess now, a gleam in her eye that said she was in control of the moment—and was enjoying every second of it. She looked like a cat who'd cornered something particularly interesting—playful, curious, and utterly self-assured.

"Comfortable?" she asked, her voice low, meant only for Emily's ears.

Emily was still reeling. The abrupt transition from the sensory overload of the club to the intimate confines of the taxi had done nothing to clear her head. If anything, the quieter setting only amplified her awareness of every point of contact between her body and the two people flanking her.

Her thoughts were a dizzy swirl of sensation and emotion. The part of her that was Ethan had stopped resisting. Maybe it was the alcohol, numbing his usual inhibitions. Maybe it was the way Jess had looked at her when she'd said "I know it's you"—accepting, intrigued, even excited by the bizarre truth. Maybe it was the way her body responded now—so vividly, so easily, like a musical instrument finally being played by skilled hands. But the internal tug-of-war had gone quiet.

She wasn't fighting anymore. Wasn't questioning. Wasn't trying to maintain the mental separation between Ethan and Emily.

She was just feeling.

Tyler shifted beside her, his thigh pressing more firmly against hers. "So," he ventured, breaking the charged silence, "you two do this often?"

The question hung in the air, laden with both curiosity and nervous anticipation. His voice had the slight edge of someone who couldn't quite believe their luck and was afraid of saying something that might break the spell.

Jess laughed, the sound warm and knowing. "What do you think? That we just pick up random guys at clubs every weekend?"

Tyler's cheeks flushed slightly. "I didn't mean—"

"Relax," Jess interrupted, her tone softening. "I'm just messing with you." She reached across Emily to touch his arm reassuringly, the movement bringing her closer, her perfume enveloping them both in a cloud of vanilla and something darker, more sensual. "Let's just say... we know what we want when we see it."

And then Jess leaned in, her breath warm against Emily's ear. "You know," she purred, the words vibrating against sensitive skin, "he's been staring at your lips since we got in the car."

Emily turned slightly, looking at Tyler. He gave a sheepish grin, but didn't deny it. In the dim light of the taxi, his features were shadowed, but his eyes were bright, fixed on her with undisguised fascination. He was handsome in a conventional way—strong jaw, good shoulders, the kind of face that wouldn't stand out in a crowd but looked better the longer you looked at it.

"Can you blame me?" he asked, his voice dropping to match the intimate mood. "They're pretty amazing lips."

Emily felt her own mouth curve into a smile, her body responding to the compliment with a rush of warmth. The alcohol in her system made everything slightly blurry around the edges, but in a pleasant way—like looking at the world through a soft-focus lens, where only the immediate sensations mattered.

Jess smirked, her fingers now tracing a delicate path along Emily's collarbone. "Wanna give him what he wants?"

The question was barely more than a whisper, but it filled the small space between them with electric possibility. Jess's eyes glittered with mischief and something deeper—desire, curiosity, perhaps even a hint of possessiveness.

Emily hesitated for only a second—long enough for Ethan to whisper this is crazy—but then she leaned in, cupped Tyler's jaw gently, and kissed him. The stubble beneath her fingertips was a new sensation, rough against her smooth palm. His lips parted in surprise before responding eagerly, pressing back against hers.

It was different from kissing Jess—less soft, more eager—but no less thrilling. His lips were warm, slightly chapped, tasting faintly of mint and the beer he'd been drinking earlier. His hand came to rest at her waist, large and warm through the thin fabric of her dress, and she felt a jolt of pleasure shoot through her. She kissed him again, deeper this time, allowing her tongue to brush against his, before pulling back with a breathless smile.

"Wow," Tyler murmured, looking slightly dazed. "That was..."

"I know," Emily replied, surprised at the husky quality of her own voice.

Jess giggled beside her, her fingers now tracing slow circles on Emily's thigh, inching the hem of her dress higher with each pass. "Told you he'd like it. Men are so predictable." She leaned in closer, her lips nearly touching Emily's ear again. "But so much fun to play with."

Emily laughed, cheeks flushed, her heart racing. She barely noticed how tightly she was pressing her thighs together, her body fully alive with sensations she couldn't ignore. So this is what arousal feels like from the other side, she thought vaguely, the wet heat between her legs undeniable. As a man, desire had been focused, direct—a straight line from stimulus to response. But this... this was different. It radiated from her center outward, a warm, pulsing sensation that seemed to involve her entire body.

"You two are killing me," Tyler groaned, adjusting his position slightly. "Just so you know."

"That's the point," Jess replied with a wicked grin. "Anticipation makes everything better."

The taxi driver cleared his throat pointedly, drawing their attention to the fact that they'd arrived at their destination. Through the window, Emily could see a modern apartment building, all glass and steel, rising toward the night sky.

"Home sweet home," Jess announced, gathering her tiny purse. "Thirteenth floor."

When the cab pulled up outside Jess's apartment building, Tyler was the first one out. He stepped onto the sidewalk with a grace that belied the obvious state of his arousal, then extended a hand to help Emily out of the car. His touch lingered, fingers intertwining with hers for a moment longer than necessary. He paid the fare without a second thought, handing the driver a bill with the casual air of someone used to picking up tabs, while Emily and Jess stepped out, heels clicking on the pavement.

"Twenty should cover it," he said, not waiting for change. "Keep it."

The taxi pulled away, leaving the three of them standing in the pool of light cast by the building's entrance. The night air was cool against Emily's heated skin, a welcome respite after the warmth of the club and the closeness of the taxi.

Jess leaned in close again as they walked toward the building, her arm linked through Emily's. "Another perk of being a woman," she whispered with a wink. "Guys love to pay. For everything. It's like a biological imperative or something."

Emily smiled, her body still humming from the kiss, from the alcohol, from the heat in her veins that wouldn't let up. "I'm beginning to see the advantages," she replied, conscious of the sway in her hips as they approached the entrance.

Tyler held the door for them both, his eyes following their movements with undisguised appreciation. As they crossed the lobby toward the elevators, the night security guard nodded at Jess with familiarity.

"Evening, Miss Campbell," he said, his expression professionally neutral despite the obvious late-night scenario playing out before him.

"Hey, Rodney," Jess replied with a casual wave. "All quiet tonight?"

"As a church," he confirmed, returning to his newspaper.

The elevator arrived with a soft chime, doors sliding open to reveal a mirrored interior. As they stepped inside, Emily caught sight of their reflection—three figures bathed in soft overhead lighting. She barely recognized herself—flushed cheeks, tousled hair, eyes bright with excitement and something deeper, more primal. She looked... alive. Vibrant. Desirable.

Jess pressed the button for the thirteenth floor, then leaned back against the mirrored wall, her posture deliberately provocative. "So," she said, her gaze moving between Emily and Tyler, "ground rules. My place, my rules. You're both guests." She smiled, the expression both inviting and subtly commanding. "But I promise to be a very generous host."

Tyler nodded, clearly willing to agree to just about anything at this point. "Whatever you say."

Jess turned her attention to Emily, eyes sparkling with a secret knowledge. "And you, Ethan-in-Emily's-body... any objections?"

The direct acknowledgment of her true identity sent a jolt through Emily—a strange mixture of exposure and relief. "No objections," she replied, feeling a flutter of nervousness beneath the desire. "But I should probably mention I have no idea what I'm doing."

Jess's laugh echoed in the small space as the elevator began its ascent. "Oh honey, that's half the fun. Don't worry—" her voice dropped to a suggestive purr, "—I'll show you everything you need to know."

As they disappeared into the building, the city lights dimming behind them, Emily had no idea what the rest of the night would bring. What it would mean for tomorrow, for the scholarship dinner, for the eventual return to her own body. For her relationship with Jess, with Emily, with herself.

But for the first time... she wasn't afraid of finding out.

The elevator continued upward, carrying them toward whatever awaited on the thirteenth floor. Toward experiences she'd never imagined having, sensations she'd never dreamed of feeling, a night that would likely change everything—regardless of what magic might do tomorrow.


Chapter 18

Jess's apartment door clicked shut behind them, sealing the three of them in with the low hum of city sounds fading into silence. The space was modern but cozy—open concept with sleek furniture, abstract art on the walls, and floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the city skyline. The hallway lights were dim, casting soft shadows across the walls and creating pools of gentle illumination that guided them inward. No one said a word, as if speech might break the delicate tension that had followed them from the taxi.

Emily took in the surroundings with a quick glance—a designer couch arranged before a mounted television, a small dining table with a vase of fresh flowers, photos framed on shelves that captured moments of Jess's life. It felt strange to be here like this, in this context, when she had likely visited this same apartment many times as Emily.

Jess turned first, her eyes locked onto Emily's with a fire that hadn't dimmed since the club. There was something almost predatory in her gaze now, focused and intent. She stepped in close, her fingers already threading through Emily's hair, nails lightly scraping against her scalp, and kissed her again—this time slower, deeper. There was more behind it now. Intention. Hunger. The taste of cherry lip gloss had faded, replaced by something more authentic, more primal.

"I've wanted to do that all night," Jess murmured against her lips. "Even before I knew it was you in there."

Emily melted into the kiss, her hands finding Jess's waist, the curve of it fitting perfectly against her palms. The sensation was dizzying, intoxicating in a way that transcended the alcohol still humming through her system. Her fingertips traced the exposed skin where Jess's top had ridden up, marveling at its warmth and softness.

Tyler watched for a moment, caught between hesitation and awe, his expression a mixture of disbelief and growing desire. He leaned against the wall, giving them space while clearly enjoying the view, until Jess broke away just long enough to glance over her shoulder.

"Well?" she breathed, voice low and rich with challenge. "You coming, or just going to stand there and watch? Not that I mind an audience, but participation is so much more fun."

That was all it took.

Tyler stepped forward, his movements deliberate and measured, his hands sliding around Emily's waist from behind, pulling her gently against him as Jess leaned in from the front. The sensation of being between them—surrounded, wanted—sent a thrill through Emily that was entirely new and utterly captivating.

Lips. Hands. Heat. It all blurred together in a symphony of sensation that overwhelmed her ability to process individual moments. Emily's skin tingled under their touch, her senses heightened, every nerve on edge in the best way possible. Tyler's lips found the sensitive spot where her neck met her shoulder, while Jess continued her exploration of Emily's mouth, fingers tangled in her hair.

"This is crazy," Emily whispered during a brief pause for breath. "I never thought—"

"Don't think," Jess replied, pressing a finger to Emily's lips. "Just feel. That's the beauty of this whole situation, isn't it? A whole new way to experience... everything."

Jess's hands found the zipper on Emily's dress, and with one slow pull, it came undone, the sound of metal teeth parting oddly loud in the quiet apartment. The fabric slipped down her body, a whisper of sensation as it descended, pooling at her heels in a puddle of black. The cool air of the apartment kissed newly exposed skin, raising goosebumps along her arms, her back, her thighs.

She didn't care about the exposure, the vulnerability of standing in just her underwear—the delicate, matching set of lace that Emily had insisted she wear. She felt powerful. Wanted. The expressions on both their faces confirmed it—that mixture of appreciation and desire that transcended gender, transcended the bizarre circumstances that had brought them to this moment.

"You're beautiful," Tyler murmured, his hands hovering just above her skin, as if seeking permission.

"She is, isn't she?" Jess agreed, her eyes traveling the length of Emily's body with undisguised appreciation. "And the best part is, she has no idea just how gorgeous she is. Makes it even better, don't you think?"

Tyler's shirt came off next, pulled over his head in one fluid motion to reveal a toned chest and arms that spoke of regular gym sessions. Then Jess's top, a complicated arrangement of straps that she somehow managed to remove gracefully, tossed carelessly to the floor alongside the growing pile of discarded clothing.

Fingers brushed bare skin—tentative at first, then with growing confidence. Mouths explored necks, shoulders, collarbones. The air was thick with the rising heat of anticipation, with the mingled scents of perfume, cologne, and something more elemental.

"Bedroom," Jess decided, her tone leaving no room for debate. "This way."

They moved toward the bedroom like a slow, weaving dance—Emily between them, her heart pounding, her body reacting to every whisper of contact. The hallway seemed to stretch and compress, time dilating strangely as they navigated the short distance. Artwork on the walls passed in a blur, unnoticed and unimportant compared to the immediate sensations demanding her attention.

Jess pushed open a door, revealing a spacious bedroom dominated by a large bed with crisp white linens. The space was minimalist but luxurious—more artwork on the walls, a plush carpet underfoot, strategic lighting that cast a warm glow over everything. By the time they reached the bed, Tyler had already sat down on its edge, breath heavy, eyes wide with disbelief at the situation unfolding before him. Jess gave him a sly smirk.

"Comfortable?" she asked, her tone teasing. "You look like you've seen a ghost. Or won the lottery."

"Definitely the lottery," he replied, his voice slightly hoarse. "I just can't believe this is happening."

"Believe it," Jess assured him, her confidence never wavering. "Some nights are just... special."

She climbed onto the bed first, prowling toward him with that same confident grace she'd had all night, moving on hands and knees with deliberate slowness. Emily followed beside her, matching the rhythm now, no longer second-guessing, no longer hesitating. She mirrored Jess's movements instinctively, as if they'd choreographed this moment.

"You know," Jess said, glancing at Emily with a mischievous glint in her eye, "I always wondered what it would be like to have you here. Just never expected it quite like this."

They reached for Tyler together, fingers hooking into the waistband of his pants, pulling them down in one smooth motion that left him in just his boxer briefs. The look on his face was priceless—a mixture of arousal and astonishment, as if he couldn't quite believe his good fortune.

He fell back onto the pillows, half-dressed, completely at their mercy. His chest rose and fell with quickened breaths, his eyes darting between the two women now hovering over him with matched expressions of intent.

"So," he managed, attempting to maintain some semblance of composure, "how exactly does this work?"

Jess shot Emily a look—mischievous, inviting—and leaned in close enough for their shoulders to press, their lips both curling into slow, promising smiles. The connection between them had deepened over the course of the evening, transforming from cautious curiosity to something more complicit, more aligned.

"Well," Jess replied, trailing a finger along Tyler's chest, "I think we're about to find out together."

Then, without a word, they began to crawl up the bed toward him, moving in perfect synchronization, like predators stalking their prey. The night stretched before them, full of possibility and promise.

The night was just beginning, and whatever happened next would be an adventure that defied expectation—for all of them.

As they reached Tyler's prone form on the bed, Jess took charge with a smooth grace. She positioned herself between his legs, while Emily mirrored her movements on the other side. The soft glow from the bedroom lamp cast intriguing shadows across their skin as they moved in closer, their eyes locked onto Tyler's with an intensity that made him catch his breath.

"Now," Jess murmured, her voice a sultry purr, "we're going to show you something very special." She turned her attention back to Emily, giving her a reassuring smile. "Em, darling, I want you to watch carefully. You have such beautiful lips; I know they'll feel incredible."

Jess began by lightly tracing the outline of Tyler's cock through his underwear with her fingertip, teasing him with gentle caresses that made him shift restlessly on the bed. Emily watched intently, her own body responding to the growing tension in the room. Jess hooked her fingers into the waistband of Tyler's briefs and slowly pulled them down, revealing his growing hardness.

"See how he responds?" Jess whispered, guiding Emily's hand to touch him gently. "He likes it when you're close."

Emily bit her lip, a mix of nervousness and excitement coursing through her veins. She had never done anything like this before, but the sight of Tyler's arousal and Jess's confident guidance spurred her on. Jess took Emily's chin in her hand and turned her face so their lips met in a soft kiss.

"It's okay," she whispered against Emily's mouth. "Just relax and enjoy."

With that, Jess began to demonstrate. She started at the base of Tyler's shaft, licking upwards with slow, deliberate strokes of her tongue. Emily watched closely, her eyes following every movement as Jess showed her exactly where to touch, how to apply pressure, how to use her lips and tongue to heighten sensation.

