

Chapter 1: The Black-Market Beta.

The air in Leo's bedroom tasted like stale Doritos, energy drink residue, and the particular brand of impending doom that only a older sister could deliver.

He was nineteen, sprawled across a beanbag chair that had molded itself to his ass over three years of dedicated use, his fingers executing a violent symphony on a controller while the glow of his triple-monitor setup painted his pale, unshaven face in harsh blues and greens. The screens reflected in his bloodshot eyes—kill counts, headshots, a virtual world where he actually mattered. He was a creature of comfort, of low stakes, of absolutely zero ambition, and he was perfectly fucking fine with that, thank you very much.

The door didn't just open; it was breached like a SWAT team had been given the go-order.

"Game over, Leo. Turn it off."

Leo didn't flinch, though his character on screen took a fatal sniper round directly through the skull, his digital brains painting the virtual pavement in a satisfying splatter of pixels. He spun the chair around with deliberate slowness, adopting the expression of a man being asked to attend his own execution.

Chloe stood in the doorway, and as usual, the contrast between them wasn't just insulting—it was a personal attack on his entire existence.

At twenty, Chloe was a high-definition weapon of mass perfection, the kind of woman who looked like she'd been assembled by a team of engineers specifically to make other people feel inadequate. She was dressed in a white cashmere power-suit that probably cost more than Leo's entire computer rig, maybe more than his car—if his car actually ran. The fabric clung to her curves in ways that defied physics and possibly several laws of decency. Her brunette hair fell in glossy, salon-curated waves over her shoulders, each strand probably costing more to maintain than his monthly food budget. She looked like the kind of woman who ran boardrooms, ruined lives, and made men sign prenups before the first date. Right now, she looked like she was about to do all three, possibly simultaneously.

"Knock much?" Leo grumbled, tossing the controller onto his unmade bed where it landed among a graveyard of chip bags and empty cans. "Pretty sure there are laws about breaking and entering, even for family members."

"No time for your witty bullshit, Leo." She stepped inside, her nose wrinkling slightly at the smell of teenage apathy mixed with three-day-old pizza and what might have been a protein shake that had achieved sentience. She kicked a pile of laundry aside with the tip of a nude, red-soled stiletto that could probably double as a murder weapon. "We have a crisis. Real world crisis, Leo, not whatever pixelated genocide you're committing against twelve-year-olds in mom's basement."

"I'm nineteen, and this is my room, not a basement," Leo corrected, rubbing sleep from his eyes and trying to remember if he'd showered in the last forty-eight hours. The answer was probably no. "And I'll have you know those twelve-year-olds have a way better K/D ratio than me. I'm getting my ass handed to me by children who should be doing homework."

"Fascinating autobiography of failure," Chloe said, her voice dripping with the kind of sarcasm that could strip paint. "Mark's going to Vegas."

Leo blinked, his brain taking a moment to switch from virtual warfare to whatever fresh hell his sister was about to drag him into. "Okay? He's getting married to you in a week. Isn't that what guys like Mark do? Blow ten grand on blackjack, snort something off a stripper's ass, and wake up with a tiger in the bathroom before you put the metaphorical leash and literal ring on him forever?"

Chloe's eyes narrowed into slits that could cut glass. Her lips pressed into a thin, dangerous line that Leo recognized as the expression that preceded someone losing a limb. "Not Mark. Mark is... perfect. Mark is the CEO of a tech startup that's actually profitable, which apparently makes him rarer than a functional government. Mark drinks sparkling water like it's a personality trait and goes to bed at ten p.m. because he 'optimizes his REM cycles.' He uses a fucking sleep tracking app, Leo. He gamifies unconsciousness."

She paced the small room, her heels clicking against the hardwood floor in a rhythm that sounded like a countdown timer to someone's doom. Probably his. "But suddenly, his frat-boy best man Brad—who still thinks 'bro' is a complete sentence and wears Oakleys indoors—organizes a 'surprise' trip to Sin City three days before the rehearsal dinner? And Mark, my perfectly scheduled, color-coded-calendar-using fiancé, just... agrees? Just drops everything and books a flight?"

"Maybe he's nervous," Leo offered, scratching his stomach under a t-shirt that proclaimed 'I Paused My Game To Be Here' in faded letters. "You know, wedding jitters. Last hurrah with the boys. Bonding over shared stupidity before he commits to a lifetime of asking permission to buy video games."

"He's hiding something," Chloe snapped, spinning to face him. "I checked his phone logs, Leo. Deleted messages. Encrypted chats. He switched to an app I can't crack, which means he's either planning something monumentally stupid or he's already done it. And I am not—" she jabbed a finger in the air for emphasis, "—walking down a aisle that costs more than a Mercedes to marry a cheating piece of shit."

"So what do you want me to do?" Leo asked, leaning back in the beanbag and immediately regretting it as it made a sound like a dying accordion. "You want me to go with him? Chloe, I'm nineteen. I can't even legally buy beer. I definitely can't get into whatever overpriced clubs they're hitting where bottle service costs more than my kidney's worth on the black market. Plus, Mark thinks I'm a loser. He's not exactly inviting me into the sacred bro-circle for high-fives and probably cocaine."

"Mark thinks you're harmless," Chloe corrected, examining her manicure with the intensity of a surgeon. "He thinks you're a adorable little man-child who poses zero threat to his alpha-male dominance. He pats your head at family dinners like you're a golden retriever with a learning disability."

"Wow, thanks. Really feeling the sisterly love here."

Chloe stopped pacing. She turned to him, and a slow, predatory smile spread across her face like oil over water. It was a look Leo had feared since they were toddlers, since the day she'd convinced him that eating an entire jar of mayonnaise would give him superpowers. It was the look that meant Chloe had a plan, and Leo was going to be the collateral damage, the fall guy, the poor bastard who'd be explaining things to either the police or a therapist.

"Exactly," she purred, her voice dropping an octave into a register that made Leo's survival instincts scream. "Mark wouldn't trust Leo the little brother. Mark wouldn't confide in Leo the unemployed gamer who thinks a balanced meal is having both Cool Ranch AND Nacho Cheese Doritos. But he trusts his bros. He trusts the pack. He tells them everything when they're six beers deep and feeling invincible."

She reached into her Prada bag—a bag that probably cost more than Leo had earned in his entire life—and pulled out a sleek, matte-black smartphone. It wasn't a brand Leo recognized, and he knew phones. This wasn't an iPhone, wasn't a Samsung. It looked like a slab of obsidian that someone had carved into a rectangle, pulsing with a faint, violet light at the edges like it was breathing. Or alive. Or both.

"What the hell is that?" Leo asked, sitting up straighter despite himself. The tech-geek in him, the part that had built his entire computer rig from scratch and could recite processor speeds like poetry, was instantly triggered. "That's not... that's not anything I've seen before. What, did you mug a time traveler?"

"This," Chloe said, holding it up like a holy relic, like Excalibur if Excalibur could send text messages, "is the SwapApp. Alpha build. Black market. Actually, beyond black market. This is the kind of thing you buy from people who don't have names, only encrypted email addresses and cryptocurrency wallets. Cost me a semester's tuition, but the code is flawless. Quantum encryption, bio-neural interface, the whole terrifying package."

"SwapApp?" Leo scoffed, but his eyes were glued to the device. "What, like a dating site for swingers? 'Looking for couples who want to trade partners and herpes'?"

"Think bigger, little brother." She tossed the phone to him with casual confidence. He caught it reflexively, and immediately felt wrong. It was heavy, dense, and warm to the touch—not the dead warmth of electronics heating up, but an organic warmth. Like it was alive. Like it had a pulse. "Bio-neural synchronization. Consciousness transfer. It doesn't swap data, Leo. It swaps drivers. It swaps the people in the meat-suits."

Leo stared at the screen. There were no apps, no browser, no familiar interface. Just two thumbprint scanners glowing with that same violet light, and a sliding scale that read 0%. Below it, in text that seemed to shimmer and shift, were words that made his stomach drop: "NEURAL HANDSHAKE PROTOCOL - STANDBY."

"You're joking," Leo whispered, looking up at her, searching her face for the punchline. "This is a prank. You got me some prop from a sci-fi movie and you're fucking with me. This is revenge for that time I told Mom about your fake ID."

"I need eyes on the ground, Leo," Chloe said, stepping closer, her perfume—vanilla and expensive ambition with notes of 'I could destroy your life before breakfast'—filling his nose and making his head swim. "I need to know if Mark is cheating. I need to be in that hotel suite, in the limo, at the strip club with the overpriced drinks and the girls with questionable employment contracts. I need to hear what he says when he thinks no one who matters is listening. But I can't go as me."

She pointed a manicured finger at his chest, the nail sharp enough to draw blood. "So I'm going as you."

Leo laughed, a nervous, hacking sound that came out more like he was choking on his own spit. "You... you want to be me? For the weekend? Chloe, have you met me? Being me is the opposite of a good time. Being me is the punishment they give people in hell who were just moderately shitty in life."

"It's the perfect cover," Chloe insisted, starting to pace again, her mind clearly racing through the angles. "Leo gets invited as the pity invite. 'Oh, bring the fiancée's little brother, he's harmless, he'll just sit in the corner and drink Sprite like a good little virgin.' Nobody watches Leo. Nobody suspects Leo. Leo is furniture. But I will be inside you, Leo, wearing your skin, watching everything. Hearing everything. And if Mark so much as thinks about touching another woman, I'll know."

"Okay, several things," Leo said, his voice rising in pitch. "First, that whole 'wearing your skin' thing is serial-killer talk and I'm concerned. Second, the phrase 'inside you' is really not helping your case here. And third—wait." His brain finally caught up to the full horror of the equation, like a computer that had been trying to load a massive file and finally processed the sheer magnitude of the fuck-up. "If you're me... then where am I?"

Chloe's smile widened, sharp and glittering like a knife catching the light. She gestured to her own body—the curves that defied physics, the silk that clung to every contour, the absolute terrifying femininity of it all, the weapon-grade attractiveness that she wielded like other people wielded baseball bats.

"You, my dear brother," she said, her voice sweet as poisoned honey, "get to stay here. You get to be the loving, dutiful fiancée recovering from a sudden '24-hour stomach flu.' You get to keep the bed warm. You get to live in my apartment, wear my clothes, and maintain my social calendar. You get to be me, Leo. You get to live the high life."

"No," Leo said, standing up so fast the beanbag made another dying-accordion sound. "Hell no. Absolutely fucking not. No way. I am not... I can't be a girl, Chloe! I don't know how to do... that!" He gestured vaguely at her entire existence, at the hair and the heels and the everything that went into being Chloe. "I don't know how bras work! I don't know what the fuck contouring is! I'll blow your cover in five minutes!"

"It's 72 hours, Leo!" she snapped, her patience fraying at the edges like a rope about to break. "Three days. A long weekend. You owe me. Who covered for you when you wrecked Dad's BMW? Who told them you were with me at the library when you were actually at that LAN party that got busted for having weed in the back room? Who paid off that credit card debt you racked up on crypto-scams because you thought you could day-trade your way to being a millionaire? I own you, Leo. I could cash in these favors and make you my indentured servant for the next decade."

She closed the distance between them, grabbing his shoulders. Her grip was surprisingly strong, her fingers digging into his muscles with the force of someone who did pilates and had opinions about core strength. "Besides, think of it as a vacation. You constantly complain about being lonely, about how girls won't give you the time of day, about how you're invisible. Well, now you get to be the hottest girl in the state. You can experience what it's like to have people actually notice you. You can play dress-up with my wardrobe that's worth more than your car. I even packed a bag for you."

She nodded toward the hallway. A massive, pink suitcase sat there, ominous and bulging, looking like it contained either an entire boutique or the dismembered bodies of her enemies. Possibly both.

"A bag?" Leo's voice cracked like he was fourteen again. "You packed me a bag? What the hell is in there? A manual on how to be female? Step-by-step instructions with diagrams?"

"Just the essentials," Chloe said, a mischievous glint sparking in her eye like a match being struck. "Lingerie—and before you ask, yes, you have to wear it, because if Mark video calls you'd better be wearing what I would wear. Heels, because you're going to have to walk around my apartment and you're not padding around in your gross gym socks. The outfits I was planning to wear for the pre-wedding events—there's a brunch with his family, a spa day I'll have to cancel but might reschedule, and possibly a dinner if his parents get annoying. You'll have to maintain appearances, Leo. If Mark FaceTimes 'me,' you better look the part. Hair, makeup, the works. I even included tutorials on my tablet."

"Tutorials," Leo repeated flatly. "You want me to learn how to be you from YouTube videos?"

"They're very comprehensive," Chloe said defensively. "And I adjusted the settings on the app."

"Settings?" Leo looked down at the black phone again, the weight of it suddenly feeling much heavier in his hands. "What kind of settings? What the hell did you do?"

"Well," Chloe said, and now she had the decency to look slightly sheepish, which on her looked more like a wolf pretending to be a lamb, "the app doesn't just swap consciousness. It maps neural patterns, hormone levels, sensory processing. It's not just putting your brain in my body—it's making your brain work like it belongs in my body. Otherwise you'd be walking into walls and falling over every five seconds because the center of balance is different."

"Okay," Leo said slowly. "That sounds... actually reasonable and scientific."

"Right, so," Chloe continued, speaking faster now, "there are settings for things like libido, sensitivity, emotional receptiveness, pheromone response. Basically, all the stuff that makes the body feel real and not like you're piloting a meat-mech. And I, uh... I cranked them up a bit."

Leo felt the blood drain from his face. "You what?"

"Just a little!" Chloe held up her thumb and forefinger an inch apart. "I wanted to make sure I enjoyed my wedding week, you know? Mark's been stressed with work, we haven't exactly been... active lately. I figured if I was going to be in Vegas in a male body with enhanced testosterone, I might as well make sure everything was working properly. For science."

"For science," Leo repeated, his voice hitting a register only dogs could hear. "You're going to Vegas in my body with cranked-up hormones and you're telling me this is for science? Chloe, you're going to fuck everything that moves! You're going to wake up married to a showgirl with a tattoo of a dolphin!"

"I have self-control," Chloe said primly. "Unlike some people who can't make it through a family dinner without checking their K/D ratio."

"That was one time, and Uncle Gary was telling that story about his prostate again!"

"The point is," Chloe said, raising her voice over his protests, "you might feel a little... intense. The female body processes sensation differently. More nerve endings in certain places, hormones that affect emotional response, the whole package. So you might be more sensitive to touch. You might have feelings that are stronger than you're used to. You might find yourself getting... aroused... more easily."

Leo's face was now the color of a tomato having an allergic reaction. "Oh my god. Oh my god. You're telling me I'm going to spend three days walking around horny in your body? Chloe, that's... that's wrong on so many levels I can't even count them all!"

"Just try not to have too much fun with yourself while I'm gone," Chloe said with a wink that should have been classified as a war crime. "Although, technically, it's my body, so... I guess I can't complain if you explore a little. Think of it as a learning experience. Very hands-on education."

"I hate you," Leo said, but it came out weak. "I hate you so much right now."

"You love me," Chloe corrected. "And you're going to do this because you're a good brother. And because if you don't, I'll tell Mom about that time you and your friends tried to brew beer in the garage and nearly blew up the water heater."

Leo groaned, running his hands through his greasy hair. "This is insane. This is the most insane thing you've ever asked me to do, and you once convinced me to climb onto the roof to adjust the satellite dish during a thunderstorm."

"That was also for a good cause," Chloe said. "I was missing my show."

"What if it gets stuck?" Leo asked, voicing the fear that had been growing in the back of his mind like a tumor. "What if we can't swap back? What if I'm stuck being you forever? Do I have to marry Mark? Do I have to learn what stocks are?"

"It won't get stuck," Chloe said firmly. "72 hours. The timer runs out, we swap back automatically. It's coded into the system. I get the dirt on Mark, confirm he's faithful or catch him being a scumbag, you get your debt wiped clean. Clean slate. All those favors, gone. You'll be free."

She held out her hand, palm up, like she was offering a deal with the devil. Which, Leo reflected, she basically was. "Do this for me, Leo. Save me from marrying a scumbag and wasting the best years of my life on a man who can't keep it in his pants. Or prove me wrong so I can marry him in peace and stop having anxiety dreams about finding STD test results in his sock drawer. Please."

Leo looked at his sister. Really looked at her. Behind the designer clothes and the perfect makeup, he could see the fear. The vulnerability. Chloe, who never let anyone see her sweat, who ran her life like a military campaign, was terrified. She was about to marry someone, commit her entire life, and she needed to know.

Then he looked at the messy room that represented his stalled life. The beanbag chair. The empty cans. The computer setup that was the only thing he'd ever really committed to. He was nineteen and going nowhere, living in a loop of games and junk food and zero responsibility.

Finally, he looked at the black phone, pulsating with that strange, violet energy. The device that could let him step out of his own skin, walk in someone else's life—even if that someone else was his sister and the whole thing was deeply weird and possibly illegal in several countries.

He was terrified. But beneath the fear, buried under layers of anxiety and self-doubt, there was a spark of dark curiosity. To step out of his own skin? To know what it was like to be her? To be someone people actually looked at, noticed, desired?

And if he was being honest—really, brutally honest with himself—didn't he kind of owe her this?

He let out a long, defeated sigh that came from somewhere deep in his soul. "72 hours. Three days. And you promise you won't do anything stupid with my... you know... equipment. My downstairs business. My gentleman's area."

Chloe smirked, tapping the side of her nose with one finger. "No promises, bro. If the opportunity presents itself, I might have to take your body for a test drive. For comparison purposes. Scientific research. Making sure everything works properly."

"I'm going to regret this," Leo muttered, but he was already moving toward the bed. "I'm going to regret this so hard that future me is going to invent time travel just to come back and punch present me in the face."

"That's the spirit," Chloe said brightly. "Now, sit down. Knees to knees. We need full physical contact for the neural handshake to initialize properly."

She sat on the edge of his bed, sweeping aside a pile of magazines and what looked like a petrified sandwich. She patted the space in front of her, her expression suddenly serious. "Once we start, we don't let go until it hits 100%. If we break contact mid-transfer, the app says we could end up with scrambled consciousness. Which sounds really bad. Like, permanent-drooling-vegetable bad."

"Great pep talk, coach," Leo said, but he sat down, his knees touching hers. This close, he could see the fine details—the way her mascara was applied in perfect, individual strokes, the slight shimmer of her lip gloss, the fact that even her pores looked like they'd been Photoshopped. Being this close to his sister was weird. Being this close while about to literally become his sister was entering territory that would require therapy even if everything went perfectly.

Chloe placed the phone between them, balancing it on their touching knees. "Thumbs on the glass. Don't let go until it hits 100%."

Leo reached out. His thumb hovered over the scanner, trembling slightly. He could feel his heart hammering against his ribs like it was trying to escape. Last chance to back out. Last chance to say no, to stay in his safe, boring, unsuccessful life.

"See you on the other side, sis," he said, trying for bravado and landing somewhere around 'guy about to throw up from fear.'

Chloe's expression softened for just a moment. "See you in the mirror, Leo. And... thanks. I know this is weird."

"Weird doesn't even begin to cover it," Leo said. "But yeah. You're welcome."

He pressed down.

The phone hummed, a sound that vibrated not just in his hand, but deep in the base of his skull, resonating in his bones, in his teeth, in parts of his body he didn't have names for. A progress bar appeared, glowing an angry, radioactive green that seemed too bright, too intense, like it was burning itself into his retinas.

INITIALIZING NEURAL HANDSHAKE... 1%

The room seemed to tilt, or maybe it was the world, or maybe it was his entire sense of reality beginning to bend and warp like a piece of paper being folded. Leo locked eyes with Chloe, and for the first time, he saw genuine fear in them—mixed with a wild, intoxicating excitement, the look of someone about to jump out of an airplane or tell off their boss or do something so monumentally stupid it would make a great story later.

2%

His thumb felt stuck to the glass, like it had been welded there, like it was part of the device now. He couldn't move it even if he wanted to.

3%

"Leo," Chloe said, her voice sounding strange, echoing. "Whatever happens, don't—"

4%

The world went violet.

The swap had begun.


Chapter 2: 1% to 100%.

The silence in the room was heavier than the humid air, thick and oppressive like the moment before a thunderstorm breaks. The only sound was the low, electric hum of the SwapApp, a sound that seemed to bypass Leo's ears entirely and vibrate directly against the base of his spine, resonating in his bones like a tuning fork pressed against his vertebrae.

PROGRESS: 5%

"Is it supposed to burn?" Leo hissed through clenched teeth, his thumbs trembling against the glass screen like leaves in a strong wind. A pins-and-needles sensation, like a limb waking up from a deep sleep after being cut off from circulation for hours, was shooting up his arms in waves, racing toward his neck with the speed and intensity of an electric current. It felt like his nerves were being replaced with live wires.

"Relax, virgin," Chloe smirked, though the edges of her perfect, practiced smile twitched involuntarily. Her eyes were locked on the progress bar with an intensity that suggested she wasn't nearly as confident as she was pretending to be. "It's neural mapping. It has to read the BIOS before it can overwrite the operating system. Think of it like... defragging your brain. Just breathe. In through the nose, out through the mouth. You remember how breathing works, right?"

"I am breath—" Leo started, but his voice cracked. It didn't just break like a pubescent teenager hitting that awkward phase; it warped, bending and twisting like audio being pitch-shifted in real-time. For a split second, a melodic, breathy harmonic layered over his gravelly tone, creating a discordant duet that shouldn't have been possible from a single throat. He cleared his throat violently, horrified, his eyes going wide. "What the fuck was that? Did I just... harmonize with myself?"

"That," Chloe said, her eyes widening as she stared at his face with the fascination of a scientist watching an experiment unfold, "is your Adam's apple deciding it wants to retire early. Enjoy your golden years, little buddy."

Leo's hand shot to his throat, feeling the pronounced lump that had been there since he was fourteen. It was still there, but softer somehow, like it was deflating. The cartilage felt pliable under his fingers, malleable, like it was turning into putty.

PROGRESS: 12%

"Oh god, it's moving," Leo gasped, his fingers pressed to his neck. "I can feel it moving inward. This is so fucked up. This is so incredibly fucked up."

"Beauty is pain, sweetheart," Chloe said, but her voice wavered at the end. She was staring at her own hands now, watching the delicate fingers that could play piano and type ninety words per minute beginning to thicken at the knuckles. "Although usually the pain comes from wearing heels for six hours, not from having your entire biological structure rewritten by an app that's probably going to give us both brain cancer."

PROGRESS: 20%

The pins-and-needles turned into a roar of heat, a furnace igniting inside Leo's body. It started in the marrow of his bones, deep in the core of him, and radiated outward like he was being cooked from the inside. Leo gasped, his back arching involuntarily, his spine bowing like he'd been shocked with a defibrillator. It felt like his skeleton was being put into a hydraulic press, compressed and reshaped, the calcium itself becoming soft and pliable.

"Jesus Christ!" Leo yelped, his voice climbing higher. "It feels like my bones are melting! Are my bones melting? Can bones melt? I didn't pay attention in biology!"

"They're not melting, they're restructuring," Chloe said through gritted teeth, her own face contorting in discomfort. "Bone density redistribution. You're getting lighter, more compact. I'm getting denser, heavier. It's like we're trading skeletons. Romantic, really, when you think about it."

"There is nothing romantic about this!" Leo shouted, though his voice was now distinctly feminine, the bass notes completely gone, replaced by a soprano that sounded like it should be ordering a pumpkin spice latte.

He looked down at his legs, desperate for something familiar, something that still looked like him. He was wearing his favorite baggy basketball shorts, the ones with the Lakers logo that he'd worn so many times they were practically falling apart, but suddenly, they looked... empty. Deflated. Like someone had let the air out of his limbs.

His knees, usually knobby and scarred from years of failed skateboarding attempts and that one incident with the shopping cart, were softening. The rough, callused skin was smoothing out as if an invisible sander were polishing him down, buffing away years of testosterone-fueled recklessness. The scars didn't disappear—they couldn't, they were too deep—but they faded, becoming silvery whispers against increasingly porcelain skin.

His leg hair, the thick, dark forest that he'd stopped being embarrassed about around age sixteen, was retreating. Not falling out, but retracting, pulling back into the follicles like a time-lapse video in reverse. Within seconds, his shins were smooth, hairless, gleaming in the blue light of his computer monitors.

"Oh my god," Leo whispered, running a hand down his calf. The skin was impossibly soft, like touching silk or the petals of some expensive flower. "This feels... this feels really weird. Why is it so soft? What kind of lotion do you use?"

"Moisturizer, exfoliant, and a sugar scrub twice a week," Chloe said absently, but her voice was deepening with every word, dropping octaves like an elevator descending into a basement. "Although I'm guessing you're not going to keep up with the routine, which means in three days I'm getting my body back with ashy knees and I will murder you."

Across from him, Chloe groaned, a deep, guttural sound that didn't belong in her throat, that shouldn't have been possible for someone with her delicate vocal cords. It sounded like a lumberjack waking up with a hangover.

"Ugh, god," she muttered, rolling her neck. A loud pop echoed in the room, the sound of cartilage cracking, realigning, reinforcing itself. "Why are you so... heavy? I feel like I'm wearing a lead vest. Or a fat suit. Do you just walk around like this all the time? How do you move?"

Leo watched in morbid fascination as Chloe's delicate, sloping shoulders—the kind that looked elegant in evening gowns and made her look like a ballerina—began to broaden. The fine silk of her white cashmere blouse pulled tight, the fabric straining against a sudden expansion of deltoid muscle. Her collarbones, which usually created that attractive hollow that drove men crazy, thickened and became prominent, visible ridges of bone pressing against her skin.

Her neck thickened visibly, the slender, swan-like column that she'd once insured for a modeling gig gaining the corded strength of a young man who did manual labor. Tendons appeared, muscles defined themselves, and her throat developed that masculine angularity that came with a larynx designed to produce deeper sounds.

"You're getting... big," Leo whispered, his voice rising in pitch with every syllable. He sounded like he'd just inhaled helium from a balloon at a kid's birthday party. "And I'm... I'm shrinking. I can feel myself getting smaller."

PROGRESS: 35%

"Duh," Chloe gritted out, her jawline audibly grinding as it squared off, the soft, heart-shaped curve that had graced a hundred Instagram photos pushing out into a stubborn, masculine block. Her chin, which had been delicate and slightly pointed, was broadening, becoming the kind of jaw that suggested the person could take a punch. "Conservation of mass, Leo. Basic physics. I'm dumping my stats into you. You're taking the load. We're literally trading bodies, not creating new ones out of thin air."

Her cheekbones, high and sculpted through careful contouring and good genetics, were flattening slightly, becoming less pronounced, more utilitarian. The hollows beneath them filled in, her face losing its photogenic angles and gaining a more rugged, approachable quality.

"This is so weird," Chloe continued, reaching up to touch her face with fingers that were growing thicker by the second. "I can feel my face changing. It's like... it's like wearing a mask that's becoming real. My skin feels tighter."

"My skin feels looser," Leo countered, touching his own face with increasing alarm. His strong, angular jaw was receding, becoming rounder, softer. His chin, which had given him a vaguely heroic profile in the right lighting, was shrinking, becoming more delicate. The face he'd shaved (poorly) that morning was being erased, replaced with something foreign. "My bone structure is just... disappearing. Where is my bone structure going?"

"To me, dumbass," Chloe said, her voice now a perfect baritone. "Weren't you listening to the conservation of mass lecture?"

PROGRESS: 45%

The pain became specific now—sharp, hot stabs in the chest that made Leo think he was having a heart attack at nineteen, which would be embarrassing to explain to the paramedics.

Leo grabbed his sternum with one hand, careful not to break the connection on the phone with the other. His thumb stayed glued to the scanner, but his free hand pressed against his chest, feeling his heartbeat hammering like a drum. "My chest... it feels like it's being bruised. Like someone's punching me from the inside. Is this normal? Should I be worried? Should we stop?"

"It's not bruising, it's blooming," Chloe said, her voice dropping into a register that was eerily similar to Leo's own—same timbre, same rough quality, like she gargled with gravel every morning. She looked down at her own chest with an expression that was equal parts fascination and loss. The mounds that usually filled out her designer tops, the curves that had required specific bras and had their own Instagram following, were deflating. Not sagging, but dissolving, the fatty tissue melting away and reallocating across the quantum link they'd established. "And mine feels like... phantom limb syndrome. It's weirdly liberating, actually. So light. I had no idea how much weight I was carrying around. No wonder my back always hurts."

Within seconds, her chest was flat, the swell completely gone, replaced with a broad, muscular pectoral plate. Her nipples, which had been soft and pink and required careful selection of bra padding, darkened and flattened, becoming the simple, functional nipples of a male body.

Leo, however, was experiencing the opposite, and he was not feeling liberated. He was feeling invaded.

Two distinct points of pressure pushed out against his t-shirt, starting as small bumps, like bee stings, and then growing with alarming speed. The cotton of his old "I Paused My Game To Be Here" shirt tented, then stretched, the fabric groaning in protest. He watched, paralyzed by a mixture of horror and unwanted fascination, as soft, rounded swells began to rise from his flat pectorals like bread dough proving in fast-forward.

It wasn't just mass appearing; it was weight, substance, reality. They were growing out and down, affected by gravity in a way his chest never had been before. The tissue was warm, blood-rich, densely packed with nerves and fat cells that were materializing out of nowhere—or rather, out of his sister's body, transmitted through whatever quantum fuckery the SwapApp was utilizing.

But worse than the physical change was the sensitivity.

Every movement sent cascading waves of sensation through him. The friction of his cheap Hanes t-shirt against his new nipples, which had expanded and darkened and become exquisitely sensitive, sent a jolt of electric sensation through his nervous system that made him gasp and arch his back involuntarily.

"Jesus!" Leo squeaked, his voice now unmistakably female, breathy and high. "Everything is so... sensitive! The shirt—the fabric—it's like being touched everywhere at once! Is this normal? Tell me this is normal!"

Chloe laughed, but it was Leo's laugh coming out of her face—his goofy, snorting laugh that he'd always been self-conscious about. Hearing it from outside his own body was deeply unsettling. "That's the slider I told you about, remember? The sensitivity settings? I might have, ah... maxed out the 'tactile response' parameter. And the 'erogenous zone sensitivity.' And possibly the 'arousal threshold.' Have fun with that, little brother. Every breeze is going to feel like a lover's touch. Every brush of fabric is going to be an experience."

"You... you absolute witch," Leo stammered, but the insult lacked force because he was distracted by a new sensation—his waist caving in. His torso, which had been a relatively straight line from shoulders to hips (he'd never been athletic, but he'd been male), was being resculpted. His ribcage was narrowing, the bones actually moving, compressing, drawing inward. He could feel his organs shifting, rearranging themselves to fit in a smaller cavity.

His hip bones felt like they were being pried apart with a crowbar, widening, rotating outward, flaring out to create a cradle—a pelvis designed for childbirth, though thankfully that functionality wouldn't be tested in the next 72 hours. The sensation was deeply, fundamentally wrong, like his skeleton was betraying him, restructuring itself for a purpose his brain couldn't process.

PROGRESS: 58%

His spine was curving, developing a pronounced arch in the lower back that thrust his new chest forward and his expanding rear backward. It was the posture of femininity, encoded in bone structure, and his body was adopting it without his consent.

"I can feel my internal organs moving," Leo whimpered, wrapping his arms around his changing torso. His voice was completely female now, with none of the cracking or warping—just a clear, soprano voice that sounded like it should be discussing brunch plans or complaining about a coworker. "My intestines are... rearranging. Why are they moving? Why does everything have to move?"

"Making room for the uterus, probably," Chloe said casually, examining her new masculine hands with obvious pleasure. She was flexing them, making fists, watching the tendons move under the skin. Her fingers, which had been long and elegant with perfectly manicured nails, were now blunt and strong, the kind of hands that could open jars and throw punches. "And ovaries. And the whole reproductive system. It's like IKEA furniture—everything has to be assembled in a specific order or it doesn't fit."

"That's disgusting," Leo said. "That's the most disgusting analogy I've ever heard."

"You're welcome," Chloe grinned, and the expression looked roguish and charming on Leo's face in a way it never had when he'd worn it.

PROGRESS: 70%

The room was spinning, or maybe Leo was spinning, or maybe reality itself was tilting on its axis. The visual perspective was shifting dramatically. Leo realized with creeping horror that he was now looking up at Chloe—actually looking up, his eye line lower than it had been thirty seconds ago.

She was looming over him, her height stretching past 5'10", gaining the extra inches that Leo had earned during his teenage growth spurt. Her posture was changing too, becoming more upright, taking up more space in that unconscious way men occupied the world. Meanwhile, Leo felt himself dwindling closer to the floor, his height compressing into a compact, petite 5'4" frame.

"I'm short," Leo said dumbly, staring up at what used to be his body. "How do you reach things?"

"I ask tall people or I climb on the counter like a feral cat," Chloe said. "You'll figure it out."

Leo let out a strangled gasp as the heat concentrated between his legs, moving with a focused, surgical intensity. He looked down, watching as the familiar weight of his anatomy began to retract and pull inward. His penis seemed to soften and melt, the shaft shortening and splitting down the center to form the delicate, sensitive folds of the labia. The glans didn’t vanish; it shriveled and tucked itself away, becoming a small, hyper-sensitive clitoris protected by a new hood of skin. Simultaneously, his testicles began a slow, sickening ascent. He felt them migrate upward, pushing through the inguinal canals to settle deep within his new pelvis as they transformed into ovaries.

The external skin smoothed over, leaving a seamless transition into a narrow vaginal opening. Internally, the "gutted" feeling Leo had described intensified as his lower abdomen hollowed out to accommodate the expansion of a uterus. The organ bloomed into place, anchoring itself with the stretching of fallopian tubes that reached out to meet his newly formed ovaries.

"Oh god," Leo moaned, clutching his stomach as the internal plumbing clicked into place. "It feels... like something's been carved out of me and something else is being put in."

"That's just the uterus installing itself," Chloe quipped, though she winced as her own hips narrowed dramatically. She wasn't just losing width; she was gaining mass where she had previously been empty.

Chloe looked down into her—his—new boxers, her eyes widening as she felt the heavy, sudden weight of Leo's former equipment swinging into place. Her labia had fused and stretched, darkening and roughening into a heavy, wrinkled scrotum that now housed two firm, solid testicles. Above them, a thick, fleshy weight had pushed outward, lengthening with a surge of blood and testosterone until a full-sized, dormant penis rested against her thigh.

She reached down, adjusting the new weight with a look of genuine shock that quickly transitioned into a smirk. She looked back up at Leo, who was now shivering in a body that felt terrifyingly open and light.

"Holy crap, Leo," Chloe drawled, her voice now a perfect, deep resonance of his own. She gave a low, impressed whistle, shifting her stance to accommodate the new anatomy. "I knew you were confident, but I didn't know you were packing a literal tripod. Seriously, the size of this thing is... well, it’s very impressive. I think I’m going to enjoy having this much more than you enjoyed losing it."

"I hate you," Leo groaned, his voice now a high, airy feminine silk. "I hate everything about this."

"I don't know," Chloe said, flexing her large, veiny new hands and looking down at her impressive prize again. "I think I’m starting to see the perks of being the big brother."

PROGRESS: 82%

His thighs were changing now, and the sensation was overwhelming. The muscle definition he'd had—minimal as it was, he'd never been athletic—was being replaced with soft, smooth flesh. His quads, which had been stringy and lean, filled out, becoming thick and pillowy. His thighs pressed together now, touching from hip to knee in a way they never had before, the skin-on-skin contact creating friction, warmth.

His ass—god, his ass—was expanding, filling out the back of his basketball shorts to the point where the elastic waistband was straining. It was round, prominent, the kind of ass that required careful consideration when buying jeans. He could feel it, the weight of it, sitting differently than his flat male ass ever had.

"I have an ass," Leo said, reaching back to touch it, confirming the reality of the situation. "I have a legitimate ass. There's so much... volume back here."

"You're welcome," Chloe said. "I work hard for that ass. Squats, lunges, the whole routine. You better not let it atrophy while you're wearing it."

PROGRESS: 90%

The reflection in the mirror on the closet door caught Leo's eye, and he wished it hadn't.

He didn't see Leo anymore.

A girl sat there on the beanbag chair. A beautiful girl with cascading brunette waves that were currently erupting from his scalp in an itching, tingling cascade, growing at a rate that was visible to the naked eye. The hair tumbled down past his shoulders, down his back, the strands silky and perfectly conditioned, catching the light from his monitors. The sensation was intensely uncomfortable—not painful, but deeply weird, like having a thousand tiny fingers massaging his scalp simultaneously.

Her face—his face—was softening with every passing second. The pronounced brow ridge that had given him a vaguely Neanderthal appearance was melting away, leaving a smooth, delicate forehead. His lips, which had been thin and chapped, were plumping into a pouty, rose-colored bow, the kind of lips that looked like they should be selling lipstick in commercials. His nose, which had been large and slightly crooked from that time he'd walked into a door, was shrinking, becoming small and upturned, almost button-like.

His eyelashes, previously invisible without close inspection, thickened dramatically, becoming long and dark, batting against cheeks that were suddenly high and flushed with color. His eyebrows, which he'd never bothered to maintain and which had been growing wild, shaped themselves, arching elegantly.

The bone structure of his entire face was being rewritten. His cheekbones rose, creating dramatic hollows beneath them. His chin softened, losing its jutting quality. Even his ears seemed to change, becoming smaller, more delicate.

He looked at Chloe, desperate for some anchor to reality.

He saw himself.

Sitting across from him was a young man with messy, unkempt hair, broad shoulders that strained against fabric never meant to contain them, and a jawline that could cut glass. He was still wearing Chloe's white cashmere blouse, but it was ruined, ripped at the seams, the delicate fabric torn by the sudden expansion of muscle mass. The blouse hung off his muscular frame like a rag, the buttons straining, some having already popped off to reveal a flat, masculine chest underneath.

The contrast was complete. They had traded places, swapped bodies, become each other.

"We look ridiculous," Leo said, and his voice was a soft, sultry alto that vibrated in his new, smaller chest, resonating in spaces that hadn't existed in his body five minutes ago.

"Speak for yourself," Chloe said, rubbing her hand over the fresh stubble on her chin, looking delighted with the rough, masculine texture. "I look rugged. Distinguished. Like I could chop wood or fix a car or do other manly shit. You, on the other hand... damn, sis. I make a hot girl. Like, genuinely hot. I should have modeled. I could have been an Instagram influencer."

PROGRESS: 95%

Leo looked down at his body, taking full inventory of the changes for the first time.

His legs, now smooth and completely hairless, were curled under him in a posture that felt natural despite being completely foreign. His thighs were thick and soft, pressing against each other with a pleasant warmth. The sensation of his own skin rubbing against itself was overwhelming—velvety, warm, and maddeningly soft, like touching the most expensive fabric in the world except it was his own flesh.

His waist was dramatically narrow now, so thin he could probably wrap his hands around it—his new, small hands that would actually be able to encircle his waist completely. The curve from his ribs to his hips was dramatic, creating the classic hourglass figure that was supposed to be attractive but just felt alien to him.

And his chest—god, his chest. Two soft, heavy mounds sat on his torso, moving slightly with each breath, their weight pulling on muscles he'd never had to use before. The t-shirt was stretched to its absolute limit, the neckline cutting into his collarbone, the hem riding up to expose a strip of smooth, pale stomach.

But worse than all the physical changes, more disturbing than any of it, was what was happening in his mind.

"I can feel... your instincts," Leo whispered, his face flushing hotter, the blush visible on his pale cheeks. It wasn't just the physical changes, the new configuration of flesh and bone. His mind felt different. Foggy in some places, hyper-sharp in others, like someone had adjusted the settings on his brain, turned some dials up and others down. He felt a sudden, inexplicable anxiety about the state of his hair—was it frizzy? Did it need to be brushed? Why did he care?—and a weird, underlying hum of arousal that had no target, no focus, but felt omnipresent, like a radio frequency he was now tuned to. "Why am I... turned on? I'm not thinking about anything sexual, but I'm just... I'm just turned on. Constantly."

"That's the libido setting," Chloe grinned, the expression looking roguish and charming on Leo's face, transformed by her personality animating it. "Don't worry, it settles down after a few hours. Or it doesn't. Mark never complained. He actually appreciated the enthusiasm."

"Oh god," Leo moaned, squeezing his thighs together, which only made the sensation worse, the pressure creating friction that sent sparks of pleasure through nerve pathways he didn't know existed. "This is torture. This is actual torture. How do you live like this?"

"Practice," Chloe said. "Lots and lots of practice. Also, sometimes I just take care of it myself, if you know what I mean."

"Please stop talking," Leo begged. "Please stop making this weirder than it already is."

PROGRESS: 99%... FINALIZING NEURAL SYNC

The world snapped.

It was like a camera lens finally twisting into perfect focus, like putting on glasses after years of squinting. The pain vanished instantly, not fading gradually but just gone, replaced by a rush of endorphins so intense Leo thought he might pass out. His entire body felt warm, tingly, alive in a way it never had before.

Leo gasped, his lungs feeling smaller, tighter, not able to take as deep a breath. He was acutely aware of his chest moving with each inhalation, the weight shifting, the sensation of fabric brushing against sensitive skin. He took another breath, and the scent of vanilla and expensive perfume wasn't just in the air—it was coming from him, from his skin, his hair, emanating from his pores.

He looked at the phone, its screen glowing with finality.

TRANSFER COMPLETE. TIMER ACTIVE: 71:58:23

The screen went black, the violet light fading, leaving them in the blue glow of the computer monitors.

"Well," said a deep, resonant voice from across the beanbag.

Leo looked up. He was looking at himself. Leo—or rather, the body that used to be his, the meat-suit he'd worn for nineteen years—stretched languidly, cracking its neck with a series of loud pops. The movement was aggressive, taking up space, legs spread wide, arms extending to claim territory. It was a masculine posture, the body language of someone who didn't have to worry about being told to "sit like a lady."

"Weird," the boy said, looking at Leo with Leo's own brown eyes, but with Chloe's sharp intelligence behind them. "I really need to hit the gym. You have zero core strength, Leo. Your abs are basically decorative. And your back? It's like a wet noodle. How do you even support your own spine?"

Leo opened his mouth to retort, to defend his lack of athleticism, but he paused. He brought a hand to his throat. It was smooth, slender, the Adam's apple completely gone, leaving just a graceful column of neck. He swallowed experimentally, feeling the way his throat moved differently, more compactly.

He looked down at his chest, at the heavy, soft curves pushing against the stretched fabric of his old t-shirt, distorting the lettering. He squeezed his thighs together again, unable to help himself, the sensation entirely foreign and shockingly intimate, the pressure creating a warmth that spread through his lower body.

"I..." Leo spoke, and the voice that came out was Chloe's—clear, commanding, feminine, and unmistakably not his. He stopped, stunned. He touched his lips, feeling how full and soft they were, how they shaped sounds differently. "I sound like you. I sound exactly like you."

"You look like me," Chloe (in Leo's body) corrected, standing up with a grunt of effort, towering over him now. She offered a hand—his hand, large and strong—to pull him up. "Come on, Chloe. Stand up. Let's see if you can walk without tripping over your own feet. Or your new center of gravity. Or basic motor function."

Leo took the hand, his small fingers disappearing into the large palm. It felt huge and rough enveloping his small, manicured hand, the skin texture completely different. He let his sister pull him up, and immediately regretted it.

As he stood, his center of gravity was all wrong, completely foreign. His weight was distributed differently—more in his hips and chest, less in his shoulders. He wobbled dangerously, his hips swaying heavily to the side to compensate, moving in a way that felt exaggerated but was actually necessary to maintain balance with his new proportions.

"Easy, Bambi," Chloe laughed, steadying him with a hand on his shoulder—a grip that was firm and strong, the kind of grip his body had never been capable of. "Welcome to the better half of the gene pool. You'll get used to it. Probably. Maybe. Actually, you've got 72 hours, so you might not, but that's not really my problem."

Leo finally got his balance, standing on shaky legs, and turned to face the full-length mirror mounted on the closet door.

There was no trace of the boy he had been twenty minutes ago. Not a hint. Not a suggestion. The person staring back was completely, utterly, undeniably female.

Chloe stood before him in the mirror—beautiful, terrified, and vibrating with an artificial heat that Leo had no idea how to control. Her eyes were wide, her lips parted slightly in shock, her chest rising and falling with rapid breaths that made her breasts move in a way that was mesmerizing and horrifying in equal measure.

She was gorgeous. He was gorgeous. They were the same person, and Leo's brain was struggling to process that reality.

"Oh, shit," Leo whispered in his sister's voice, the words coming out breathy and soft. "I really have to pee. Like, really badly. How do I...?"

Chloe's grin was wicked, transforming Leo's face into something mischievous and cruel. "Sit down, sweetie. You sit down for everything now. Welcome to womanhood. It's all sitting and complex wiping procedures from here on out."

"This is going to be the longest 72 hours of my life," Leo muttered, staring at his reflection, at the stranger wearing his consciousness.

"Or the shortest," Chloe countered, examining her new masculine hands with obvious glee. "Depends on your perspective. Now, let's get you into some proper clothes before Mark calls. Those basketball shorts are not going to cut it, and that t-shirt looks like it's about to give up the fight and just explode."

Leo looked down at himself, at the fabric straining against curves it was never designed to contain, and groaned.

The swap was complete.

The real nightmare was just beginning.


Chapter 3: The Crash Course.

The bathroom door creaked open with the kind of ominous squeal that belonged in a horror movie, and Leo—currently wearing the spectacular chassis of a twenty-year-old beauty queen who could probably launch modeling careers with a single Instagram post—stumbled out looking like he'd just experienced something that had fundamentally altered his understanding of human biology.

He was still wearing his own stretched-out t-shirt, the "I Paused My Game To Be Here" graphic now distorted across curves it was never designed to accommodate. The fabric clung to his new body like shrink wrap, effectively transforming it into a mini-dress on Chloe's frame, barely covering the curve of his new hips and riding up to expose an alarming amount of smooth, toned thigh.

"You forgot to mention the draft," Leo muttered, his voice emerging as a husky, feminine purr that sounded absolutely ridiculous delivering such a mundane complaint. It was the kind of voice that should have been whispering seductively in someone's ear, not complaining about bathroom experiences. "It's... breezy down there. Like, really breezy. I feel exposed. Vulnerable. Why is there so much... air circulation happening? Is this normal?"

Chloe—currently lounging on Leo's bed in Leo's body like she owned the place, which technically she did for the next seventy-one hours—didn't look up from her phone. She was busy taking selfies, flexing his bicep with a look of narcissistic wonder, examining the muscle definition from multiple angles like she'd just discovered a new species. "Get used to it, sis. That's the price of admission. Ventilation is key. Besides, you should appreciate it. Most guys would kill for this kind of access."

"That's disgusting," Leo said, though his voice lacked conviction.

"That's reality," Chloe countered, still admiring herself in the phone's camera. "God, I look good as a dude. Like, legitimately attractive. I should have been born male. Life would have been so much easier."

She tossed the phone aside and stood up, the movement explosive and uncontrolled. Leo's body was wired with fast-twitch muscle fibers that Chloe wasn't used to piloting, wasn't accustomed to the sudden torque and power. She nearly launched herself into the ceiling fan, her head missing the spinning blades by inches.

"Whoa!" she laughed, a deep, resonant rumble that vibrated in his chest cavity, the sound coming from somewhere primal and masculine. "Okay, the torque on this thing is insane. I feel like I'm driving a monster truck after years of piloting a Mini Cooper. How do you not accidentally punch people? Like, constantly? The impulse control required must be exhausting."

"I have self-control," Leo snipped, crossing his arms over his chest defensively. The movement, automatic and unconscious, pushed his breasts together, creating a sudden, distracting cleavage that appeared in his peripheral vision. His eyes immediately dropped to stare at it, caught in a loop of being horrified and fascinated in equal measure. The soft flesh pressed together, creating a shadowy valley that was hypnotic and deeply uncomfortable. "Okay, seriously, stop staring at me with my own eyes. It's creeping me out on multiple levels. That's my face looking at my... at your... at our body. This is nightmare fuel."

"Get over it," Chloe said dismissively. "We don't have time for existential dread or identity crises. You can have your philosophical breakdown later. Right now, we have practical concerns." She clapped Leo's large, calloused hands together, the sound sharp and commanding. "We have forty minutes before I have to leave for the airport to meet the boys. And you..." She pointed a thick finger at him, the digit looking comically large. "...you walk like a duck with a limp. Like a wounded bird trying to navigate ice. We need to fix that immediately or you're going to blow this entire operation."

She grabbed the pink suitcase—massive and bulging, the kind of luggage that suggested either a week-long vacation or a complete wardrobe overhaul—and hauled it onto the bed with a grunt. She unzipped it with a violence that made Leo flinch, the zipper screaming in protest. It exploded in a riot of lace, silk, and terrifyingly small scraps of fabric that barely qualified as clothing, more like suggestions of coverage.

"What the hell is all that?" Leo asked, eyeing a particularly sheer piece of black mesh that looked like it had maybe four square inches of actual fabric. "Is that even legal to wear in public?"

"That," Chloe grinned, the expression looking predatory and wolfish on Leo's face, transforming his usually dopey features into something dangerous, "is your survival kit. Your armor. Your costume. If you're going to be me, you have to dress the part. Mark expects Chloe—polished, put-together, expensive Chloe—not a boy in drag stumbling around in basketball shorts."

She rummaged through the suitcase, pulling out items with practiced efficiency. "I've packed everything you'll need for the next three days. Outfits, accessories, makeup, shoes. I even included instructions."

"Instructions?" Leo's voice cracked slightly. "Like a manual? A guidebook to being you?"

"Think of it as a survival guide," Chloe said, pulling out a folder of printed pages. "How to walk, how to sit, how to talk on the phone with Mark without sounding like you're being held hostage. Speaking of Mark..." She grabbed her phone and held it up. "I'm forwarding you some texts. Study his patterns. He likes good morning texts with heart emojis. He expects responses within fifteen minutes. He gets suspicious if you're too quiet."

She picked up a pair of panties—tiny, black, and made of something that looked less like fabric and more like a delicate suggestion, barely substantial enough to count as clothing. She tossed them at Leo. They hit him in the chest and slid down, the silky material catching on his nipples through the t-shirt, sending an unwanted jolt of sensation through his nervous system.

"Put them on."

"Here? Now?" Leo squeaked, his voice jumping an octave. "You're just going to... watch?"

"I've seen it all before, Leo," Chloe said with exaggerated patience, rolling her eyes. "I built that body in the gym. Four times a week, cardio and weights. I know every muscle, every curve, every mole. Hell, I lived in that body for twenty years. There's nothing you can show me that I haven't already seen from the inside. Now strip. We're on a clock."

Leo turned crimson, the blush spreading across his face like spilled wine. His new complexion flushed easily, the blood rushing to the surface of his skin with embarrassing speed, creating a heat that he could feel radiating from his cheeks. With shaking hands, he peeled off the baggy shorts first, letting them drop to the floor. Then the t-shirt, pulling it over his head, briefly blind and vulnerable.

Standing naked in his sister's room—which was actually his room, but somehow the body made it feel like her space, like he was trespassing in territory that belonged to someone else—Leo felt a bizarre cocktail of shame and electric arousal coursing through him.

The "libido slider" Chloe had mentioned wasn't a joke. Wasn't an exaggeration. It was real and overwhelming.

His skin felt hyper-aware of everything. The air currents from the ceiling fan created goosebumps across his arms, his stomach, his thighs. The brush of his own hair against his bare shoulders sent shivers down his spine, each strand a point of contact that registered as almost erotic. He could feel the weight of his breasts hanging from his chest, could feel them moving slightly with each breath, could feel his nipples hardening in the cool air.

And between his legs... the absence was startling. Where there should have been weight and presence, there was nothing. Just smoothness and a kind of internal warmth that was entirely new, a sensation that seemed to pulse with each heartbeat.

He pulled the panties up, sliding them over his legs. The fabric was impossibly soft, silky against his hairless skin, creating friction that felt more intimate than it should have. They were tight, conforming to his new curves, offering zero friction between his thighs but somehow making him feel more exposed, not less. The material settled between his ass cheeks, creating a sensation he'd never experienced before. He felt... contained. Sculpted. Displayed.

"Okay," Leo breathed, looking down at himself, at the black silk against his pale skin. "They fit. They actually fit."

"Of course they fit," Chloe said, rolling her eyes with Leo's face. "I bought them. Everything in this suitcase is specifically tailored to that body's measurements. Now stop admiring yourself and get moving." She held up a bra—a black lace push-up that looked like an engineering marvel, all underwire and padding and strategic geometry. "This next. And pay attention because I'm only showing you once. Scoop and swoop, Leo. You don't just smash them in there like you're stuffing a duffle bag. They need support, lift, separation. It's an art form."

Getting the bra on was like wrestling with an octopus made of lace and spite.

Leo fumbled with the clasp behind his back for a solid minute, his fingers—smaller and less coordinated than he was used to—unable to make the hooks connect. His arms twisted at awkward angles, his shoulders protesting the contortion. He could feel the weight of his breasts hanging freely, unsupported, the sensation foreign and uncomfortable.

"For fuck's sake," Chloe groaned in annoyance, standing up and stalking over. "You're useless. Completely useless. How do women do this every day? Oh wait, I did it every day for twenty years." She spun him around roughly. "Hold still."

Her large fingers—his fingers, thick and clumsy but somehow skilled through muscle memory—deftly snapped the hooks together. The bra tightened around his chest, the band constricting his ribcage, the cups lifting and shaping his breasts into a position that felt unnatural but looked, he had to admit, impressive.

"There," Chloe said, giving the band a final adjustment. "Turn around. Let me see."

Leo turned to face the mirror, and his breath caught.

The transformation was jarring, complete, and undeniable.

The lingerie didn't just cover him; it defined him, advertised him, turned his body into a declaration. The black lace against the creamy, pale skin was stark, creating a contrast that was deliberately seductive. The push-up bra did its job with ruthless efficiency, creating cleavage that looked almost artificial, a silhouette that was undeniably, aggressively female.

His waist looked impossibly narrow, his hips wide and curved, his legs long and smooth. The panties rode low on his hips, cutting a line that drew the eye downward.

Leo felt a phantom weight in his stomach—a mix of anxiety, embarrassment, and a dark, thrilling realization of the power this body held. People looked at Chloe. Men looked at Chloe. This body commanded attention, whether he wanted it to or not.

"Okay," Chloe said, nodding in approval, examining him like a sculptor viewing a completed work. "Not bad. Actually, pretty damn good. But you're slouching. Stop that. Shoulders back, chest out. You're not hiding anymore, Leo. You're not the invisible gamer in the corner. In that body, you're advertising. You're a billboard. Own it."

"I don't want to own it," Leo muttered, but he straightened his posture anyway. Immediately, his breasts became more prominent, thrust forward by the arch in his back. "This feels wrong."

"It feels right," Chloe corrected. "It feels powerful. You'll understand soon enough."

She threw a silk robe at him—black with delicate embroidery, the kind of garment that probably cost more than his computer. "Cover up for now. We're not done. Now, shoes."

From the suitcase, she produced a pair of stilettos that looked like they'd been designed by someone who hated women. They were black patent leather with 4-inch heels that came to a point sharp enough to be classified as weapons. The heels were thin as pencils, defying physics and common sense.

"You're kidding," Leo deadpanned, staring at the shoes like they were instruments of torture. "Those can't be real. Those can't be designed for actual human use."

"Mark loves them," Chloe said simply, as if that explained everything. "He says they make my legs look 'incredible.' His word, not mine. Put them on."

"I'll break my ankles," Leo protested. "I'll die. You'll come back to a corpse in a closet."

"You'll be fine," Chloe insisted. "Now stop being dramatic and put on the damn shoes."

Leo sat on the edge of the bed and jammed his feet into the heels. Immediately, his calves seized up, the muscles cramping as they were forced into an unnatural position. The balls of his feet pressed into the pointed toe box, his toes squishing together. He stood, and the world tilted on its axis.

His center of gravity shot upward, his weight balanced precariously on two tiny points of contact with the floor. To keep from falling forward, he had to arch his back dramatically, which thrust his chest out further and popped his ass out in a pose that looked deliberately provocative.

"I can't walk in these!" Leo wobbled, clutching the dresser for support, his knuckles white. "This is impossible! I feel like a baby giraffe on ice. I'm going to fall and break something important."

"You're not walking with your legs, you idiot," Chloe critiqued, circling him with Leo's heavy, stalking gait, examining him from all angles like a predator assessing prey. "You're walking with your hips. It's a pendulum. The legs are just along for the ride. Swing left, swing right, let the momentum carry you. The hips do the work."

She tried to demonstrate, attempting to sway Leo's narrow, masculine hips. It looked comical—like a linebacker trying to do the salsa, all jerky movements and zero flow. "Okay, it's harder in this rig than I thought it would be. My hips are welded shut. Zero mobility. But you have the hardware. You have the joints and the flexibility. Use it."

Leo took a tentative step. Clack. The heel struck the floor with a sound like a gunshot. His ankle wobbled dangerously, threatening to roll. Clack. He swung his hip, the movement feeling excessive, almost vulgar, like he was caricaturing femininity. But the shoe landed flat, stable.

"Better," Chloe said, nodding encouragement. "Again. Smaller steps. You're not trying to cover distance, you're trying to look good covering distance. It's performance."

Leo took another step, then another. Each one felt precarious, but he was starting to find a rhythm. His hips swayed with each step, his ass moved, his chest bounced slightly. The movement felt hypersexual, but apparently it was just... walking.

"I look ridiculous," Leo muttered.

"You look hot," Chloe corrected. "There's a difference. Now, onto the voice." She gestured at him. "You sound like Minnie Mouse on helium having a panic attack. Drop it. Resonate from the diaphragm, not the throat. Think Lauren Bacall, not Alvin and the Chipmunks. And add some vocal fry. You know, that 'I'm bored and better than you' creak? That uppity tone that says you have better things to do?"

"Like thiiis?" Leo tried, lowering his pitch consciously, letting his voice get breathy and adding a slight rasp at the end of the word. It sounded sultry, bedroom-y, like he was inviting someone to do something they probably shouldn't.

"Close enough," Chloe said. "Just don't talk about video games, anime, or crypto, and you'll pass. If anyone asks about your interests, you like yoga, brunches, and true crime podcasts. That's it. That's your personality for the next three days."

She sat back down on the bed, spreading Leo's legs wide in a classic manspread, his knees far apart, taking up maximum space. "Now, teach me. How do I be a 'bro'? I need to survive a bachelor party with Brad and the animals without them realizing I'm a woman piloting a meat-suit."

Leo looked at his sister inhabiting his body, and the wrongness of it was striking. She looked... intense. Too alert, too expressive, her eyes too intelligent for the face they were occupying.

"First off," Leo said, finding his balance in the heels, his stance widening slightly for stability, "close your legs a little. Not a lot, just... a little. You're airing out the merchandise like you're trying to air-dry laundry. It's too much."

"It's comfortable!" Chloe protested, slapping his thigh with Leo's large hand. "No wonder guys sit like this. There's no restriction! No fabric cutting into sensitive areas! It's liberating! I could sit like this forever!"

"You look like you're about to get arrested for indecent exposure," Leo said flatly. "Tone it down by like twenty percent."

Chloe adjusted, bringing his knees slightly closer together, though still maintaining a wide stance. "Better?"

"Marginally," Leo sighed. "Second, you're too expressive. Way too expressive. Guys don't use their eyebrows that much. We don't have the range. Deadpan is the default setting. If you're happy, you nod. If you're angry, you nod harder. If you're drunk, you just smile and say 'hell yeah' to everything."