Tyler let out a low groan, his hips rising slightly off the bed as Jess continued her lesson. "Oh God," he breathed, running his fingers through Emily's hair as she leaned in closer to watch. His touch was gentle but firm, encouraging her without overwhelming her.

Jess guided Emily's hand again, this time placing it over Tyler's cock and showing her how to stroke him in rhythm with her own movements. The sensation of their combined efforts made Tyler's breath hitch, his body tensing beneath them.

"That's it," Jess encouraged, her voice husky with arousal. "Now try it yourself."

Emily took a deep breath and leaned forward, her tongue tentatively exploring the same path Jess had just shown her. The taste of him was new and exciting—a mix of musk and salt that made her heart race even faster. She followed Jess's lead, licking and sucking with growing confidence as Tyler's groans of pleasure grew louder and more urgent.

Jess watched them both with a mixture of pride and desire. "You're doing beautifully," she praised Emily, giving her a quick kiss on the cheek before resuming her own exploration of Tyler's body. She trailed her fingers down his chest, lingering over sensitive spots that made him arch against her touch.

As their combined efforts continued, Jess began to guide Emily more intensely. "Now," she instructed, her voice barely a whisper, "try taking him deeper."

Emily hesitated for just a moment before opening her mouth wider and sliding Tyler's cock further into her mouth. The sensation was overwhelming—the taste, the texture, the way he felt filling her mouth. She moved carefully, letting Jess guide her with gentle touches and whispered encouragement.

Tyler let out a low moan, his hands tangling in Emily's hair as she took him deeper still. "Oh fuck," he groaned, his hips bucking upward slightly. "You're both amazing."

Jess watched them both with growing excitement, her own arousal evident in the way her chest rose and fell quickly. She saw that Emily was ready for more and guided her hands to cradle Tyler's ass, encouraging him to thrust gently into Emily's mouth.

"That's it," Jess coaxed, her voice husky with desire. "Take him all the way."

Emily followed Jess's guidance, relaxing her throat as she took Tyler deeper and deeper until he was fully in her mouth. The sensation was intense—the taste of him, the feel of his hardness filling her completely. She looked up at him through hazy eyes, seeing the pure pleasure on his face.

Just as Emily was about to pull back, Jess placed a firm hand on her head, holding her in place. "Stay right there," she commanded, her voice rich with authority. "Don't move."

Tyler let out a groan of surprise and pleasure as he felt Emily's mouth tighten around him. His body tensed, his hips thrusting forward as he came, filling Emily's throat with hot, salty liquid. Jess held Emily in place until Tyler had finished, ensuring that she swallowed every drop before finally releasing her.

As Emily came up for air, gasping and flushed, Tyler fell back against the pillows, a look of pure bliss on his face. Jess leaned over Emily, capturing her mouth in a deep kiss that left them both breathless. As they broke apart, Emily could taste Tyler's essence on Jess's lips—a reminder of what had just transpired between them.

"Wow," Tyler managed, his voice hoarse with satisfaction. "That was... incredible."

Jess and Emily shared a knowing smile, their bodies still pressed close together as they hovered over him. The room was filled with the scent of sex and the soft hum of city sounds outside, creating an intimate atmosphere that seemed to exist entirely on its own plane.

"We're just getting started," Jess murmured, her eyes locked onto Emily's as she moved into position above Tyler. "Ready for more?"

As Emily lowered herself onto Tyler's now semi-hard cock, she let out a soft moan at the sensation of him filling her completely. The feeling of being stretched and filled was unlike anything she had ever experienced before, and she couldn't help but roll her hips experimentally, enjoying the way his length rubbed against sensitive spots inside her.

Jess moved into position above Tyler's face, lowering herself until her pussy was just inches away from his mouth. She looked back at Emily with a wicked grin, her eyes gleaming with desire as she reached out and stroked Emily's cheek tenderly.

"You look so sexy right now," she murmured, before turning her attention back to Tyler. "And you, my dear, are about to get a treat."

With that, she ground herself against his mouth, giving him no choice but to start licking and sucking at her folds. The sound of their combined moans filled the room as Emily began to ride Tyler in earnest, her hips moving with growing confidence and passion.

Tyler's tongue darted out, exploring every inch of Jess's wetness with enthusiasm. She threw her head back with a gasp, her hands gripping the headboard behind him for support. The sight of Jess above Tyler, her body arching in pleasure as he devoured her, was incredibly erotic to Emily. It spurred her on, making her ride him harder and faster, chasing her own release.

Jess reached back once more, this time cupping Emily's breast and giving it a firm squeeze that made Emily cry out with pleasure. She leaned forward then, her lips finding Emily's in a passionate kiss that was as much about sharing the taste of Tyler as it was about their own mutual desire.

Their tongues tangled together as they kissed deeply, the connection between them electric and intense. Jess continued to grind against Tyler's mouth, her moans becoming louder and more insistent with each passing moment. Emily could feel his cock growing harder inside her, responding to the sight and sounds of Jess's pleasure above him.

Tyler's hands gripped Jess's hips tightly, holding her in place as he licked and sucked at her clit relentlessly. The sensation was overwhelming for both women—Emily could feel every movement through Tyler's cock inside her, while Jess was lost in a world of pure bliss from his expert ministrations.

As their bodies moved together in perfect synchronization, Emily felt her orgasm building quickly. The combination of Tyler's hardness filling her completely and the erotic sight of Jess above him was too much to bear. She leaned forward, capturing one of Jess's nipples between her teeth as she continued to ride him hard.

Jess let out a sharp cry of pleasure, her body tensing as Emily bit down gently on her sensitive flesh. The sensation of Tyler's tongue licking her clit combined with Emily's mouth on her breast pushed her over the edge. She came hard against his face, her hips bucking wildly as wave after wave of intense pleasure washed over her.

The feeling of Jess's climax triggered something in Emily as well, and she let out a cry of her own as her orgasm crashed through her body. Her pussy clenched tightly around Tyler's cock, milking him with powerful contractions that made him groan against Jess's sensitive flesh.

As their combined pleasure subsided slightly, Jess leaned back once more and gave Emily a knowing smile. "That was incredible," she breathed, her voice thick with satisfaction. "But I think it's time to switch things up."

With that, she carefully pulled away from Tyler's face, giving him one last lingering lick before moving down onto the bed beside him. Emily followed suit, sliding off his cock with a soft moan of disappointment as it left her body. They both looked at each other with hunger in their eyes, ready for more.

Tyler reached out and grabbed Emily's hips, pulling her back toward him until she was straddling his face once again. This time, however, he didn't start licking immediately—instead, he simply held her in place and gazed up at her with pure lust in his eyes.

"I want to taste you both," he said, his voice low and husky. "Together."

Emily's breath caught in her throat as she realized what he intended. She looked over at Jess, who was already positioning herself above Tyler's cock once more, ready to take him inside her. As Jess began to lower herself onto him, Emily felt Tyler's tongue dart out and lick a long strip up the length of her slit, making her gasp with surprise and pleasure.

Jess leaned forward then, her mouth finding Emily's in another passionate kiss as she began to ride Tyler slowly and deliberately. Their tongues tangled together once more, sharing the taste of him between them as he continued to lick and suck at Emily's pussy with skillful precision.

The sensation was overwhelming—the feeling of Tyler's tongue exploring every inch of her sensitive flesh while Jess's body moved above him, taking his hardness deep inside her own. They kissed deeply, their bodies pressed together as they shared the pleasure coursing through them both.

As their movements grew more urgent, Tyler's hands gripped Jess's hips tightly, guiding her in a rhythm that matched the pace of his licking and sucking. Emily could feel every movement through Jess's body, which only heightened her own arousal. She ground herself against Tyler's face harder, seeking more of his incredible touch as their combined pleasure built once again.

Jess threw her head back with a cry of pleasure, her body tensing as she approached another orgasm. Seeing her lose control like this pushed Emily right to the edge as well, and she knew she wouldn't be able to hold out much longer.

Tyler seemed to sense their impending climaxes, and he redoubled his efforts, licking and sucking at Emily with furious intensity while his cock thrust up into Jess's pussy with powerful strokes. The combination of sensations was too much for both women, and they came almost simultaneously—Jess crying out loudly as her body convulsed around Tyler's cock, while Emily let out a soft moan against Jess's mouth as waves of pleasure washed through her own body.

As their orgasms subsided, they all collapsed in a tangled heap on the bed, their bodies slick with sweat and breath coming in ragged gasps. Tyler pulled Jess down into his arms, cradling her close while Emily snuggled up against both of them, feeling completely spent but utterly satisfied.

They lay like that for several minutes, enjoying the afterglow of their incredible encounter. Eventually, Tyler rolled onto his side to face them both, a contented smile on his face.

"Wow," he murmured, his voice still hoarse with exertion. "That was... amazing."

Jess and Emily shared a look, their eyes filled with mutual understanding and appreciation for the experience they had just shared together. They knew that tonight would be something they would never forget—a night of exploration, discovery, and pure unadulterated pleasure.

As they caught their breath, Jess's mind was already racing with ideas for their next encounter. She wanted to push Emily further, to help her experience things she never had before. With Tyler's enthusiastic participation, she knew the possibilities were endless.

"Em," she said softly, running a hand down Emily's back as she nuzzled against her. "Are you ready for more?"

Emily looked up at her with hazy eyes, still riding the high of their recent orgasms. She nodded slowly, a mix of anticipation and trepidation in her expression. Jess gave her an encouraging smile and whispered into her ear.

"I want to see Tyler fuck you from behind," she murmured. "And while he does, I want you to taste me again."

Emily's eyes widened at the suggestion, but she didn't hesitate. She trusted Jess completely, and the idea of being taken like that by Tyler while pleasuring Jess was incredibly arousing.

Jess helped Emily into position—on her hands and knees with her ass in the air. Tyler moved behind her, his cock already hard again as he admired the view before him. He rubbed the head of his cock against Emily's wet entrance, teasing her slightly before pushing inside slowly.

Emily let out a soft moan as she felt him fill her once more, the sensation different from this angle but just as intense. Jess moved in front of her, spreading her legs wide to give Emily easy access to her pussy.

"Come on," Jess encouraged, running her fingers through Emily's hair gently. "Show me how good you are with your mouth."

Emily leaned forward, extending her tongue to lick along Jess's slit. The taste of her was intoxicating—musky and sweet all at once. She licked slowly at first, exploring every fold and crevice while Tyler began to move behind her, his hips thrusting against hers with growing urgency.

The sensation of being fucked from behind while pleasuring Jess was overwhelming for Emily. She could feel every inch of Tyler's cock filling her completely as he pounded into her hard and fast, making her breasts bounce with each powerful stroke. At the same time, she focused on bringing Jess pleasure with her mouth—lapping at her clit and dipping her tongue inside her to taste more of that delicious nectar.

Jess watched them both with growing arousal, her breath coming faster as Emily's skilled mouth worked its magic between her legs. She reached down to run her fingers through Emily's hair, guiding her movements and encouraging her deeper exploration.

"That's it," she moaned softly, her hips beginning to move in time with Tyler's thrusts behind Emily. "Don't stop... you feel so fucking good."

Emily redoubled her efforts, determined to make Jess come again while being fucked senseless by Tyler. She alternated between long licks and quick flicks of her tongue against Jess's clit, feeling the other woman grow wetter and more aroused under her touch.

Tyler, meanwhile, was showing no signs of slowing down. He gripped Emily's hips tightly, using them as leverage to pound into her with relentless force. The sound of flesh meeting flesh filled the room, along with their combined moans and gasps of pleasure.

Emily could feel herself getting close once more—the dual sensations of Tyler's cock filling her completely from behind while Jess's body writhed above her were too much to bear. She knew she wouldn't be able to hold out much longer, but she was determined to make Jess come first.

With that goal in mind, she slipped two fingers inside Jess's pussy while continuing to lick and suck at her clit. The added stimulation was exactly what Jess needed to send her over the edge. She let out a loud cry of pleasure, her body tensing as waves of orgasm washed through her.

As Jess came down from her high, she reached out to help stabilize Emily, who had begun to sway slightly on all fours. The combination of intense pleasure and exhaustion was taking its toll on her, but Tyler showed no signs of stopping his relentless fucking.

"Oh God," Emily moaned, her voice thick with arousal and fatigue. "I can't... I can't keep up."

Jess looked at Tyler with concern in her eyes, seeing the strain on Emily's face. She knew she needed to step in before things went too far.

"Tyler," she said firmly, but gently. "Maybe you should slow down a bit."

But it was too late—Emily let out one last cry as another powerful orgasm crashed through her body, leaving her completely spent and exhausted. Her legs gave out beneath her, collapsing onto the bed with a soft thud. Jess quickly moved to catch her before she hit the floor, cradling Emily's limp form in her arms while Tyler pulled out slowly, panting heavily from his own exertion.

"Shit," Tyler muttered, looking down at Emily with a mix of concern and guilt on his face. "I didn't mean to... I just got carried away."

Jess shushed him softly, stroking Emily's hair and checking her pulse to make sure she was okay. After a few moments of deep breathing, Emily slowly began to come back around, blinking up at them with dazed eyes.

"What happened?" she murmured, her voice barely above a whisper.

Jess gave her a reassuring smile. "You just passed out for a second," she explained gently. "It's okay—it happens sometimes when you get really overwhelmed."

Emily nodded weakly, still feeling a bit dazed and disoriented. Jess helped her sit up slowly, making sure she was stable before turning to Tyler with a serious look on her face.

"We need to be more careful from now on," she said firmly. "That was intense for all of us, but we can't let things get out of control like that again."

Tyler nodded in agreement, looking truly remorseful about what had happened. "You're right," he admitted. "I got too caught up in the moment and didn't pay enough attention to how she was doing."

As they all took a few moments to recover from their intense encounter, Jess couldn't help but feel a twinge of worry for Emily. She had clearly been pushed beyond her limits tonight, both physically and emotionally. As much as it was important to explore new boundaries together, it was also crucial not to cross those lines too far or too fast.

With that in mind, they took things slow for the rest of the night—cuddling together under soft blankets, sharing stories and laughter, and simply enjoying each other's company without any further sexual activity. They knew that there would be plenty more opportunities for exploration in the future, but for now, it was time to focus on connection and care for one another.

As they finally drifted off to sleep, entwined together in a warm embrace, Jess couldn't help but feel grateful for this unexpected adventure with Tyler and Emily. Despite the challenges and surprises along the way, she knew that tonight had been something truly special—a night of discovery, passion, and unforgettable memories that would stay with them all forever.


Chapter 19

Sunlight filtered in through the sheer curtains, casting a soft, golden glow over the tangled sheets and scattered clothes on the floor. Dust motes danced in the beams of light, tiny constellations suspended in mid-air. The room smelled faintly of perfume, skin, and something deeper—last night still clinging to the air like a secret, musky and intimate. A discarded high heel lay on its side near the door, a lacy bra dangled precariously from the edge of a dresser, and somewhere beneath the sheets was the other shoe—all physical evidence of the night's abandon.

Emily stirred first, eyes blinking open slowly, consciousness returning in waves rather than all at once. Her head rested on Tyler's bare chest, rising and falling with his steady breathing, his skin warm against her cheek. Jess was curled up on his opposite side, one arm draped lazily across his stomach, her blonde hair a tangled halo against the white pillowcase. The quiet rhythm of his breathing and the warmth of Jess beside her created a cocoon of comfort that made her want to stay still forever, suspended in this moment before reality came rushing back.

But her body reminded her of the night before.