"Hell yeah," Chloe practiced, dropping her face into a blank, slack-jawed mask, her eyes going slightly vacant.

"Better," Leo said, nodding approval. "You look stoned or stupid, which is perfect. That's the sweet spot. And stop touching your hair. I don't have long hair. You keep reaching for a ponytail that isn't there. You did it like five times already."

Chloe's hand froze mid-reach, having been moving unconsciously toward the back of her head. She lowered it, scratching the back of his neck instead, her fingers rasping against the short hair. "It's itchy. Everything's itchy. And this stubble?" She rubbed her hand over his jaw, feeling the rough texture. "It's like sandpaper. It's horrible. How do you deal with this?"

"You get used to it," Leo shrugged, the movement making his breasts shift in the bra, a sensation he was definitely not used to. "It grows back in like six hours anyway. Constant maintenance. Yeah, well, don't shave it. It makes me look older. I'm trying to cultivate the 'rugged' look."

"You're cultivating the 'homeless' look," Chloe muttered, but she nodded. "Fine. Scruffy it is."

She stood up, rising to her full height—his full height—towering over him in his own body. The height difference was disorienting, completely reversing their normal dynamic. Leo had to crane his neck back to look his sister in the eye—his own eyes, brown and familiar but animated by someone else's consciousness.

"Okay," Chloe said, checking the time on the SwapApp phone, the screen showing a countdown timer that was steadily ticking downward. "It's go time. I have to catch the Uber to the airport in ten minutes. And you..." She fixed him with a serious look. "You have to go downstairs and have dinner with Mom and Dad without blowing cover."

Panic flared in Leo's chest, hot and immediate, his heart rate spiking. "Dinner? Tonight? You didn't mention dinner! I thought I'd be hiding up here for three days!"

"Yes, dinner. Tonight. It's Tuesday," Chloe said impatiently. "It's pot roast. Mom always makes pot roast on Tuesdays. You know this. You've lived here your entire life. Just eat small bites, push the food around your plate, and look distracted. I'm 'on a diet' for the wedding dress fitting, remember? If you eat like a horse—like you normally do—she'll know something's up."

She grabbed Leo's duffel bag from the corner, already packed with flannel shirts and cargo shorts, the wardrobe of someone who'd given up on impressing anyone.

"Wait," Leo reached out, his manicured hand grabbing Leo's thick forearm. The contact sent a jolt through both of them—an electric spark that was part recognition, part violation. "What if Mark calls? What if he wants to video chat? What if he wants to... talk?"

"Don't answer," Chloe said, her voice hard and uncompromising. "Let it go to voicemail. Text him back. Tell him your throat hurts, you're coming down with something, you need to rest your voice for the wedding. Keep him at a distance, Leo. I'm the one going into the lion's den. You just have to play house for seventy-two hours."

She walked to the door, Leo's heavy footsteps thudding against the carpet with weight and presence Leo had never managed to project. At the threshold, she turned back, her hand on the doorframe. Seeing his own face grin at him—a roguish, confident grin he had never been able to pull off himself, that had always looked forced and awkward when he'd attempted it—was terrifying and surreal.

"Nice legs, sis," Chloe winked, the expression transforming Leo's face into something cocky and insufferable. "Try not to open them for anyone. Well, anyone except the fiancé, but since he's in Vegas, you should be safe. Keep your knees together, maintain the mystery, and for god's sake, don't let Dad see you in those heels. He'll have a stroke."

And then she was gone, the door closing behind her with a soft click that sounded horribly final.

Leo was alone.

He stood in the middle of the room, the silence pressing in on him like a physical weight. The hum of his computer was the only sound, a familiar white noise that now seemed alien. He caught his reflection in the mirror again, the full-length view undeniable.

The silk robe had slipped slightly during his conversation with Chloe, revealing the creamy slope of a shoulder and the black lace strap of the bra cutting across pale skin. His hair tumbled over his shoulders in waves that caught the light, his face was perfectly symmetrical and feminine, his legs—encased in those impossible heels—went on forever.

He wasn't Leo anymore. Not to the world. Not to his parents. Not to anyone who would see him.

From downstairs, cutting through his existential crisis like a knife, his mother's voice floated up—sweet, expectant, completely oblivious.

"Chloe! Dinner's ready! Come down, honey! Your father's already at the table!"

Leo's stomach dropped. His heart hammered against his ribs. His palms were sweating, which was apparently something that happened more easily in this body—higher anxiety response, Chloe had mentioned something about that.

He looked at himself in the mirror one more time. He straightened his posture, shoulders back, chest out. He smoothed the silk robe over his hips, feeling the strange, heavy sway of his new body, the way his center of gravity had shifted. He clicked his heels experimentally against the floor, testing his balance.

He could do this. He had to do this.

Clack, clack, clack.

The heels announced his every step as he moved toward the door, each sound a declaration of his deception.

"Coming, Mom," he called out, his voice emerging as Chloe's—clear, feminine, perfect.

The voice was perfect. The walk was almost passable. The body was undeniably convincing.

The lie had begun.

And Leo had no idea how he was going to survive the next seventy-one hours and fifty-three minutes without someone—anyone—realizing that the beautiful bride-to-be walking down their stairs was actually a nineteen-year-old virgin gamer who didn't know the difference between mascara and eyeliner.

He took a deep breath, feeling the bra constrict his ribs, and opened the door.

Showtime.


Chapter 4: The Departure.

Watching yourself leave is a trip. Watching yourself leave while wearing a push-up bra that costs more than your graphics card—and possibly more than your entire gaming setup including the custom RGB lighting—is a psychological break waiting to happen, the kind of existential crisis that should require professional intervention.

Leo stood at the bay window of Chloe's bedroom, peeling back the sheer curtain with a manicured fingernail that was perfectly shaped and polished in a way his nails had never been in his entire life. The curtain fabric felt impossibly soft against his fingertips, every texture amplified to an almost unbearable degree. Down below, the driveway was bathed in the orange glow of the streetlights, creating long shadows that stretched across the perfectly manicured lawn his father obsessed over every weekend.

An Uber—a black sedan, naturally, because Chloe didn't do "economy" or "budget" or anything that suggested she was a normal person who had to consider cost—sat idling at the curb, exhaust puffing in the cool evening air.

He watched himself walk out the front door.

The sight was uncanny, deeply disturbing on a level that Leo's brain wasn't equipped to process. The body was his—the same lanky frame, the same slouchy posture he'd spent years perfecting while gaming in ergonomically disastrous positions—but it wasn't. The slouch was gone, completely erased, replaced by a rigid, predatory stride that suggested confidence, purpose, danger.

Chloe, piloting his meat-suit like a stolen car, moved with a terrifying efficiency he'd never managed in nineteen years of owning that body. She didn't just walk; she patrolled, she stalked, she claimed territory with every step. Her shoulders—his shoulders—were squared, her spine—his spine—was straight, and she moved with the kind of aggressive masculinity that Leo had always assumed came naturally to men but apparently had to be consciously performed.

He saw "Leo" toss the heavy duffel bag into the trunk with one hand, the movement casual and powerful. The bag, which Leo knew from experience weighed at least thirty pounds, flew through the air like it was stuffed with feathers. The Uber driver, a burly guy in a flat cap who looked like he'd seen everything, tried to help, reaching for the bag with the automatic courtesy of someone who did this for a living.

"Leo" waved him off with a sharp, dismissive chop of the hand—not aggressive enough to be rude, but definitive enough to make it clear that help was neither needed nor wanted. It was a gesture Leo had seen Chloe use on waiters, baristas, retail workers, and ex-boyfriends a thousand times, that particular brand of casual dismissal that came with being attractive and knowing it. Seeing it come from his own wrist, executed with his own hand, was deeply disturbing, like watching a puppet master's strings made visible.

"Don't scratch the paint, idiot," Leo whispered to the glass, his breath fogging it up, creating a small circle of condensation on the cold surface. The moisture reflected the ghostly image of a girl with full lips, worried eyes, and the kind of face that belonged on magazine covers, not staring anxiously out windows like a prisoner watching her jailer leave.

Down on the street, bathed in the orange streetlight glow, "Leo" paused before getting into the back seat. He straightened, his hand on the car door, and looked up.

Even from the second story, across the distance of twenty feet and the barrier of glass, the connection was instant and electric.

Chloe—in his body, wearing his face, using his eyes—locked onto him with the precision of a heat-seeking missile. She flashed a grin that was all teeth and trouble, the kind of expression that looked foreign on Leo's face because he'd never been confident enough to pull it off. She tapped two fingers to her forehead in a mock salute—casual, cocky, completely in control—and then ducked into the car with the fluid grace of someone who knew exactly what they were doing.

The door slammed with a solid thunk that Leo could hear even through the closed window. The taillights flared red, painting the driveway in crimson light. The engine revved. And just like that, Leo's masculinity, his history, his identity, and his get-out-of-jail-free card drove away into the suburban night, disappearing around the corner like it had never existed at all.

Leo let the curtain fall back into place, the fabric sliding through his fingers like water. The silence in the room hit him like a physical blow, pressing against his eardrums, filling the space where sound should have been.

"Okay," he breathed, the word vibrating in his chest in a register that was entirely wrong, entirely not-him. "Okay. Just me. Just... Chloe. I'm Chloe now. For the next seventy-one hours and forty-seven minutes, I'm Chloe."

He turned back to the room, really taking it in for the first time without the distraction of his sister's presence.

It smelled like her—a suffocating mix of lavender laundry detergent, expensive hairspray that probably cost more per ounce than gold, and that lingering vanilla perfume that seemed to have soaked into every surface. The scent was everywhere, inescapable, and with his newly heightened senses it was sensory overload, flooding his brain with olfactory information he didn't know how to process.

He hugged himself, his arms crossing over his chest, his hands sliding over the silk of the robe. The friction sent a shiver racing across his skin that had absolutely no business being that intense, that overwhelming. Chloe wasn't kidding about the sensitivity settings—wasn't exaggerating, wasn't being dramatic.

The fabric didn't just feel soft; it felt electric, like each thread was conducting a low-voltage current directly into his nerve endings. Every movement created a cascade of tactile information that threatened to overwhelm his processing capacity—the lace of the bra digging slightly into his ribs with each breath, the cool air hitting his exposed legs and creating goosebumps that felt like tiny explosions of sensation, the weight of the hair pulling at his scalp with a pressure that was constant and oddly pleasant, the silk of the panties shifting against skin that was apparently wired with ten times the nerve endings he was used to.

It was distracting. It was intoxicating. It was making it very hard to think about anything else.

His eyes fell on the nightstand—white lacquer with gold handles, expensive and tasteful like everything in Chloe's orbit. Her actual phone—the rose-gold iPhone she used for her public life, her carefully curated Instagram existence—lit up, the screen glowing in the dim room.

Bzzzt.

The vibration sounded obscenely loud in the silence.

Leo approached it like it was a bomb, like it might explode if he touched it wrong. He picked it up with careful fingers, his new nails clicking against the glass surface. The screen saver was a picture of Mark, shirtless on a boat, his abs on full display, holding a champagne flute and grinning like he'd just closed a major business deal. The photo was professionally shot, perfectly lit, obviously staged.

"Douchebag," Leo muttered, his voice coming out with more venom than he'd intended. "Absolute tool."

The notification banner slid down from the top of the screen:

New Message from: The Hubby 💍

Leo tapped it, the message expanding to fill the screen:

"Miss you already, babe. Brad's being an animal. Already talking about strip clubs and bottle service. Vegas isn't ready for us. Don't wait up. Love you."

Leo stared at the text, his newly feminine brain parsing each word for hidden meaning, for subtext, for lies. His thumb hovered over the keyboard, the cursor blinking expectantly. "Miss you already, babe." He was "babe" now. He was the recipient of generic pet names and casual affection from a man he'd met maybe five times at family dinners.

What would Chloe say? How would she respond?

He typed back, his long thumbnails clicking loudly against the glass screen, the sound jarring in the quiet room:

"Be good. Or else."

He stared at the message for a long moment, second-guessing himself. Was it too threatening? Not threatening enough? Did Chloe use emojis? Should he add a winky face? A heart?

Fuck it.

He hit send before he could overthink it, watching the blue bubble appear on screen, the word "Delivered" appearing beneath it almost immediately. It sounded like something Chloe would say—vaguely threatening but wrapped in affection, playful but with an edge, the kind of message that could be interpreted as either flirty or a genuine warning depending on Mark's guilty conscience.

Three dots appeared immediately. Mark was typing.

"Always am. You know me."

"That's exactly what I'm afraid of," Leo muttered to the phone.

He tossed it onto the bed, watching it bounce once on the plush duvet, and walked over to the full-length vanity mirror—an ornate thing with Hollywood-style lights around the edges, because of course Chloe had a mirror that belonged in a movie star's dressing room.

This was the first time he'd really looked—really, truly looked—without Chloe barking orders at him, without the pressure of a ticking clock, without the distraction of her presence.

The reflection was flawless. Objectively, undeniably flawless.

The girl in the mirror was the kind of girl Leo would have been too terrified to talk to in high school, the kind who existed in a different social stratosphere entirely. She was out of his league by several orders of magnitude, and yet, impossibly, he was her. He was inside her skin, looking out through her eyes, moving her body.

He turned to the side, watching the way the silk robe draped over the curve of his back and flared out over his hips, the fabric catching the light and creating shadows in all the right places. The proportions were aesthetic perfection—the narrow waist, the flared hips, the long legs. He posed experimentally, sticking one leg out through the slit in the robe, pointing his toe, watching the way the stiletto heel elongated the calf muscle, making the leg look miles long, impossibly elegant.

"Damn," he whispered, a smirk tugging at the corner of his mouth, his lips curving in a way that looked natural on this face. "I'd date me. I'd absolutely date me. Hell, I'd probably do a lot more than date me."

He ran a hand through the thick waves of hair, letting it tumble over one shoulder in a cascade that caught the light from the vanity bulbs. It was heavy, like a warm blanket draped across his shoulders, the weight pulling slightly at his scalp in a way that was oddly pleasant. He gathered it all in one hand, twisted it, let it fall. The movement felt natural, instinctive, like muscle memory encoded in the body itself.

He felt a sudden, sharp spike of arousal—purely physiological, completely disjointed from his conscious thoughts. It was the body reacting to itself, a feedback loop of narcissism and programmed desire, hormones and neural pathways firing in patterns that his male brain didn't know how to interpret.

His reflection was beautiful. He was beautiful. And his body—this body—was responding to that beauty with an intensity that was alarming and exhilarating in equal measure.

"Okay, settle down, pervert," he scolded his reflection, his voice breathless and unconvincing. "You have a pot roast to survive. Parents to convince. A charade to maintain. Stop ogling yourself like a creep."

But he took one more look, committing the image to memory, before turning away from the mirror.

He walked toward the door, the heels clicking rhythmically on the hardwood floor. Clack-clack-clack. The sound echoed in the room, sharp and decisive. He was getting the hang of it, finding the rhythm, the flow. The key, he realized, was to surrender to the imbalance, to trust the physics of it. You had to let the hips lead, let them swing, let the momentum carry you forward. It was less like walking and more like a controlled fall that happened to look sexy, a constant state of near-disaster that appeared graceful when executed correctly.

He reached for the doorknob—crystal, because of course it was—but stopped, his hand hovering.

A pair of framed photos hung by the door, positioned so they'd be the last thing you saw before leaving the room. One was of him and Chloe as kids, maybe six and seven, covered in mud, grinning like maniacs. They'd been playing in the backyard after a rainstorm, making mud pies, completely filthy and completely happy. It was before everything got complicated, before puberty and jealousy and the weight of expectations.

The other was recent—Chloe and Mark at their engagement party three months ago. She looked radiant, possessive, her hand flat on Mark's chest in a gesture that was both affectionate and territorial. Her smile was wide, genuine, full of hope and expectation. Mark looked... polished. Smug. Like a man who'd just won a prize, acquired a valuable asset.

"If you're cheating on her," Leo murmured to the photo, his voice low and dangerous, "you're an idiot, Mark. An absolute fucking idiot."

From downstairs, cutting through his moment of reflection, the clatter of silverware on plates echoed up the stairwell, accompanied by the murmur of voices—his parents, settling in for dinner.

"Chloe! Food's getting cold!" His dad's voice boomed up the stairs—impatient, commanding, brooking no delay. His father was ex-military, and even twenty years after retirement, he ran the house like a sergeant ran a barracks. Dinner was at six. Period. No exceptions.

Leo took a deep breath, filling his smaller lungs to capacity, feeling the bra constrict around his ribs, the band tight enough to remind him of its presence with every inhalation. He smoothed the robe with trembling hands, checked the bra straps one last time to make sure nothing was slipping or exposed or about to cause a wardrobe malfunction, and opened the door.

The hallway stretched out before him like a runway, like a gauntlet, like the longest distance he'd ever have to travel.

"Showtime," Leo whispered to himself, to the empty hallway, to the universe that had put him in this ridiculous situation.

He stepped out, the heels sinking slightly into the plush runner carpet that lined the hallway, each step muffled but still producing that distinctive click against the hardwood beneath. The first step was shaky, his ankle wobbling dangerously. The second was better, more controlled. The third was almost confident.

By the time he reached the top of the stairs—the grand staircase that curved down into the foyer, another one of his parents' expensive renovations—he was moving with a fragile but determined grace, his hips swaying, his posture straight, one hand trailing along the wall for balance.

He looked down into the foyer.

The house looked different from this height, from this angle, in this body. The perspective was shifted, everything appearing slightly larger, slightly farther away. The ceiling seemed higher. The rooms seemed bigger. He felt vulnerable, exposed, packaged like a product on display.

Through the archway to his right, he could see into the dining room. His father sat at the head of the table, already cutting into his roast, the TV remote in his free hand, probably about to turn on the news. His mother was still bustling in and out of the kitchen, carrying serving dishes, her apron on, her hair perfectly styled even for a Tuesday night family dinner.

They were expecting Chloe. Polished, perfect, wedding-planning Chloe. Not Leo in a costume, not a fraud in lingerie and silk.

He began the descent, one hand gripping the banister tight enough to turn his knuckles white, his nails digging slightly into his palm. The heels clicked against each step—click, click, click—announcing his presence, drawing attention.

Don't trip. Don't speak in a deep voice. Don't eat like a pig. Don't sit with your legs apart. Don't scratch yourself. Don't burp. Don't do any of the thousand things that will immediately give you away.

The list of things he had to remember was overwhelming, a mental checklist that kept growing with every second.

He was about to descend into the lion's den of family dinner, armed only with a killer rack, a pair of heels he could barely walk in, and a lie that could ruin everything if it fell apart.

But underneath the terror, underneath the anxiety that was making his heart pound and his palms sweat, Leo felt something else.

Excitement.

The thrill of the game, finally real. The challenge of the performance. The sheer audacity of what he was attempting.

Leo smiled—not his usual awkward, self-conscious smile, but Chloe's smile, confident and knowing, the smile of someone who was used to getting what they wanted.

He took the first step down, his heel clicking against marble, his body swaying with each descent.

Three more steps.

His father looked up from his plate, fork halfway to his mouth.

Two more steps.

His mother emerged from the kitchen, holding a bowl of mashed potatoes.

One more step.

He reached the bottom of the stairs, his heels hitting the foyer floor with a final, decisive click.

"There she is!" his mother exclaimed, her face lighting up. "Honey, you look gorgeous! Is that a new robe?"

Leo's mouth went dry.

Game on.


Chapter 5: Living the Lie.

The kitchen smelled like heaven. Specifically, it smelled like slow-cooked beef that had been braising for hours, fresh rosemary that his mother had probably clipped from her garden that morning, and caramelized onions that were giving off that sweet, almost candy-like aroma that made saliva pool instantly in your mouth.

To a nineteen-year-old boy whose diet consisted primarily of energy drinks, pizza rolls, and whatever could be microwaved in under three minutes, the scent was practically an aphrodisiac—the kind of smell that bypassed rational thought and went straight to some primal part of the brain that only understood hunger and desire.

Leo navigated the transition from the plush hallway carpet to the cold kitchen tile with only a minor wobble, his ankle rolling slightly before he caught himself. The stilettos clicked sharply against the ceramic—clack, clack, clack—announcing his arrival like gunshots, like warning bells, like the approach of someone important.

The kitchen was enormous, recently renovated with granite countertops and stainless steel appliances that probably cost more than a semester of college tuition. The island was massive, and beyond it, the dining table was already set with his mother's good china—the stuff that only came out for family dinners and holidays.

"There she is," David said, looking up from his newspaper—an actual physical newspaper, because his father refused to read news on a screen like a normal person. He was a man of few words and sturdy opinions, currently nursing a scotch in a crystal tumbler that caught the light from the chandelier overhead. His reading glasses were perched on his nose, and he looked every inch the retired military officer turned corporate consultant. "Thought you fell in."

"Just... freshening up," Leo said, the voice coming out breathy and light, feminine and soft. He made a conscious effort to add that little vocal fry at the end of the sentence, that slight rasp that made every word sound like a question, the way Chloe always sounded like she was perpetually bored by the concept of oxygen itself, like breathing was an inconvenience she barely tolerated.

He approached the table, each step calculated, measured. The chair looked like a trap—high-backed and wooden with carved details, formal and unforgiving. Leo instinctively went to straddle it the way he would in his own body, his brain sending signals to swing a leg over, stopping himself at the last micro-second when he realized that movement would expose everything the silk robe was barely covering.

Knees together. Drop the hips. Slide.

He executed the maneuver, channeling every movie he'd ever seen of women sitting gracefully, but the silk robe caught on the polished wood, snagging on a rough spot or a corner. He felt a cool draft zip up his thigh as the fabric parted way too high, exposing smooth skin, the edge of the lace-trimmed panties, way more leg than was appropriate for family dinner.

He quickly slapped a hand down, smoothing the silk over his exposed leg, feeling the smooth, recently shaved skin burn under his palm. The texture was unnaturally soft, alien, like touching someone else. The skin was warm, slightly flushed from the heat of the kitchen, and so impossibly smooth it made him acutely aware of how rough his own legs had always been.

"Careful, honey," Sarah said, placing a steaming platter of pot roast in the center of the table with practiced precision. She was a woman who missed nothing—a sniper disguised as a housewife, someone who could spot a lie from a hundred yards away and who kept inventory of every dish, every piece of silverware, every detail of her perfectly maintained home.

She eyed Leo's cleavage, which was currently heaving slightly from the exertion of walking downstairs in six-inch heels, the push-up bra doing its job perhaps too well, creating a display that was bordering on inappropriate for a Tuesday night family dinner. The robe's neckline had shifted during his descent, and the valley between his breasts was on prominent display, shadows and curves that drew the eye whether you wanted to look or not.

"That robe is a little... loose for dinner, isn't it?" Her tone was pointed, loaded with maternal judgment.

"It's comfortable," Leo deflected, reaching for the water pitcher—a heavy glass thing that probably weighed three pounds when full. His new wrists were so thin, so delicate, the bones visible beneath pale skin. The pitcher felt heavy, awkward in his grip, and he had to use both hands to lift it without spilling. "And I'm sick, remember? The flu. I need to be comfortable."

"You look flushed," Sarah noted, narrowing her eyes as she sat down opposite him, her movements graceful and practiced, the product of decades of hosting dinner parties and maintaining appearances. "Your cheeks are very pink. But you're moving well. Usually, when you have the flu, you're moaning about dying, wrapped in blankets, demanding soup and sympathy."

"It's a... functional flu," Leo improvised, pouring water into his glass and watching the way his manicured nails caught the light—the polish was perfect, not a chip or flaw, the kind of maintenance that required constant attention. "I'm powering through. Mind over matter. I refuse to let some virus dictate my schedule."

David grunted, stabbing a potato with his fork, the tines penetrating the fluffy interior with a sound that made Leo's mouth water. "Well, your brother certainly wasn't sick. Shot out of here like a cannonball. Barely said goodbye. Barely even looked at us. Just grabbed that bag and bolted. What's got into him? Usually, I have to pry him off that computer with a crowbar, practically drag him out of his room for meals."

Leo felt a spike of defensive pride for his own body, currently occupied by his sister and apparently performing some kind of masculine enthusiasm he'd never managed himself. "He's just stepping up, Dad. Helping out. Being responsible for once. You should be proud of him."

Sarah paused, the serving spoon hovering over the glazed carrots, suspended mid-air. She looked at Leo with an expression that was equal parts surprise and suspicion. "That's nice of you to say, Chloe. That's very generous. Usually, you call him a 'couch-dwelling parasite' or a 'basement-dwelling loser' or some variation on that theme. You two haven't said anything nice about each other since you were eight."

Leo froze, his hand tightening on the water glass. Right. Sibling rivalry. Years of competition and resentment. He'd forgotten he was supposed to hate himself.

"I mean... he's still a parasite," Leo corrected quickly, flipping his hair back with a jerk of his head that nearly gave him whiplash, the weight of the thick waves swinging like a pendulum, the ends brushing against his bare shoulders and sending a cascade of sensation down his spine. "A total waste of space and oxygen. But even parasites have their uses, right? Like... eating garbage. Or being organ donors. He's marginally useful in very specific circumstances."

"That's more like it," David said with a slight smile, piling beef onto his plate with aggressive enthusiasm, juices running across the china. "For a second there, I thought the fever had damaged your brain."

"Speaking of eating," David continued, gesturing with his fork to the spread before them—pot roast, roasted potatoes swimming in butter and herbs, glazed carrots, green beans with almonds, fresh bread still steaming from the oven. "Dig in. Your mother outdid herself tonight."

Leo's stomach gave a treacherous, audible growl—a deep, masculine rumble that seemed to vibrate the entire table, the sound emanating from his midsection with embarrassing volume. It was the kind of hungry sound his body used to make at three in the morning during marathon gaming sessions, demanding fuel, completely inappropriate coming from Chloe's delicate frame.

His mother's eyes widened slightly.

Leo coughed, trying to cover it. "Excuse me. The flu. Makes you... gassy."

He reached for the serving spoon, his mouth watering, saliva practically flooding his mouth at the sight of the glistening beef. He was ready to destroy this roast. He was going to pile his plate high, drown everything in gravy, and inhale it the way he always did, the way his nineteen-year-old metabolism demanded—fast, efficient, and in quantities that would horrify normal people.

His hand closed around the serving spoon, already calculating how much he could fit on his plate without looking completely insane.

"Chloe?" Sarah's voice was sharp, cutting through his food-focused fantasy.

Leo stopped, spoon mid-air, frozen like a deer in headlights. "Yeah?"

"The fitting? Thursday?" Sarah raised an eyebrow, gesturing pointedly to his plate and then to his body, her gaze traveling from his face down to his waist and back up. "Your final wedding dress fitting? The one you've been obsessing over for six months? You've been living on kale smoothies and rage for three weeks straight. You said if you gained an ounce—even a single ounce—you'd burn the dress shop down and salt the earth where it stood."

Leo looked at the succulent beef, glistening with fat and juice, perfectly cooked and calling to him like a siren song. He looked at his mother, her expression expectant and watchful. He looked down at his stomach—flat, toned, and currently cinched by the belt of the robe, the silk draped over a waist that was probably twenty-six inches around, maybe less.

The diet. The damn wedding diet. The six-week starvation plan that Chloe had been enduring so she could fit into a dress that probably cost more than a used car.

"Right," Leo said, his soul dying a little, a piece of his will to live withering and blowing away like ash. "The dress. Obviously. Can't risk it."

He put the generous spoonful of beef back onto the platter, watching it slide off the spoon with a wet sound that felt like a personal betrayal. He took a single, sad potato—the smallest one on the platter, barely bigger than a golf ball. Then he took a scoop of carrots, maybe five pieces, their orange surfaces gleaming with butter that he knew he shouldn't have but that Chloe's body probably wouldn't even process given her metabolism.

"That's it?" David asked, his voice booming in the quiet kitchen, his own plate piled high with enough food to feed a small army. "That's all you're eating? A potato and some carrots? That's not a meal, that's a garnish."

"Gotta stay snatched," Leo muttered, using a phrase he'd heard Tiffany, Chloe's maid of honor and partner in crime, use once during a conversation about bikini season that had made him want to gouge his eardrums out with a rusty spoon.

He cut a tiny piece of potato and put it in his mouth. The texture was perfect—fluffy interior, slightly crispy exterior where it had caramelized. He chewed slowly, trying to savor it, trying to make it last. It was torture. His metabolism was screaming for protein, for calories, for sustenance. His brain was sending urgent signals that he was starving, that he needed fuel, that this was nowhere near enough food.

But Chloe's stomach was clearly shrunk from weeks of restrictive eating. The tiny bite hit his stomach and he felt instantly... not full, but aware. Like the stomach was sending signals that it couldn't handle much more, that it had adapted to smaller portions, that it would rebel if he pushed too hard too fast.

"So," Sarah said, watching him eat with hawk-like intensity, her own fork untouched, her dinner forgotten in favor of surveillance. "Have you heard from Mark? Has he checked in?"

"Texted," Leo said, taking a sip of water to wash down the disappointment and the pathetically small amount of food he'd consumed. The water was cold, crisp, and did nothing to fill the gnawing emptiness in his gut. "He landed safely. They're at the hotel. The Bellagio, I think. Brad sent him a picture of the room. It's ridiculous—all gold and marble and tacky Vegas excess."

"And you're okay with this?" Sarah asked, her tone carefully neutral but loaded with meaning. She cut a precise piece of beef, her movements controlled. "Last night you were pacing the floor at midnight, calling me, saying if he went to Vegas you were going to call off the wedding. You said, and I quote, 'If that man thinks he can run off to Sin City with his idiot friends and expect me to just sit here like a good little wife, he's insane.' You were furious."