There was a gentle, lingering ache deep between her legs—a soreness that made her blush even at the memory of how it got there. It wasn't pain, not exactly. It was a reminder. A satisfaction that pulsed quietly, like an echo of pleasure still humming through her nerves. She'd never felt that before. Not as Ethan. Not even close. The male orgasm had been intense but localized, a quick crescendo and release. This had been different—waves rippling outward, building and receding and building again, her entire body involved in a way she hadn't known was possible.

She exhaled slowly, eyes drifting across the ceiling, following a hairline crack in the plaster that branched like a river delta.

God... What even was last night?

The memories came back in snippets—flashes of skin, whispered instructions, moans that she was surprised to realize had come from her own throat. Jess guiding her, showing her how to move, where to touch. Tyler watching them with undisguised fascination before joining in. The three of them finding a rhythm that shouldn't have worked but somehow did, like they'd been choreographing this dance for years rather than hours.

It hadn't just been wild—it had been intense. Electric. Real. She could still feel Jess's hands on her hips, Tyler's mouth exploring places she'd never been touched before, the weight of both of them pressing her down and pulling her apart. And somewhere in that mix, Ethan had quietly gone still—replaced by something new, something herself. Not Ethan pretending to be Emily, not Emily with Ethan's consciousness, but a hybrid creature who existed only in this moment, this bed, this experience.

A small smile tugged at her lips.

Maybe there's more to explore... she thought. After dinner.

Dinner.

Her eyes snapped open wide, the word hitting her with the force of a physical blow.

"Shit," she gasped, jolting upright and waking both Jess and Tyler in the process. The sheet fell away, exposing her bare chest to the cool morning air, but modesty seemed a distant concern compared to the sudden panic coursing through her veins.

Jess blinked, groggy, her mascara smudged beneath her eyes in a way that somehow only made her look more appealing. "Mmm... what?" She stretched languidly, catlike, seemingly unconcerned by whatever had startled Emily.

"It's—what time is it?" Emily scrambled for her phone, hair a mess, skin still warm and bare under the sheets. Her movements were frantic, a stark contrast to the lazy, intimate atmosphere that had enveloped them moments before.

1:04 PM.

The numbers glared accusingly from the screen, each digit a separate indictment of her irresponsibility.

"Dinner's at six! I have to get home, shower, get dressed—oh my God." The panic rose in her throat, threatening to choke her. The scholarship dinner—the entire reason for this magical body-swap in the first place—was mere hours away, and here she was, naked in a stranger's bed, with another woman's perfume on her skin and memories that would make even the most liberal-minded scholarship committee member blush.

Jess sat up, yawning, then gave Emily a lazy smile. Her hair was tousled in that perfect "just had incredible sex" way that would have taken hours to intentionally style. "Relax. We've got time." She trailed a finger down Emily's bare arm, leaving goosebumps in its wake. "Besides, after last night, I think you've earned that scholarship ten times over."

Tyler groaned quietly, rubbing his eyes with the heels of his hands, clearly still half-asleep. "Wait, what's going on?" His voice was rough with sleep, his hair sticking up at odd angles. He looked younger in the daylight, more vulnerable somehow without the dim club lighting and alcohol-fueled confidence.

Jess glanced at him, her expression softening slightly but maintaining that edge of command she'd demonstrated all night. "We've both got places to be. Which means..." she leaned in, kissing him lightly on the cheek, a gesture that was oddly chaste considering what they'd all done together hours before, "you, my friend, have to go."

He didn't complain. Just grinned, clearly still riding the high of the night before, his eyes crinkling at the corners with genuine pleasure. "Worth it." He stretched his arms overhead, muscles shifting beneath tanned skin. "Though I'm pretty sure I won't be able to look at either of you the same way again."

"That's the idea," Jess replied with a wink. "Now, as much as I'd love to admire those abs a little longer, we really do need to move."

Emily was already gathering the scattered pieces of her outfit from the night before, holding up her dress with a grimace. "I can't wear this home. I'll look like I'm doing a walk of shame at one in the afternoon."

"Honey, it's not shame if you own it," Jess said, but was already moving toward her closet. "But point taken. Let me find you something more... daylight appropriate."

By the time Tyler got dressed and left—still smirking like a man who just hit the lottery, pausing at the door for one last appreciative glance at them both—Jess had already tossed Emily a pair of soft, baggy tracksuit pants and a loose tank top. She wore a matching pair, no bra, hair tied up in a messy bun that somehow still looked perfect despite (or perhaps because of) its dishevelment.

"So," Jess said as they hurried around the apartment, gathering belongings, "want to talk about it?"

Emily paused, a hairbrush halfway through her tangled locks. "About what?"

Jess laughed, the sound warm and knowing. "Oh, I don't know. Maybe the fact that you're currently wearing my best friend's body? Or that said best friend seems to have neglected to mention that minor detail to you before she left? Or perhaps the rather impressive things you can do with that body despite having possessed it for what—two days?"

Emily felt her cheeks warm. "I'm still processing, to be honest." She resumed brushing, wincing as the bristles caught on a particularly stubborn knot. "And I'm not sure this is the best time for a deep dive, considering I have approximately four hours to transform into scholarship-dinner Emily."

"Fair enough," Jess conceded, leaning against the doorframe. "But just so you know, I have questions. Many, many questions." She grinned, pushing away from the wall to help Emily with a zipper. "For instance, is it weird to essentially have sex with yourself? Because technically, that body—"

"Let's save that philosophical debate for after I survive tonight," Emily interrupted, though she couldn't help but smile. There was something refreshingly direct about Jess, a lack of judgment that made even this bizarre situation feel somehow normal.

"Fine, but I'm holding you to that," Jess replied, already typing on her phone. "I just ordered us an Uber. Should be here in three minutes." She glanced up, her expression shifting to something more serious. "You're going to be great tonight, you know. The spell or whatever it is—it's working. You move like her, talk like her. No one will know the difference."

Emily nodded, finding strange comfort in the reassurance. "Thanks. For everything, I guess. Including... last night."

Jess's smile returned, warm and genuine. "My pleasure. Literally."

They grabbed their things and headed to the door just as their Uber pulled up outside, the app chiming to alert them of its arrival. Emily's dress and heels were stuffed into a small tote bag, along with her purse from the night before.

Emily glanced back once—at the rumpled sheets, the fading scent of sex and perfume, the memories she wasn't ready to let go of. The room looked different in daylight, smaller somehow but also more intimate. A space where something significant had happened, even if she wasn't quite sure what it meant yet.

But the real world was calling, insistent and unavoidable.

Tonight was dinner.

And she had to be ready.

The scholarship, the future, the eventual return to her own body—all of it waited on the other side of this evening. One perfect performance as Emily, and then... what? Back to normal? The thought felt strange now, almost alien, as if her original life belonged to someone else entirely.

She pulled the door closed behind them, the soft click sealing away the night's adventures like closing a book. Time to focus on the next chapter.


Chapter 20

The Uber glided through the city streets, the hum of traffic outside a quiet backdrop to the silence inside the car. Sunlight flashed through the windows in rhythmic intervals, illuminating dust particles dancing in the air before vanishing again. Emily sat on the passenger side, her fingers lightly tapping her thigh, the weight of the last twelve hours still settling in her chest like a stone gradually finding its place at the bottom of a pond.

The borrowed tracksuit pants felt strange against her skin – softer than anything she would have worn as Ethan, yet comforting in their loose embrace. Her hair, hastily brushed but still carrying the wild energy of the night before, occasionally fell across her face when the car turned, forcing her to tuck it behind her ear with movements that were becoming increasingly natural.

Jess sat beside her, phone in hand, casually scrolling through something with that same easy confidence she always carried. She looked completely unbothered—barefoot in borrowed slides, hair up in that artfully messy bun, tank top hanging loose off one shoulder revealing a tantalizing glimpse of collarbone. The morning-after look somehow suited her perfectly, as if dishevelment was just another fashion choice she excelled at.

"Your followers are going crazy," Jess remarked, turning her phone to show Emily a series of Instagram notifications. "That picture we took before heading out has like, three hundred comments already. Half of them are asking where you got that dress."

Emily, on the other hand, felt like her brain was a tangled mess of thoughts and half-formed questions. Social media was the least of her concerns right now. What about last night? What about Jess knowing who she really was? What about the scholarship dinner that was rapidly approaching? And most pressing—what about the fact that she'd just experienced things in this body that she'd never imagined possible?

The driver, a middle-aged man with a beard and baseball cap, hummed quietly to himself, seemingly oblivious to the charged atmosphere behind him. The radio played softly—some innocuous pop song that felt jarringly at odds with the complexity of emotions swirling in the backseat.

After a long stretch of silence, she finally glanced over, unable to contain her curiosity any longer. "Wait... Why are you coming with me?"

The question had been building since they'd gotten into the car. Logically, Jess should be heading home to recover from their night out, not accompanying Emily back to her place. Especially given the circumstances.

Jess didn't even look up, her thumb continuing its practiced sweep across her phone screen. "To help you get ready, duh." She said it as if it were the most obvious thing in the world, as if there were no other possible arrangement.

Emily blinked, processing this casual dismissal of what seemed like a rather significant question. "Okay, but—"

"And I'm coming to dinner with you."

The statement landed between them with the quiet weight of something that had already been decided long ago. No question mark at the end, no room for negotiation.

Emily stared, her lips parting slightly in surprise. "You are?"

Jess finally looked over, raising an eyebrow in that perfectly arched way that suggested mild disbelief at Emily's confusion. Her eyes, despite the previous night's makeup still smudged beneath them, were clear and focused. "Of course. You think I was gonna just let you show up to something that important alone? After last night?" She shook her head slightly, as if Emily had suggested something ridiculous. "No way. This is Emily's big moment, and her best friend would definitely be there to support her. Plus," she added with a small smirk, "I need to make sure you don't blow your cover. You may look like Emily, but you still give yourself away sometimes."

Emily's lips parted, but no words came. Her mind scrambled for something to say—some kind of protest or clarification—but all she managed was a quiet, "Oh. Okay."

That seemed to satisfy Jess, who went right back to scrolling her phone, apparently considering the matter settled. She tapped something, then grinned. "Besides, I already texted Mia and the others saying I'd be with you tonight. They all think it's for moral support, but they're also convinced we're both nursing epic hangovers right now."

"Are we not?" Emily muttered, feeling the dull throb at her temples that suggested last night's cocktails were making their displeasure known.

Jess laughed. "Speak for yourself. Some of us have better recovery time." She glanced up, a teasing light in her eyes. "Though I'll admit, certain... activities... from last night might have me a little more worn out than usual."

The silence returned, but this time it felt heavier, laden with unspoken questions and loaded implications. Emily turned her gaze to the window, watching the city blur by, trying to make sense of the storm inside her. The night before played on loop in her mind—Jess's lips, Jess's hands, Jess's kiss. The way she'd moved with such confidence, guiding Emily through experiences that were entirely new yet somehow felt like coming home. Everything had felt too real to be casual. Too intense to be meaningless. And yet...

Jess had liked Ethan. She'd said so. She'd flirted with him, texted him, teased him for months. Emily had seen the evidence herself—the way Jess's eyes lit up when she mentioned him, the not-so-subtle inquiries about his whereabouts, the disappointment when she learned he was "in New York."

So why had she kissed Emily last night?

Why had she looked at her like that?

Why had she said she knew?

None of it made sense. It was like trying to complete a jigsaw puzzle with half the pieces missing and the rest from entirely different sets.

"You're thinking so loud I can practically hear it," Jess remarked without looking over. "Your face does this thing when you're confused—your eyebrows scrunch together like angry caterpillars."

Emily's brow furrowed, lips pressing into a thin line, her thoughts spiraling deeper—until Jess's hand slid gently onto her thigh, the warmth of her palm seeping through the thin material of the tracksuit pants.

Emily jumped slightly, startled from her reverie by the casual intimacy of the touch. After everything they'd done the night before, it shouldn't have affected her, but somehow this simple contact in the clear light of day felt more significant than all the heated moments in the darkness.

Jess didn't look over, just gave her leg a soft squeeze. "You're overthinking it," she said quietly, her voice dropping to a tone meant only for Emily's ears, despite the driver's apparent disinterest in their conversation. "I'll explain everything when we get to your place."

Then she smiled—just a small, subtle curve of her lips—and finally turned her head to the window, as if to grant Emily the space to process this promise without scrutiny.

Emily blinked, her heart still racing, but somehow... the warmth of Jess's touch and that confident little smile eased the tension in her chest. She didn't know how Jess had that effect on her, but it was undeniable. Like a knot loosening, like a breath finally released after being held too long.

"Five more minutes," the driver announced, breaking the silence. "Traffic's lighter than I expected."

"Thanks," Emily replied automatically, her voice still carrying that unfamiliar feminine lilt that continued to surprise her whenever she spoke.

She looked out the window too, the city beginning to shift into the familiar streets near her apartment. Buildings she knew, corners she'd turned countless times, now viewed from this slightly altered perspective—both physically (she was shorter now, her eye level different) and emotionally (everything felt charged with new significance after the night before).

Answers were coming.

She just had to wait a little longer.

The car turned onto her street, the familiar row of houses coming into view. Emily's home—or more accurately, Emily and Ethan's home—waited at the end of the block, looking exactly as it had when she'd left yesterday. It seemed impossible that the structure could remain so unchanged when she herself felt so thoroughly altered by the experiences of the past twenty-four hours.

As the car slowed to a stop, Jess gathered her things, movements efficient despite her relaxed demeanor. "Ready?" she asked, her gaze meeting Emily's with unexpected gentleness.

"Not even close," Emily admitted with a small laugh. "But I guess that doesn't matter now."

"That's the spirit," Jess replied with a grin. "Sometimes the best things happen when we're least prepared for them."

The words hung between them, laden with meaning that extended far beyond the immediate situation. As they stepped out of the car into the bright afternoon sunlight, Emily couldn't help but wonder if Jess was right—if sometimes the most significant moments in life were the ones we never saw coming.


Chapter 21

By the time the Uber pulled up outside the house, Emily felt like her thoughts had been running laps for hours. Her mind was a marathon runner with no finish line in sight, circling the same questions over and over until they blurred together into a haze of confusion. The suburban quiet that greeted them as they stepped out was a stark contrast to the city's buzz—and to the whirlwind still spinning inside her chest.

Birds chirped from nearby trees, a sprinkler hissed rhythmically across a neighbor's lawn, and somewhere down the street a dog barked, all creating that tableau of ordinary life that seemed almost surreal after the night they'd shared.

"Nice neighborhood," the driver commented as they gathered their things from the backseat. "Very... picturesque."

"Thanks," Emily replied automatically, fishing in her borrowed tracksuit pocket for a tip before remembering she had no wallet. Jess, noticing her momentary panic, smoothly slipped the driver a twenty with a casual "Keep the change" that made it look like the most natural thing in the world.

Jess followed close behind as Emily led the way to the front door and unlocked it. Her flip-flops made soft slapping sounds against the concrete path, a rhythmic counterpoint to the thundering of Emily's heart. The familiar weight of the house key felt strange in her smaller hand, a physical reminder of all the ways her life had shifted in the past forty-eight hours.

The house was still, the familiar hum of the fridge the only sound as they stepped inside. No one was home yet—her parents wouldn't be back until the weekend—which was a relief. Emily wasn't sure she could handle adding parents into this already complicated equation, especially given her current disheveled state and the nervous energy radiating between her and Jess.

"This is weird," Jess commented, glancing around the entryway with curious eyes. "Being here with you, but not-you. Like, I've been to this house a million times, but never with Ethan-as-Emily." She tilted her head, considering. "Though I guess technically I've never been here with just Ethan either. Always Emily and sometimes Ethan in the background, looking annoyed that his sister's friends have invaded his space."