Leo felt the trap closing, the walls narrowing. He leaned back in his chair, crossing his legs in what he hoped was a casual, feminine gesture. The sensation of his thighs pressing together was distracting—soft, warm, and friction-heavy in a way that made him hyper-aware of the lack of anything between them. He shifted, trying to find a position that didn't feel weird, trying to find something that felt natural, only to remember there was nothing there to crush, no reason to need space, no anatomy requiring accommodation.

The absence was as distracting as any presence would have been.

"I decided to trust him," Leo said, shrugging with what he hoped was casual indifference. The silk robe slipped off one shoulder with the movement, exposing the smooth curve of his shoulder, the delicate collarbone, the upper swell of his breast constrained by the lace bra strap. He lazily pulled it back up, the silk sliding against his skin with a whisper of fabric on flesh. "If he wants to blow a few grand on watered-down drinks and glitter-covered strippers, let him. I have better things to worry about."

"Better things?" Sarah put her fork down with a soft clink against the china, her full attention now on Leo. "Like what? What could possibly be more important than your fiancé potentially making a huge mistake three weeks before your wedding?"

"Like... relaxing," Leo said, realizing even as the words left his mouth that they were wrong, that they were out of character. "Taking a break. Being... zen. Finding my inner peace."

The table went quiet. The silence was deafening, oppressive. The only sound was the clock ticking on the wall—a loud, mechanical sound that seemed to count down to his exposure—and David chewing, his jaw working methodically through a mouthful of beef.

"Zen?" Sarah repeated the word like it was a foreign slur, like he'd just spoken in tongues or started reciting poetry in ancient Sumerian. "Chloe, honey, you haven't been 'zen' since 1998. You cried for an hour when your kindergarten teacher gave you a sticker that said 'good job' instead of 'excellent.' You micromanage the gardener. You called your hairstylist at two in the morning because you had a dream that she cut your hair wrong. You don't do 'relaxed.' You do 'controlled chaos' and 'barely contained fury.'"

"Maybe I'm turning over a new leaf," Leo said, realizing he was blowing it by being too chill, too reasonable, too unlike the high-strung perfectionist his sister actually was. He needed to dial up the bitchiness, inject some venom into his tone. He channeled his inner 'Mean Girl,' drawing on every terrible reality TV show he'd ever watched while Chloe dominated the living room. "Besides, if he cheats, I get the condo and the dog in the prenup. Win-win, right? I walk away with half a million in real estate and a French bulldog that's worth more than most people's cars."

David chuckled, a deep sound that rumbled from his chest. "That's my girl. Ruthless. Practical. Always thinking three steps ahead."

But Sarah didn't laugh. She studied Leo's face with the intensity of someone examining evidence at a crime scene. She looked at the way he was holding his fork—gripping it like a shovel, like a tool, not with the delicate precision Chloe used, not with the careful manners that had been drilled into her since childhood. She looked at the way he was sitting—slumping slightly despite the corset-like structure of the bra that should have been forcing his posture into rigid perfection, his shoulders rounded in a way that Chloe's never were.

"You seem... different," she murmured, her eyes narrowing, her head tilting slightly. "Softer. Less... sharp. Your edges are blurred."

"It's the flu, Mom," Leo insisted, his heart hammering against his ribs with enough force that he was sure it must be visible, sure that the flesh of his chest must be trembling with each beat. The tactile feedback of his heart beating against the soft tissue of his chest was alarming—he could feel it in a way he never had before, could feel the organ working inside a cavity that was smaller, tighter, more constrained. "Fever burns out the attitude. High temperature makes you mellow. It's science."

"Maybe," Sarah said, but she didn't look convinced. Her eyes lingered on him, cataloging details, filing away inconsistencies. "Just... don't forget to take your makeup off before bed. You know how you get about your pores. Last time you slept in your makeup, you had a breakdown that lasted three days."

"Right. Pores. Enemy number one," Leo agreed, nodding with what he hoped was appropriate seriousness. "I'll do the whole routine. Cleanser, toner, serum, moisturizer, eye cream. The whole production."

He pushed the carrots around his plate with his fork, watching them slide through the butter, leaving orange trails. He needed to get out of here. The performance was exhausting, draining in a way that physical activity never was. Every movement was a calculation, every word a potential landmine. Every sensation—the tightness of the bra band around his ribs, the weight of the earrings he'd completely forgotten he was wearing pulling at his earlobes, the sheer draftiness of the robe that left his legs exposed and vulnerable—was a constant reminder that he was an alien pilot in a luxury vehicle, that he was operating machinery he didn't understand, that at any moment the facade could crack and everything would fall apart.

"I'm gonna crash," Leo announced abruptly, standing up with more speed than grace, pushing his chair back with a scrape of wood on tile.

He forgot the heels.

He shot up, his balance faltering immediately, his center of gravity all wrong. His ankle rolled, his knee buckled, and he grabbed the edge of the table to steady himself, his hip checking the water pitcher in the process. It wobbled dangerously, threatening to spill, three pounds of glass and water teetering on the edge of disaster.

Reflexes kicked in. Pure, instinctive gamer reflexes honed by ten thousand hours of first-person shooters and reaction-time training.

Leo's hand snapped out with lightning speed, moving faster than conscious thought, catching the heavy glass pitcher mid-tip, fingers clamping around the handle with surprising strength. He set it down without spilling a drop, the movement fluid and practiced, the kind of hand-eye coordination that came from years of competitive gaming.

"Whoa," David said, visibly impressed, his eyebrows raised. "Nice save. Didn't know you had that kind of reaction time. That was like something out of an action movie."

Shit.

"Yoga," Leo lied smoothly, though his heart was in his throat, though he could feel the panic rising like bile. Chloe was clumsy. Chloe broke things. Chloe knocked over glasses and dropped plates and was notorious for being physically awkward despite her looks. Chloe did not have the hand-eye coordination of a Diamond-ranked FPS player. "The yoga instructor has us doing these exercises. Catching things. Improves reflexes and core stability."

"Since when do you do yoga?" Sarah asked.

"Since... recently. It's trendy. Everyone's doing it."

"Night, Mom. Night, Dad," Leo said quickly, not giving them time to ask more questions, not giving his mother time to catalog another inconsistency.

"Goodnight, sweetie," Sarah said, but her eyes lingered on his hand—the hand that had just moved faster than a striking cobra, faster than her daughter had ever moved in her entire life.

Leo turned and walked away, forcing himself to move with measured steps. Swing left, swing right. Pendulum. Controlled fall. The heels clicked against the tile—clack, clack, clack—each step taking him farther from the danger zone.

He made it to the hallway, the sound of his heels transitioning from sharp clicks to muffled thuds as he hit the carpet. As soon as he was out of sight, as soon as he'd turned the corner, he leaned against the wall, exhaling a breath he felt like he'd been holding for twenty minutes, his lungs burning with the relief of it.

His chest heaved with the effort, the bra constricting around his ribs with each breath.

He looked down at his chest, watching the way the silk draped over the curves, watching the way the fabric moved with each inhalation. He touched the smooth skin of his collarbone with trembling fingers, feeling the delicate bone structure beneath impossibly soft skin.

"Twenty-four hours down," he whispered to himself, to the empty hallway, to whatever cosmic force had put him in this situation. "Forty-eight to go. Two more days. I can do two more days."

He started the climb upstairs, taking the steps slowly, carefully. The muscles in his calves burned with the effort of walking in heels—muscles he didn't even know existed were screaming in protest, tendons and ligaments stretched in ways they were never meant to be. Each step required conscious effort, conscious balance.

He needed to get out of these shoes. He needed to get out of this bra that was cutting into his ribs like a torture device. He needed to lie down and process the absolute insanity of eating dinner with his parents while wearing his sister's body like a borrowed coat.

But first, he needed to figure out how the hell to take off a face full of waterproof mascara without blinding himself.

Being a girl was turning out to be a full-time job with no breaks, no vacation time, and a learning curve that was basically a vertical cliff.


Chapter 6: The Shopping Trip.

Leo woke up with a face full of hair.

It was everywhere—plastered to his lips, tickling his nose with individual strands that made him want to sneeze, wrapped around his neck like some kind of silky noose trying to strangle him in his sleep. He sputtered, clawing at the thick, brunette curtain with hands that felt too small, too delicate, his fingers tangling in the waves as he tried to free himself from the suffocating mass.

He sat up abruptly, the movement sending the hair cascading down his back in a heavy waterfall that pulled at his scalp. His first instinct—his natural, automatic, nineteen-years-of-muscle-memory instinct—was to scratch his chest, a morning ritual he'd performed every single day since puberty, that absent-minded adjustment that every guy did without thinking.

His hand met soft, warm silk and the undeniable, heavy curve of a breast that yielded under his palm, the flesh soft and warm and completely, utterly wrong.

The memory of the SwapApp rushed back like cold water to the face, like a slap, like waking up from a dream only to realize the nightmare was real.

He wasn't Leo, the scruffy gamer who lived in hoodies and hadn't combed his hair in three days. He was Chloe, the high-maintenance bride-to-be with a skincare routine that took forty-five minutes and a wedding planner on speed dial. And apparently, Chloe slept in matching satin pajama sets—powder blue with white piping, the kind of sleepwear that probably cost more than his entire wardrobe—that felt like water against the skin, cool and slippery and sensual in a way that cotton boxer shorts had never been.

He threw the covers off with more force than necessary, watching them billow and settle. His legs—shaved smooth as glass, moisturized with something that smelled like coconut and vanilla, and shockingly long, miles and miles of tanned skin—tangled in the sheets, the satin pajama pants twisted around his thighs.

There was no morning wood to contend with, no uncomfortable pressure demanding attention. Just a strange, hollow ache in his lower abdomen that he couldn't quite identify and a pressing, urgent need to pee that felt entirely different from what he was used to—less focused, more diffuse, more immediate and demanding.

"Day two," Leo groaned, his voice a husky, sleep-filled alto that was still jarring every single time he heard it come out of his mouth. "Don't trip over your own feet. Don't speak in a deep voice. Don't scratch your balls because you don't have them anymore, genius."

He swung his legs out of bed, his bare feet hitting the plush carpet. The room smelled like Chloe—that inescapable vanilla perfume mixed with something floral from the diffuser on the nightstand. The morning light filtered through the sheer curtains, casting everything in a soft, golden glow that would have been romantic if Leo wasn't having an identity crisis.

Before he could even contemplate the complex logistics of using the bathroom in a female body—a task he'd managed last night through sheer determination and a YouTube video he'd watched at 2 AM with the volume turned down—the front door downstairs slammed open with enough force to rattle the windows.

"Wakey wakey, eggs and bakey!" a voice shrieked from the foyer, loud and aggressive and cheerful in that terrifying way that morning people were. "Or, in your case, egg whites and self-loathing! Rise and shine, beautiful! We have a schedule to keep!"

Leo froze, his hand halfway to his crotch for a scratch that would have been a disaster. He knew that voice. He knew it intimately, had been subjected to it at countless family gatherings and holiday dinners. It was Tiffany, Chloe's Maid of Honor and partner in crime since kindergarten.

Tiffany was a force of nature wrapped in designer labels and held together by Botox and sheer force of will—a woman who treated gossip like currency, carbohydrates like a war crime, and personal boundaries like a suggestion for weak people. She was loud, opinionated, perpetually on a diet, and the kind of friend who would help you hide a body but never let you forget you owed her for it.

"Up here!" Tiffany yelled, her heels clacking on the stairs like machine-gun fire, each step a sharp report that got louder and louder. "Don't you dare still be in bed! We have forty minutes, Chloe! Forty minutes!"

Shit. Shit shit shit.

Leo scrambled out of bed, his feet tangling in the sheets, nearly face-planting into the carpet. He caught himself on the nightstand, knocking over a bottle of perfume that thankfully didn't break. He lurched toward the vanity, catching his reflection in the mirror.

The visual was startling even though he'd been looking at it for twenty-four hours now. The satin camisole was riding up, having shifted during sleep, showing an expanse of flat, toned stomach—the kind of abs that came from daily Pilates and a diet that consisted primarily of vegetables and sparkling water. His hair was a disaster, tangled and wild, fanning out around his shoulders. His eyes—Chloe's eyes, green and large and currently puffy from sleep—stared back at him with barely concealed panic.

He yanked the camisole down just as the door flew open without so much as a courtesy knock.

Tiffany stood there, looking like she'd stepped out of a Vogue editorial—perfectly styled blonde hair, full makeup at seven-thirty in the morning, wearing skin-tight jeans that probably required a team of assistants to get into and a blazer that was tailored within an inch of its life. She was holding two venti Starbucks cups, her enormous Chanel bag hanging from the crook of her elbow.

"You look like hell, babe," Tiffany chirped, her voice somehow both sympathetic and accusatory, thrusting one of the cups at Leo with enough force that some of the contents sloshed dangerously close to the rim. "Jesus Christ, look at those puffy eyes. What did you do, cry yourself to sleep thinking about Mark in Vegas? Not on my watch. Absolutely not. Drink this. It's matcha, collagen, adaptogenic mushrooms, and the tears of my enemies. We have an appointment at L'Etoile in forty minutes and you look like you just crawled out of a frat house at dawn."

"L'Etoile?" Leo asked, taking the cup with both hands, the warmth seeping through the cardboard sleeve. His new hands looked delicate around it, the fingers slender and graceful, the nails perfectly manicured. "Is that a club or a torture chamber? Because honestly, at this point it could go either way."

"It's the boutique, you idiot," Tiffany said, rolling her eyes so hard Leo was surprised they didn't fall out of her head. She dropped onto the bed and bounced slightly, the mattress creaking under her weight—or lack thereof, because Tiffany probably weighed ninety pounds soaking wet. "The rehearsal dinner dress? The one you've been agonizing over for three weeks because you think your back looks 'too wide'?"

She made air quotes with her fingers, her expression suggesting this was the stupidest concern anyone had ever voiced.

"Which is hilarious, by the way. Absolutely hilarious. You have the bone structure of a praying mantis. A very expensive, very well-dressed praying mantis, but still. You couldn't look wide if you tried. Now, chug that matcha, strip out of those pajamas, and put on something easy to get out of. We're leaving in ten minutes. Nine if traffic is bad."

"Easy to get out of?" Leo repeated, the phrase sending alarm bells ringing in his head.

"For the fitting, genius. You can't try on dresses in jeans. Well, you can, but then Pierre gets all pissy and I can't deal with Pissy Pierre before noon." Tiffany was already scrolling through her phone, her thumbs moving at inhuman speed across the screen. "Wear that sundress. The yellow one with the buttons down the front. And for God's sake, put on a decent bra. The girls need support or they'll be at your knees by thirty."

Leo looked down at his chest—at the girls, as Tiffany so casually referred to them—and felt a flush of heat that had nothing to do with the temperature.

"Right. Decent bra. Got it."



The drive was a blur of Tiffany's erratic driving and terrifyingly specific "girl talk" that made Leo want to throw himself out of the moving vehicle.

"So," Tiffany said, swerving her white BMW around a cyclist without so much as a glance in her mirrors, the car's engine purring like a very expensive, very dangerous cat. "Did Mark call? I saw his Instagram story. Brad looks absolutely wasted already. I mean, it's not even noon in Vegas and the man is drinking champagne in a pool. I give it twenty-four hours—max—before they're at a strip club. Brad's a bad influence. He's like that friend who brings cocaine to a baby shower."

Leo, clutching the door handle with a manicured death grip, his knuckles white with tension, tried to channel Chloe's particular brand of controlled aggression. "Mark knows the rules. No touching the girls, no private rooms, and if I find even a single speck of glitter on him when he gets home, the wedding is off. I don't care if we lose the deposits."

Tiffany laughed, a sharp, barking sound that was more like a seal than a human. "Please. Oh, please. You'd marry him if he came home covered in stripper sweat and regret. The man is minted, Chloe. His family owns half of Orange County. And let's be real..."

She glanced over at Leo, taking her eyes off the road for what felt like an eternity, her gaze dropping from his face down to his chest, lingering there in a way that made him acutely uncomfortable.

"...you've got the goods to keep him home. Seriously. Those tits are a national treasure. Did you pack the red corset for the honeymoon? The one from Agent Provocateur that pushes your tits up to your chin? The one that makes you look like a Victoria's Secret model?"

Leo felt a blush rise from his neck, hot and prickly, spreading across his cheeks like fire. "I... uh... I packed the black one. The black one seemed more... versatile?"

"Boring," Tiffany sighed, shaking her head with deep disappointment, like Leo had just told her he was voting for the wrong political party. "But classic. I'll give you that. Black is safe. Just make sure you do those kegel exercises I told you about. You know, the ones where you squeeze like you're trying to stop peeing mid-stream? Do those religiously. Mark's a big boy—I've seen him in swim trunks, don't look at me like that—and you need to be able to handle him or he'll get bored."

Leo choked on his matcha, the liquid going down the wrong pipe, burning his throat and making his eyes water. He coughed violently, his chest heaving, the bra suddenly feeling even more constricting.

"Jesus Christ, Tiff!" he sputtered, his voice high and breathless.

"What? I'm being practical. Penis size matters, Chloe. Don't be naive. You want to be able to—"

"Can we not discuss my fiancé's penis at seven-thirty in the morning?" Leo interrupted desperately, his face burning so hot he was sure he was going to spontaneously combust. "Can that be a thing? Can we make that a rule?"

Tiffany shrugged, unbothered. "Fine. But don't come crying to me when you're on your honeymoon and you can't walk. I warned you. I'm a good friend. I provide important information."

Leo stared out the window, watching the suburban landscape blur past, wondering if seventy-two hours was actually survivable or if he was going to have a complete mental breakdown before Chloe came home.



L'Etoile was less a store and more a temple to vanity, a cathedral dedicated to the worship of appearance and the mortification of the wallet.

The exterior was all white marble and gold accents, the kind of place that screamed "if you have to ask the price, you can't afford it." The windows displayed a single dress on a single mannequin, lit like it was a museum piece, like it was art rather than something you'd sweat through at a dinner party.

The interior was even more intimidating. The air smelled of expensive candles—something musky and complex that probably cost sixty dollars for four ounces—and judgment, thick and palpable, like you were being evaluated from the moment you walked through the door.

The floors were polished white marble that clicked under Leo's wedge sandals. The walls were lined with backlit alcoves displaying dresses that looked like they belonged on red carpets or in European palaces. Everything was white, gold, or crystal. There wasn't a single price tag visible anywhere, which Leo knew from experience meant everything cost at least a thousand dollars.

A sales assistant materialized from behind a curtain like an upscale ghost. He was tall, painfully thin, dressed in all black, and had a name tag that read "Pierre" in elegant script. He looked like he judged people for a living, like his primary job function was to make customers feel inadequate until they spent enough money to earn his approval.

"Miss Chloe," Pierre purred, gliding toward them with movements that were too smooth, too practiced, looking Leo up and down with clinical detachment, his eyes cataloging every detail. "We have the emerald backless ready for you. And Tiffany insisted—against my professional recommendation, I might add—that you try the silver slip, though I warned her it is... unforgiving."

He said "unforgiving" the way someone might say "festering wound."

"She loves unforgiving," Tiffany declared, grabbing Leo by the elbow and steering him toward a changing room that was larger than Leo's actual bedroom at home, complete with a velvet chaise lounge, a three-way mirror that looked like it came from Versailles, and lighting that was somehow both flattering and brutally honest. "Get in there. Chop chop. Time is money and money is my second favorite thing after gossip."

Leo was shoved into the room with enough force that he stumbled slightly, catching himself on the back of the chaise. The door clicked shut behind him, leaving him alone with his reflection multiplied by three, surrounded by mirrors that showed him from every possible angle.

"Okay," Leo whispered to the mirrors, to his own reflection—Chloe's reflection, beautiful and terrified. "Just clothes. You've leveled up armor in RPGs a thousand times. This is just... high-stat armor. Legendary gear. It's just a dress. It's just fabric. You can do this."

He reached for the hem of his sundress—the yellow one with the buttons down the front that Tiffany had insisted on—and pulled it over his head with shaking hands.

The visual impact of the triple reflection was disorienting, overwhelming, like sensory overload. He saw his sister's body from every angle—the slope of the back, smooth and unmarked and tapering down to a narrow waist; the curve of said waist, dramatic and sudden like a violin; the way the peach-colored thong cut high over the hips, creating a leg line that went on for days; the fullness of the breasts constrained by a simple nude t-shirt bra that somehow made them look even more prominent.

It was a masterpiece of biology, genetics, and gym memberships that cost more than a car payment.

He felt a strange dissociation, like he was watching someone else, like this was happening to another person and he was just observing from a distance. He knew—intellectually, rationally—that he was a guy. He knew he liked chili dogs and Call of Duty and had never moisturized a day in his life until yesterday.

But looking at the reflection, his brain short-circuited. The wiring crossed. He didn't just see a girl in the mirror; he felt the weight of expectation that came with being one, the pressure to be beautiful, to be perfect, to be worth looking at.

"You decent?" Tiffany's voice came through the curtain, muffled but insistent.

"Uh—" Leo started, crossing his arms over his chest instinctively.

She didn't wait for an answer. She ripped the curtain back with the dramatic flair of someone revealing a murder victim, stepping inside with a handful of hangers draped over her arm, dresses rustling like whispers.

Leo instinctively covered his chest with his hands, a surge of male modesty kicking in even though the bra was technically covering everything, even though this was supposedly normal, even though women did this all the time.

"Oh, stop it," Tiffany scoffed, rolling her eyes so hard it was a miracle they stayed in her head. She stepped fully inside the dressing room, not bothered at all by the small space or the intimacy of the situation. "I've seen you naked since we were five years old. We took baths together. I've seen everything you've got multiple times. And nice wax job, by the way. Very smooth. Very clean. Who did it? It looks professional."

"I... uh... can't remember," Leo stammered, his face burning.

"Well, whoever it was, keep using them. Your bikini line is perfect." Tiffany held up a gown, shaking it slightly so it caught the light. "Now, arms up. Let's see if this one is the winner."

The dress was emerald green silk—not just green, but that specific shade of jewel-tone emerald that cost extra—and it looked less like a garment and more like liquid fabric, essentially a sheet of expensive material held together by hope, friction, and possibly dark magic.

"Arms up," Tiffany commanded again, her tone brooking no argument.

Leo obeyed, raising his arms above his head, his ribs expanding, the bra suddenly feeling even tighter. The dress slid down over his head, cool and slithery like water made solid, like a snake's skin, settling over his shoulders and sliding down his body with a whisper of fabric against skin.

It settled over his hips, instantly clinging to the static of his bare legs, the silk grabbing onto skin with that particular friction that expensive fabric had. The material was so thin he could feel the air conditioning through it, could feel every draft, every change in temperature.

"Turn," Tiffany ordered, spinning her finger in a circle.

Leo turned to face the mirror, and the breath left his lungs.

The back was completely open, plunging down past his shoulder blades, past the curve of his spine, all the way down to the dimples just above his glutes—those two small indentations that he'd never known existed until this moment. The front was a cowl neck that draped dangerously low, showing the inner curves of his breasts, the shadow of his cleavage, enough to be suggestive without being obscene.

"It's loose," Tiffany critiqued, circling him like a shark, poking Leo in the side with a perfectly manicured finger. "You've lost weight, bitch. I hate you. I've been doing juice cleanses for two weeks and I've lost maybe half a pound. How much have you lost?"

"I... I don't know. I haven't weighed myself?" Leo offered weakly, admiring the way the green made his eyes—Chloe's eyes—pop, made them look almost luminescent.

"Breathing is for ugly people," Tiffany snapped, like this was an established fact, like this was written in stone somewhere. She grabbed a handful of fabric at the back, bunching it in her fist, showing how it could be taken in. "Pierre! Get in here! Bring the waist cincher! The sheer one with the boning! The one that makes miracles happen!"

Moments later, Pierre swept back into the room carrying what looked like a torture device from the Victorian era—a waist cincher made of rigid mesh and steel boning, covered in delicate lace that did nothing to soften its fundamental purpose: to compress, to constrain, to reshape.

"Arms up, mademoiselle," Pierre instructed, his accent thick and possibly fake.

Leo raised his arms again, and Pierre wrapped the cincher around his midsection like he was putting armor on a knight, his movements practiced and efficient.

"Suck it in," Tiffany ordered, standing behind him, her hands poised on the hooks. "Breathe out. All the way out. Empty your lungs."

Leo exhaled, pushing all the air out of his lungs until they were empty, until his stomach was as flat as it could possibly be.

Tiffany yanked the hooks closed.

Snap. Snap. Snap.

The air left Leo's lungs completely. His waist was compressed, pulled in until he looked like an hourglass illustration from an anatomy textbook, like one of those corset drawings from the 1890s. The pressure forced his posture to change immediately and dramatically. He couldn't slouch if he wanted to—the boning wouldn't allow it. His spine straightened like someone had inserted a steel rod into his back, his shoulders rolled back, his chest was thrust forward and up, the breasts swelling over the top of the cincher like rising dough, like they were trying to escape.

"Holy..." Leo wheezed, his voice barely functional. "I can't... expand... my diaphragm. I can't breathe. I'm dying. This is how I die."

"Perfect," Tiffany said with deep satisfaction, zipping the dress back up over the cincher with a sound like finality. "Absolutely perfect. That's exactly right."

The transformation was absolute and undeniable.

The cincher changed the entire drape of the dress, the entire physics of how it hung. It hugged the new, artificial curve of his waist—impossibly narrow now, probably twenty-four inches or less—and flared out over his hips in a way that emphasized the hourglass, that screamed femininity, that looked like something from a movie.

Leo looked in the mirror and felt something shift inside him.

The boy was gone. Even the feeling of being a boy was receding, crushed under the pressure of the boning and the sensory overload of the silk against his skin. He found himself posing—not consciously, not deliberately, but instinctively—popping a hip out to accentuate the curve, arching his back to show off the line of his neck and the column of his spine, tilting his head so his hair cascaded over one shoulder.

It wasn't a conscious decision; the body wanted to be looked at, wanted to be admired, and it was moving accordingly.

"Now that," Tiffany said, resting her chin on Leo's shoulder in the mirror, meeting his eyes in the reflection, "is a wife. That's what marriage material looks like. Mark is going to lose his goddamn mind when he sees you in this. He's going to forget his own name."

"It feels..." Leo touched his own stomach, feeling the rigid plastic and steel boning beneath the silk, feeling the way his waist had been transformed into something architectural. "...powerful. Like I'm wearing armor."

"That's the point, honey," Tiffany said, her voice dropping into something almost philosophical. "Men have muscles. They have height and strength and testosterone. We have engineering. We have architecture. We reshape ourselves into weapons." She slapped his butt, hard enough to sting, hard enough to make him gasp. "Now, walk. I need to see the movement. I need to see how it flows."

Leo stepped out of the dressing room into the main boutique floor, his legs shaking slightly.

The heels—nude pumps that Pierre had provided—were easier on the plush carpet than they had been on tile. The cincher held his core tight, rigid, giving him a stability he hadn't had before, a center of gravity that was completely different. He walked toward the main mirror that dominated the back wall, a floor-to-ceiling thing that was at least twelve feet tall, the silk swishing against his legs with every step, the sound like whispering secrets, like promises.

A man was sitting on a white leather sofa near the front windows—some rich husband or boyfriend waiting for his wife or girlfriend, dressed in an expensive suit, scrolling through his phone with the bored expression of someone who'd been waiting too long.

As Leo walked by, moving with that strange, new confidence the cincher provided, the man looked up from his phone.

His eyes didn't just glance; they dragged. They traveled. They started at the ankles, went up the visible leg through the slit in the dress, lingered on the cinched waist like it was a work of art, and landed on the cleavage with the subtlety of a freight train.

Leo felt a jolt of shock, of electricity, of something he couldn't quite name.

As a guy—as Leo—he was invisible. He was background noise. He was furniture. People looked through him, not at him. He could walk through a crowded room and not a single person would notice.

As Chloe? He was the main event. He was the sun. He was gravitational.

He felt a flush of heat that had nothing to do with the temperature of the room, nothing to do with the physical exertion of walking. It was a rush of adrenaline and vanity and power. He caught the man's eye and, without thinking—without conscious decision—gave a small, confident smirk, the kind of expression Chloe wore all the time, the kind that said I know you're looking and I know exactly what you're thinking.

The man actually blushed—this grown man in a three-thousand-dollar suit actually turned red—and looked away, suddenly fascinated by his phone again.

"You see that?" Tiffany whispered, appearing at his elbow like a ghost, her voice low and conspiratorial. "You see the way he looked at you? That's power. That's control. You still got it. You could ruin that man's marriage with a smile."

"Yeah," Leo breathed, staring at his reflection in the enormous mirror—the emerald goddess with the dangerous curves, the impossible waist, the face that could stop traffic. "I guess I do."

He turned slightly, watching the way the dress moved, the way the silk caught the light and created shadows in all the right places. He felt intoxicated, drunk on something that wasn't alcohol, high on a drug that came from within.

"Okay, take it off," Tiffany said, ruining the moment with the efficiency of a drill sergeant. "We have to try the red one. And the silver slip Pierre mentioned. And I want to see if we can get you down to a twenty-three-inch waist with the heavy-duty corset. That would be insane. Like, Instagram-breaking insane."

Leo winced, his ribs already aching from the current level of compression. "Twenty-three inches? Is that even survivable? Don't people's organs need space?"

"Organs are overrated. Beauty is eternal." Tiffany grabbed his hand, pulling him back toward the dressing room. "Come on. We're burning daylight and I have a lunch reservation at noon."

Leo turned back toward the dressing room, forcing himself to move with measured steps even though his instinct was to run, to escape, to get out of this prison of fabric and boning.

He was starting to understand why Chloe was the way she was—high-maintenance, demanding, constantly monitoring her appearance, treating her body like a project that required constant management.

This level of attention, this physical confirmation of your own existence, this constant feedback loop of being looked at and admired and desired... it was a drug. It was addictive. It changed you.

And Leo was just starting to get high on it, just starting to understand the rush.

"Make it tight," Leo said over his shoulder, his voice dropping into that perfect, breathless vocal fry that Chloe used when she wanted something. "I want to knock him dead. I want Mark to forget every other woman he's ever seen."