Emily managed a small smile at that characterization, recognizing the truth in it. As Ethan, she had often retreated to her room when Emily's friends came over, finding their giggles and gossip sessions more intimidating than she'd ever admitted.

They headed straight to the kitchen, a silent mutual agreement that water was the priority after their night of drinking and... other dehydrating activities. Emily moved on autopilot, opening the cupboard and grabbing two glasses while Jess leaned casually against the counter. Her posture was relaxed, hip cocked to one side, but there was a tension in her eyes that suggested the casual pose was at least partly for show.

"Your hands know exactly where everything is," Jess observed. "Muscle memory or magic?"

"Both, maybe?" Emily replied, filling both glasses at the sink. "It's strange—sometimes I have to think about where things are, and other times my body just... knows."

She handed one to Jess, who accepted it with a small nod of thanks, and took a long drink from her own. The cool water slid down her throat, a momentary distraction from the conversation she knew was coming. She could feel it building between them, all the unspoken questions hovering in the air like smoke.

Jess set her glass down with a soft clink against the marble countertop, tilted her head, and said softly, "We need to clear the air."

Emily froze mid-sip, the glass still pressed to her lips. Here it comes, she thought, a flutter of panic rising in her chest. The explanation. The clarification. The potential rejection or complication or whatever else might be coming.

Jess continued, voice surprisingly steady despite the weight of what she was saying. "First of all—yes, I do like you. As Ethan. Don't overthink that."

Emily blinked, lowering her glass slowly. "But—"

Jess held up a hand, the gesture gentle but firm. "Let me finish. I've liked you for a while. Since last semester's TA session for Professor Wilson's class, if you want the specifics. But you've never quite taken the hint." A small smile played at her lips, more self-deprecating than bitter. "I waited. I flirted. I even dropped obvious cues, but you never asked me out. I figured maybe you were just shy. Or scared. Or maybe just not interested, though your blushes whenever I was around suggested otherwise."

Emily set down her glass with a thunk, heart thudding against her ribs. The memories came flooding back—Jess stopping by their house allegedly to see Emily, but somehow always finding reasons to linger in the living room when Ethan was there. Jess asking questions about his major, his interests, his plans. Jess laughing a little too enthusiastically at his awkward jokes. All the signs had been there, but he—she—had missed them completely, or attributed them to something else entirely.

"I thought you were just being nice," Emily admitted, the words feeling strange on her tongue. "I thought you were Emily's friend who tolerated her awkward brother."

Jess stepped a bit closer, her bare feet silent on the tile floor. "Emily knew. She thought it was hilarious at first—watching me try to flirt with her oblivious brother. But then, last week, the real Emily talked to me more seriously. She told me about the spell. About the whole 'being in two places at once' thing. She was worried about keeping up the illusion, and, well... I told her I might have a way to help."

Emily's breath caught, the pieces starting to fall into place with alarming speed. "You knew before last night? Before the club?"

"I knew the moment you opened the door when we all came over," Jess confirmed with a small nod. "The look on your face—like a deer caught in headlights—was all the confirmation I needed. The real Emily would never look so panicked at the sight of her own friends."

Emily's hands gripped the edge of the counter, steadying herself against the revelation. "So at the club, when you kissed me—"

Jess gave a small, almost apologetic smile that didn't quite reach her eyes. "We talked about you, too. And she said, maybe this was the perfect chance. A way for you to see that someone does like you—and more importantly, to let you feel that without all the nerves and second-guessing. She gave me the green light. Told me to go for it."

Emily's eyes widened, the implications hitting her like a physical blow. "Wait, she told you to—?"

Jess nodded, a faint blush coloring her cheeks. "To stop playing games. To stop waiting for you to grow a spine and maybe just... help you see it." She shrugged, a quick lift of her shoulders that tried to downplay the significance of what she was saying. "Emily knows you better than anyone. She said you'd never make a move unless someone practically threw themselves at you. So..."

"So you threw yourself at me," Emily finished, the corner of her mouth twitching despite herself. "Quite literally, at the club."

"I got too drunk last night," Jess admitted, running a hand through her messy bun, causing a few strands to fall loose around her face. "And I let go of the whole 'wait-and-see' plan. You were right there, looking at me with those eyes, and I just... I'd had enough of the cat-and-mouse. I knew it was you. I made my move." She paused, uncertainty flickering across her features. "I didn't expect it to go quite as far as it did, though. That was... unexpected. Amazing, but unexpected."

Emily stood there, stunned, every part of her trying to process Jess's words. The honesty. The clarity. The fact that all the confusion—the mixed signals, the almosts, the hesitations—suddenly made sense. It wasn't just about last night, or even about the body swap. It was about months of subtle courtship that had gone completely over her head.

"But you knew I was Ethan," Emily said slowly, working through the implications. "In Emily's body. And you still—we still—last night, with Tyler..."

Jess's cheeks flushed deeper. "That was the tequila making executive decisions. I'd just meant to kiss you, to show you how I felt. But then you kissed back, and things escalated, and Tyler was there looking at us both like we were his fantasy come to life, and..." She shrugged again, this time with a hint of mischief. "I've always been curious about threesomes. It seemed like the perfect opportunity to explore that curiosity with someone I actually cared about, even if he was temporarily in a different package."

"I never realized..." Emily trailed off, still reeling from the revelations. All this time, Jess had been interested in Ethan. All those moments she'd dismissed as friendliness or coincidence had been deliberate attempts at connection. And now, here they were—Ethan in Emily's body, having shared the most intimate night possible with someone who'd wanted him all along.

Jess looked down, then back up, worry flickering in her eyes for the first time. The confident, self-assured woman from the club and the bedroom was gone, replaced by someone more vulnerable, more uncertain. "So... what do you think? When you're you again—when you're Ethan—do you think maybe we could be something? Like, actually something?"

The question hung in the air between them, fragile and hopeful. Emily thought about all the times she'd found excuses to be in the same room as Jess, all the times her heart had raced when Jess laughed, all the times she'd dismissed those feelings as pointless because someone like Jess would never be interested in someone like Ethan.

Emily didn't answer with words.

She stepped forward, cupped Jess's cheeks in her hands—hands that were smaller than her original ones but moved with the same intent—and kissed her. It wasn't rushed or wild like the night before—it was soft. Full of understanding. A promise of something that transcended bodies and spells and temporary arrangements.

When she pulled back, Jess looked at her with wide, searching eyes, a mixture of surprise and cautious joy brightening her features. "Is that a yes?" she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

"That's a 'I've been an idiot for not seeing what was right in front of me,'" Emily replied with a small smile. "And a 'yes, I'd like to see where this goes when I'm back in my own skin.'"

"Well, for what it's worth," Jess said, her usual confidence returning as she wrapped her arms loosely around Emily's waist, "you're pretty spectacular in either body. Though I am curious to see how last night's activities translate when you're... anatomically different."

Emily felt her cheeks warm at the implication. "We'll talk more after dinner," she said gently, though she couldn't help the smile that tugged at her lips. "Right now, we both need to get ready. I have a scholarship to accept, and according to you, you're my plus-one."

Jess gave a quiet laugh of relief, her smile blooming again as she nodded, her forehead briefly resting against Emily's. "Fine. Business before pleasure. But after dinner..." her eyes held a mixture of promise and challenge, "no more running. No more obliviousness. No more excuses."

Emily smiled back, feeling lighter than she had since this whole bizarre situation began. "Deal." She sealed the promise with another quick kiss, then pulled back with a sigh. "Now, I have approximately four hours to transform from 'walk of shame chic' to 'academic excellence personified.' Any suggestions?"

"Oh honey," Jess replied with a grin, pushing away from the counter with renewed energy. "Have you met me? Transformations are my specialty. By the time I'm done with you, that scholarship committee won't know what hit them."

As they headed upstairs toward Emily's room, a strange sense of calm settled over Emily. Whatever happened tonight, whatever happened when the spell wore off, at least one mystery had been solved. And perhaps, in the most unexpected way possible, she'd found something she hadn't even known she was looking for.


Chapter 22

The college dining hall had never looked so polished. Gone was the utilitarian cafeteria that usually hosted hurried students with plastic trays and questionable mystery meat. Tonight, it had transformed into something almost magical. Strings of warm lights crisscrossed the high ceiling, casting a golden glow over rows of white-clothed tables and flickering candles. The usual fluorescent harshness had been dimmed in favor of this softer illumination that flattered every face and smoothed every imperfection. Arrangements of white lilies and deep green foliage adorned each table, their subtle fragrance occasionally catching on the air. Soft jazz played from a quartet off to the side, the saxophonist swaying slightly with his eyes closed as his fingers danced across the keys. The clink of silverware mixed with polite conversation filled the space, creating that distinct ambient hum of academia celebrating itself.

Faculty members mingled with donors, their formal attire a significant upgrade from the usual tweed jackets and sensible shoes. Students—the scholarship recipients and a few select others—sat with perfect posture, occasionally stealing glances at each other across the room, silent solidarity in their shared nervousness.

Emily sat at one of the center tables, her name printed in elegant script on the place card in front of her. The calligraphy was impeccable, the heavy cream-colored card stock speaking of tradition and legitimacy. She barely touched her food. The plate in front of her was mostly untouched—just a few bites taken from the herb-crusted salmon, the rest left to cool alongside the artfully arranged roasted vegetables and wild rice pilaf.

It wasn't that she wasn't hungry. After the whirlwind of preparation and the emotional roller coaster of the day, her body was practically demanding sustenance.

It was that her mind was too full to make room for anything else. Like trying to pour water into an already overflowing glass, there simply wasn't space for something as mundane as eating when every synapse was firing with memories, anticipation, and lingering sensations that refused to be ignored.

She shifted slightly in her seat, smoothing out the deep emerald evening dress that hugged her form like it was made for her. The silky material whispered against her skin with each movement, a constant tactile reminder of her transformation. Jess had helped her select it from Emily's closet—"This is the one she was saving for something special," she'd explained, holding it up against Emily's body with an appraising eye. "Trust me, it's perfect."

And it was. The color made her hazel eyes appear almost golden in the candlelight, the cut accentuating curves she was still getting used to possessing. Hair curled in soft waves that framed her face, makeup soft and refined—just enough to enhance her features without looking overdone—and a pair of teardrop earrings that caught the light each time she turned her head, sending prismatic reflections dancing across the tablecloth.

Jess sat beside her, radiant in a midnight blue gown that shimmered with every movement, her smile as effortless as ever. She navigated the social intricacies of the evening with practiced ease, making small talk with the economics professor across the table, laughing at the appropriate moments, all while occasionally shooting Emily reassuring glances.

"Just breathe," she'd whispered earlier as they'd entered the hall, her hand a steady pressure against Emily's lower back. "You look amazing, and you know exactly what to say. The hard part's already done."

Emily's fingers toyed with her napkin under the table, heart ticking quietly in her chest. The white linen crumpled beneath her fingers, a small outlet for the nervous energy that hummed through her veins.

So much had happened. Too much, really. In what felt like the blink of an eye, her world had turned upside down. She'd gone from Ethan to Emily, from confusion to clarity, from avoidance to… last night. The memories refused to stay contained, bubbling to the surface each time her guard lowered.

Her cheeks flushed just thinking about it.

The feeling of Tyler's hands on her hips. The weight of him. The feeling of him being inside her—that strange fullness, the pressure, the heat. The way her body had responded—arching, trembling, experiencing pleasure in waves rather than the sharp, focused release she'd known as Ethan. Was this how women felt during that intimate moment, this all-encompassing sensitivity that seemed to involve every nerve ending at once? And then there was Jess—confident, knowing, electric. The way their bodies had moved together, how natural it had felt. How right it had felt to be guided by her touch, to follow her lead, to surrender to the moment completely.

It had all been real. Raw. Honest.

And that terrified her.

Not because it was wrong—but because it wasn't. It had felt like discovering a piece of herself that had always been there, just waiting for the right moment to emerge.

"You okay?" Jess murmured, leaning closer under the pretense of reaching for her water glass. "You've got that thousand-yard stare going on."

Emily blinked, pulling herself back to the present moment. "Just nervous," she replied quietly. "And maybe a little overwhelmed."

Jess's lips curled into a knowing smile. "About the speech, or about last night?"

"Both," Emily admitted, grateful for the table's tablecloth hiding her fidgeting hands. "Everything, really."

She found herself more comfortable in her skin than she'd ever imagined possible. There was something freeing about being Emily. Not just the clothes or the voice, but the way the world looked at her… and how she looked back. The difference in how people approached her, spoke to her, listened to her—it was subtle but unmistakable. It was like she was seeing things for the first time—and being seen, finally, in return.

"Professor Jenkins can't stop looking at you," Jess observed with a barely concealed smirk. "I think he's trying to figure out why you seem different tonight."

Emily glanced discreetly toward the English department chair, who was indeed studying her with curious eyes. "Different how?"

"More confident," Jess replied simply. "More present. Less like you're apologizing for existing in the same space as everyone else."

But then there was Jess.

Back when she was Ethan, he'd always wondered if the teasing meant something more. The late-night texts with those suggestive emojis that could be interpreted multiple ways. The lingering looks that lasted just a beat too long to be casual. The way Jess had never quite dated anyone seriously, always finding some minor flaw that made long-term prospects unlikely. Maybe he'd known, deep down, but never had the guts to act on it.

And now?

Now he knew. And when he became Ethan again… he'd make sure not to waste another second.

"You're miles away again," Jess observed, her voice pitched low enough that only Emily could hear. "Talk to me."

"I was just thinking about after," Emily confessed, her gaze dropping to the untouched chocolate mousse that had appeared before her. "When I'm... me again."

"Having second thoughts?" There was a hint of vulnerability in Jess's question, barely perceptible beneath her usual confidence.

"No," Emily replied firmly. "The opposite, actually. I can't wait to be able to take you on a proper date. As myself."

Jess's smile softened. "Even if it means giving up all this?" She gestured subtly to Emily's current form. "The dress, the attention, the... other experiences?"

But tonight—tonight wasn't about the past.

Tonight was about this strange, beautiful, chaotic moment. About accepting an award for achievements that weren't technically hers, while simultaneously acknowledging that in some bizarre way, they were. About sitting beside a woman who had seen past appearances to recognize something essential beneath—something worth pursuing regardless of the physical form it took.

Emily let out a quiet breath and glanced sideways.

"Some things are worth more than others," she said simply.

Jess caught her gaze and smiled, reaching under the table to give her hand a gentle squeeze. No words. Just warmth. The simple touch conveyed more than any elaborate speech could have—reassurance, understanding, anticipation of what was to come.

Emily smiled back, her chest settling a little, the flutter of anxiety easing under the steady pressure of Jess's fingers intertwined with hers.

Then, a voice echoed through the hall, cutting through the ambient chatter as effectively as a knife through butter.

"Ladies and gentlemen," the Dean's voice rang out from the stage, his distinguished silver hair catching the spotlight as he stood at the ornate podium. "If I could have your attention, please." He waited as conversations died down, glasses were set on tables, and faces turned expectantly toward the stage. "It is my great pleasure to continue our evening's recognitions by honoring one of our brightest lights this year—a recipient of the academic excellence scholarship and a leader among her peers. Her work in comparative literature has already garnered attention from graduate programs across the country, and her community service initiatives have made a significant impact on our local education system. Please join me in honoring Emily Carter, would you please come up?"

Applause filled the room, the sound swelling as faculty members and students alike expressed their approval. A few sharp whistles cut through the general applause—likely Emily's other friends, somewhere in the crowd.

Emily blinked, stunned for a heartbeat, then quickly stood as Jess nudged her with a grin. "That's your cue, superstar," she whispered, her eyes dancing with encouragement. "Go claim what's yours."

She walked to the stage, heels clicking softly on the polished floor, heart pounding—not with nerves, but with something else. Gratitude. Pride. A strange, surreal sense of belonging. Her body moved with a grace that felt increasingly natural, navigating between tables with the poise that had always seemed so effortless when she'd watched the real Emily do it.

The steps to the stage seemed both endless and instantaneous—one moment she was leaving her table, the next she was standing beside the Dean, his hand extended to guide her to the podium. The spotlight was warm on her skin, bright enough that the audience became a sea of indistinct faces beyond its glare.

"Thank you, Dean Matthews," she heard herself say, the words flowing naturally despite having rehearsed them only briefly in front of Jess earlier. "I'm honored to be recognized among so many talented peers."

As she reached the podium, she turned slightly—and there, in the crowd, Jess was beaming up at her. Her blue dress seemed to capture and reflect the light, making her glow like a beacon in the dimly lit room. She gave Emily a subtle thumbs up, her expression a perfect blend of pride and that special, intimate knowledge that came from sharing secrets.

And for the first time in a long time, Emily smiled without hesitation. Not Emily's practiced, camera-ready smile that had been perfected over years of academic and social performances. Not Ethan's awkward, self-conscious attempt at appearing comfortable in social situations. But something new—genuine, radiant, unguarded.

She was exactly where she needed to be.

The realization settled over her like a mantle, both weighty with responsibility and buoyant with possibility. This moment, bizarre as it was, felt right. As if all the confusion and struggle had led her precisely here, to this podium, to this recognition, to this peculiar convergence of identities and desires.

As she began her speech, voice clear and confident, Emily knew that whatever happened when the spell ended—whenever that might be—tonight had changed her irrevocably. Not just because of the physical transformation, but because of everything that had flowed from it—the revelations, the connections, the discovery that sometimes the most profound truths emerge from the most unexpected circumstances.


Chapter 23

Emily stepped up to the podium, fingers curling lightly around its edges as the applause slowly faded into an expectant hush. The polished wood felt cool beneath her touch, a stark contrast to the heat of the stage lights beaming down on her. Those lights were warm on her skin—almost too warm—but she welcomed the sensation. It grounded her, made this surreal moment feel more tangible, more present.

A single bead of perspiration traced an invisible path down her spine, hidden beneath the elegant drape of her emerald dress. The fabric clung to her curves in a way that was still foreign but increasingly familiar, the weight of it against her skin a constant reminder of her transformation.

She took a breath and looked out at the sea of faces. The brightness of the stage lights made them slightly indistinct, like viewing a painting through gauze, but she could make out the important ones. Professors with their measured, evaluating expressions. Classmates exhibiting varying degrees of support and envy. Faculty members whose approving nods carried the weight of future recommendations and opportunities. Family members of other recipients, leaning forward in anticipation. All dressed in their best, all watching her with the focused attention that came from being part of something ceremonial, something that marked achievement and transition.

But her eyes found Jess instantly, as if drawn by some magnetic force that transcended the blinding lights and crowded room.

There she was—midnight blue dress shimmering under the ambient lighting, hands folded in her lap with deceptive primness, and that same knowing smile curving her lips. Always calm. Always confident. Always there. The only person in the room who truly knew what was happening, who understood the beautiful absurdity of this moment.

Jess gave her the slightest of winks, a gesture so subtle that no one else would have caught it. But Emily did, and it sent a flutter of warmth through her chest that had nothing to do with the stage lights.

Emily smiled softly, drawing confidence from that small exchange, then turned back to the microphone. It stood before her, a sentinel waiting for her words, for her to claim this moment that technically wasn't hers to claim.

"Hi," she began, her voice steady but warm, carrying clearly through the sophisticated sound system. "First off, thank you. I'm honored to be standing here tonight, and honestly... a little overwhelmed."

A light chuckle rippled through the room, appreciative murmurs at her humble opening. Professor Williams nodded approvingly from the front table—he'd always had a soft spot for Emily's modesty despite her achievements.

"I think we all come to college hoping to figure out who we are," she continued, the words flowing more naturally than she'd expected. "We try new things, meet new people, take on challenges we never saw coming. And somewhere in between the group projects, the late-night coffee runs, and the stress of finals... we grow."

She paused, eyes scanning the room, taking in the subtle shifts in posture as people leaned forward or back, engaged with her words. Dean Matthews was smiling that particular smile of administrators everywhere—proud of their institution's product, eager to take partial credit for the success on display.

"But growth isn't always easy. Sometimes, it means letting go of who you thought you were. Sometimes, it means stepping into something new—something unexpected—and learning to love it. To own it." The words resonated with her own experience so deeply that she had to pause for a moment, swallowing against the unexpected emotion rising in her throat.

A beat. The silence hung in the air, not uncomfortable but charged with attention.

"I wouldn't be here without the people who believed in me, challenged me, and stood by me—especially when I didn't have all the answers. To my professors, thank you for pushing me. To my friends, thank you for never letting me fall too far. And to the people who saw something in me... even when I didn't see it myself—thank you for seeing me."

She glanced at Jess again—just for a moment—and their eyes locked across the distance. In that brief connection, a world of understanding passed between them. All the complications, the revelations, the shared secrets—everything distilled into a single look.

Jess raised a brow and gave her a subtle nod, that teasing smile still dancing at the corners of her mouth. It was a look that promised much more than just congratulations, a look that reminded Emily of tangled sheets and whispered encouragements in the dark.

Emily smiled back, her heart fluttering in a way that had nothing to do with public speaking anxiety and everything to do with the promise held in that gaze.

"This award is more than recognition. It's a reminder that sometimes, the path you end up on is exactly where you were meant to be all along. Even if it wasn't where you thought you'd go."

She leaned forward slightly, the microphone capturing the subtle change in her voice as she delivered her final lines.

"So to anyone out there still figuring themselves out—don't be afraid to take the detour. Sometimes, the scenic route is the one that shows you who you really are."

The applause that followed was warm and genuine, starting at one corner of the room and quickly spreading until it filled the space with appreciative sound. Several people rose to their feet—Professor Jameson from the literature department, a few of Emily's classmates, and of course, Jess, whose standing ovation was accompanied by that same knowing smile.

Emily stepped back from the podium with a quiet breath of relief and pride. The Dean approached, shaking her hand and presenting her with an elegant certificate in a leather portfolio. Photos were taken, hands were shaken, and finally, she was released to return to her seat.

She walked back to the table, cheeks still flushed with success and residual nervousness, and slid into her seat beside Jess. The clink of silverware and subdued conversations had resumed around them, the attention of the room now directed toward the Dean as he prepared to introduce the next recipient.

Jess leaned over, her perfume—something expensive and subtly floral—enveloping Emily as her lips brushed just close enough to her ear to make her shiver. The sensation of warm breath against sensitive skin sent a ripple of awareness through her body, a reminder of other, more intimate moments they'd shared.

"That was beautiful," Jess whispered, her voice low and sultry, carrying layers of meaning beneath the simple compliment. "Poetic, even. But just so you know..."

Emily turned slightly, heart already skipping in anticipation of whatever was coming next. Their faces were close enough that she could see the flecks of darker blue in Jess's eyes, the masterful application of her eyeliner, the slight sheen of her lip gloss that made her mouth look impossibly tempting.

"...I'm going to make your night just as memorable," she murmured, a wicked grin in her voice that matched the mischievous sparkle in her eyes. "So be prepared."

The promise hung between them, laden with suggestion and possibilities. Images from the previous night flashed through Emily's mind—Jess's hands guiding her, Jess's mouth exploring her, Jess teaching her things about pleasure she'd never imagined.

Emily's breath caught, her face turning a delicious shade of red that had nothing to do with the stage lights and everything to do with the implications of Jess's words. Heat pooled low in her belly, a now-familiar sensation of wanting that still surprised her with its intensity.

"That's a pretty bold promise," she managed to reply, her voice barely audible over the polite applause for another student making their way to the stage. "Especially in this dress."

Jess's smile widened, a predatory edge to it that sent another shiver down Emily's spine. "The dress is coming off," she replied simply. "Eventually. Though I might keep you in it for a while first." Her gaze traveled down Emily's form appreciatively. "Green really is your color."

Emily looked down at her glass of water, suddenly very interested in it—while trying (and failing) to hide the smile tugging at her lips. The cool glass against her fingertips provided a much-needed anchor to reality, a counterpoint to the heat building inside her.

"You're terrible," she whispered, though there was no admonishment in her tone.

"You love it," Jess countered, straightening in her seat as someone at the table directed a question her way. She seamlessly transitioned into polite conversation with Professor Chen about his upcoming sabbatical, leaving Emily to compose herself.

The rest of the night passed in a blur of laughter, conversation, and congratulations. Faculty members stopped by their table to offer additional praise, fellow students expressed admiration tinged with competitive edge, and donors made subtle inquiries about Emily's future plans. She navigated it all with growing confidence, finding that the social grace she'd attributed to Emily's body seemed to be becoming more integrated with her own consciousness.

But beneath the professional smiles and academic discussions, a current of anticipation ran electric between her and Jess. Every accidental brush of hands, every shared glance, every subtle reference to "after" charged the air between them with mounting tension.

By the time dessert plates were being cleared and the evening was officially winding down, Emily could barely sit still. Her skin felt too sensitive, too aware, her body humming with a combination of post-success endorphins and raw desire.

"Ready?" Jess asked as they finally stood to leave, her hand finding the small of Emily's back in a gesture that appeared casual but sent sparks racing along her spine.

Emily nodded, not trusting her voice as they made their goodbyes and thank-yous, navigating the crowd toward the exit. The cool night air was a welcome relief as they stepped outside, the contrast making her skin prickle with goosebumps.

"Your car or mine?" Jess asked, her keys already dangling from her fingers.

"Yours," Emily replied without hesitation. "Definitely yours."

Jess laughed, the sound rich and promising in the quiet night. "Good choice. I've got plans that require privacy. And possibly soundproofing."

Emily's heart was already racing ahead, imagining the possibilities, anticipating the sensations, wondering how this night would compare to the last. And for the first time since this bizarre transformation began—perhaps for the first time in her life—she wasn't overthinking, wasn't second-guessing, wasn't hesitating.

And for the first time... she was ready to follow wherever this path might lead. Ready to embrace this strange, unexpected detour that had somehow brought her exactly where she needed to be.


Chapter 24

They barely made it through the front door before Jess had Emily pressed against it, the kiss hitting like a surge of electricity—hot, hungry, and filled with everything they'd held back during the dinner. The force of it knocked Emily's purse from her hand, sending it skittering across the hardwood floor with a soft thud that neither of them bothered to acknowledge. The night air they'd brought in with them quickly gave way to shared heat, the space between their bodies diminishing to nothing as Jess leaned in, one hand braced against the door frame, the other finding Emily's hip with unerring precision.

"I've been thinking about this," Jess murmured against Emily's lips, her voice husky with desire, "since you got up on that stage. Maybe even before."

Emily laughed breathlessly between kisses, her heart racing with a delicious combination of nervousness and want. Her fingers fumbled with the lock behind her until it clicked, muscle memory guiding her even as her attention was thoroughly diverted by the sensation of Jess's lips trailing down her neck. The door swung shut behind them with a satisfying thud, sealing them into their private world with finality.

"That scholarship dinner," Emily gasped as Jess found a particularly sensitive spot just below her ear, "was the longest three hours of my life."

"Tell me about it," Jess replied, pulling back just enough to meet Emily's gaze. "Do you have any idea how hard it was to sit there watching you in that dress and not drag you into the nearest coat closet?"

Emily pulled back for a moment, flushed and wide-eyed, her voice soft but serious despite the heat still pulsing between them. The reality of their situation—bizarre as it was—couldn't be entirely ignored, even in the haze of desire.

"Jess... are you sure? I'm still... like this." She gestured vaguely at her body—Emily's body—with its curves and softness and fundamental femininity. "I'm not exactly... who you're attracted to." The question carried layers of uncertainty beneath it. Was this just experimentation? Just taking advantage of a magical situation that would never repeat itself?

Jess grinned, the expression softening as she brushed a thumb along Emily's cheek, her eyes sparkling with mischief and something deeper, more genuine. The gesture was tender, at odds with the hunger that had characterized their entrance but no less sincere for its gentleness.

"Duh, I've always found Emily hot. Who wouldn't? She's gorgeous." Her thumb traced a path along Emily's jawline, the touch feather-light but electric. "And now? I get to experiment with you—without it being weird, because you're actually my boyfriend."

"Boyfriend?" Emily repeated, a smile tugging at her lips despite herself. "Is that what I am now?"

"Well, you will be. When you're back to normal," Jess replied with casual certainty, as if this were already decided. "Unless you'd rather just be some guy I hooked up with once or twice?"

"Definitely not," Emily replied immediately, drawing a laugh from Jess.

She leaned in close, her breath warm against Emily's ear, sending a shiver down her spine that had nothing to do with the temperature and everything to do with anticipation. "I'm making the most of tonight."

That was all the answer Emily needed. The last of her hesitation dissolved, replaced by a surge of desire that seemed to originate from somewhere beyond conscious thought. This wasn't just physical attraction—though God knew there was plenty of that—it was connection, recognition, the thrill of being truly seen regardless of physical form.

Hand in hand, they hurried down the hallway, the sound of their heels clicking against the hardwood creating a staccato rhythm that matched the quickened beat of Emily's heart. They giggled like they were skipping curfew, that particular brand of laughter that comes from shared transgression and the heady rush of wanting something and knowing it's within reach.

"Careful with those shoes," Jess warned as Emily nearly stumbled on the runner. "I don't think a sprained ankle would improve our plans for the evening."

"Maybe you should carry me, then," Emily suggested with newfound boldness. "For safety."

"Don't tempt me," Jess replied, her grin wolfish. "I just might."

The house was blissfully empty. Her parents were still away and wouldn't be back until the weekend—and the real Emily was in New York, flying back tomorrow. The silence wrapped around them like a cocoon, offering the perfect privacy for whatever the night might bring.

Perfect timing.

They reached the bedroom, the tension between them simmering just beneath the surface, threatening to boil over at any moment. Jess turned, backing toward the bed, keeping her eyes locked on Emily's as she reached over one shoulder and slowly unzipped her dress. The sound of the zipper—that soft, deliberate rasp—seemed unnaturally loud in the quiet room. The midnight blue fabric parted, revealing a tantalizing glimpse of bare skin beneath.

"Your turn," Jess said, her voice low and challenging.

Emily mirrored her, reaching behind to find her own zipper with fingers that trembled slightly but managed the task nonetheless. The silky fabric of her gown slipped from her shoulders like water, pooling around her feet in a puddle of emerald. By the time the bedroom door clicked shut behind them, both their dresses lay abandoned, expensive fabric forgotten in favor of the moment at hand.

Lace panties, bare skin, and nothing else. The matching sets they'd chosen together earlier that day—Emily's in black, Jess's in a deep purple that was almost black in the dim light—were all that remained between them and complete vulnerability.

They stared at each other for a brief, charged heartbeat—two bodies, two souls, caught in something between friendship and something far more intimate. The air between them seemed to shimmer with possibility, with wanting, with the strange and beautiful convergence of circumstances that had brought them to this moment.

"You're beautiful," Emily said softly, the words escaping before she could consider them. "Not just your body—though God knows that's spectacular—but all of you. The way you move, the way you laugh, the way you see me. Really see me."

Jess's expression softened, her usual confidence giving way to something more genuine, more vulnerable. "I've always seen you, Ethan. Even when you were hiding." She stepped closer, closing the distance between them. "Maybe especially then."

Then they collided again, their mouths meeting in a kiss that was deeper now. Slower. More deliberate. A kiss that wasn't about exploration or discovery but about recognition and affirmation. A kiss that said, I know you. I want you. I've waited for this.