Tiffany grinned, her expression predatory and delighted. "That's the spirit. That's my girl. Now you're thinking like a bride."


Chapter 7: The Bachelorette Party.

The bass dropped so hard it rattled Leo's fillings—or rather, it rattled Chloe's fillings, which were probably made of some superior, lightweight composite material that Leo couldn't afford on his best day, the kind of dental work that cost more than his entire semester's tuition.

The sound was physical, visceral, a wall of noise that hit him in the chest like a punch, vibrating through his sternum and into his lungs. Every beat felt like it was trying to restart his heart, syncing his pulse to the relentless four-on-the-floor rhythm that shook the floor beneath his feet.

They were at Velvet—not just any club, but the club, the kind of place where the bottle service cost more than a used Honda Civic and came with sparklers and a dedicated Instagram moment, where the floor was sticky with spilled Dom Pérignon and bad decisions made by people who would deny everything in the morning, where the velvet ropes outside were guarded by men the size of refrigerators who decided your worth with a single glance at your outfit and your credit limit.

Leo was currently the center of a screaming, glitter-covered hurricane known as "The Bridal Party"—eight of Chloe's closest friends, all dressed in matching black cocktail dresses that showed varying amounts of leg and cleavage, all wearing different shades of the same red lipstick, all drunk on champagne and the collective power of female friendship.

"Shots! Shots! Shots!" Tiffany chanted, slamming a silver tray of tequila onto the VIP table with enough force to make the glasses jump and rattle against each other, amber liquid sloshing dangerously close to the rims.

There were at least twelve shots on the tray. Maybe fifteen. Leo had lost count after the third round.

Leo, wearing a white satin mini-dress that was technically a shirt—barely covering his ass, the hem hitting mid-thigh, the material so thin and slippery it felt like he was wearing liquid—and a hot pink sash that read FUTURE TROPHY WIFE in obnoxious glitter letters, looked at the shot glass in front of him with the kind of dread usually reserved for medical procedures.

His feet were killing him. The heels—white patent leather stilettos with a five-inch spike—were instruments of torture designed by someone who hated women. His toes were compressed into a point, his calves were cramping, and his lower back was screaming from the unnatural arch the shoes forced his spine into.

The corset built into the dress was worse. It was crushing his ribs, compressing his waist into an hourglass that would have made a Victorian lady jealous, forcing him to take short, shallow breaths because deep breathing was physically impossible.

"Tiff, I'm good," Leo shouted over the thumping house music, his voice barely audible over the chaos, over the screaming girls and the pounding bass and the general cacophony of a Saturday night at midnight in a club that had no concept of reasonable volume. "I'm buzzing already. I'm past buzzing. I'm approaching orbit."

"You're the bride, bitch! You don't get to be 'good' until you're unconscious or in the hospital!" Tiffany yelled back, her eyes wild with alcohol and excitement, shoving the shot glass into Leo's manicured hand with enough force that some of the tequila sloshed over the side and onto his fingers. "Open the throat! Don't think about it! Don't taste it! Just pour it down the hole!"

Around them, the VIP section was a zoo of excess. There were other bachelorette parties, bachelor parties, birthday celebrations, and people who were just there to be seen. Everyone was drinking, dancing, taking photos with their phones held high, their faces illuminated by the glow of their screens.

Leo sighed, the corset digging into his ribs with vindictive precision, making the exhale short and sharp. He looked at the shot glass—a generous pour, easily two ounces, the tequila clear and expensive-looking, probably something that cost thirty dollars a shot.

He threw his head back—his hair whipping dramatically over his shoulder in a cascade of brunette waves—and downed the tequila in one smooth motion.

It hit him differently than it did when he was Leo, when he was himself, when he inhabited his own six-foot frame with its linebacker shoulders and metabolism that could process alcohol like a industrial furnace.

As a 180-pound guy with a stomach full of pizza and beer, tequila was a warm blanket, a pleasant buzz that made video games more fun and lowered his inhibitions just enough to be entertaining at parties.

As a 110-pound girl who hadn't eaten a meaningful carb since the Bush administration—seriously, Chloe's diet was mostly vegetables, protein shakes, and the occasional piece of fruit consumed with visible guilt—tequila was a tactical nuclear strike. It was a missile launched directly at his central nervous system.

The heat bloomed instantly in his stomach, a ball of fire that radiated out in waves, spreading through his bloodstream like wildfire, reaching his fingertips and toes within seconds. His vision swam pleasantly, the edges going soft and fuzzy. The club lights—strobing purples and acidic greens, lasers cutting through artificial smoke—smeared into beautiful, disorienting trails that left afterimages burned into his retinas.

His face felt hot. His scalp tingled. His lips went numb.

"Whooo!" Leo cheered, the sound slipping out of his throat before he could stop it, high-pitched and enthusiastic and exactly like the girls he used to make fun of on Twitch streams when they'd show up in chat and type in all caps. Oh god, he thought, panic mixing with the alcohol in his bloodstream. The programming is taking over. I'm becoming the stereotype. I'm turning into the thing I mocked.

He tried to stand up to dance—the music was infectious, the beat demanding movement—but his center of gravity was a complete mystery, an unsolved physics problem. His hips swung wide, completely out of his control, the movement exaggerated and feminine, knocking into a passing waiter who was carrying a tray of champagne flutes balanced on one hand.

The waiter stumbled, nearly dropping the tray, catching it at the last second with the reflexes of someone who'd done this job for too long.

"Watch it, honey," the waiter sneered, his tone sharp and irritated, then he looked down and saw the cleavage Leo was currently serving on a silver platter—pushed up and out by the built-in corset, creating a valley of soft flesh that was frankly pornographic—and his entire demeanor changed in an instant. The sneer melted into a wink, slow and deliberate. "Or don't. You can bump into me anytime. Seriously. Anytime."

His eyes lingered on Leo's chest long enough to be obvious, to be objectifying, to make Leo acutely aware of how exposed he was.

Leo blinked, the alcohol making him slow, making his thoughts syrupy and delayed. "Thanks, man," he said, forgetting to pitch his voice up into Chloe's usual register, forgetting to monitor his tone. It came out a little too deep, a little too 'bro', with that flat, casual inflection that guys used with each other.

The waiter frowned, his face scrunching up in confusion, the pleasant fantasy of hitting on a hot drunk girl suddenly complicated by cognitive dissonance. "Uh... you're welcome?"

Tiffany swooped in like a hawk, grabbing Leo's arm with both hands, her fingers digging into his bare skin. "Dance floor! Now! Before you blow your cover by talking like a dock worker!"

"I don't sound like a dock worker," Leo protested, but Tiffany was already dragging him toward the chaos.

They were swept into the mass of bodies—a writhing, sweating, grinding collective organism that moved as one to the beat. Leo found himself surrounded by his sister's friends, a phalanx of perfume and hair extensions and false eyelashes, creating a protective circle that was both claustrophobic and strangely comforting.

They danced in a tight formation, grinding against nothing, against each other, against the air itself, arms in the air like they were praising some techno god, hips moving in ways that seemed anatomically improbable.

Leo tried to do his usual dance move—the "cool guy nod-and-shuffle" that involved minimal movement and maximum apathy, the kind of dancing that said "I'm too cool to actually try"—but the body wouldn't allow it, refused to cooperate.

The rhythm hit his nervous system like an electric current, and Chloe's muscle memory took the wheel, pushing Leo aside like a passenger in his own nervous system.

His hips unlocked, the movement happening without conscious thought. He found himself dropping low, bending his knees and lowering his center of gravity, snapping his waist in time with the beat, moving in ways that felt natural and fluid and completely foreign. He flipped his hair back in a move he didn't know he knew, the motion smooth and practiced, the heavy waves whipping across his face sensually, some strands sticking to his lip gloss.

It felt... good. It felt powerful.

Men were watching him. Not just watching—staring. Openly. Hungrily.

He could feel their eyes like physical touches on his bare back, on the exposed curve of his legs, on the swell of his breasts that moved with every bounce and sway. Their gazes were tangible, weighted, carrying intent.

For a guy who had spent his entire life being invisible—being the forgettable nerd in the back of the class, the background character in his own life story, the person who could walk through a crowded room and not a single person would turn their head—the sudden influx of raw, hungry, undiluted attention was intoxicating.

It was a better high than the tequila, more addictive than any drug.

He felt seen. He felt desired. He felt like he mattered in a way that had nothing to do with his accomplishments or his personality and everything to do with the biological lottery he'd temporarily won.

One guy—tall, dark-haired, probably in finance based on his watch—was staring so intensely that Leo met his eyes across the dance floor. The guy smiled, slow and confident, and started to move toward him.

Tiffany intercepted him like a linebacker. "She's taken, honey! Engaged! Off the market! Back the fuck off!"

The guy held up his hands in surrender, backing away, but his eyes never left Leo.

"Jesus Christ, Chloe," Tiffany hissed in Leo's ear, her breath hot and smelling like tequila and mint gum. "You're like a magnet tonight. Every dick in this club is pointing at you like you're magnetic north. Control yourself."

"I'm not doing anything!" Leo protested, which was technically true—he was just existing, just dancing, just breathing.

"Exactly. You're being a woman in public. That's enough."

"Okay, ladies!" the DJ's voice boomed over the speakers, cutting through the music with the authority of a god, the bass dropping out to leave just his amplified voice echoing through the space. "Clear the floor! We have a very special delivery for the Bride-to-Be!"

The crowd screamed—a collective shriek that was primal and excited and terrifying. People scrambled off the main floor, clearing a circle in the center like they were making space for a sacrifice.

Tiffany grabbed Leo's shoulders with both hands and physically shoved him toward the center of the dance floor, pushing him onto a chair that had materialized there like magic—a straight-backed, red velvet chair that looked like it belonged in a strip club or a throne room.

"Oh no," Leo groaned, clutching his sash like it was a life preserver, his brain finally catching up to what was about to happen. "No, no, no. Tiff, I don't want this. I really, really don't want this. This is not happening."

"Yes, yes, yes!" Tiffany shrieked, her face flushed with excitement and alcohol, bouncing on her heels. "It's tradition! It's mandatory! You're the bride! This is your last night of freedom before you're legally bound to one dick for the rest of your life! Enjoy it!"

"I don't want to enjoy it!" Leo tried to stand up, but his friends formed a wall around him, pushing him back down into the chair.

The lights went red—deep, blood-red, casting everything in a hellish glow. The opening riff of "Pour Some Sugar on Me" by Def Leppard blasted at ear-shattering volume, the guitars wailing like sirens.

Out from the smoke machine—which was pumping out enough artificial fog to obscure an entire army—stepped a fireman.

He was huge. Six-foot-four easily, maybe taller, shirtless and oiled up like a rotisserie chicken, every muscle defined and gleaming under the red lights. He was wearing yellow firefighter pants with reflective stripes, boots that looked regulation, and a helmet that he tipped back rakishly. His chest was waxed smooth, his abs looked Photoshopped, and his arms were the size of Leo's thighs.

His name tag—pinned to a strap across his chest—read CHIEF JAX in bold letters.

Leo froze, his entire body locking up like someone had pulled his emergency brake.

His male brain screamed at maximum volume: Threat! Competition! Another male! Avert eyes! Establish that you're not challenging him! Show submission!

But his female body—this traitorous, hormone-soaked body he was trapped in—screamed something entirely different: Target acquired. Threat level: sexual. Approach: recommended. Proceed with maximum enthusiasm.

The "libido slider" Chloe had bragged about wasn't just a setting, wasn't just a metaphor; it was a biological imperative, a screaming demand from his endocrine system.

Leo felt a flush of heat rise up his neck that had nothing to do with embarrassment or the temperature of the club. His heart rate spiked, his pulse hammering in his ears, louder than the music. His breath hitched in his throat, catching on nothing. His pupils dilated.

Between his legs—in the anatomy he still wasn't used to, the absence that his brain kept trying to fill in with phantom sensations—there was a warmth, a tingling, a rush of blood to tissues that were new and sensitive and interested.

Oh no, Leo thought, panic mixing with arousal in a cocktail that was frankly terrifying. Oh no, no, no. This is bad. This is very bad.

Jax locked eyes with Leo across the distance, his gaze intense and predatory.

He strutted forward, the movement smooth and practiced and radiating confidence, each step perfectly timed to the beat. He moved like he owned the space, like he was the only thing that mattered, like everyone else was just scenery.

He stopped inches from Leo's knees, close enough that Leo could feel the heat radiating off his body. He smelled like musk, baby oil, expensive cologne—something woodsy and masculine—and clean sweat.

"Is there a fire here?" Jax growled into a headset mic that made his voice boom through the club speakers, the sound amplified and theatrical. His voice was deep, authoritative, the kind of voice that gave orders and expected them to be followed.

"Uh..." Leo squeaked, his voice coming out high and breathless and pathetic. His legs involuntarily pressed together, the thighs squeezing tight, and the friction of his thighs in the silky nylons he was wearing—sheer, black, held up by a garter belt that Tiffany had insisted on—sent a jolt of electricity straight to his groin, lighting up nerve endings he hadn't known existed seventy-two hours ago.

His face burned. His hands gripped the edges of the chair so hard his knuckles went white.

"Because this lady," Jax continued, pointing a massive finger at Leo, his hand easily twice the size of Leo's, "is smoking hot."

The crowd erupted in screams, whistles, applause. Tiffany was practically hyperventilating, jumping up and down, her phone held high to capture every second.

Jax didn't wait for permission, didn't ask for consent—this was clearly a choreographed routine he'd done a hundred times. He spun Leo's chair around in one smooth motion, turning him to face away from the crowd, giving them a view of his back.

Leo felt large, hot hands grip his shoulders—Chloe's bare, sensitive shoulders that were completely exposed by the backless design of the dress. The touch was shocking, electric. It was firm, calloused from weights or work, and demanding in a way that made Leo's breath catch.

The hands were hot—genuinely hot, like Jax's core temperature was higher than normal—and they covered the entire span of Leo's shoulders, dwarfing them.

Leo's mind was reeling, spinning like a hard drive trying to process too much data at once. I'm a dude. I'm a dude. I'm Leo. This is weird. This is gay. This is... this is...

Jax leaned in, bending down, his stubble grazing the sensitive skin of Leo's neck just behind his ear. He whispered, low enough that the mic didn't catch it, his breath hot against Leo's skin. "Relax, sweetheart. I've got you. Just play along and we'll both look good."

The sensation of the stubble against that particular patch of skin—which Leo had never realized was an erogenous zone until this exact moment—short-circuited his brain completely.

A shiver—violent, undeniable, beyond his control—racked his frame from head to toe. He gasped, the sound embarrassingly loud and breathy, his back arching instinctively into the touch like his spine was a bow being drawn.

Why does that feel good? Why am I arching? Stop arching, you traitorous spine! Stop responding! You're a man! Men don't arch when touched by other men! This is wrong!

But his body wasn't listening to his brain. His body had its own ideas, its own agenda, driven by hormones and nerve endings that didn't care about gender identity or sexual orientation.

Jax took the arch as a green light, as encouragement. He spun the chair back around to face the crowd, the motion smooth and practiced. He grabbed Leo's hands—so small in his, the fingers delicate and soft compared to Jax's rough palms—and placed them flat on his oiled chest, pressing Leo's palms against his pecs.

Leo touched the muscles. They were hard. Rock hard. Warm and solid and moving slightly with Jax's breathing.

His fingers spread automatically, spanning the width of Jax's chest, feeling the contours of the muscle, the slickness of the oil.

I'm touching a man's chest, Leo's brain supplied helpfully. I'm touching a man's chest while wearing a dress and heels. This is my life now. This is what I've become.

"Feel the burn," Jax winked, the expression exaggerated and theatrical, clearly playing to the crowd.

Then he started to grind. Right there. In front of God and everyone and at least fifty camera phones.

He moved his hips in slow, rolling waves, moving between Leo's spread knees—when had his knees spread? He hadn't consciously done that—getting close but not quite touching, the motion hypnotic and practiced.

Leo tried to pull away, tried to lean back in the chair, but the alcohol, the music, the sensory overload, and the sheer physical presence of this man held him pinned like a butterfly to a board.

He looked up at Jax. He saw the confidence, the swagger, the absolute certainty in his own attractiveness. It was everything Leo wasn't, everything he'd never been. Jax was tall where Leo was average, muscular where Leo was soft, confident where Leo was anxious.

And in that moment, sitting in the ruins of his masculinity, wearing a dress that cost more than his life savings, drunk on tequila and attention, Leo felt something inside him snap—a rubber band stretched too far, a dam breaking, a switch flipping.

Screw it.

If he was going to be Chloe, he was going to be the best Chloe. He was going to win this scene. He was going to be the bride everyone remembered.

Leo's eyes darkened, something shifting behind them. A smirk—Chloe's signature, man-eating smirk, the one she wore when she knew she was going to get what she wanted—curled his lips, pulling at the corners of his mouth.

He didn't pull his hands away from Jax's chest. Instead, he dug his nails in, dragging them down slowly, leaving faint red lines in the oil.

Jax looked surprised, his eyebrows rising, his choreographed routine interrupted by genuine reaction. He looked down, and Leo met his gaze with a challenge, with heat, with an intensity that wasn't entirely performance.

"Is that all you got, Chief?" Leo purred, the voice dropping into a sultry, smoky register that vibrated in his chest, that came from somewhere deep and primal. "I thought firefighters knew how to handle the heat. I thought you boys were trained for intense situations."

Jax grinned—a real grin this time, not the performative one for the crowd. His eyes lit up with genuine interest. "Oh, we're just getting started, sweetheart. We haven't even warmed up yet."

He grabbed the back of the chair with both hands and leaned Leo back—tilting the chair on its back legs until Leo was staring at the ceiling strobe lights, until his hair was hanging down toward the floor, until his chest was thrust up and out—and Jax hovered over him, a mountain of muscle and oil and masculine energy.

The position was vulnerable, exposed, and Leo's heart was hammering so hard he thought it might break through his ribs.

"VIP room!" Tiffany screamed from somewhere in the crowd, her voice cutting through the music. "Take him to the VIP! Private show! Private show!"

The other girls took up the chant: "VIP! VIP! VIP!"

Jax looked down at Leo, still holding the chair tilted back, his face upside down from Leo's perspective. "Your friends think you need a private safety inspection, ma'am. A thorough one. What do you say?"

Leo looked past Jax at the crowd—at the sea of faces, all watching, all filming, all screaming encouragement. He looked at Tiffany, who was recording this on her phone, probably already planning to post it to Instagram. He looked back at Jax, who was offering him a hand up, his expression asking a question that had nothing to do with fire safety.

The alcohol whispered that this was just a role, just performance, just a fun story for later.

The body screamed that it wanted to see where this went, wanted to explore these new sensations, wanted to chase this high.

The mind—Leo's actual mind, buried under layers of hormones and alcohol and sensory overload—just wanted to stop thinking, wanted to stop analyzing, wanted to surrender to something.

Leo took Jax's hand, his fingers wrapping around the larger hand, allowing himself to be pulled to his feet.

"Lead the way, Chief," Leo said, standing up on unsteady heels, swaying slightly, his other hand grabbing Jax's arm for balance. "Inspect away. Be thorough. I want a complete evaluation."

As Jax led him by the hand through the parting crowd—people stepping aside like the Red Sea, phones held high, everyone recording, everyone commenting—toward the velvet ropes of the private suites in the back of the club, Leo caught his reflection in a mirrored pillar.

Disheveled hair falling loose from whatever style it had been in. Smudged lipstick—he'd bitten his lip at some point, the color bleeding outside the lines. Eyes bright with a manic, terrifying hunger that he didn't recognize. Cheeks flushed. Chest heaving. Legs unsteady.

He didn't look like a brother pretending to be a sister anymore. He didn't look like an impostor or a fraud or someone playing dress-up.

He looked like a bride on her last night of freedom, determined to make terrible decisions. He looked like a woman who knew exactly what she wanted and was going to take it.

And for the first time in his life—in this life, in any life—Leo didn't know who was driving the car anymore. He didn't know if the person staring back from that mirror was him or Chloe or some third thing that had emerged from the collision of the two.

The door to the VIP suite closed behind them with a heavy thud, shutting out the noise, the crowd, the judgment, the world. It left only the heavy, muffled thud of the bass bleeding through the walls and the sound of Leo's quick, shallow breathing in the sudden, relative quiet.

Here is a scene that bridges the gap between the dance floor and the specific acts you mentioned. It focuses on the internal conflict, the sensory details of the VIP room, and the negotiation of boundaries that sets up the oral and anal scenarios while adhering to safety guidelines regarding explicit descriptions.



The VIP Room

The heavy door clicked shut behind them, sealing off the world with its thud, leaving only the dim amber glow of the VIP suite and the pulsating heartbeat of bass from the club beyond. Leo's back pressed against the cool wooden door, trying to anchor himself in reality as his body betrayed him in waves of heat.

The room was a cocoon of decadence—crushed velvet walls, low-wattage sconces casting shadows that danced on the mirrored ceiling Leo tried not to look at. The leather couch beckoned with its promise of slippery luxury, and an ice bucket sweated silently on the glass table. But all Leo could focus on was Jax—the stripper who had suddenly become a predator, his eyes gleaming in the half-light as he stepped into Leo's personal space.

Jax's scent enveloped him—sandalwood and sweat, with an underlying musk that made Leo’s head spin. The fireman costume was gone, replaced by dangerously focused intent. His bare chest glistened with oil, catching the light like a living statue come to life.

"So," Jax purred, his voice dropping to a bass rumble that vibrated through Leo's chest. He stepped closer, his body heat radiating in waves. "Last night of freedom. Heavy title to wear."

Leo could barely breathe as he pressed harder against the door. The corset dug into his ribs, but it was nothing compared to the inferno raging beneath his skin. Chloe’s hormones were on a rampage, and Leo was along for the wild ride.

Jax leaned in, close enough that Leo could feel his breath on his face. "You were looking at me out there, sweetheart. Like you wanted to eat me alive. Was that just for the cameras?"

Leo swallowed hard, his mouth dry as a desert. "No," he whispered, the word slipping out before he could stop it. The sensation of Jax’s body so close, the smell of him, the way his eyes tracked every move Leo made—it was overwhelming.

Jax smiled, slow and predatory, like a big cat about to pounce. His hand moved to Leo's waist, thumb tracing the curve of the hip bone through the thin satin of the dress. The touch sent an electric shock straight down Leo’s spine, pooling heavily in his stomach.

"Good," Jax murmured, leaning down to kiss the sensitive spot where Leo’s neck met his shoulder. Leo gasped, his head falling back against the door involuntarily. It was like a direct line from his neck to his groin, a wiring diagram he didn't know how to operate but was functioning perfectly on its own.

Jax’s hand moved lower, sliding down the side of Leo’s thigh, his rough fingers catching the hem of the mini-dress and inching it upward. His intent was clear—he was reaching for the center of the heat, the place Chloe’s body was screaming for attention. Panic flared in Leo’s chest—a combination of gay panic and a weird protective instinct that belonged to his sister. The wedding, the fiancé, the “purity” narrative Chloe had been spinning... it all crashed into him like a tidal wave.

Leo caught Jax’s wrist just as his fingers brushed the lace of the garter belt. "Wait," Leo gasped, his voice trembling. "Stop. Not there."

Jax froze, respecting the boundary but not pulling away. He looked into Leo's eyes, questioning yet patient. "Cold feet, bride-to-be? Or just limits?"

"Limits," Leo panted, his chest heaving against the corset. "I can't... I can't do that. The... the actual act. I have to..." He struggled to find words that made sense. "I have to save that. For the wedding. For the husband."

Jax paused, processing this. His gaze traveled over Leo’s flushed face, the dilated pupils, the trembling legs. Then he smirked—a dirty, knowing look.

"Old-fashioned," Jax murmured, bringing his face close enough that his lips brushed Leo's ear. "I respect that. You want to be a good girl for your hubby." He pulled his hand away from Leo’s thigh but didn't step back. Instead, he pressed his body against Leo’s, letting Leo feel the hard ridge of his erection through the fire pants.

"But there are other ways to lose your freedom, Leo," Jax whispered, using the name that had been screamed on stage, though he probably assumed it was a nickname for a girl. "Loophole ways. Ways that don't count."

He grabbed Leo’s hand and guided it down, past the waist, to the bulge in his pants. "You have a mouth, don't you?" Jax asked, his voice rough. Leo’s breath hitched. A mouth. He did. And suddenly, a morbid, alcohol-fueled curiosity spiked in his brain.

As if reading his mind, Jax’s other hand moved around to the back of the dress. He didn't go for the zipper. He went lower, pressing his palm firmly against the curve of Leo’s buttocks, right over the sheer fabric. He squeezed, possessive and firm.

"And," Jax added, his voice dropping to a growl that vibrated right through Leo’s chest, "if we want to keep the front door locked for the groom... the back door is usually open for the bachelor party, isn't it?"

The suggestion hung in the air, thick and heavy. Anal. The realization hit Leo like a freight train. It was perfect—a technicality that preserved the "trophy wife" status while satisfying the absolute inferno raging inside him. It was degrading, intense, and god help him, the moment Jax squeezed his ass, Chloe’s body responded with a shudder of anticipation that nearly buckled his knees.

Leo looked up at Jax, the internal battle effectively over. The male ego had checked out, leaving only the sensory overload of the moment. "Loopholes," Leo whispered, his voice shaking. "I like loopholes."

Jax grinned, stepping back and sitting on the leather couch, spreading his legs wide in invitation. He patted the space between his knees, then pointed to the floor. "Then come here," Jax commanded softly. "Let's see how well you can keep a secret."

Leo’s legs felt like they could give out at any moment as he knelt before Jax, his heart pounding in his chest like a drum. The VIP room was a cocoon of decadence—lush velvet walls, low-wattage sconces casting shadows on the mirrored ceiling that Leo tried not to look at. The thumping bass from the club floor bled through the walls, syncing perfectly with the frantic hammering of his own heartbeat. 

Jax sat back on the plush leather couch, his legs spread wide, the fire pants straining across his muscular thighs. His eyes were heavy-lidded and smoldering as he watched Leo with a smirk that was equal parts invitation and challenge. "Well?" Jax rumbled, his voice vibrating in the small space. "Don't leave a man waiting, sweetheart." 

Leo’s legs felt like jelly. The tequila still swirled in his head, making the room tilt, but the command bypassed his conscious thought and went straight to his motor functions. I can't believe I’m doing this, Leo thought, a frantic voice in the back of his mind. I’m a guy. I’m a guy. I’m a straight guy. But as he lowered himself to the carpet, the movement felt terrifyingly natural. Chloe’s knees hit the floor with a soft thud. The satin dress rode up his thighs, exposing the tops of his stockings and the lace of the garter belt. 

He looked up at Jax. From this angle, the stripper looked like a giant, a monument of muscle and dominance. Jax didn't wait. He reached down, his large hands working the buttons of his pants with practiced ease. The sound of the zipper lowering was the loudest thing in the room, sharper than the music, sharper than Leo’s ragged breathing. 

When he freed himself, the sight made Leo’s breath hitch. Jax was enormous—easily 8 to 9 inches, thick and heavy and undeniably threatening. Leo swallowed hard, his mouth suddenly dry as a desert. He leaned forward, opening his mouth wide, ready to take in this massive cock that promised both pleasure and pain. 

The first touch was a shock to his system—hot, smooth, and demanding. Jax didn't wait for Leo to figure out the logistics; he tangled his fingers into Leo’s long brunette waves and guided him, setting the pace. He pushed forward, filling Leo’s mouth with inch after inch of hard cock until it hit the back of his throat. 

Leo expected to gag. He expected to panic. But Chloe’s body had been here before. Her muscle memory took over, relaxing her throat, softening her tongue, finding a rhythm that Leo had no business knowing. He felt Jax's hand tighten in his hair, the grip firm and controlling the depth. "That's it," he hissed. "Just like that. Take it deep. Good girl." 

The praise hit harder than the alcohol. Good girl. The words should have been insulting. Instead, they made Leo’s hips twitch, a wet heat flooding between his thighs that had nothing to do with what was happening in his mouth. He worked harder, driven by a desperate need to please, to be good, to be the trophy wife practicing her skills. The humiliation was the spice; the degradation was the fuel. 

Jax began to thrust into Leo's mouth, his hips moving with a rhythm that matched the pulsating bass from the club floor. Each time he pushed forward, Leo could feel Jax’s thick cock hitting the back of his throat, forcing him to relax and take it all. Tears streamed down his cheeks as saliva dripped from his chin, but he didn't stop. He wanted more. 

"You're a natural," Jax growled, his voice rough with pleasure. He looked down at Leo, who was panting, disheveled, and wrecked. "But we're not done. Remember the deal? We have to protect the merchandise." 

He stood up, pulling Leo up with him. Leo stumbled, his equilibrium gone, relying on Jax’s strength to stay upright. Jax spun him around effortlessly, pushing him face-forward onto the arm of the leather couch. 

"Bend over," Jax commanded, his voice authoritative and demanding. 

Leo gripped the leather, his knuckles white. He bent at the waist, sticking his ass out, the dress riding up to his waist. He felt the cool air on his exposed skin—the thong he was wearing offered zero coverage. 

He heard the sound of a wrapper tearing. Then the slick sound of lubrication being applied. "This is the real loophole," Jax whispered, leaning over Leo’s back, his chest pressing Leo down, pinning him to the couch. "This doesn't count. This is just for fun." 

Leo felt a finger press against him—testing, stretching. He tensed, a sharp intake of breath hissing through his teeth. "Relax," Jax murmured into his ear, biting the lobe. "Let me in. You want this. I can feel how much you want this." 

He was right. Beneath the fear, beneath the "straight guy" panic, there was a yawning, aching emptiness inside him that was screaming to be filled. The pressure was intense, bordering on pain, but it was a good pain. A fullness. 