Hands roamed over newly exposed skin, leaving trails of goosebumps in their wake. Emily's fingers traced the curve of Jess's waist, the dip of her lower back, the softness of her hips. Jess's hands were more confident, more knowing—she'd been here before, had mapped this terrain with others, but never with this particular combination of physical form and inner consciousness.

"Is this okay?" Jess asked quietly as her fingers hooked into the waistband of Emily's panties, a moment of checking in amid the haze of desire.

"More than okay," Emily replied, her voice barely above a whisper. "It's perfect."

Breath quickened as the last barriers between them disappeared, cast aside with the casual disregard of those consumed by something more important than modesty or hesitation. The sheets were cool against heated skin as they moved together, limbs tangling, mouths seeking, hands discovering.

As they tumbled onto the bed together, the world outside faded away. The scholarship dinner, the magical transformation, the complications that would surely come with morning—all of it receded, becoming background noise to the symphony they were creating together. There was only this moment, this connection, this shared experience that transcended the bizarre circumstances that had led to it.

Only this moment mattered now.

Jess's lips found the pulse point at Emily's throat, lingering there with deliberate attention that drew a soft moan from somewhere deep in her chest. Hands that had been tentative the night before now moved with growing confidence, guided by Jess's encouraging whispers and responsive sighs.

"Just like that," Jess murmured, guiding Emily's touch. "See how it feels different when you—yes, exactly."

The learning curve was steep but exhilarating, each new discovery adding to the growing heat between them. What had been awkward exploration the previous night with Tyler as their third was now becoming something more intimate, more focused, more about the connection between them than the novelty of the situation.

And then—darkness as Jess reached over to switch off the bedside lamp, casting them into a world defined by touch rather than sight. Silk sheets sliding against bare skin, the weight of Jess above her, beneath her, beside her. The sound of a kiss whispered into the night, followed by other sounds, other whispers, other promises exchanged in the language of sighs and gentle encouragements.

The night stretched before them, full of possibilities, each moment a gift they were determined to unwrap with the thoroughness of those who knew that such opportunities might never come again—or if they did, would never be quite like this first time, this magical convergence of circumstances that had brought them together in this unique way.

Tomorrow would come with its complications and conversations, its returns to reality and reckonings with the spell's consequences. But tonight—tonight was theirs alone, a secret garden of pleasure and connection that existed outside the normal rules of time and space and identity.

Tonight, they would make the most of every moment. Of every touch. Of every kiss. Of every whispered confession in the darkness.

In the soft glow of the bedside lamp, Jess pulled back slightly, her eyes locked onto Emily's as she lowered her head to trail kisses along her jawline. The cool air raised goosebumps on Emily's skin, contrasting sharply with the heat radiating from Jess’s body where they were pressed together. Her lips moved with deliberate slowness, savoring every inch of exposed flesh as she made her way down Emily's neck, pausing to nip gently at the sensitive spot just below her ear.

Emily let out a shaky breath, her fingers tangling in Jess’s dark hair. "Jess," she breathed, the name escaping on a sigh of pleasure. The sound seemed to embolden Jess, her mouth finding its way down Emily's neck with renewed urgency.

"What is it?" Jess asked softly, her voice muffled against Emily’s skin. Her hands roamed over Emily's body, tracing the curve of her hips, the softness of her thighs, and the gentle swell of her breasts through the thin fabric of her lace bra. "Tell me what you want."

Emily hesitated for a moment, uncertain how to articulate the whirlwind of emotions and desires coursing through her. She felt exposed, not just physically but emotionally—Jess saw right through her, knew her better than anyone else ever had. It was both exhilarating and terrifying.

"I want... I want you," Emily finally managed, her voice barely above a whisper. "I want all of this. All of you." Her hands moved to Jess’s shoulders, fingers digging into the soft fabric of her dress as she pulled her closer.

Jess responded with a low groan, her mouth finding Emily's again in a kiss that was equal parts tender and hungry. As they kissed, their bodies pressed tightly together, Emily could feel the rapid beat of Jess’s heart against her own chest. The sensation sent a thrill through her—she had done this to Jess, had made her pulse race with desire as much as Jess did for her.

"I've wanted you too," Jess murmured against Emily's lips, her voice thick with want. "For so long." She broke away from the kiss just enough to look into Emily's eyes, her expression serious despite the heat between them. "I've always seen you, Em—the real you. And I want to explore every part of this body, of this experience, with you."

Emily nodded, words failing her in the face of such intensity. She let her hands drift down Jess’s back, feeling the curve of her spine through the silky fabric of her dress. Her fingers found the zipper at the small of Jess's back and slowly pulled it down, the sound of parting teeth echoing softly in the quiet room.

As she lowered the zipper, Jess helped by shrugging out of the straps, allowing the midnight blue fabric to slip away from her shoulders. The dress pooled at her feet, leaving Jess standing before Emily in nothing but a matching set of lace underwear—black, like Emily’s own.

"Your turn," Jess said softly, her eyes never leaving Emily's as she reached behind to find the zipper of Emily's gown. Her fingers brushed against Emily's skin, sending shivers down her spine, and she gasped slightly at the contact.

The zipper came down slowly, deliberately, each tooth clicking into place as Jess lowered it inch by inch. The silky fabric parted, revealing a tantalizing glimpse of bare skin beneath. When the dress fell away completely, leaving Emily in only her bra and panties, Jess let out a low whistle of appreciation.

"You're stunning," she said, her voice husky with desire. Her hands came up to cup Emily’s face, thumbs tracing the line of her jaw as she leaned in for another kiss. This one was softer, more tender—a promise of what was to come rather than a demand.

As their lips met again, Jess’s hands moved lower, skimming over Emily's shoulders and down her arms until they found the clasp of her bra. With practiced ease, she unhooked it, allowing the straps to slide down Emily's arms. The cool air hit her sensitive skin as the bra joined the growing pile of discarded clothing on the floor.

"Come here," Jess whispered, pulling back just enough to look into Emily’s eyes. Her hand reached out, cupping Emily's cheek gently before sliding around to tangle in her hair. She guided Emily closer, their lips meeting once more in a kiss that was deep and passionate, filled with all the unspoken words and pent-up desires they'd been holding back for so long.

Their bodies pressed together, skin against skin, as Jess slowly backed them both toward the bed. When the backs of her knees hit the mattress, she broke away from the kiss just long enough to whisper, "Lie down."

Emily complied without hesitation, stretching out on the cool sheets as Jess climbed onto the bed beside her. The soft light from the lamp cast their bodies in a warm glow, highlighting every curve and line as Jess began to explore Emily’s form with hands and mouth.

She started at the base of Emily's neck, kissing and nipping her way down to her collarbone while her fingers traced patterns on Emily's stomach. Each touch sent waves of pleasure coursing through Emily, making her squirm slightly against the sheets beneath them.

"You like that?" Jess murmured against Emily’s skin, her breath hot and damp. She paused for a moment, waiting for a response.

Emily nodded, unable to form words around the lump in her throat. Her body was on fire with sensation—every nerve ending felt alive, every touch magnified by the anticipation of what was yet to come.

Jess smiled, clearly pleased by Emily’s reaction, and continued her exploration downward. As she reached the top of Emily's panties, she paused again, looking up at her with dark eyes filled with desire. "May I?" she asked softly, a playful challenge in her voice.

Emily bit her lip, feeling a blush creep across her cheeks despite everything they’d already shared. But there was no hesitation in her response. "Yes," she whispered, her voice barely audible. "Please."

With that permission granted, Jess hooked her fingers into the waistband of Emily's panties and slowly slid them down, revealing more of Emily's body to her eager gaze. As she pulled them off completely, she let out a low growl of appreciation at what she saw.

"You're even more beautiful than I imagined," Jess said, running her hands over the newly exposed skin with reverence. Her touch was light and teasing, barely brushing against sensitive areas before moving on to explore elsewhere—a deliberate torture that left Emily aching for more.

As Jess continued her exploration, Emily found herself arching into each touch, desperate for deeper contact. When Jess finally brushed against her most sensitive spot, she let out a sharp gasp of surprise and pleasure.

"Jess," she breathed, her voice trembling with need. "Please..."

Jess looked up at her then, a wicked smile playing on her lips as she recognized the desperation in Emily's voice. "Please what?" she asked, her fingers lingering just barely on the edge of where Emily wanted them most.

Emily took a deep breath, steeling herself to ask for what she truly desired. "I want you to touch me," she said, her voice steadier than she felt. "I want your hands... and your mouth."

A low moan escaped Jess's throat as she took in Emily’s words, her eyes darkening with arousal. Without another word, she lowered her head between Emily's legs, her warm breath teasing across sensitive skin before her tongue made contact.

Emily cried out at the sudden intensity of the sensation, her hips bucking off the bed as waves of pleasure washed over her. Jess responded by wrapping an arm around Emily’s thighs, holding her in place while she continued to explore every inch of her with eager abandon.

As Jess brought Emily closer and closer to the edge, their bodies began to move together in a rhythm that was both familiar and entirely new. Their breaths came faster, their moans intertwined until it became impossible to tell where one ended and the other began.

In that moment, as they lost themselves in each other completely, Emily knew this would be a night she’d never forget—a night of discovery, connection, and pure, unadulterated pleasure shared with someone who saw her for exactly who she was.


Chapter 25

Emily woke up slowly, the morning sunlight peeking through the blinds in thin golden ribbons that painted stripes across the rumpled sheets. The air was warm, still heavy with the scent of skin and sleep and the lingering traces of perfume. She blinked, consciousness returning in gentle waves rather than the usual abrupt jolt, and immediately registered the pleasant ache in muscles she hadn't known could be sore until yesterday. Shifting under the sheets—soft, high-thread-count cotton that felt impossibly luxurious against her bare skin—she immediately felt Jess's arm wrapped around her waist, her breath soft and steady against the back of her neck.

Each inhale and exhale created a gentle rhythm, a counterpoint to the birds chirping outside and the distant hum of morning traffic. Jess's body was warm against hers, all smooth skin and soft curves, their legs tangled together in the casual intimacy of those who had explored each other thoroughly.

A smile curled at Emily's lips. She didn't move. Not yet.

There was something perfect about this moment—suspended between sleep and full wakefulness, between night and day, between the Emily she had been pretending to be and the Ethan she would eventually become again. It felt like a pocket of time outside the normal flow, a bubble of contentment she wasn't ready to burst.

For the first time in what felt like forever, she didn't want to rush. Not away from this. Not away from her.

The events of the night before played through her mind like a highlight reel—Jess's knowing hands, her encouraging whispers, the way she had guided Emily through pleasures she'd never experienced before. There had been awkward moments, of course—fumbling, laughter, the occasional "not like that" or "yes, right there"—but those had only made the connection deeper, more genuine.

Jess stirred behind her, murmuring something incoherent before nuzzling closer, her nose brushing against the sensitive skin behind Emily's ear. The movement sent a small shiver down Emily's spine, a reminder that her body—this temporary, borrowed body—was still very much awake and responsive to Jess's proximity.

Then, with a sleepy voice thick with morning rasp, she whispered, "Mm... morning, gorgeous." The words were slightly slurred, vowels stretched by the lingering grip of sleep, but carried a warmth that made Emily's chest tighten with something beyond physical desire.

Emily let out a small laugh, the sound lighter and more carefree than she could remember feeling in a long time. "Hey." It wasn't eloquent, but it was honest—a simple acknowledgment of their shared space, their shared experience.

Jess smiled and rolled her over gently, one hand cupping Emily's face with surprising tenderness. She pressed a soft kiss to her lips, a gesture so different from their heated exchanges of the night before. It was slow, sweet—completely different from the fire that had consumed them hours earlier. This was something quieter. Realer. Morning breath and tangled hair and vulnerable eyes still heavy with sleep.

When they pulled apart, Jess gave her a teasing grin, her eyes crinkling at the corners in that way Emily had always found secretly charming. "So... after a night like that," she said, brushing a strand of hair from Emily's cheek with a touch so gentle it almost tickled, "are you sure you wanna go back to being Ethan?"

The question hung in the air between them, light enough to be taken as a joke but carrying enough weight to acknowledge the unique situation they found themselves in. There was curiosity there, and perhaps a hint of genuine uncertainty about what would happen next.

Emily blushed and laughed, burying her face in the pillow for a second to hide the color rising in her cheeks. "Don't tempt me," she replied, her voice muffled against the cotton. "I've finally mastered walking in heels. Seems a shame to give up the skill."

Jess chuckled, the sound vibrating through her chest where it pressed against Emily's shoulder. "Just sayin'... you wear lace really well." Her fingers traced an idle pattern on Emily's bare arm, raising goosebumps in their wake. "That black set yesterday? Chef's kiss."

"You're incorrigible," Emily replied, emerging from her pillow hiding spot. "Is this how you treat all your morning-after conquests? Flattery and fashion advice?"

"Only the ones who are magically inhabiting their sister's body," Jess quipped, her grin widening. "It's a very select club."

Emily rolled her eyes, still smiling despite herself, and reached for her phone on the nightstand. The movement stretched her body in a way that made Jess's gaze darken appreciatively, a look that Emily was beginning to recognize and, surprisingly, enjoy. The screen lit up as she unlocked it, and her heart skipped a beat when she saw the time.

"Shit."

Jess sat up immediately, the sheet falling away to reveal her bare torso—a sight that momentarily distracted Emily before the urgency of the situation reasserted itself. "What?"

"We have to pick up Emily—the Emily. Her flight lands in forty minutes." She showed the screen to Jess, where a calendar reminder flashed insistently: PICK UP EMILY - 11:15 AM.

Jess blinked, her expression shifting from confusion to sudden understanding. "Right. Airport." She scrambled out of bed, any lingering sensuality replaced by practical urgency. "How far is it from here?"

"Thirty minutes with good traffic," Emily replied, already on her feet and searching for underwear among the scattered clothing on the floor. "Which means we're already cutting it close."

They both moved with the frantic energy of people running late for something important, collecting clothes from Emily's dresser and the ones Jess had left here yesterday when she got changed for dinner. Emily tugged on her jeans and a hoodie, Jess throwing her hair up into a messy ponytail as she slipped into loose tracksuit pants and a tank top. The quiet intimacy of moments before had been replaced by practical chaos, though there was something companionable about their shared rush.

"Left or right?" Jess called, holding up two different sneakers.

"Right," Emily replied, tossing her the matching shoe from beside the bed. "The left one's under the dresser."

"How did it even—" Jess began, then shook her head. "Never mind. I remember now." A small smirk played across her lips as she retrieved the wayward sneaker.

"I can't believe we almost forgot," Emily said, brushing her teeth quickly in the bathroom mirror, speaking around a mouthful of toothpaste. "Emily would kill us if we left her stranded at the airport."

"I was a little distracted," Jess called out from the bedroom, her voice carrying a hint of smugness that made Emily blush despite herself. "Something about you moaning my name repeatedly? Tends to make a girl forget about flight schedules."

Emily emerged from the bathroom, wiping her mouth on a hand towel as she shot Jess a look that was meant to be reproving but came off as more amused than anything. "You're terrible," she declared, pulling her shoes on without bothering to untie them first.

Jess winked, grabbing her keys from the nightstand where they'd been hastily tossed the night before. "You love it. And don't pretend you don't, because I have very recent and very thorough evidence to the contrary."

The casual reference to their night together sent another flush of warmth through Emily—not just embarrassment, but something more pleasant. A shared secret, a private joke, the kind of intimate shorthand that develops between people who have seen each other at their most vulnerable.

They met at the front door, both slightly out of breath from the chaos of getting ready. Jess paused, her hand on the doorknob, and turned to Emily with an expression that had softened from teasing to something more genuine.