When Jax pushed inside, it was a shock that made Leo cry out—a high, feminine sound that he couldn't suppress. He felt stretched wide, invaded, completely and utterly possessed. "Jesus," Leo sobbed, burying his face in the leather cushion. 

"Take it," Jax grunted, his hips snapping forward, establishing a rhythm. "Take every inch." 

The friction was overwhelming. With every thrust, Leo felt pushed further into the couch, further into the headspace of pure, mindless sensation. The fullness inside him pressed against sensitive nerves—the prostate, or whatever the female equivalent was—sending sparks of white-hot pleasure shooting through his nervous system. 

It wasn't just physical. It was the psychological weight of it. He was a man, being taken like a woman, used for a loophole, filled up and owned in the back of a club while his sister’s friends partied outside. 

"You like that?" Jax slapped his ass, the sound sharp and stinging. "Tell me you like it." 

"I like it!" Leo screamed into the cushion, the truth tearing out of him. "I like it, I like it, please!" 

The pleasure built rapidly, a tidal wave he couldn't stop. He wasn't touching himself—he didn’t need to. The sheer intensity of the penetration, the friction, the feeling of being completely full, was pushing him toward the edge. 

Jax sensed it. He picked up the pace, his thrusts becoming harder, faster, deeper. He was pounding into Leo now, no longer gentle, no longer asking. "Come on," Jax growled. "Come for me." 

The climax hit Leo like a lightning strike. His entire body bowed, his toes curling, his vision going white. He screamed, his voice raw, as waves of pleasure convulsed through him, milking Jax, his body tightening around the intrusion in spasm after spasm of pure, blinding ecstasy. 

He collapsed onto the couch, trembling, gasping, utterly undone. He lay there, pinned beneath the weight of the stripper, sweat cooling on his skin, his mind completely blank save for one terrifying, exhilarating thought: I am never going to be the same. 


Chapter 8: The Turning Point.

The first thing Leo noticed was the smell.

It was a thick, musky cocktail—heavy and cloying and impossible to ignore—of stale champagne that had been spilled on expensive fabric and left to dry, men's cologne that cost two hundred dollars an ounce and smelled like cedar and leather and testosterone, and the distinct, coppery tang of sweat that came from exertion, from bodies pressed together, from activities that raised heart rates and body temperatures.

There was something else underneath it all—something unmistakably intimate, unmistakably sexual, that made Leo's stomach clench with a mixture of dread and mortification.

The second thing he noticed was that his head wasn't just hurting; it was being systematically disassembled by a demolition crew armed with jackhammers and explosives.

Every heartbeat sent a spike of pain through his temples. The morning light filtering through the hotel curtains—thin, cheap curtains that did nothing to block the Vegas sun—felt like knives stabbing directly into his retinas. His mouth tasted like he'd been licking ashtrays and regret.

Leo groaned, the sound vibrating in a throat that felt like it had been scrubbed with steel wool and sandpaper, raw and abused and desperately dry.

He tried to roll over, tried to move away from the assault of the light, but his body—Chloe's body, this treacherous borrowed flesh—felt heavy, unresponsive, weighted down like someone had replaced his bones with lead.

And strangely, painfully sore in places he didn't know could get sore, in muscles he hadn't known existed until they started screaming their protest.

His inner thighs ached with a deep, bone-deep soreness, the kind that came from being stretched and held in positions they weren't used to. His lower back felt like it had been bent backward and snapped in half, vertebrae compressed and protesting. His hips—his actual hip joints—throbbed with a dull ache.

Between his legs, there was a tenderness, a sensitivity, a feeling of having been used that made him want to curl up and die.

"Ugh... truck... hit me..." he mumbled, his voice a cracked, dry croak that barely sounded human. "Multiple trucks. A convoy. A whole fleet of trucks."

"More like a freight train, babe," a deep, raspy voice chuckled from the pillow next to him, amused and satisfied and entirely too close. "A fast-moving freight train with no brakes."

Leo's eyes flew open—or, they tried to fly open. One was glued shut by a false eyelash that had gone rogue during the night, the adhesive dried and crusted, pulling at his eyelid. He pried it open with a trembling hand, his fingers clumsy and shaking, and stared at the ceiling for a moment, trying to get his bearings, trying to remember where he was.

Hotel room. Vegas. The bachelorette party.

Oh god. Oh god.

He turned his head—slowly, carefully, because sudden movements made the room spin—and stared at the source of the voice.

Jax, the fireman-stripper from the club, was lying next to him in the king-sized bed.

He wasn't wearing the tear-away pants anymore. He wasn't wearing the boots or the helmet or the reflective straps.

He wasn't wearing anything.

He was sprawled out on the hotel sheets—expensive sheets, high thread count, now rumpled and stained—like a Greek god recovering from a marathon, one muscular arm thrown behind his head, his bicep flexed even in repose, his chest rising and falling with slow, satisfied breaths.

A satisfied, lazy grin was plastered across his face—the kind of grin that spoke of conquest, of a job well done, of masculine pride in physical performance.

"Morning, sunshine," Jax said, his voice rough with sleep and something else, something smug. He winked, the gesture slow and deliberate. "You sleep okay? You were out cold. Passed out right after round three."

Round three?

There was a round three?

"You were... incredible," Jax continued, stretching like a cat, his muscles rippling under tanned skin. "I've had wild nights, Chloe, but that? That was Olympic level. That was world-class. You're flexible. Really flexible. Where did you learn that thing with your—"

"Stop," Leo croaked, holding up a hand. "Don't. Don't finish that sentence. Don't describe anything."

Jax laughed, the sound deep and rumbling in his chest. "Why not? You weren't shy about it last night. You were very... vocal. Very specific about what you wanted."

Leo stared at him, his brain trying desperately to reboot, to process, to make sense of the situation.

The memories of the previous night were coming back in stroboscopic bursts—fragmented, chaotic, like a corrupted video file.

The VIP room with its velvet couches and dim purple lighting. The tequila bottle—expensive, top-shelf, that they'd drunk straight from the bottle because glasses were for people with inhibitions. The lap dance that had started as performance and turned into something else, something mutual, something that crossed lines Leo hadn't even known existed.

The way his own hands—Chloe's hands, delicate and manicured—had grabbed Jax's hair, pulling him closer, directing him. The sensation of lips on his neck, his collarbone, lower. The sound of his own voice—high and breathy and desperate—moaning things that Leo would never, ever repeat, saying words he didn't know he knew.

The feeling of being wanted, being desired, being the center of someone's attention in a way that was purely physical and overwhelming.

And then... and then things got blurry. Clothes being removed. Hands everywhere. The feeling of being lifted, of being positioned, of surrendering control to sensations that were too intense to fight.

Oh god. Oh god, what did I do?

Leo sat up violently, the movement sending a wave of nausea through his stomach and a spike of pain through his skull. The sheet fell to his waist, pooling around his hips.

He looked down at himself.

He was wearing nothing but the diamond engagement ring Mark had given Chloe—three carats, platinum band, sitting on his left ring finger like an accusation, like evidence of betrayal.

His breasts—heavy and pale and unfamiliar in the harsh morning light—were exposed, and they were covered in faint red marks. Stubble burn. Love bites. Evidence.

His stomach—flat and toned—had a smear of something dried and flaky that he didn't want to identify.

"Oh my god," Leo whispered, clutching the sheet to his chest with both hands, suddenly, desperately modest. "Oh my god, oh my god, oh my god."

The panic wasn't just moral—though there was plenty of that, a tidal wave of guilt and shame and what have I done. The panic was existential, ontological, striking at the very core of who he was.

He hadn't just cheated on Mark, his sister's fiancé, a man he barely knew but who didn't deserve this.

He had cheated on his own gender. He had betrayed his own identity. He had let this body—this female body with its different hormones and different wiring—take control, and he had participated, had enjoyed, had actively sought out more.

"Don't be shy now," Jax laughed, sitting up and reaching for a glass of water on the nightstand, completely unbothered by his nudity. His muscles rippled as he moved, his abs flexing, his back muscles creating valleys and peaks of definition. "After what you did with that ice cube? We're way past shy. We're in 'I've seen your soul' territory."

"Ice cube?" Leo repeated weakly, his voice barely audible. "What ice cube? What did I—no. No, don't tell me. I don't want to know."

"You really don't remember?" Jax looked genuinely surprised, his eyebrows rising. "Damn. That tequila hit you harder than I thought. You were very... creative. Very experimental. You said you wanted to try things you'd never done before."

Because I've never been a woman before, you idiot, Leo thought desperately. Because every single thing was new.

Leo scrambled backward, nearly falling off the bed, his legs tangling in the sheets. "I... I have to go. I have a... a thing. A church thing. A very important church thing. Confession. Lots and lots of confession. Like, an entire rosary's worth."

"Relax," Jax said, taking a sip of water and offering the glass to Leo, his expression shifting to something that might have been concern or might have been condescension. "You're tense. Way too tense for a Sunday morning. You want a massage? I'm pretty good with my hands. My rates are usually a hundred an hour, but for you? Pro bono. Free of charge. Consider it a thank-you for last night."

Leo looked at the water. His throat was a desert, a wasteland, the Sahara. His tongue felt like leather. He needed hydration or he was going to die right here in this hotel room.

He took the glass with shaking hands—his hands trembling so badly the water sloshed over the rim and onto his bare thigh, cold and shocking—and downed it in one desperate gulp, barely pausing to breathe.

"Where are my clothes?" Leo demanded, setting the empty glass down with a clack, his voice finding a shred of Chloe's authority, that imperious tone she used when dealing with incompetent service staff. "I need my clothes. Now."

"Everywhere," Jax said with a laugh, gesturing around the room with a sweep of his arm. "We got a little... enthusiastic. A little destructive. You weren't worried about the clothes at the time."

Leo looked around the suite—really looked at it for the first time—and felt his stomach drop.

The room was a disaster zone, a crime scene, a testament to debauchery.

The white satin mini-dress—the one that had cost four hundred dollars—was draped over the lampshade like a flag of surrender, the fabric probably burned by the heat of the bulb. One stiletto heel was on the TV stand, next to the remote and a half-empty bottle of champagne. The other heel was face-down in the ice bucket, submerged in melted water.

The hot pink FUTURE TROPHY WIFE sash was torn in half, the two pieces on opposite sides of the room.

His bra—the expensive push-up one with the lace—was hanging from the ceiling fan, slowly rotating.

The corset... the corset was nowhere to be seen. Completely missing. Possibly in another dimension.

There were condom wrappers on the nightstand. Multiple wrappers. Three wrappers.

Oh god.

"We used protection," Jax said, following Leo's horrified gaze. "Don't worry. I'm a professional. Safety first."

"A professional?" Leo's voice cracked. "You're a professional at this?"

"I mean, yeah? I'm an exotic dancer. This happens sometimes. Clients get carried away. You're not the first bride who wanted to make memories before the big day." Jax shrugged, completely casual about what was, to Leo, the most catastrophic event of his life. "You're definitely in the top five, though. Maybe top three."

Leo wrapped the sheet around himself like a toga—bunching the fabric, tucking it, creating coverage—and stumbled out of bed on unsteady legs.

His legs felt like jelly, like his bones had been replaced with rubber. The muscles in his thighs were screaming. His ankles wobbled.

The "libido slider" that Chloe had bragged about might have been fun last night—exhilarating, overwhelming, addictive—but the "morning after" debuff was brutal and unforgiving.

He felt used. He felt fragile. He felt hollow and wrung out and thoroughly fucked—literally and figuratively.

And confusingly, underneath all the guilt and shame and panic, there was a small, traitorous part of him that felt... satisfied. Physically satisfied in a way he'd never experienced as a man, a deep, whole-body satisfaction that was unsettling in its completeness.

He grabbed the dress from the lampshade, yanking it down. The fabric was warm from the bulb and smelled like tequila, sweat, cheap hotel air freshener, and bad decisions distilled into textile form.

"You leaving?" Jax asked, sounding genuinely disappointed, like he'd been hoping for breakfast and more. "I thought we could order room service. Maybe watch a movie. Round four? I've got the room until checkout at eleven."

"No round four," Leo snapped, struggling to pull the dress up over his hips without dropping the sheet, trying to maintain some modesty even though it was far too late for that. "Round one was a mistake. A huge, catastrophic, life-destroying, identity-crisis-inducing mistake. Rounds two and three were... were just compounding the error. Making it worse. Digging the hole deeper."

"Hey," Jax said, his voice hardening slightly, losing the playful tone, an edge of defensiveness creeping in. "Don't be like that. Don't do the whole 'regret' thing. You enjoyed it. I was there. I felt you, Chloe. You weren't faking those sounds. Those were real."

Leo froze, his hands stilling on the zipper of the dress.

That was the problem. That was the core of the horror.

He hadn't faked it. He hadn't performed or pretended or gone through the motions.

The body had taken over completely. The nerves, the hormones, the wiring—all of it had responded to Jax with enthusiasm and hunger. The female body knew exactly what it wanted and how to get it, and Leo had just been a passenger in a vehicle that knew exactly how to drive itself off a cliff at maximum speed.

"I have to go," Leo muttered, finally getting the zipper up, shoving his feet into the cold, wet shoes that squelched unpleasantly, water from the ice bucket soaking through to his toes.

He grabbed Chloe's purse from the floor—expensive leather, probably designer, now scuffed and dirty. He needed her phone. He needed to call her, to scream at her, to demand answers for making him this way, for leaving him with these instincts, for abandoning him in this body with its traitorous responses and overwhelming needs.

Buzz. Buzz. Buzz.

The sound was insistent, aggressive, coming from somewhere in the room.

Buzz. Buzz. Buzz.

The phone was under a pile of pillows on the floor, half-buried, vibrating so hard it was dancing across the carpet like it was possessed.

Leo snatched it up, the screen lighting up in his hand.

47 Missed Calls.

102 New Messages.

His stomach dropped. The blood drained from his face.

"Popular girl," Jax whistled, leaning back against the headboard. "Someone's in demand. Your fiancé checking up on you?"

Leo frowned, scrolling through the notifications with a shaking finger, his eyes scanning the names.

The texts weren't from Mark. They weren't from anyone at the bachelor party.

They were from everyone. His mom. His dad. Tiffany. Chloe's other friends. Cousins he hadn't spoken to in years. Aunts and uncles. His mom's best friend. His dad's brother.

Everyone.

Mom: PICK UP THE PHONE CHLOE!!!! PLEASE!!!! WHERE ARE YOU????

Dad: Where are you?? Call us immediately. This is urgent.

Tiffany: Omg Chloe please tell me Mark wasn't on it. Please tell me he changed flights. Please.

Aunt Karen: Praying for you honey. Call your mother.

"What..." Leo whispered, the phone trembling in his hand. A cold dread—sharper and more sobering than any hangover cure, cutting through the fog of alcohol and post-coital haze—washed over him like ice water dumped on his head.

The hair on his arms stood up. His scalp prickled. His heart started hammering in his chest, hard and fast, for entirely different reasons now.

He looked around the room frantically, his eyes searching. The TV. Where was the remote?

He grabbed it from where it had fallen on the floor and hit the power button with a jabbing finger.

The screen flickered to life, the electronics humming. It was already on a news channel—CNN or Fox or one of those 24-hour news networks—the volume low but the banner at the bottom screaming in bright red capital letters that took up a quarter of the screen.

BREAKING NEWS: FLIGHT 702 FROM LOS ANGELES TO LAS VEGAS DISAPPEARS FROM RADAR OVER SIERRA NEVADA MOUNTAINS.

Leo felt the blood drain from his face, felt the warmth leave his body, felt his legs go weak.

The room spun. The walls tilted. The floor seemed to drop out from under him.

"Flight 702..." he whispered, the words barely audible, barely breath.

Jax sat up, the lazy satisfaction draining from his face, sensing the sudden shift in the air, the way the temperature in the room seemed to plummet. "Whoa. Isn't that... isn't that the bachelor party flight? The Vegas flight? The one your guy was on?"

Leo didn't answer. He couldn't answer. He couldn't speak. He couldn't breathe.

He turned up the volume with numb fingers, his hands moving on autopilot.

"...Air Traffic Control lost contact at approximately 2:00 AM Pacific Time," the news anchor announced, her face grim and professional, her voice carefully modulated to convey gravity without emotion. "The aircraft, a chartered Boeing 737 carrying forty-two passengers—mostly a bachelor party group from Los Angeles—disappeared from radar while crossing the Sierra Nevada mountain range."

The screen cut to a map, showing the flight path, the last known position, the vast wilderness of the mountains.

"Debris has been spotted by a search helicopter in a remote canyon approximately sixty miles northeast of Fresno," the anchor continued. "Search and rescue teams are being deployed, but given the terrain—extremely rugged, heavily forested, at high altitude—and the impact velocity indicated by the debris field... authorities are not optimistic about survivors."

The screen showed aerial footage now—a helicopter camera panning over a mountainside, trees, and a scar of torn earth where something had hit. Pieces of metal glinting in the sun. Smoke rising from the trees.

"The NTSB has been notified and will be conducting a full investigation into the cause of the crash," the anchor said. "Families of the passengers are being notified. We'll continue to bring you updates as this story develops."

Leo dropped the remote. It hit the floor with a plastic crack, the battery cover popping off, batteries rolling across the carpet.

His mouth opened but no sound came out.

"Leo," he breathed finally, the name barely a whisper.

"What?" Jax asked, confused, standing up now, wrapping a towel around his waist hastily. "Your name is Chloe. Did you hit your head or something?"

"No," Leo said, his voice trembling, tears instantly welling up in eyes that weren't his—Chloe's eyes, green and large and now filling with horror and grief. "Leo. My brother. My twin brother. He was... he was with them. He was on Mark's bachelor party trip. He was on that plane."

The reality of it hit him like a second crash, like the plane hitting him directly.

His body. His real body. The lanky, six-foot frame with the scruffy hair and the gaming calluses and the body he'd inhabited for nineteen years.

It was on that plane.

It was in that canyon.

It was in that debris field.

He looked at his hands—Chloe's hands, small and delicate and manicured, the diamond ring catching the light.

The app.

The SwapApp.

He scrambled for the purse, his movements frantic and clumsy, dumping the contents onto the bed in a shower of lipstick, compact mirrors, credit cards, condoms, breath mints, and receipts.

And there—underneath a crumpled twenty-dollar bill—the black, matte phone. The SwapApp device. The thing that had started all of this.

He grabbed it with both hands, his fingers slipping on the smooth surface.

The screen was dark. Dead. No light, no glow, no indication of power.

He pressed the power button with his thumb.

Nothing.

He pressed it again, harder, holding it down for five seconds, ten seconds.

"Come on. Come on, you piece of junk. Work. Please work."

He held it up to the light, tilting it, looking for some sign of life, some flicker, some hope.

The screen flickered for a second—just a second, just long enough to send a spike of desperate hope through his chest—showing a static-filled image of the synchronization bar, the same one they'd seen when they'd first swapped.

Then text appeared. Bold. Red. Final.

STATUS: MASTER DEVICE SIGNAL LOST.

CONNECTION TERMINATED.

PERMANENT LOCK ENGAGED.

BIOMETRIC DATA LOCKED TO CURRENT HOST.

REVERSAL IMPOSSIBLE.

Leo stared at the words, reading them over and over, his brain refusing to process them, refusing to accept what they meant.

Master Device Signal Lost.

That meant the other phone—Leo's phone, the one in his pocket, the one he'd been carrying, the one in the cabin of the plane—was destroyed. Smashed. Burned. Vaporized in the impact.

"No," Leo whimpered, the sound small and broken and pathetic. A sob ripped out of his chest—a high, keen sound that was utterly foreign, utterly feminine, a sound of pure anguish. "No, no, no! Switch back! Undo! Ctrl-Z! Factory reset!"

He tapped the screen frantically, his fingers flying across the surface, pressing buttons, swiping, trying every gesture he could think of.

The words didn't change.

PERMANENT LOCK ENGAGED.

"There has to be a way," Leo gasped, his vision blurring with tears, his chest heaving. "There has to be a customer service number. A help desk. A tech support. A warranty. Something!"

He tried to open the app, but it wouldn't respond. The screen was frozen on that message.

"Chloe?" Jax was standing now, approaching slowly, his hands out like he was approaching a wounded animal. He looked genuinely scared now, his bravado completely gone. "Babe, you're hyperventilating. You need to sit down. You need to breathe. In through your nose, out through your mouth."

"He's gone," Leo choked out, the words dragging themselves out of his throat like broken glass. He fell to his knees on the hotel carpet, the dress bunching up around his thighs, the sheet falling away. "He's gone. My brother is gone. I'm gone. I'm dead. I died in a plane crash."

His hands were shaking so badly he dropped the phone. It hit the carpet with a dull thud.

He looked up at the full-length mirror on the closet door—the same mirror that had reflected his satisfaction and vanity last night, that had shown him a goddess in a dress.

Now it showed a ruin.

Mascara ran down his cheeks in thick black rivers, creating trails through his foundation. His hair was a rat's nest of sex and sleep, tangled and wild and sticking up in every direction. His lipstick was smeared halfway across his face. His eyes were red and swollen.

He looked like a disaster. He looked like someone having a complete breakdown.

But he didn't see Chloe anymore. He didn't see a disguise or a costume or a temporary inconvenience.

He saw the only vessel left. The only body that remained. The only existence available to him.

His body—the real one, the original one, the one that was his—was a smoking crater on a mountain somewhere in California, scattered across a debris field, burned and broken and gone.

And Chloe? The sister who had bullied him into this, who had convinced him to try the app, who had promised it would be fun, who had left him to deal with her life while she partied in Vegas?

She was gone too. Chloe's consciousness had been in his body, wearing his face, living his life.

And now that body was destroyed.

Which meant Chloe was dead.

Which meant he had killed his sister.

"I killed her," Leo whispered, touching his face with trembling fingers, feeling the soft skin, the high cheekbones, the wetness of the tears. "I talked her into it. I agreed to this. And now she's dead. She's dead and I'm... I'm stuck. I'm stuck in her."

The phone in his hand buzzed again—another incoming message, another notification, another reminder that the world was continuing to turn despite the fact that his had just ended.

He looked at the screen through blurred vision.

Mom: They found wreckage. Confirmed it's the plane. Dad is driving to your apartment right now. We need you, Chloe. Please come home. You're all we have left. Our baby boy is gone and we need you. Please.

Leo stared at the message, each word landing like a physical blow.

The weight of it crushed him, pressed down on his chest, made it impossible to breathe.

He wasn't Leo anymore. Leo was dead. Leo's body was in pieces on a mountain.

The world needed a daughter. The parents needed a daughter. Mark needed a fiancée—or a widow, or whatever he was now.

The world needed Chloe.

And Leo—the real Leo, the consciousness, the person—was the only one who could give them that.

He looked up at Jax, his eyes wide and hollow and empty, the tears still streaming down his face.

"I have to go," Leo said, his voice completely dead, emotionless, shock setting in like anesthesia. "My... my fiancé... Mark... he might be dead. He was on the plane. My brother was on the plane. Everyone was on the plane."

Jax stepped back, his hands up, his face pale. "Jesus. I'm... I'm so sorry. I didn't know. I wouldn't have... if I'd known..." He trailed off, clearly not knowing what to say in a situation like this. "Go. Go. I won't say anything. I won't tell anyone about last night. I swear."

Leo stood up slowly, his legs shaking, using the bed for support.

He wiped the mascara from his cheeks with the back of his hand, smearing it further, not caring what he looked like.

He smoothed the dress down over his hips, the motion automatic, muscle memory.

He found the sunglasses in the purse—oversized, expensive, Chloe's favorite pair—and put them on to hide the terror and grief in his eyes, to hide the fact that he was falling apart.

He walked to the door on unsteady legs, each step requiring conscious effort, his body moving on autopilot while his brain screamed static.

He didn't look back at the bed, at the scene of what had been his last night as anything resembling himself.

He didn't look back at Jax, at the man who had unwittingly participated in the funeral for his manhood, for his identity, for everything he used to be.

He opened the door and stepped into the hallway—harsh fluorescent lighting, patterned carpet, the smell of cleaning supplies and other people's lives.

He had to go home. He had to go back to Chloe's apartment. He had to face his parents. He had to go be Chloe.

He had to grieve for himself at his own funeral.

He had to be the daughter they needed, the fiancée Mark would need if he survived, the sister who would mourn the brother that was her.

Because if he didn't—if he couldn't—he was nobody at all.

He was just a ghost wearing stolen skin, trapped in a beautiful prison with no way out.

The door closed behind him with a quiet click, severing him from the last connection to the person he used to be.


Chapter 9: Confirmation.

The Uber ride back to the suburbs was a blur of motion sickness, existential dread, and the creeping realization that hangovers in a female body were a special kind of hell.

Leo sat in the back of a Toyota Camry that smelled like pine air freshener—one of those cheap tree-shaped ones dangling from the rearview mirror—and despair, which apparently had a scent: stale fast food, old upholstery, and the collective misery of a thousand awkward rides.

He was still wearing the white satin mini-dress from the night before, though now it looked less "Vegas Chic" and more "Crime Scene Evidence." The fabric was wrinkled beyond salvation, stained with what looked like champagne near the hem and something else he didn't want to identify near the neckline. There was a run in his stocking—a long, jagged tear that went from his knee all the way up to his hip, exposing a strip of bare leg—a visual metaphor for his life unraveling in real-time.

His makeup was destroyed. His hair felt like a bird's nest. His mouth tasted like he'd been licking ashtrays. Every bump in the road sent a spike of nausea through his stomach and made his head throb like someone was using his skull as a drum.

The driver—a middle-aged guy with thinning hair and a gut that suggested he spent more time in this car than at a gym—had a name tag on the dashboard that read "Stan." He kept making eye contact in the rearview mirror, his eyes darting from the road to Leo's reflection every few seconds, clearly wanting to say something but not quite finding the courage.

Finally, after fifteen minutes of silence broken only by the GPS directions and the soft hum of NPR on the radio, Stan spoke.

"Rough night, sweetheart?" His tone was somewhere between concern and judgment, like he couldn't decide whether to offer sympathy or a lecture.

Leo didn't have the energy to drop his voice into the carefully maintained alto he'd been using, didn't have the bandwidth to perform femininity for a stranger. He just leaned his forehead against the cool glass of the window, watching the world blur past, the diamond engagement ring clicking against the window with every bump.

"You have no idea, Stan," Leo said, his voice flat and dead. "I think I just became an only child. And a widow. Or... I don't know what I am. I don't know anything anymore."

The words hung in the air between them, heavy and uncomfortable.

Stan's eyes went wide in the rearview mirror. "Oh. Oh Jesus. I'm... I'm sorry. I didn't... you want me to turn off the radio?"

"Doesn't matter."

Stan stayed quiet after that, mercifully, and the rest of the ride passed in silence except for the monotone GPS voice giving directions and the occasional sniffle from Leo as tears leaked from his eyes without permission, running down his cheeks and dripping onto the satin dress.

When the car pulled up to the driveway—the familiar suburban street with its cookie-cutter houses and perfectly manicured lawns that had always felt safe and boring—the scene was exactly what Leo had feared, but somehow worse, rendered in high definition clarity that made it impossible to deny.

Two police cruisers were parked at erratic angles in the driveway and on the street, their red and blue lights strobing silently against the early morning gray, casting everything in an alternating wash of color that made the whole scene feel surreal, like a movie set, like this couldn't possibly be real life.

Leo's stomach turned over—not just turned over, but twisted, a physical contraction that had nothing to do with the hangover. It was a cramping sensation low in his gut, sharp and sudden, that made him double over in the back seat, gasping.

Is this grief? Leo thought, clutching his midsection with both hands, feeling the soft flesh there, the absence of muscle. Or is this the tequila and the fact that I haven't eaten a meaningful carb in 48 hours? Or is this what period cramps feel like? Oh god, can I get periods now? Is that something I have to worry about?

"You okay back there?" Stan asked, his voice genuinely concerned now, half-turned in his seat.

"Fine," Leo lied, straightening up with effort. "Just... fine. What do I owe you?"

"The app handles it automatically. You... you take care of yourself, okay?"

Leo nodded, unable to speak, and fumbled with the door handle—why were car doors so complicated?—finally managing to push it open.

He stepped out onto the driveway, his heels clicking against the concrete, and immediately regretted it as the morning air hit him like a slap.

The air was cold—properly cold, early morning cold, the kind that California only got in winter. It bit through the thin satin of the dress instantly, pricking the sensitive skin of his arms and legs, raising goosebumps everywhere. His nipples hardened immediately, going from soft to painfully erect in seconds, straining against the thin fabric of the dress—a biological reaction that felt wildly inappropriate given the circumstances, given the police cars and the flashing lights and the fact that his family was inside grieving.

Stop it, he told his chest, looking down at the obvious peaks pressing against the white satin. Read the room. Have some respect.

But biology didn't care about context. Biology just did what biology did.

He closed the Uber door and wobbled up the driveway on unsteady legs, his ankles threatening to give out with every step. One heel was loose, the connection between the spike and the sole compromised, threatening to snap completely with every impact against the concrete, making each step an adventure in balance and terror.

He didn't look like a grieving sister coming home to tragic news. He looked like the survivor of a frat party apocalypse, like someone doing the walk of shame on the worst possible day.

The front door opened before he could reach it, before he could prepare himself, before he could put on whatever face he was supposed to wear.

"Chloe!"

It was his mother.

Sarah looked like she'd aged ten years since the pot roast dinner three days ago. Her face was gray, drained of color, the skin around her eyes swollen and red from crying. Her hair was uncombed. She was wearing a bathrobe—the pink one she'd had for years—and slippers. She looked small and broken.

She ran down the steps—not with the careful grace she usually demanded of herself, the poise she'd tried to instill in her daughter—but with a desperate, flailing stumbling, her hands reaching out, her face crumpling.

She collided with Leo at the bottom of the steps with the force of genuine maternal grief.

Leo's instinct—hardwired from nineteen years of being the son, the brother, the male protector—was to catch her, to brace himself and take her weight like he always did when she got emotional or dramatic or needed physical support.