"Hey," she said quietly, her voice losing its playful edge. "Before we rush off and everything gets complicated again..."

She leaned in, wrapped her arms around Emily's waist, and kissed her again—soft and slow, just like that first one this morning. A kiss that wasn't about passion or urgency but about connection, about acknowledgment.

"I'm glad we had last night," she said quietly when they parted, her eyes meeting Emily's with unusual seriousness. "No matter what happens next. Whether you're Emily or Ethan or something in between—last night was real. This is real."

The words settled something in Emily's chest, a question she hadn't even realized she'd been asking herself. Was this just circumstantial? Just taking advantage of a bizarre magical situation? Or was there something more substantial beneath the extraordinary circumstances?

Emily nodded, her smile softening, hands resting lightly on Jess's shoulders. "Me too. And when I'm back to being me—the real me—I want to do this right. Properly. Maybe start with dinner that doesn't involve scholarship committees and formal wear."

"I'd like that," Jess replied, her smile returning. "Though I reserve the right to still make you try on dresses occasionally. For science."

Emily laughed, the sound bright and genuine. "We'll negotiate terms later. Right now—"

"Airport," they said in unison, breaking into matching grins.

They stepped outside, the sun already high in the sky, casting short shadows across the front lawn. Emily locked the door with a quiet click, the familiar action feeling both routine and somehow significant—closing one chapter, preparing to open another.

As they walked toward the car, hands brushing in a gesture too casual to be accidental, hearts still full with the night's revelations, neither of them said a word.

They didn't need to.

The connection between them had transcended the physical, creating something that would remain even after Emily returned to her original form. There would be complications, of course—explanations to be made, adjustments to navigate, a new relationship to define between Ethan and Jess rather than Emily and Jess.

But for now, they were just two people—heading toward something new.

Together.

The future with all its uncertainties could wait for at least the thirty-minute drive to the airport. For now, this moment—this connection—was enough.


Chapter 26

The airport was already buzzing with people when they pulled up to the arrivals terminal. Cars jockeyed for position along the crowded curb, harried-looking travelers dragged wheeled luggage across the pavement, and airport security officers waved vehicles along with practiced efficiency. The mid-morning sun reflected off the glass facade of the terminal building, creating a glare that made Emily squint as she scanned the crowd.

She spotted her almost immediately—the real Emily—standing outside with her suitcase, scrolling through her phone with that distinctive posture: weight shifted to one hip, head tilted slightly as if evaluating whatever was on her screen. She was wearing a light denim jacket and jeans, her hair in a loose braid that hung over one shoulder. The sight was surreal—like looking at herself from the outside, yet somehow completely different.

"It's weird, isn't it?" Jess murmured, following Emily's gaze. "Seeing her when you're still... her."

Ethan-now-Emily slowed the car and rolled down the window, pulling into a momentarily vacant spot along the pickup lane. "There she is," she said with a smile that carried a hint of nervousness. After all, this was the first time she'd seen her own body since the transformation—the first moment of confronting the physical reality of their magical swap.

The real Emily looked up, her attention caught by the familiar car. Her face broke into a grin as she recognized them, expression brightening with that particular animation that was uniquely hers. She waved and walked over, pulling her wheeled suitcase behind her with practiced ease.

Jess leaned over from the passenger seat, her arm brushing against Emily's in a casual touch that now carried new meaning. "Sorry we're late! Traffic was a nightmare." The lie rolled off her tongue smoothly, though the slight color in her cheeks might have given them away to a more observant person.

"Totally fine," real Emily said, opening the back door and sliding in, maneuvering her suitcase with the expertise of a frequent traveler. "I just got out here. The plane landed early, but then we sat on the tarmac for twenty minutes waiting for a gate, so it all evened out."

Once she was settled, she let out a breath and stretched her arms a little, the movement accompanied by a slight grimace. "Ugh. I forgot how dry airplane air is. I feel like a raisin. A very successful, professionally validated raisin, but still—desiccated."

Jess turned in her seat, eyes lighting up with genuine excitement. The awkwardness of the situation—sitting between two identical versions of the same person, one of whom she'd been intimately involved with the night before—seemed to fade in the face of her curiosity. "So? How'd the interview go?! Don't leave us hanging!"

Real Emily's face lit up, practically glowing with pride and excitement. The transformation was remarkable—from travel-weary to radiant in an instant. "I got it! I got the internship! They called me this morning before I even left the hotel."

Jess squealed like she'd won something herself, a high-pitched sound of delight that made Ethan-as-Emily wince slightly even as she smiled. "Yes! Oh my god, Em, that's amazing! The Parker Media internship? The one with the private office and potential fast-track to junior exec?"

"The very same," Emily confirmed, her smile widening. "They even mentioned the executive training program for next year if the internship goes well."

Ethan-as-Emily beamed in the driver's seat, genuinely happy for her sister despite the complicated emotions churning beneath the surface. "That's huge! Congrats! I know how much you wanted this."

"Thanks!" Real Emily laughed, clearly still riding the high of the news. Her excitement was infectious, filling the car with a buoyant energy that momentarily overshadowed the bizarre circumstances. "I was so nervous going in, but they loved my portfolio and said I had a great presence. The creative director actually used the word 'magnetism,' which I'm definitely putting on my resume. I start next month."

The car filled with excited chatter and congratulations as they pulled away from the terminal and merged onto the main road. Jess peppered Emily with questions about New York, the office, the people she'd met, and Emily answered enthusiastically, gesturing with her hands in that animated way she had when truly excited about something.

Ethan-as-Emily navigated the airport traffic with care, occasionally glancing in the rearview mirror at the real Emily—at her own face and body, animated by its rightful consciousness. It was a strange sensation, like watching a video of yourself but with actions you didn't remember performing.

After a few minutes, once the excitement had mellowed slightly and they'd hit the highway, the real Emily glanced between them, her expression shifting to something more calculating, more curious.

"So..." she said, drawing out the word just enough to sound suspicious, a technique she'd perfected since childhood when trying to get information out of someone. "How did the college dinner go? Did my doppelgänger here manage to fool everyone?" She nudged the back of Ethan-as-Emily's seat playfully.

Ethan-as-Emily smiled, eyes on the road, though her grip on the steering wheel tightened slightly. "It went perfectly. Honestly couldn't have gone better. The speech went well, the food was... okay. But the whole night was amazing." She deliberately kept her answer vague, focusing on the technical success rather than the emotional aftermath.

Jess nodded, perhaps a bit too enthusiastically. "She killed it up there. Totally owned the room. Dean Matthews was practically salivating over the 'future contributions to academia' he sees in your future. And Professor Harrington actually smiled—which, according to campus legend, only happens during solar eclipses and when the faculty lounge has fresh donuts."

Real Emily raised an eyebrow, a small smirk playing on her lips as she looked between them. There was something knowing in her expression, a hint that she was picking up on undercurrents that weren't being explicitly stated. "Mmhm. And... anything else noteworthy happen while I was gone? You know, besides my brother successfully impersonating me and accepting a prestigious academic award?"

That was when she saw it.

The quick glance between Jess and Ethan-as-Emily—a silent communication, a shared secret passing between them in the fraction of a second.

The way they both flushed, color rising in their cheeks almost in synchronization.

Jess suddenly became very interested in the view out her window, examining the passing highway scenery as if it were the most fascinating landscape she'd ever encountered, and Ethan-as-Emily gripped the steering wheel just a bit tighter, eyes locked on the road like it was the most fascinating thing in the world, requiring every ounce of her concentration.

"Well," Jess began, her voice slightly higher than normal, "we had a nice dinner at that Italian place afterwards. You know, to celebrate."

"Mmmhm," Emily hummed, clearly not buying it. "Just dinner? Nothing else? No... after-dinner activities?"

Real Emily leaned forward between the seats, resting her elbows on the console, smiling knowingly. "Oh my god." The words were soft but filled with revelation. "You guys hooked up, didn't you?"

Ethan-as-Emily didn't say a word, but the color flooding her cheeks was answer enough. She became intensely focused on a truck several car lengths ahead, as if it required her complete attention to avoid a catastrophic collision.

Jess bit her lip, failing to hide her grin. She glanced at Ethan-as-Emily, then back at the real Emily, clearly debating how much to admit. "Define 'hooked up,'" she hedged, though her expression gave everything away.

Real Emily just laughed softly and shook her head, leaning back in her seat with an expression that was surprisingly unbothered—amused, even. "I knew it. I knew this would happen if I left you two alone." She didn't sound upset; if anything, there was a hint of satisfaction in her voice, as if a long-planned scheme had finally come to fruition. "I'm honestly just happy for you guys."

Jess turned, surprise evident in her expression. "Really? You're not weirded out by the... logistics of it all?" She gestured vaguely between Emily and Ethan-as-Emily, encompassing the complexity of the situation with a wave of her hand.

"Of course not," she said, nudging Ethan-as-Emily's shoulder gently from behind. "And it's about time you manned up—well, I guess womaned up in this case." She grinned at her own joke. "Ethan's been mooning over you for months. It was getting pathetic."

That broke the tension. All three of them burst into laughter, the absurdity of the situation finally acknowledged openly.

"I have not been 'mooning,'" Ethan-as-Emily protested weakly, though her smile betrayed her. "I've been... appreciating. From a distance."

"A distance you maintained by running in the opposite direction whenever she came over," real Emily pointed out. "Subtle, bro. Very subtle."

Jess laughed, the sound warm and genuine. "Is that why you always disappeared when I visited? I thought you just hated my taste in music or something."

"Your music taste is questionable," Ethan-as-Emily replied, the familiar banter helping to ease the awkwardness of the situation. "But no, I was just... intimidated."

"By little old me?" Jess batted her eyelashes exaggeratedly, then snorted with laughter. "The guy who once threatened to fight that senior who was twice your size because he cut in the lunch line?"

"That was different," Ethan-as-Emily argued. "I wasn't trying to ask him out."

"So you were trying to ask me out?" Jess pounced on the admission, her smile widening. "For how long?"

Ethan-as-Emily blushed but smiled, the weight on her shoulders easing as the conversation took on a more playful tone. "Let's just say it predates your brief pink hair phase."

"That was freshman year!" Jess exclaimed, looking delighted by this revelation.

"I told you," real Emily said smugly from the backseat. "Pathetic. Like watching a documentary on mating rituals where the male just keeps dropping the ball."

"Says the girl who used magic to swap bodies with her brother rather than just telling him to ask my friend out," Ethan-as-Emily retorted, catching real Emily's gaze in the rearview mirror with a raised eyebrow.

Real Emily shrugged, unapologetic. "I'm results-oriented. And it worked, didn't it?"

Jess reached over and squeezed Ethan-as-Emily's hand gently, her touch lingering, fingers intertwining in a gesture that was both casual and intimate. "It definitely worked," she agreed, her voice softening. "Though I'm looking forward to dating the original model, once we get this whole body-swap situation sorted out."

"Speaking of which," real Emily interjected, leaning forward again, "we should probably do that sooner rather than later. The spell has a time limit, and we're pushing it already."

"How much time do we have?" Ethan-as-Emily asked, suddenly concerned. In the excitement of the scholarship dinner and everything that had followed, she'd almost forgotten the temporary nature of their arrangement.

"The book said twenty-four hours," real Emily replied, "but I found some fine print that suggested it could stretch to seventy-two hours in certain circumstances. We're at about... fifty-eight hours now? So we should be fine, but better safe than sorry."

"What happens if we go over the time limit?" Jess asked, a note of worry creeping into her voice.

Real Emily's expression turned mischievous. "Well, according to the warning section, which was written in what looked suspiciously like dried blood—"

"Emily!" Ethan-as-Emily interrupted, alarmed.

"Kidding, kidding," real Emily laughed. "It's probably just going to wear off naturally. But let's not test that theory, okay? I love you, bro, but I'd prefer to reclaim my body before my skincare routine is completely destroyed."

Ethan-as-Emily rolled her eyes but nodded in agreement. "Fair enough. Let's get home and figure this out."

As they continued down the highway, the conversation shifted to more mundane topics—the flight, the interview details, plans for the weekend—but there was an undercurrent of anticipation running beneath it all.

For once, there were no secrets between them.

Just truth.

And maybe something new—something real—beginning to bloom. Something that had started in the most unusual of circumstances but now existed independently of the magic that had catalyzed it.

As they exited the highway toward home, Ethan-as-Emily caught Jess's eye and smiled—a small, private expression that carried a world of meaning. Whatever happened next—whether the spell reversed smoothly or not, whether they returned to their original bodies immediately or had to wait—they had found something worth keeping.

The rest was just details.


Chapter 27

They pulled into the driveway just as the afternoon sun began casting long shadows across the lawn. Golden light spilled through the trees, dappling the grass with patterns that shifted in the gentle breeze. The house stood quiet, exactly as they'd left it hours earlier, but somehow it felt different now—warmer, more lived-in. As if the events of the past few days had imbued the familiar structure with new significance.

"Home sweet home," Jess announced, stretching in the passenger seat. "Or should I say, homes sweet home? Since there are technically two of you inhabiting it."

The real Emily snorted from the backseat. "Very philosophical. Next you'll be asking if the house is the same house if it contains a different Emily."

"The Ship of Theseus, but with hot twins," Jess quipped, earning her a playful swat from Ethan-as-Emily.

"We're not twins," Ethan-as-Emily corrected, though there was no bite to the words. "We're literally the same person in different bodies."

"Says you," real Emily countered, gathering her purse. "I'd argue we're completely different people sharing identical DNA. Nature versus nurture and all that."

"Can we save the existential debate for after we've unloaded your fifteen bags?" Jess suggested, already climbing out of the car.

"It's two bags," Emily corrected. "And one of them is full of presents for you ungrateful people, so maybe watch the attitude."

Ethan-as-Emily and Jess grabbed the real Emily's bags from the trunk while she adjusted her jacket and stretched after the ride, arms reaching skyward in a movement that was both graceful and catlike. The afternoon sun caught in her hair, highlighting the same honey-colored strands that Ethan had been admiring in the mirror for days now.

"Did you seriously pull a muscle stretching?" Jess teased, watching Emily's exaggerated movements. "Or are you just showing off how limber you are for my benefit?"

"Some of us were crammed into economy class for five hours," Emily retorted. "Not all of us spent the morning in bed doing... whatever it is you two were doing." She waggled her eyebrows suggestively.

"Sleeping," Ethan-as-Emily said quickly—too quickly. "We were sleeping."

"Mmhmm," Emily hummed, clearly unconvinced. "Is that what they're calling it these days?"

The three of them walked inside together, laughter still lingering in the air from the car ride, and made their way down the hall to Emily's room. Their footsteps echoed on the hardwood, three distinct rhythms that somehow harmonized—Ethan-as-Emily's slightly hesitant gait, Jess's confident stride, and the real Emily's brisk pace.

"So," Jess said as they walked, "not to be weird, but which one of you should I be looking at when I talk to 'Emily'? Because right now I feel like I'm in some bizarre tennis match."

"Definitely her," Ethan-as-Emily replied, nodding toward the real Emily. "She's the genuine article. I'm just the knockoff version."

"Please," the real Emily scoffed. "We both know you've been enjoying all the perks of being me. Like not having to reach for things on the top shelf or open stubborn jars."

"Being shorter does have some disadvantages," Ethan-as-Emily admitted. "But the clothes are better. And people are nicer to you for absolutely no reason."

"Oh, there's a reason," Jess muttered under her breath, just loud enough for Ethan to hear. The comment was accompanied by a subtle once-over that sent heat racing to Ethan's cheeks.