He spread his feet, locked his knees, prepared to take the impact.

But he forgot who he was. He forgot what body he was wearing.

He didn't have Leo's center of gravity, built low and stable with wide shoulders and solid legs. He didn't have Leo's quadriceps, the thick muscles that came from years of casual athletics and being generally male.

He had Chloe's bird-bones and high heels and a weight distribution that was completely different, top-heavy and precarious.

They both nearly went down in a tangle of limbs and grief.

Leo stumbled backward, his ankle rolling dangerously in the loose heel, pain shooting up his leg, his arms flailing to wrap around his mother's shaking frame without falling completely. He caught himself at the last second, his free hand grabbing the railing, his core—such as it was—engaging to keep them both upright.

"Mom," Leo gasped, his voice cracking into a high, hysterical sob that came from somewhere deep in his chest, that he didn't authorize, that just happened because apparently this body's emotional regulation was set to "maximum sensitivity." "Mom, what's happening? Tell me what's happening."

"It's Leo," Sarah wailed, burying her face in Leo's chest—in his cleavage, actually, her tears soaking into the satin, oblivious to the scent that still clung to the skin there, the unmistakable musk of Jax's cologne mixed with sweat and sex. "And Mark. The plane... oh god, Chloe, the plane went down. They're saying... they're saying..."

She couldn't finish. She just sobbed into Leo's chest, her whole body shaking, her hands clutching at the dress.

Leo stood there, holding his mother, his own mother who was crying into the breasts he'd acquired seventy-two hours ago, staring over her shoulder at the scene beyond.

The police officer was standing in the doorway—a burly man in his fifties with a mustache that looked like a push broom, his uniform crisp and official. He was holding his hat in his hands, the classic bearer-of-bad-news posture.

He looked at Leo—really looked at him, his eyes taking in the disheveled hair that screamed "rough night," the smeared mascara that created dark shadows under his eyes, the dress that was obviously the same one from last night, and—worst of all—the hickey beginning to bloom on his neck like a violet bruise, visible above the neckline, unmistakable in its origin.

The officer's expression shifted from professional sympathy to barely concealed judgment, then to discomfort. He looked away quickly, studying the doorframe with sudden intense interest.

"Mrs. Miller," the officer said, his voice carefully neutral, professionally grave. "We need you to come inside. There's... there's information we need to share with the family."

Leo guided his mother into the house, his arm around her shoulders, feeling the difference in their heights now—he was taller in the heels, but felt smaller, felt fragile in a way he never had before.

The hallway felt smaller than he remembered, the walls closer together. The photos on the wall seemed to mock him with their frozen moments of happiness.

There was one of him—Leo, the real Leo, the original Leo—at high school graduation, looking awkward in the cap and gown, his smile genuine and goofy, holding up his diploma like a trophy. He looked happy. He looked alive.

That guy is dead, the voice in his head whispered with cruel certainty. That guy is scattered across a mountainside. And you're here, wearing his sister's panties and his sister's body and his sister's life.

They entered the living room, and Leo felt like he was walking into a funeral that hadn't been officially declared yet.

David was there, sitting on the couch with his head in his hands, his shoulders slumped, looking smaller than Leo had ever seen him. The TV was on but muted, showing news coverage of the crash—aerial footage of the mountains, the wreckage, talking heads discussing the tragedy.

David looked up when they entered, his eyes red-rimmed and hollow, like someone had scooped out everything vital and left just a shell.

"Chloe," he croaked, his voice rough from crying or not speaking or both. He stood up slowly, like his body was fighting him, like gravity had gotten heavier.

He crossed the room and hugged Leo without preamble, pulling him into his chest with the kind of desperate strength that came from needing to hold onto something solid in a world that had suddenly become chaos.

David was a big man—six-foot-two, broad-shouldered, the kind of dad who could still lift heavy furniture and intimidate teenage boyfriends. His hugs had always felt like safety, like protection, like being wrapped in something unbreakable.

Now, crushed against his father's chest, Leo realized just how small Chloe really was, how delicate this body was in comparison. He felt his ribs compressing, felt like if David squeezed too hard, these expensive, carefully maintained, Pilates-sculpted ribs would just snap like breadsticks.

He couldn't breathe. His face was pressed into his father's shirt—he could smell the laundry detergent, the familiar scent of home—and he couldn't get air into his lungs.

"Dad," he wheezed, tapping his father's arm. "Can't... breathe..."

David released him immediately, his hands moving to Leo's shoulders, holding him at arm's length to look at him.

"I'm sorry, sweetheart. I'm sorry. I just... I needed to..." He trailed off, his eyes scanning Leo's face, seeing the devastation there, the smeared makeup, the exhaustion. "You look terrible. Where were you? We've been calling for hours."

"I... I was at the hotel. I didn't hear the phone. I'm sorry." The lies came easily now, automatic. "I'm so sorry."

"Did they find them?" Leo asked, his voice shaking, trying to sound strong but failing completely. He tried to channel Chloe's usual confidence, her take-charge attitude, but it was impossible. "Did they find survivors? Please tell me they found survivors."

The "emotional receptiveness" slider that Chloe had cranked up to maximum was working overtime, betraying him completely. Tears were leaking out of his eyes without permission, streaming down his cheeks in a constant flow that he couldn't stop even if he wanted to. It was a deluge, a flood, his vision blurring. He felt hysterical, a rising tide of panic and sorrow that was chemically enhanced by estrogen and progesterone and whatever other hormones were flooding his system.

The officer stepped forward, his expression carefully neutral, his movements deliberate and slow. "Why don't we all sit down?"

They sat—Leo between his parents on the couch, the officer in the armchair across from them, his notebook open on his knee.

"The wreckage was located approximately two hours ago in a ravine in the Sierra Nevada mountains," the officer said gently, his voice the practiced calm of someone who delivered terrible news for a living. "Flight 702, chartered by Mr. Mark Davidson for a bachelor party excursion to Las Vegas. The aircraft appears to have suffered a catastrophic mechanical failure. The transponder went dead at 2:00 AM Pacific Time, and the plane went off radar shortly after."

2:00 AM.

Leo felt a chill go up his spine—a literal, physical sensation, like ice water being poured down his back.

2:00 AM was exactly when he had been in the VIP room with Jax, exactly when he'd been... exactly when he'd been doing things he couldn't think about right now.

While he was busy exploring the limits of his new female biology, while he was drunk and aroused and surrendering to sensations he'd never experienced before, his old body was screaming into the side of a mountain at five hundred miles per hour.

While he was climaxing—and he had, multiple times, with an intensity that had shocked him—his actual body was being ripped apart by impact forces and fire.

The synchronicity of it made him want to vomit.

"Survivors?" Leo whispered, clutching the hem of the mini-dress with white-knuckled hands, trying to pull it down over his thighs, suddenly acutely aware of how exposed he was, how inappropriate this outfit was for this moment. "Please. Are there survivors?"

"We have reports of... scattered survivors," the officer said carefully, choosing his words with obvious care, consulting his notebook. "The plane broke apart on impact. Some sections of the fuselage remained relatively intact. Search and rescue helicopters are deploying teams now, but the terrain is extremely rough—heavily forested, steep slopes, limited access. We haven't identified anyone yet. It's going to take time."

"Scattered," David repeated, his voice breaking on the word, turning it into something between a question and a plea. "My boy. My son. You're telling me my boy is..."

"And Mark," Sarah added, her voice high and thin, clutching Leo's hand so hard it hurt, her fingers digging into his palm. "Oh, Chloe. Your wedding. Your whole life. Everything you planned. It's all..."

Leo stared at the engagement ring on his finger—Chloe's finger, his finger, whatever. The rock was enormous, ostentatious, easily three carats of perfectly cut diamond that caught the light and threw it back in rainbow fractals. It sparkled with an indifference that made him want to rip it off and throw it across the room.

"I don't care about the wedding," Leo said, and for once—maybe for the first time since this whole nightmare started—he wasn't acting, wasn't performing, wasn't trying to sound like Chloe. The words came from somewhere genuine, somewhere raw. "I don't care about the dress or the flowers or the venue or any of it. I just want... I just want my brother back. I want Leo back."

Saying his own name in the third person felt like an out-of-body experience, like attending his own funeral, like being a ghost haunting his own life.

He started to cry in earnest then—not the delicate, feminine tears that Chloe probably cried at romantic movies, but great, heaving sobs that shook his entire frame, that came from his diaphragm, that made his shoulders shake and his breath hitch.

It wasn't just sadness; it was terror. It was the realization—concrete and undeniable—that the SwapApp phone in his purse was a brick, that the "Master Device" in his pocket on that plane was gone, that there was no undo button, no reset, no way back.

He was locked in. Permanently. Biologically. Neurologically.

He was the last Chloe left. The only Chloe that would ever exist now.

"I need a minute," Leo gasped, pulling his hand away from his mother's grip, standing up abruptly, swaying on his heels. "I'm gonna be sick. I need... bathroom. Now."

He bolted for the downstairs bathroom—the small one near the kitchen that he'd used a thousand times growing up—moving faster than was safe in heels, not caring if he fell, almost hoping he would fall and this would all turn out to be a dream.

He slammed the door behind him and locked it with shaking hands, the click of the deadbolt sounding final and isolating.

He dropped to his knees in front of the toilet, his dress bunching up around his thighs, expecting to retch, expecting his stomach to purge itself of the poison of the last twelve hours.

But nothing came up except a dry, acidic heave that burned his throat and brought up nothing but bile and spit. His stomach was completely empty. He hadn't eaten since... when? Yesterday morning? The day before?

He dragged himself up to the sink, his legs shaking, using the counter for support. He gripped the porcelain with both hands, his knuckles white, and forced himself to look in the mirror.

The face looking back was beautiful, tragic, and terrifying in equal measure.

The mascara had run in thick black streaks down his cheeks, creating dramatic lines that made him look like a goth prom queen or a tragic figure from a Tim Burton movie. His lips were swollen—from crying, or from what he'd done with Jax, or from biting them unconsciously? He couldn't tell. His eyes were bloodshot, the whites threaded with red, the green irises dull with shock.

His hair was a disaster, tangled and wild, with what was definitely a piece of glitter stuck near his temple.

The hickey on his neck was darkening, turning from red to purple, impossible to miss.

He looked like exactly what he was: someone who'd had a wild night and was now facing terrible consequences.

"You killed him," Leo whispered to the reflection, his voice barely audible, shaking. "You killed Leo. You talked him into this. You convinced him it would be fun, that it was harmless, that it was temporary. And now he's dead. He's gone. And you're... you're all that's left."

He reached into the purse with trembling hands—the expensive leather bag that probably cost more than his entire gaming setup—and pulled out the black phone, the SwapApp device that had started this whole nightmare.

He needed to see it again. He needed to be absolutely sure. He needed to know if there was any hope, any possibility, any chance at all.

He pressed the power button with his thumb, holding his breath.

The screen flickered to life, the backlight bright in the dim bathroom.

STATUS: PERMANENT LOCK ENGAGED.

NEURAL PATHWAY FUSED.

BIOMETRIC DATA SYNCHRONIZED.

USER: CHLOE MILLER (ACTIVE)

MASTER DEVICE: DISCONNECTED

REVERSAL: IMPOSSIBLE

"No," Leo whimpered, tapping the glass with a long, pearl-colored fingernail, the sound clicking against the screen. "No, no, no. I am not Chloe. I'm Leo. I'm Leo. I have a high score in Overwatch! I know every cheat code for GTA! I hate salads! I don't know how to use a tampon! I can't be her!"

The phone didn't care about his protests. It pulsed once—a mocking violet light that seemed to laugh at him—and then the battery icon in the corner flashed red.

LOW BATTERY: 3%

Even the universe was giving up on him.

Leo slumped against the door, sliding down until he was sitting on the bathmat, his back against the wood, the dress riding up to show his thighs and the torn stocking.

He looked down at his body—really looked at it, forcing himself to confront the reality.

The white dress, ruined and stained. His legs, splayed out on the bathmat, long and smooth and tan and undeniably, irrevocably female. His hands, small and delicate, the nails perfectly manicured.

He felt the phantom sensation of parts he used to have—a ghost pain, a neural memory of what should be there but wasn't. And simultaneously, the hyper-real sensation of the parts he now had: the heaviness of his breasts, pulling at his chest with every breath; the curve of his waist, compressed by the built-in corset of the dress; the hollow between his legs, the absence of weight and presence, replaced by smooth skin and expensive lace underwear that he hadn't chosen.

Someone knocked on the door—three sharp raps that made him jump.

"Chloe?" It was his dad, his voice muffled through the wood but still clear enough to hear the pain in it. "Sweetheart? The officer needs to ask you some questions. About Mark's itinerary. His travel plans. Who was with him. And... and they need a DNA sample. From you. For... for identification purposes. In case they find..."

He couldn't finish the sentence. His voice broke on the last word, dissolving into a strangled sound that might have been a sob.

"In case they find pieces of Leo," Leo finished in his head, the thought so horrifying it almost made him laugh, the kind of hysterical laugh that preceded a complete breakdown.

In case they find body parts. In case they find fragments. In case they need to match DNA to scattered remains.

In case they need to know which charred, broken pieces used to be a person.

He closed his eyes, squeezing them shut so hard he saw stars. He took a deep breath—deeper than the corset wanted to allow, forcing his lungs to expand against the restriction. He felt his heartbeat slowing down, felt the acute panic receding slightly, replaced by a cold, hard numbness that was almost worse, a protective shutdown of his emotions.

He stood up slowly, his legs still shaky, using the sink for support. He turned on the tap—cold water, as cold as it would go—and splashed it on his face repeatedly, gasping at the shock of it, letting it wash away the tears and the smudged makeup.

He grabbed a hand towel from the rack and scrubbed his face with it, not gently, not carefully, but roughly, almost violently, leaving his skin raw and pink and clean.

He looked at himself in the mirror again. Without the dramatic makeup, without the mask, he looked younger. Vulnerable. Scared.

He fixed his hair as best he could, running his fingers through it, smoothing out the worst of the tangles. He straightened the dress, pulling it down, adjusting the neckline. He looked at the reflection one last time.

The person staring back wasn't Leo anymore. Wasn't the scruffy gamer with questionable hygiene and a love of junk food.

The person staring back was Chloe. Or at least, the only version of Chloe that would ever exist now.

"Game over, Leo," he whispered to his reflection, his voice steady now, the tears stopped. "New game plus. Maximum difficulty. No save points."

He unlocked the door and opened it.

His father was waiting right outside, his large frame filling the doorway, his face etched with worry and grief.

Leo looked up at him—way up, because even in heels he was shorter than his father by several inches—and he saw the grief in the old man's eyes, the devastation, the loss.

And underneath it: a desperate need for his daughter to be okay, to be strong, to be the one who survived, to be something he could hold onto in a world that had just collapsed.

Leo straightened his spine, pulling his shoulders back, the movement automatic now, muscle memory taking over. He put a hand on his hip—a gesture that had felt foreign three days ago but now felt natural, inevitable.

"I'm okay, Dad," Leo said, his voice steady and clear, the vocal fry gone, replaced by a steeliness that sounded exactly like Chloe, exactly like the take-charge woman who planned perfect weddings and controlled every detail of her life. "I'm ready. Let's go find out what happened to our boys. Let's bring them home."

He walked past his father, back toward the living room, the heels clicking on the hardwood floor with a rhythm that sounded like a ticking clock, like a countdown, like a march toward something inevitable.

Clack. Clack. Clack.

Each step a declaration. Each step a surrender.

Leo was dead.

Long live Chloe.


Chapter 10: The Mirror's Curse.

The phone was a brick. A sleek, obsidian, vibrating brick that mocked him with every pathetic pulse of its dying battery.

Leo sat on the cold tile of the master bathroom floor—Chloe's master bathroom, with its heated floors that weren't working right now, its marble countertops, its obscene collection of beauty products—surrounded by a fortress of half-empty bottles and tubes and jars that all claimed to do miraculous things to skin and hair and nails.

He had been staring at the SwapApp screen for an hour. Maybe more. Time had become elastic, meaningless. The message hadn't changed. It stared back at him with the cold indifference of a computer that didn't care about human suffering.

CRITICAL ERROR: MASTER DEVICE SIGNAL LOST.

SAFETY PROTOCOL ENGAGED: NEURAL LOCK PERMANENT.

USER: CHLOE MILLER (ACTIVE) - BIO-SIG: 100% FEMALE.

REVERSAL: IMPOSSIBLE.

CHROMOSOMAL STRUCTURE: XX

HORMONE PROFILE: ESTROGEN DOMINANT

PLEASE SEEK MEDICAL CONSULTATION FOR ONGOING CARE.

"Bio-sig 100%," Leo muttered, his voice a husky, defeated whisper that sounded nothing like the voice he'd been born with, the voice he'd heard in his head for nineteen years. He threw the phone into the wastebasket beside the toilet. It landed with a dull, final thud on top of a pile of makeup wipes stained with yesterday's tragedy—black mascara streaks, foundation smudges, the physical evidence of grief performed for police officers and parents.

"So that's it," he continued, talking to himself because there was no one else, because the bathroom door was locked and the house was full of people but he'd never felt more alone. "I'm just... her. Forever. Permanently female. Chromosomes and all. Jesus Christ."

He stood up slowly, his muscles stiff from sitting on the floor, and his knees popped—not the deep, heavy crack of his old knees, the sound that came from being a guy who sat too much and exercised too little, but a light, sharp snap, almost delicate, feminine even in its joint articulation.

He caught his reflection in the vanity mirror—the massive, three-way mirror with its Hollywood lighting that Chloe had insisted on installing, the mirror that was rapidly becoming his worst enemy, his constant tormentor, his inescapable judge.

This was the Mirror's Curse. It wasn't just that he looked like his sister anymore; it was that he was starting to forget what he used to look like. The neural pathways were rewriting themselves, the memories fading, replaced by this face, this body, this reality.

He tried desperately to summon the image of his old face—the scruffy jaw that he'd shaved maybe twice a week, the slightly crooked nose from when he'd fallen off his bike at twelve, the way his hair never laid flat no matter how much product he used, the acne scars on his forehead, the gap between his front teeth.

But all he saw was the girl in the glass.

The high, sculpted cheekbones that could cut glass. The full, pouty lips that looked like they'd been designed in a lab specifically to ruin men's lives, to make them stupid, to make them hand over credit cards and car keys and marriage proposals. The long, elegant neck that felt so exposed without a collared shirt, so vulnerable. The delicate collarbones that protruded just enough to be sexy. The perfect symmetry of features that his old face had never possessed.

"You win," he whispered to the reflection, his eyes burning with tears he refused to let fall. "You win, Chloe. I hope you're enjoying heaven. Or hell. Knowing you, you're probably running the place by now. Probably reorganizing the afterlife, color-coding the clouds, optimizing the efficiency of angelic choirs."

The reflection stared back, unmoved, perfect, damning.

He turned on the shower with more force than necessary, twisting the knob hard, needing to do something, needing to move, needing to wash off the accumulation of the last twenty-four hours.

He needed to wash off the smell of the police station—that institutional odor of burnt coffee and floor cleaner and fear. The smell of his parents' terror that seemed to have soaked into his skin. And most of all, the lingering, confusing, infuriating scent of Jax's cologne that seemed to have fused with his own vanilla perfume, creating some kind of olfactory record of his shame, his surrender, his bizarre night of exploration.

Stepping into the shower was a logistical nightmare that required more thought than it should have.

As a guy, a shower had been a three-minute tactical operation: soap the pits, soap the crotch, rinse, done. Maybe shampoo if he was feeling fancy. Maybe scrub his face if there was visible dirt. Efficiency was key.

As Chloe? It was a complex, multi-stage terraforming project that required planning and execution and a disturbing number of specialized products.

He stepped under the hot spray, gasping as the water hit his sensitized skin. The "tactile sensitivity slider" that Chloe had cranked to maximum was still very much active, turning every sensation into a full-body experience.

The water didn't just feel wet; it felt like a thousand tiny fingers drumming against his nerves, each droplet a distinct point of contact, each stream a caress that made his skin tingle and his breath catch. It was overwhelming. It was almost painful. It was weirdly, disturbingly pleasurable.

He looked down at his body—he couldn't avoid it, couldn't pretend anymore.

The water cascaded over curves that still felt like foreign objects attached to his torso: the heavy swell of his breasts, moving slightly with his breathing, the weight pulling at his chest; the dramatic dip of his waist, the narrow space between ribs and hips; the flare of his hips, wide and unmistakably feminine, that bumped into the glass door if he wasn't careful about his positioning.

His body was a stranger's body. Except it wasn't. It was his body now. The only body he would ever have again.

He grabbed a pink bottle from the built-in shelf—because of course everything was pink or purple or some other aggressively feminine color. VOLUMIZING SHAMPOO - ADDS BODY AND BOUNCE - SALON QUALITY.

He poured a generous palmful of the thick, pearlescent goop and started scrubbing it into his scalp, working it through the length of his hair.

"Ow, shit!" he hissed, jerking his hands back. His nails—those long, perfectly manicured nails that Chloe maintained religiously—kept scratching his own scalp, digging into the skin, leaving little trails of stinging pain. "How the hell do girls do this? It's like washing your hair with steak knives. Or tiny rakes. Or... fuck."

He tried again, more carefully this time, using the pads of his fingers instead of letting the nails drag. The shampoo smelled like coconut and something floral, filling the shower with a cloud of scent that made him feel like he was bathing in a tropical resort.

He rinsed, watching the suds slide down his body, following the curves, pooling briefly in his navel before continuing their journey south.

Next was conditioner. DEEP MOISTURE TREATMENT - REPAIRS DAMAGE - LEAVES HAIR SILKY SMOOTH. He applied it carefully, working it through the ends of his hair like the bottle instructions demanded, letting it sit while he moved on to the next phase.

Body wash. He scanned the shelf and grabbed a pale purple bottle. EXFOLIATING SUGAR SCRUB - LAVENDER AND VANILLA - REMOVES DEAD SKIN CELLS FOR RADIANT, GLOWING SKIN.

It smelled like a bakery exploded in a flower shop—sweet and floral and overwhelming and distinctly, aggressively feminine.

He squeezed a generous amount into his palm and started rubbing it over his arms, watching the suds coat the smooth, hairless skin—skin that he still wasn't used to, that felt too soft, too delicate, too exposed without the protective layer of body hair he'd had his entire life.

He moved to his chest, carefully avoiding direct contact with his nipples because they were still unreasonably sensitive, then down to his stomach, feeling the slight give of softness there that his old abs had never had, then to his legs.

His legs. Jesus Christ, his legs.

They went on for days—long, lean, toned from Chloe's Pilates classes and whatever other exercise regimen she'd maintained. He ran his hands down them, feeling the gentle curve of muscle, the knobs of his knees, the delicate bones of his ankles.

And then he felt it: stubble.

A slight prickle, barely detectable but definitely there, on his calves and thighs.

"Oh no," Leo groaned, his voice echoing in the shower enclosure, mixing with the sound of running water. "Already? It's been like twenty-four hours! How is there already stubble? Do I have to do this every day? This is bullshit. This is absolutely—"

He grabbed the razor from the shelf, interrupting his own rant.

It was pink. Of course it was pink. Hot pink with silver accents, because God forbid anything in this bathroom be a neutral color. It had five blades and something called a "moisture strip" that was supposed to prevent razor burn. It looked complicated and vaguely dangerous.

He stared at it with the grim determination of a bomb disposal expert facing a particularly tricky device, one wrong move away from disaster.

"Okay, Leo," he coached himself, his voice quiet and serious. "Don't slice the femoral artery. Don't nick the ankle bone. Just... glide. Smooth, even strokes. You've seen Chloe do this. You've watched her sit on the edge of the tub a hundred times growing up. You can do this."

He propped one long leg up on the built-in shower bench—a marble seat that Chloe had specifically requested during the bathroom renovation. The pose was instinctual, automatic, a muscle memory that belonged to Chloe but that his body seemed to know anyway, his hip cocking at the right angle, his weight balanced perfectly.

He applied shaving cream—FOR SENSITIVE SKIN - MOISTURIZING FORMULA - LEAVES SKIN BABY-SOFT—watching it foam up thick and white against his skin.

He started at the ankle, drawing the razor up in slow, careful strokes, following the curve of his calf. The sensation was weirdly satisfying—the gentle scrape of the blades against his skin, the visual of the smooth, hair-free path left behind, the ritual of maintenance that made him feel... cleaner. Sleeker. More polished.

More feminine.

He continued up to his knee, carefully navigating the tricky angles, then up his thigh, all the way to where the leg met his hip, where he absolutely did not think about the other areas that probably also needed attention but that he wasn't ready to deal with yet.

He was just finishing the left ankle, rinsing the last of the shaving cream away, when the bathroom door banged open with a crash that made the walls shake.

"Knock, knock, bitch!"

Leo shrieked—a high, piercing, glass-shattering sound that came from somewhere deep in his chest, that destroyed any remaining shred of masculine dignity he might have clung to—and his feet slipped on the wet tile.

He flailed wildly, his arms windmilling, grabbing for the shower curtain rod, and went down hard in a tangle of limbs and plastic liner and cascading water, landing on his ass with a painful thud that he felt all the way up his spine.

"TIFFANY!" Leo shouted, his voice cracking with indignation and shock, scrambling to cover his very naked, very female, very exposed body with a washcloth that was approximately one-tenth the size needed for the job. "I'm in the shower! Ever heard of boundaries? Privacy? Basic human decency? Knocking like a normal person?!"

Tiffany stood in the doorway, completely unfazed, holding a bottle of Pinot Grigio—expensive-looking, with a fancy label—and two wine glasses that sparkled in the bathroom lighting. She was wearing oversized designer sunglasses despite being indoors, and a black Juicy Couture tracksuit that looked like it cost more than Leo's former car was worth, probably authentic vintage from the early 2000s revival.

"Boundaries are for people who aren't grieving," Tiffany declared with the absolute conviction of someone who'd never been told no in her entire life. She kicked the door shut behind her with one stiletto-heeled foot and walked right up to the glass shower door, peering through the steam with interest. "Nice shave job, by the way. Very thorough. You missed a spot on the back of the knee, though. Left leg. Want me to get it for you?"

"Get OUT!" Leo sputtered, turning his back to her, trying to preserve some modicum of dignity. The movement caused his wet hair to slap against his back—a heavy, wet weight that sent a cascade of water droplets down his spine, creating a sensation that made his entire body shiver involuntarily, his toes curling against the wet tile.

"Oh, relax, drama queen," Tiffany said, completely unbothered, plopping herself down on the closed toilet lid with the casual comfort of someone who'd been in this bathroom a thousand times before. She set the wine glasses on the counter and started opening the bottle with practiced ease. "I've seen it all before. We used to skinny dip in the lake at the cabin, remember? Summer of 2019? You were seventeen and going through that 'my body is a temple' phase where you refused to eat carbs but would do shots of whipped cream vodka? Good times."

"That was—" Leo started, then stopped, because of course Tiffany and Chloe had done that, had that kind of friendship where nakedness was casual, where boundaries were fluid, where they'd probably compared breast sizes and discussed nipple shapes like normal people discussed the weather.

"Besides," Tiffany continued, pouring wine with the focused attention of a chemist measuring volatile chemicals, "I brought medicine. Grief medicine. The good stuff. Seventeen dollars a bottle at Trader Joe's."

"That's wine," Leo said, peeking over his shoulder at her, still trying to cover himself with the inadequate washcloth. "That's literally just wine."

"It's grief juice," Tiffany corrected, her tone suggesting this was an important distinction. "Ethanol-based emotional suppression in liquid form. Drink up, buttercup. We have work to do."

"Work?" Leo asked, his voice rising. "My brother is... is missing. Possibly dead. Probably dead. Almost certainly scattered across a mountainside in pieces. My fiancé—Chloe's fiancé—is missing. The love of her life. And you want me to work? On what?"

Leo turned off the water and grabbed a towel from the heated rack—because of course Chloe had a heated towel rack, because regular towels apparently weren't good enough. He wrapped it around himself, tucking it securely over his chest, feeling the plush Egyptian cotton absorb the water from his skin.

He stepped carefully out of the shower, his feet leaving wet prints on the bathmat, and accepted the glass of wine that Tiffany was practically shoving at him.

Tiffany took a long sip from her own glass, leaving a perfect red lipstick stain on the rim—how did women do that, how did they drink without smudging their lipstick?—and fixed Leo with a serious look over the top of her ridiculous sunglasses.

"Damage control, sweetie," she said, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper, like they were plotting something important. "The press. They're already camping out on the lawn like it's Black Friday at Target. I counted at least six news vans on my way in. Channel 7 has a satellite truck. TMZ has some greasy guy with a telephoto lens hiding in your neighbor's bushes. It's a whole thing."

"The press," Leo repeated flatly, taking a large gulp of wine that burned going down but warmed his stomach. "Why would the press care? This is a private tragedy."

"Mark Davidson, heir to the Davidson Hotels fortune, missing in a plane crash with his college buddies," Tiffany recited like she was reading a headline. "His devastatingly beautiful fiancée, Chloe Miller, waits for news. Her brother also on the plane. It's a great story. Tragedy plus wealth plus beauty equals ratings gold. They're eating it up."

She reached into her oversized Louis Vuitton bag—a bag that probably cost more than a semester of college tuition—and pulled out a black dress, holding it up like a trophy.

"So here's what we're going to do," Tiffany continued, standing up and shaking out the dress, letting Leo see it in full. "You're going to put this on. We're going to do your hair and makeup. And you're going to go out there and give them the shot they want: the grieving fiancée, beautiful and tragic and brave, holding it together for the cameras."

Leo stared at the dress with growing horror.

It was short—obscenely short, the hem maybe eight inches long if he was being generous. It was tight—bodycon tight, the kind of dress that left nothing to the imagination, that would show every curve and contour. And the neckline plunged halfway to the navel, a deep V that would show off his—Chloe's—impressive cleavage in a way that seemed wildly inappropriate for a family tragedy.