The moment they stepped inside Emily's bedroom, the familiar scent of lavender and linen met them—the subtle fragrance of the real Emily's signature room spray combined with the fresh laundry smell of the recently changed bedding. It was strange—Ethan had spent the last few days living here, sleeping in this room, being her, and now it felt like he was visiting again. Like something had shifted, a subtle realignment of perspective that made the space feel simultaneously familiar and foreign.

The real Emily dropped onto her bed with a sigh of contentment, bouncing slightly on the mattress as she glanced around with an appraising eye. "Still exactly how I left it. No wild parties, no broken mirrors. Proud of you." She ran a hand over the comforter, smoothing an imaginary wrinkle. "Though the sheets are different. Hoping there's an innocent explanation for that?"

Ethan-as-Emily and Jess exchanged a quick, guilty glance that did not go unnoticed.

Ethan chuckled, setting the suitcase down near the closet and pointedly ignoring the question. "Tempted, but no. Turns out being you is exhausting enough without adding property damage to the mix."

Jess flopped into the chair near the desk, stretching her arms overhead in a languid motion that drew Ethan's gaze despite her best efforts not to stare. "We were way too busy being fancy and emotionally complicated. Academia waits for no magical body swap."

"Plus," she added with a sly grin, "your brother makes an adorable you. All wide-eyed and confused by makeup brushes. Like watching a baby deer try to understand calculus."

"I wasn't that bad," Ethan-as-Emily protested. "I figured out the mascara thing eventually."

"After stabbing yourself in the eye three times," Jess reminded her. "I still have the photographic evidence."

Emily grinned, clearly enjoying their banter, then looked up at Ethan with a softer expression. There was something assessing in her gaze, a genuine curiosity that went beyond the teasing.

"So..." she said, tilting her head slightly in that characteristic gesture that Ethan had unconsciously adopted over the past few days, "did you enjoy being me?"

Ethan paused, standing in the middle of the room, hands loosely clasped in front of her. For a moment, she didn't know how to answer. The question carried more weight than its casual delivery suggested. It wasn't just about having fun or experiencing something different. It was about truly walking in someone else's shoes—or heels, in this case—and seeing the world through different eyes.

How could she possibly distill the past days into a simple yes or no? The scholarship dinner, the club, the night with Jess and Tyler, the intimate moments this morning—it had been a whirlwind of experiences and emotions she never could have anticipated.

Then she looked at Jess—who gave her a reassuring, quiet smile, one that carried the weight of shared experiences and unspoken understanding—and turned back to her sister.

"Yes," Ethan said finally, the word simple but weighted with sincerity. "I did. It was... more than I expected. Being a woman has its benefits—and definitely a few complications too." She gave a small, wry smile. "The attention is nice sometimes, terrifying other times. And don't get me started on bras. Whoever invented underwire was definitely not the one wearing it."

Emily snorted in agreement.

"But honestly, it was eye-opening. A life-changing couple of days." Her voice softened as she glanced at Jess again, unable to keep the affection from her expression. "I learned things about myself—and others—that I might never have discovered otherwise."

Jess met her gaze, a slight flush coloring her cheeks, but her smile remained steady—a promise, a reassurance that what they'd shared wasn't limited to this magical interlude.

"But..." Ethan continued, turning back to Emily, "as much as I've learned, and as much as I've felt... I still want to be myself again. Ethan."

The real Emily nodded slowly, as if she'd expected that answer. There was no disappointment in her expression, just quiet understanding. Then she raised an eyebrow, a mischievous glint returning to her eye. "So... if I needed you to become me again at any point, you wouldn't object? Say, if I had another important interview or needed to be in two places at once?"

Ethan didn't hesitate, the answer coming more easily than she would have expected a few days ago. "No. I'd be happy to. Anytime." The words were genuine, free from the reluctance that might have colored them before this experience. "Though maybe with a bit more warning next time."

Emily's face lit up with a warm, amused smile. "Good to know. Because I'm already thinking about all the possibilities. Like, what if I need someone to attend a boring family dinner while I'm at a concert?" She tapped her chin thoughtfully. "Or what if—"

"Let's not get ahead of ourselves," Ethan laughed. "Maybe we should focus on reversing the current swap before planning the next one."

"Fair point," Emily conceded. She stood, crossing to her bedside table, and opened the top drawer with a certain dramatic flair that Ethan recognized as pure Emily. From inside, she pulled out a small, leather-bound book—the spellbook. Its worn cover was just as Ethan remembered, the strange symbols and faded lettering almost seeming to shift under direct observation.

The same one that started all of this.

She turned around, holding it in her hands, and looked at Ethan with a quiet kind of reverence, like she was offering a key to something sacred. The atmosphere in the room shifted, the playful banter giving way to something more solemn, more significant.

"Ready?" she asked simply.

Ethan took a deep breath, feeling the weight of the moment settle around her. In a few minutes, she would be back in her own body, back to being Ethan physically as well as mentally. The thought was both thrilling and slightly bittersweet—a return to normalcy after days of extraordinary experiences.

She looked at Jess one more time, suddenly anxious. Would things be different when she was Ethan again? Would Jess still look at her the same way? Would the connection they'd forged remain as strong?

Jess seemed to read the questions in her eyes. She stood from the chair and crossed to Ethan, taking her hand in a gentle squeeze. Her eyes said everything her words didn't need to: I'm right here. This doesn't change anything. I see you, regardless of which body you're in.

"For what it's worth," Jess said quietly, "I'm looking forward to getting to know the original version. Though I'll miss some aspects of this one." She glanced down meaningfully, then back up with a teasing grin that broke the tension.

Ethan laughed despite herself, the nervous energy dissipating under Jess's warm humor. "I'm sure we can work something out," she replied with newfound confidence.

Emily cleared her throat theatrically. "If you two are done with the meaningful gazes and innuendo, I'd really like my body back before I need to pee. Using someone else's equipment is a whole adventure I'm not eager to repeat."

Ethan smiled, feeling a strange mixture of anticipation and peace settle over her. This chapter was ending, but another—perhaps even more interesting one—was about to begin.

And nodded.

The gesture was simple but carried finality—acceptance, readiness, and a certain eager anticipation for whatever came next. She was ready to be Ethan again, to navigate this new relationship with Jess from her original perspective, to take the lessons of these past days forward into a future suddenly rich with possibilities.

As Emily opened the book to the marked page, the room seemed to hold its breath—three figures poised on the edge of change, connected by experience, magic, and the subtle bonds of understanding that had grown between them.

The next chapter was about to begin.


Chapter 28

The parking lot was quiet as the credits rolled behind them, distant echoes of laughter and conversation fading into the night as theatergoers trickled out of the building. Overhead, stars punched through the darkening sky, competing with the amber glow of the parking lot lights. The movie had been good—something light and funny, just what they'd needed after a long week of classes and deadlines. But Ethan barely remembered the plot.

He was too focused on the woman curled up against his side.

Jess's arm looped around his, her head resting briefly on his shoulder as they walked toward the car under the amber glow of the overhead lights. The scent of her perfume—something subtle with hints of vanilla and jasmine—mingled with the buttery aroma of popcorn that clung to their clothes. She was laughing at a joke he'd made just a second ago, something about the movie's ridiculous car chase scene, but all he could do was smile and watch her.

The way her nose crinkled when she really laughed. The precise curve of her lips. The way her eyes caught the light when she looked up at him, sparkling with that particular mischief that was uniquely Jess.

Six months.

It had been six months since everything changed.

Six months since he'd stepped into Emily's body and discovered a world—and a relationship—he'd never imagined possible. Six months of new perspectives, new experiences, and above all, a connection that had somehow survived the strangest beginning imaginable.

And every day, it still caught him off guard just how much had shifted in such a short time.

"What?" Jess asked, noticing his distraction. "Do I have something on my face?" She wiped at her cheek playfully.

"No," Ethan replied with a small smile. "Just... appreciating the view."

She rolled her eyes, but her cheeks flushed slightly under his gaze. "Smooth, Carter. Very smooth."

Jess.

God, Jess.

It wasn't that he was surprised they had ended up together—he always knew there was something there. The teasing that carried an edge of flirtation. The way her gaze would linger just a moment too long. The easy way they'd always clicked, even when he was awkwardly trying to disappear whenever she came over to see Emily. But what did surprise him was how she never wavered. Never looked elsewhere. She could've had any guy she wanted—and plenty had tried—but she'd looked right past them, right through them.

And seen him.

Not just Ethan. Not just Emily. Him. The person beneath the body, beneath the gender, beneath the social expectations. She had recognized something essential about him that transcended physical form, something that remained constant whether he was in his own skin or someone else's.

That realization still hit him sometimes, like a soft punch to the chest. How had he missed it before? How had he never noticed the way she looked at him until he was wearing someone else's face?

"You're thinking too hard again," Jess observed, nudging him with her hip. "I can practically hear the gears grinding in there."

"Just processing the cinematic genius we just witnessed," he deadpanned. "I mean, who knew you could outrun an explosion by simply walking slowly away from it?"

"The action hero's guide to physics," she agreed with a grin. "Rule number one: explosions are polite and wait for you to look cool."

Maybe it took being Emily—really living in her skin—for him to understand what he'd been blind to all along. Maybe he needed to step outside himself to truly see what had always been right in front of him.

That experience had changed him. In subtle ways, and in some... not so subtle.

He'd learned things about women that no book or conversation could've taught him. Emotional undercurrents that flowed beneath casual interactions. Social expectations that shaped behavior in ways he'd never understood from the outside. The way it felt to walk into a room and be looked at that way—as an object, as a conquest, as a prize. The weight, the beauty, the complexity of it all.

And, if he was being honest, Jess was definitely enjoying the benefits of all that knowledge.

"Remember that guy from my Political Science class?" Jess was saying as they navigated between parked cars. "The one who kept insisting that women exaggerate workplace discrimination?"

"Fedora Guy?" Ethan asked, recalling her frequent complaints.

"That's the one. He actually asked me out today. With the immortal pickup line: 'You're not like other girls—you actually have intelligent things to say.'" She mimicked his pompous tone perfectly.

Ethan winced. "Wow. And what thoughtful, intelligent thing did you say in response?"

"I told him I was seeing someone who actually respects women as human beings, and suggested he try that approach instead of treating basic decency like it's a rare commodity." She grinned wickedly. "He did not take it well."

"His loss," Ethan said, squeezing her hand.

She was never left unsatisfied. He made sure of that. His experiences as Emily had taught him more about the female body—about pleasure, about patience, about the importance of connection and communication—than years of fumbling experimentation could have. Knowledge that made him both a better lover and a better partner.

He chuckled quietly to himself, earning a curious glance from Jess.

"What?" she asked, smiling up at him, her expression open and curious.

"Nothing," he said, squeezing her arm gently. "Just thinking."

"About?" she prompted, never one to let him get away with vague answers.

"About how much I've learned," he admitted. "About women. About you."

"Oh?" Her eyebrow arched, interest piqued. "Care to elaborate on these learnings, Professor Carter?"

"Well," he began, his voice dropping to a lower register, "I've learned exactly how to touch you to make you—"

"Okay, maybe save that for when we're not in public," she interrupted, though her cheeks flushed attractively in the amber light. "Unless you want me to jump you right here between the minivan and the pickup truck."

He also thought about the two times he'd had to become Emily again since that night. No hesitation. No complaints. Just... acceptance of this strange new ability that had somehow become a part of his life.

Once was for a sorority scholarship interview Emily couldn't reschedule—something about alumni donors who were only in town for one day. Emily had looked genuinely panicked, torn between this opportunity and another commitment she couldn't break. He had offered before she even had to ask, earning him a bone-crushing hug and an IOU for "literally anything, anytime."

The other? Some last-minute family gathering she forgot about—a surprise birthday party for their aunt that Emily had agreed to help organize months ago, only to double-book herself with a weekend trip to New York.

He wasn't sure if she was doing it on purpose—or just genuinely bad at planning—but he didn't mind. He kind of liked it, even. There was something oddly comforting about slipping back into that role, like revisiting an old chapter of himself he'd come to respect. And each time, it felt less strange, more like putting on a familiar costume for a play he'd performed before.

"Emily texted me earlier, by the way," Jess mentioned, as if reading his thoughts. "She wants to know if we're free next weekend for dinner. Apparently she has 'news.'"

"Good news or bad news?" Ethan asked, suddenly wondering if his sister was about to request another body swap favor.

"She didn't specify, but her text included three champagne emojis and a dancing woman, so I'm guessing good?"

And every time he came back, Jess would be there—waiting for him, smirking like she always knew exactly how to handle both versions of him. The first time, she'd even prepared a "welcome back" basket with his favorite snacks and a pair of sweatpants. "I figured comfort would be a priority," she'd explained.

They reached the car, and Jess leaned up to kiss his cheek before he opened the door for her. Her lips lingered just a moment longer than necessary, a promise for later that sent a pleasant warmth through his chest.

"You're in a weirdly good mood tonight," she teased as she slid into the passenger seat. "Usually after rom-coms you spend at least twenty minutes complaining about plot holes."

"It's growing on me," he admitted, closing her door before walking around to the driver's side. "The genre, I mean. There's something to be said for predictable happy endings."

Ethan smiled as he walked around to the driver's side, taking a moment to appreciate how something as simple as a movie date now carried so much more meaning. Before the swap, he might have seen this as just another evening out. Now, he recognized it for what it was—a moment of connection, a small but significant thread in the tapestry they were weaving together.

"Just thinking," he said again, sliding into the seat beside her and fitting the key into the ignition. "About how one little spell turned everything upside down."

"Changed your life, did it?" she asked, her tone light but her eyes serious as she buckled her seatbelt.

"Changed everything," he confirmed. "Though I'm still not convinced Emily didn't plan this whole thing from the start. She's suspiciously smug whenever she sees us together."

Jess smirked, reaching over to adjust his collar with casual intimacy. "And you're welcome, by the way."

"For what?"

"For having the guts to make a move when you were stuck in your sister's body," she replied, her grin widening. "Not every girl would kiss someone under those circumstances, you know. I think I deserve some credit for being open-minded."

Ethan laughed, the sound filling the car with warmth. "I'm pretty sure you're never going to let me forget that, are you?"

"Not a chance," she confirmed cheerfully. "It's too good a story. 'How did you and Ethan get together?' 'Oh, you know, I made out with him while he was magically inhabiting his sister's body!' Makes for interesting conversation at parties."

"Maybe we should workshop a slightly more conventional version for my parents," he suggested dryly.

"Where's the fun in that?" she countered, then softened. "Besides, the truth is pretty amazing, when you think about it. How many people can say they fell for someone regardless of what body they were in? It's almost romantic, in a weird, slightly twisted way."

Ethan started the car, the engine purring to life, and glanced over at her—his girlfriend, his best friend, and the woman who'd somehow seen him more clearly than he ever saw himself. The dashboard lights cast a soft glow over her features, highlighting the curve of her cheek, the warmth in her eyes as she looked back at him.

"Yeah," he said softly. "Thanks for everything. For seeing me, even when I wasn't... me."

"Oh please," she replied, though her expression betrayed how touched she was by his words. "Like I could ever miss those puppy dog eyes, regardless of which face they're in." She squeezed his hand where it rested on the gearshift. "Now, are we going to sit in this parking lot all night getting sentimental, or are you going to take me home and put all that special knowledge to good use?"

And as they drove off into the night, Jess's hand resting lightly on his, Ethan couldn't help but smile.

Because somehow, in the most unexpected way, he'd found exactly where he was meant to be. Not because of magic or spells or body swaps, but because sometimes life's strangest detours lead to the most perfect destinations.

The parking lot faded behind them, the theater's lights growing smaller in the rearview mirror as they headed toward home—toward their future, whatever shape it might take. And if that future occasionally involved a magical transformation or two? Well, that was just another chapter in their increasingly unusual love story.
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