"Tiffany," Leo said slowly, his voice trembling, trying to find the words to explain why this was insane. "I can't wear that. That's... that's a club dress. That's what you wear when you're trying to get laid by a millionaire at a rooftop bar in Miami. That's not mourning attire."

"It's mourning chic," Tiffany corrected, her tone suggesting this was a real thing, an actual fashion category. "Black is slimming. Black photographs well. Black says 'I'm grieving but I'm still hot.' And trust me, if Mark... you know... doesn't make it back—"

"Don't," Leo interrupted, his chest tightening.

"—if he doesn't make it back," Tiffany continued gently but firmly, "you need to remind the world—and more importantly, the probate lawyers, the insurance adjusters, and the Davidson family attorneys—that you are the grieving widow-to-be. Vulnerable but strong. Devastated but dignified. Sexy but classy. You need to be the kind of woman that men want to protect and comfort and write very large checks to."

Leo looked at the dress hanging from Tiffany's manicured fingers. He looked at himself in the mirror—hair wet and tangled, skin glowing from the hot shower and the exfoliating scrub, body wrapped in a towel that barely covered the essentials.

He looked... healthy. Vibrantly, insultingly, inappropriately healthy. Like someone who hadn't just learned that her brother and fiancé were probably dead.

"I feel sick," Leo said quietly, clutching the towel tighter, feeling the wine sloshing in his empty stomach. "I feel like an imposter. Like I'm playing dress-up in the middle of a funeral. This is insane. This is—"

"That's the Survivor's Guilt talking," Tiffany said matter-of-factly, setting down her wine glass and approaching him with the dress. "And also probably low blood sugar. When did you last eat? Never mind, doesn't matter. Arms up."

"What? No, I'm not—"

"Arms. Up." Tiffany's tone left no room for argument, channeling every bossy older sister and domineering best friend in history.

Leo obeyed, raising his arms above his head in helpless surrender, some instinct in Chloe's muscle memory responding to Tiffany's authority.

Tiffany moved with practiced efficiency. She grabbed the towel and yanked it away before Leo could protest, leaving him standing completely naked in the middle of the bathroom, exposed and vulnerable and feeling intensely, horrifyingly feminine.

"Tiffany!" Leo yelped, trying to cover himself with his hands, but there was too much to cover, too many curves and soft places and sensitive areas.

"Oh, please," Tiffany scoffed, dropping the dress over Leo's head like she was dressing a reluctant child. "I've seen boobs before. I have a pair myself. Very nice ones, actually. Custom job in Beverly Hills. Dr. Kapoor. He's a genius. Now, arms through the sleeves. There we go."

The dress slid down Leo's body like liquid silk, clinging to every curve, molding itself to his shape with disturbing accuracy.

It fit like a glove. Not just any glove—a custom-made, perfectly tailored glove that had been designed specifically for this body, this shape, these proportions.

The fabric hugged his waist so tightly he could barely breathe, compressed his midsection like a corset. It pushed his breasts up and together, creating a cleavage line so dramatic it looked like a special effect. The hem barely covered his ass, riding up dangerously high on his thighs, leaving his legs looking impossibly long.

Tiffany stepped back and whistled appreciatively, a long, low sound of approval.

"Damn, girl," she said, circling him like a predator, examining him from every angle. "Sadness looks good on you. Like, really good. Your boobs look huge. Seriously, they look bigger than yesterday. Is that stress swelling? Does grief make your tits inflate? Or did you sneak in a boob job before the wedding? You can tell me. I won't judge. I mean, I'll be jealous, but I won't judge."

"It's... hormonal," Leo lied, his face flushing red, feeling the heat spread down his chest, creating a rosy glow that Tiffany would probably call "dewy" or "radiant" or some other beauty industry term.

The dress was so tight he could feel his heartbeat in his throat. It rubbed against his sensitive skin with every breath, every tiny movement. The fabric was soft but insistent, reminding him constantly of his body, of his curves, of his femininity. He felt trapped. He felt displayed. He felt like a piece of meat on a platter, arranged for maximum visual appeal.

"Well, whatever it is, keep it," Tiffany said enthusiastically, grabbing a paddle brush from the counter and attacking Leo's wet hair with aggressive strokes. "Seriously, we need to bottle whatever is happening with your hormones right now. We'd make millions. Now, sit. We need to do your face."

She pointed imperiously at the vanity stool.

Leo sat obediently, too overwhelmed to argue, feeling the cool leather against the back of his thighs, feeling the dress ride up even higher, exposing more leg than should be legal in public.

Tiffany positioned herself behind him, meeting his eyes in the three-way mirror, her hands already moving through his hair with practiced expertise, separating the strands, working out the tangles.

"We're going for 'crying makeup,'" Tiffany explained, her voice taking on the lecturing tone of a makeup tutorial YouTuber. "You know, the tragic beauty look. Waterproof mascara so you don't get raccoon eyes when you inevitably cry on camera. Pale lip—nothing too dramatic, we want vulnerable, not vampy. Maybe a little highlight on the cheekbones to catch the tears and make them sparkle. Grief can still be glamorous. Actually, grief should be glamorous. What's the point of suffering if you don't look good doing it?"

Leo looked at Tiffany in the mirror, really looked at her—at the perfectly applied makeup, the carefully styled hair, the designer tracksuit, the complete lack of visible emotional distress.

"Tiff," Leo said quietly, his voice barely above a whisper. "Can I ask you something? And I need you to be honest."

"Shoot," Tiffany said, still brushing his hair with long, methodical strokes.

"Do you think..." Leo paused, swallowing hard, forcing the words out. "Do you think Leo suffered? My brother. In the crash. Do you think... do you think it hurt? Do you think he was scared?"

The brushing stopped. Tiffany's hands stilled in his hair. She met his eyes in the mirror, her expression softening slightly behind the ridiculous sunglasses.

For a moment—just a brief moment—Leo saw something genuine flicker across her face. Sadness, maybe. Or sympathy.

Then it was gone, replaced by the armor of flippancy.

"Leo?" she said, her voice taking on a tone of fond exasperation. "Your brother? The gamer? The guy who once played World of Warcraft for thirty-six hours straight and gave himself a DVT? Honey, he probably didn't even look up from his Switch until the plane hit the ground. He probably had his noise-canceling headphones on, completely zoned out, probably finally beating that boss level he'd been stuck on. He died doing what he loved: ignoring reality and button-mashing his way through life."

Leo felt a sharp pang of anger at the dismissiveness, but it was mixed with a weird, twisted relief—a desperate need to believe that his death had been quick, painless, meaningless, just another reset button in a game he'd been playing.

"Yeah," Leo said, his voice thick. "Yeah, you're probably right. That sounds like him. Oblivious to the end."

"But you?" Tiffany resumed brushing, pulling the hair hard enough to make Leo's scalp tingle, hard enough to hurt just a little bit. "You have to live in reality. And reality is expensive, baby. Reality has mortgages and car payments and credit card bills and estate lawyers. So, chin up, tits out, game face on. Let's go break some hearts on the six o'clock news and make sure you're positioned for maximum sympathy—and maximum financial compensation."

Leo looked at the girl in the mirror, really looked at her.

The black dress that looked painted on. The wet hair being styled into something elegant and effortless. The wine glass in a hand that had never held a PlayStation controller, that didn't have the calluses from years of mouse-clicking and button-mashing.

The body that was unmistakably, irrevocably, permanently female.

He took another sip of wine, a larger one this time, feeling the alcohol start to soften the edges of reality, making everything slightly blurry, slightly more manageable.

"Chin up," Leo repeated slowly, testing the weight of the words, the performance of them. He straightened his spine, feeling the way it made his breasts press more prominently against the dress. He arched his back slightly, checking his profile in the three-way mirror, seeing the dramatic curve of his waist and the swell of his hips. "Tits out."

He tilted his head, studying the reflection from different angles, watching the way the bathroom lights caught his cheekbones, created shadows that made his eyes look bigger and more vulnerable.

The reflection looked back at him with eyes that were learning to perform, learning to manipulate, learning to weaponize beauty and tragedy.

The girl in the mirror winked at him—a slow, deliberate wink that wasn't conspiratorial anymore, wasn't a joke shared between siblings or versions of self.

It was a wink of acceptance. Of surrender. Of transformation complete.

The curse was permanent. The spell was unbreakable. The transformation was total.

He might as well look good while he was damned.


Chapter 11: The Hospital Vigil.

Hospitals usually smell like antiseptic and cafeteria Jell-O—that specific institutional blend of bleach, floor wax, and desperation that clings to your clothes and hair for hours after you leave. But when you're in the VIP wing of St. Jude's Medical Center—paid for by Mark Davidson's obscenely comprehensive tech-bro insurance policy that probably cost more per month than most people's rent—it smells like lavender diffusers, eucalyptus aromatherapy, and hush money.

The air was artificially fresh, pumped through filters that probably cost thousands to maintain. The furniture was actual furniture, not the plastic torture devices found in regular waiting rooms. The magazines were current. There was a coffee station with an espresso machine. Even the misery here was first-class.

Leo sat in one of the plush leather chairs in the private waiting area, legs crossed at the knee in a pose that had become automatic, swinging a patent leather pump off his heel with a rhythmic thwack-thwack-thwack against his sole.

It was a nervous tic, an unconscious movement born from anxiety and too much time sitting still. But on these legs—long, tan, toned, unmistakably feminine—it looked like a calculated seduction technique, like something out of a 1940s film noir where the femme fatale dangled her shoe while planning someone's murder.

"Stop doing that," Tiffany hissed from the chair next to him, not looking up from her phone where she was scrolling through Instagram with the focused intensity of someone conducting important research. "You're hypnotizing the orderly. I can literally see the drool forming."

Leo glanced up, following Tiffany's subtle head tilt.

A young male nurse—maybe twenty-five, wearing scrubs that were slightly too tight across his chest, with a name tag that read "KEVIN"—was indeed staring at the rhythmic motion of Leo's calf muscle with an expression of glazed fascination, like he'd been hypnotized by a pendulum. His mouth was slightly open. His eyes tracked the movement of the shoe, up and down, up and down, completely transfixed.

Leo stopped immediately, planting both feet firmly on the floor, heat rising in his cheeks.

"I'm nervous, Tiff," Leo whispered, smoothing the hem of his pencil skirt with both hands, a gesture that was becoming instinctive, automatic. "They said he's awake. They said he's been asking for me. What if he... knows? What if he looks in my eyes and somehow sees his future brother-in-law screaming for help? What if there's some kind of... I don't know, soul recognition thing? What if he can tell I'm not really her?"

The skirt was black—because of course it was black, what else would you wear to a hospital where your fiancé was recovering from a plane crash that killed your brother—but tight enough to cut off circulation to a small village, restricting Leo's movement to short, mincing steps that forced that hip-swaying walk he still wasn't entirely comfortable with.

Tiffany scoffed, the sound dripping with derision, and snapped her gum—a habit Leo was beginning to find intensely annoying. "Please. Please. Mark is a man, honey. A straight, heterosexual, red-blooded American male who thinks with his dick approximately ninety percent of the time. He sees boobs—and girl, you have fantastic boobs, seriously, they're like a work of art—he sees hair, and he sees that pouty lip thing you keep doing without realizing it. That's it. That's the entire checklist. He's not looking for your soul, sweetie. He's not searching for some deep spiritual connection. He's looking for his trophy. His prize. His hot piece of arm candy. Just go in there, hold his hand, cry prettily, and try not to accidentally start talking about Elden Ring or whatever nerdy game shit you used to care about."

"I don't even want to talk about Elden Ring," Leo realized aloud, the thought startling him, making him sit up straighter. "Like, at all. I haven't thought about it in days. I want to talk about... how much my feet hurt in these heels. And how dry the air is in here—seriously, it's like a desert, my skin feels like paper. Do you have any lotion? And is there a Sephora nearby? I'm almost out of that moisturizer you recommended."

Tiffany's face broke into a triumphant grin, like she'd just won a bet. "Good. Good. The assimilation is working exactly as planned. You're thinking like her. Moving like her. Soon you won't even remember being that gross gamer boy who ate Hot Pockets for breakfast. Now get in there. He's asking for you. They said he's been asking for you every ten minutes like a lost puppy. It's actually kind of pathetic but also sweet."

Leo stood up slowly, the movement fluid and graceful now, no wobbles or uncertainty. The high heels—three-inch stilettos that should have been instruments of torture—felt like extensions of his own bones, like he'd been born in them. His center of gravity had settled permanently into his hips, forcing that distinct, swaying walk that made heads turn, that made men stare, that made Kevin the orderly look like he'd been hit with a stun gun.

He smoothed his skirt again, checked his reflection in the darkened window—hair perfect, makeup still intact despite hours in this waiting room—and took a deep breath that made his breasts rise and fall in a way that still felt foreign but was becoming less shocking with each passing day.

He approached Room 402. The door was heavy, solid wood designed to muffle sound and provide privacy for wealthy patients. He pushed it open with a manicured hand—nails painted a subdued nude color that Tiffany had called "appropriate for tragedy"—and stepped inside.

The room was dim, lit only by the soft glow of multiple beeping monitors and a small lamp in the corner that cast everything in warm, amber tones. The light was deliberately soothing, designed to promote healing, to reduce stress.

In the center of the room, surrounded by wires and tubes and medical equipment that probably cost more than a car, lay Mark.

He looked rough. His face was a canvas of bruises—purple and yellow and green, the colors of violence and survival. One arm was in a complicated sling, immobilized at an awkward angle. His leg was elevated in a cast that went from ankle to thigh, covered in signatures from nurses and doctors. His hair was messy, unwashed. There was a bandage on his forehead covering what was probably stitches.

But even battered and broken, even looking like he'd been through a war, he was undeniably handsome—the kind of strong jawline and sharp cheekbones that made Chloe fall in love with him, and that now, confusingly and horrifyingly, made Leo feel a flutter in his stomach, a warmth spreading through his chest that had nothing to do with the temperature in the room.

"Chloe?" Mark croaked, his voice rough with sedation and disuse, barely above a whisper.

Leo froze in the doorway, his hand still on the handle.

The sound of that name—that name, her name, spoken with such raw need, such desperate relief—triggered something deep in the body's hardware, in the neural pathways that the app had rewritten and fused permanently.

A warm flush spread across Leo's chest, heating the skin under his silk blouse, making his breath catch. His heart rate spiked—he could feel it pounding in his throat, in his wrists, in places he'd never noticed a heartbeat before—not from fear, but from something else entirely.

Anticipation. Affection. Desire.

Damn you, sliders, Leo thought viciously, fighting the urge to either run from the room or run to the bed. Why did she have to max out 'Affectionate Response'? Why did she have to turn the emotional receptiveness up so high? This is torture. This is actual psychological torture.

"I'm here," Leo said softly, the words coming out without conscious thought, his voice a gentle, soothing coo that he had never practiced, never rehearsed, but somehow nailed perfectly—the exact tone a worried fiancée would use, loving and relieved and tender.

He walked to the bedside, each step measured and deliberate. The click of his heels on the tile floor was the only sound in the room besides the steady beeping of the monitors. He reached out with a slightly trembling hand and took Mark's good hand in his own.

Mark's hand was large—so much larger than Leo's delicate fingers—warm, and rough with calluses from rock climbing and tennis and whatever other expensive hobbies wealthy tech bros did in their spare time.

As soon as skin touched skin, Leo felt a jolt—like plugging into a live electrical socket, like touching a battery with your tongue, a shock that went straight up his arm and exploded in his chest.

The "tactile sensitivity" was still dialed to eleven, still operating at maximum capacity. He could feel everything: every callous on Mark's palm, every ridge of his fingerprints, every pulse of blood through his veins. The heat radiating from him was intense, almost overwhelming.

And it felt... safe. It felt right. It felt like coming home after a long journey, like finding something you didn't know you'd lost.

"Babe," Mark whispered, his voice cracking with emotion, squeezing Leo's hand weakly with what little strength he had. "You came. I thought... the crash... god, the crash... I thought I lost you. I thought you were gone. I thought I'd never see you again."

"You can't get rid of me that easily," Leo teased, the banter flowing automatically from somewhere deep in Chloe's personality matrix, the wit and charm that had made Mark fall in love with her in the first place.

He sat carefully on the edge of the bed, the mattress dipping slightly under his weight—so much less weight than he used to carry, his body lighter and more compact. He arranged his skirt with practiced precision, letting it ride up just enough to expose several more inches of thigh, the hem sitting precariously high.

Why did I do that? Leo thought with a flash of panic. That was pure muscle memory. That was Chloe's instinct, not mine. I didn't consciously decide to be provocative. It just... happened.

"The others..." Mark's eyes filled with tears, the pain in his voice raw and genuine, making his throat work as he tried to control his emotions. "Brad. Jackson. And... and your brother. Leo."

Leo felt a cold knife twist in his gut—sharp and sudden and vicious.

Hearing his own name spoken like a eulogy, hearing himself referred to in the past tense, was a special kind of hell that he couldn't have imagined even in his worst nightmares.

"They didn't make it, did they?" Mark asked, a single tear tracking through the dust and dried blood still clinging to his cheek, leaving a clean line through the grime. "The rescue team... they said... they said there were only two survivors. Me and one other guy in the back. Everyone else..."

He couldn't finish the sentence. His face crumpled.

Leo looked at the man who was supposed to be his brother-in-law, who was supposed to be family, who he barely knew except through Chloe's memories and a few awkward holiday dinners.

He saw the genuine pain in Mark's eyes. He saw the guilt—survivor's guilt, the crushing weight of being alive when others weren't. He saw the exhaustion, the trauma, the fear.

And in that moment, the anger Leo had been holding onto—the rage at Chloe for creating the app, at himself for agreeing to try it, at the universe for the cosmic joke of the plane crash—evaporated, burned away by a crushing wave of empathy so intense it physically hurt.

Female empathy. The kind that didn't just understand pain intellectually but felt it, absorbed it, wanted desperately to fix it, to soothe it, to take it away.

Leo leaned forward, closing the distance between them, bringing his face close to Mark's. The scent of his own perfume—vanilla and jasmine, the expensive kind that Chloe special-ordered from a boutique in Paris—filled the small space between them, mixing with the antiseptic smell of the hospital.

"Shh," Leo soothed, his voice dropping to a whisper, barely audible over the beeping machines. He reached up with his free hand—the one not intertwined with Mark's—and gently wiped the tear from Mark's cheek, his fingers cool and soft against Mark's feverish skin. "Don't think about it. Not now. You're alive. We're here. That's all that matters right now. You survived. You made it back to me. That's what's important."

Mark looked at him—really looked at him, his eyes focusing through the pain medication and the trauma.

He looked at Leo's face—Chloe's face, delicate and beautiful even under the hospital fluorescents that made everyone look terrible. His eyes traced the curve of Leo's cheekbone, dropped to the elegant line of his neck, then lower to the swell of his chest rising and falling with shallow, nervous breaths, the silk blouse stretching with each inhalation.

"God, you're beautiful," Mark breathed, the drugs loosening his filter, stripping away his usual careful control. "Even when I was... down there... in the dark... trapped in the wreckage... I just kept seeing your face. It was the only thing that kept me conscious. The only thing that made me keep fighting. I needed to get back to you. I needed to see you again."

Leo felt a blush burn up his neck like wildfire, spreading across his cheeks, down his chest, making his skin glow pink in the dim light.

The reaction was intense, overwhelming, impossible to control. His nipples hardened against the lace of his bra—a sharp, sudden physical response to the praise that made him gasp slightly. He shifted his legs, crossing them tighter, feeling the friction of his stockings creating a staticky heat between his thighs that made him acutely aware of his body, of his femininity, of his arousal.

I am a dude, Leo screamed internally, trying desperately to hold onto some core sense of self. I'm a guy! I like girls! I like beer and sports and video games and... and...

But the list was getting shorter. The memories were fading. The person he used to be felt distant, like a character in a book he'd read years ago.

"Come here," Mark whispered, tugging gently on Leo's hand, pulling him closer with the little strength he had.

Leo didn't resist. He couldn't resist.

The body wanted to be close. It craved the contact. It needed it with an intensity that overrode rational thought.

He leaned down, his long hair cascading forward like a curtain, creating a private space around them, blocking out the rest of the world. The strands brushed against Mark's face, tickling his skin.

Mark lifted his head slightly—wincing with the effort, his injuries making the movement painful—and pressed his lips to Leo's.

It wasn't a gentle peck. It wasn't a chaste kiss between an engaged couple reuniting after trauma.

It was a claim. A brand. A statement of ownership and relief and desperate need.

Leo's eyes went wide for a second, shock and panic flaring, his mind screaming at him to pull away, to stop this, to maintain some boundary.

Then his eyes fluttered shut, surrendering to the sensation.

The sensation was overwhelming—a full-body experience that short-circuited his brain.

Mark's lips were dry but firm, insistent, demanding. The stubble on his chin—days of growth from being in the hospital—grazed Leo's sensitive skin, creating a rough friction that sent sparks firing through his nervous system. A jolt of something—electricity, chemistry, pure physical response—shot straight down Leo's spine like lightning and curled his toes inside his expensive heels.

He kissed back.

He didn't mean to. It wasn't a conscious decision. It just happened, like breathing, like his heart beating.

His lips parted slightly, softening, molding themselves to Mark's. His body went boneless and pliable, leaning into the kiss, pressing closer. He felt himself melting, surrendering to the stronger force, giving in to something he couldn't name and didn't want to examine too closely.

For a terrifying, exhilarating ten seconds that felt like both an eternity and an instant, Leo forgot he was acting. He forgot he was pretending. He forgot he was a boy trapped in his sister's body.

He was just... hers. Just Chloe, kissing her fiancé, relieved and grateful and deeply, disturbingly aroused.

Mark pulled back slowly, groaning slightly from the physical effort, his injuries protesting, but smiling—a genuine, warm smile that transformed his bruised face. "I needed that. God, I needed that so much."

Leo sat back, breathless, his chest heaving, his lips tingling. He brought a trembling hand to his mouth, fingers touching lips that felt swollen and sensitized, like they'd been stung, like they were electric.

"I..." Leo stammered, his voice breathless and high and feminine, barely recognizable as his own. "I needed it too."

And the terrifying part—the part that made his stomach drop and his mind reel—was that he wasn't lying.

He had needed it. His body had craved it. The kiss had felt good, had felt right, had felt like exactly what he wanted in that moment.

"You look different," Mark noted, his eyes scanning Leo's body with an expression that was part concern, part appreciation. "Softer, somehow. More... I don't know, more vulnerable? More touchable? Did you change your hair? Or lose weight? Something's different."

"Stress," Leo lied quickly, his mind scrambling for explanations, tucking a strand of hair behind his ear in a gesture that was pure nervous femininity. "And... and I missed you. So much. Grief makes you... clingy. Needy. I've barely eaten. I've barely slept. I've just been waiting for you to wake up."

"I like clingy," Mark grinned sleepily, his eyelids drooping as the pain medication pulled him back toward unconsciousness. "Stay? Stay the night? I don't want to be alone. I keep having nightmares about the crash. About the dark. I need you here."

Leo looked at the uncomfortable hospital chair in the corner—a recliner that claimed to be designed for overnight guests but looked like a medieval torture device. He looked at the door where freedom lay, where he could escape this room and this performance and this confusing tangle of emotions.

Then he looked at Mark, broken and needing him, looking at him with such trust and affection.

He looked down at his own body. The pencil skirt. The heels. The silk blouse. The engagement ring glinting under the fluorescent lights, catching the light with every small movement of his hand.

"I'm not going anywhere," Leo said softly, the words feeling like a vow, like a promise, like a surrender. "I'm right here, Mark. I'll be right here when you wake up."



Three Days Later.

The hospital room had become Leo's entire world, his universe shrunk to these four walls and the rhythmic beeping of medical equipment.

He had learned to navigate the small attached bathroom with expert precision, memorizing every inch of the cramped space. He knew exactly which angle to hold his head to get the best light for applying eyeliner in the dim mirror. He knew how to wash his face without getting water all over the counter. He knew how to sleep in the uncomfortable recliner without crushing his carefully styled hair, using strategic positioning and a travel neck pillow to maintain his blowout.

He was currently standing in front of the bathroom sink, going through his evening routine with the practiced efficiency of someone who'd done this hundreds of times.

He washed his face with a gentle cleanser—the expensive kind that didn't foam, that felt like silk on his skin. He used warm water, careful not to get his hair wet, massaging the cleanser in small circles across his cheeks, his forehead, his chin.

The reflection that stared back was familiar now, comfortable, almost expected.

The boy was a memory, a ghost haunting the eyes, a fading photograph in his mind. But the face—the real face, the physical reality staring back at him—was all Chloe, undeniably and permanently.

He patted his skin dry with a soft hand towel, dabbing carefully rather than rubbing, the way the YouTube tutorials said to do it to prevent wrinkles and maintain elasticity.

His skin was glowing—actually glowing, with that dewy, healthy radiance that came from proper hydration and an extensive skincare routine and youth and feminine hormones flooding his system.

He reached for the moisturizer—the expensive night cream that cost seventy dollars for a tiny jar, that promised to repair and rejuvenate and reverse the signs of aging. He applied it with careful precision, dotting it on his cheeks, his forehead, his nose, then smoothing it in with upward strokes, massaging it into his skin.

The feeling of his own hands on his face was soothing, meditative, calming. A ritual he used to mock when he'd watched Chloe do it, but now found essential, necessary, grounding.

"Hey, babe?" Mark's voice called from the main room, slightly stronger now, the pain medication wearing off enough for him to sound more alert. "Nurse just came by with the paperwork. Said I can be discharged tomorrow morning. They're clearing me for travel. Just in time for the wedding."

Leo froze, the lotion bottle hovering in mid-air, his hand suspended halfway to his face.

The wedding.

The fucking wedding.

It was in four days. Four days. Ninety-six hours.

The venue was booked. The flowers were ordered. The dress was hanging in Chloe's closet, a massive confection of white silk and lace that probably cost more than a car. The guests had been invited. The caterer was preparing food for three hundred people. The band was hired. The photographer was scheduled.

Everything was ready for Chloe Miller to marry Mark Davidson in what was supposed to be the social event of the season.

Except Chloe Miller was dead. And Leo was wearing her face.

"That's... that's great news," Leo called back, his voice steady despite the panic rising in his chest, the professional tone he'd perfected over the last three days. "Really great. I'm so glad you're healing well."

He looked at himself in the mirror, leaning in close, examining every detail of his face.

The perfectly shaped eyebrows. The long lashes. The smooth skin. The full lips. The delicate bone structure.

"You can do this," he whispered to his reflection, his voice barely audible, a private pep talk that no one else could hear. "You survived the plane crash. You survived the strip club and Jax and the whole... the whole thing that happened there. You survived telling your parents their son was dead while wearing his sister's body. You can survive a wedding. It's just one day. Just a few hours. You can do this."

He capped the lotion bottle with a decisive click. He adjusted his blouse—a casual silk tunic that he'd been wearing for two days now—pulling the neckline lower, exposing more of his collarbone, more of his chest.

It was a subconscious move, automatic, something he didn't even register doing until it was done.

He fluffed his hair with both hands, scrunching it to add volume, checking his profile in the mirror, making sure everything looked perfect.

He walked back out into the main room, his movements fluid and graceful despite wearing comfortable flats instead of heels for once, his hips swaying with that distinctive walk that was now completely natural.

Mark was sitting up in bed, eating hospital pudding from a plastic cup, looking significantly better than he had three days ago. The swelling in his face had gone down. The bruises were fading from purple to yellow-green. He looked almost human again.

He looked up as Leo entered, and his entire face lit up—a genuine smile of pleasure and affection that transformed his features, that made him look younger, happier, alive.

"There's my wife," Mark said, the words casual, affectionate, claiming.

Wife. Not fiancée. Wife. Like it was already decided, already done, already real.

Leo felt something flutter in his chest—not panic this time, but something warmer, something that felt disturbingly like happiness.

He smiled back automatically, the expression genuine and warm. He sashayed across the room—there was no other word for it, it was a full-on sashay, hips swinging, shoulders back, chin up—the movement now as natural as breathing.

"Here I am," Leo said, his voice warm and playful, tinged with affection he wasn't entirely sure was fake anymore.

He sat on the edge of the bed, carefully avoiding Mark's elevated leg, settling in close. He reached over and took the pudding cup from Mark's hand, scooping up a spoonful and bringing it to his own lips.

It tasted sweet—artificial vanilla, overly processed, nothing like real food. But somehow, in this moment, it tasted good. Comforting. Normal.

Being Mrs. Mark Davidson wouldn't be so bad, Leo thought, the words forming in his mind before he could stop them. At least the money's good. The lifestyle is comfortable. And honestly? Mark's a pretty decent guy. He's handsome. He's kind. He treats me—treats her—treats me well. And he's a really good kisser.

Wait, what?

Leo shook his head slightly, trying to dislodge the thought, but the blush remained—a telltale pink spreading across his cheeks, warming his skin.

He crossed his legs, settling more comfortably on the bed, taking another spoonful of pudding, his body relaxed and at ease in a way that should have terrified him but somehow just felt... right.

The act was over. The performance had ended.

The life had begun.

This was real now. This was his reality. This was who he was.

And maybe—just maybe—that wasn't the worst thing in the world.


Chapter 12: The New Mrs.

The corset wasn't a garment. It wasn't even clothing in any traditional sense. It was an eviction notice for his internal organs, a medieval torture device masquerading as bridal lingerie, a structural engineering marvel designed to compress flesh and bone into an hourglass shape that defied anatomy and possibly several laws of physics.

Leo stood on a small raised pedestal in the bridal suite of the Grand Marquis Hotel—a room that cost more per night than his old apartment cost per month—clutching the ornate back of a cream velvet chair while Tiffany and a terrifying seamstress named Olenna pulled the ivory satin laces tight enough to alter his DNA, to fundamentally restructure his internal architecture.

The bridal suite itself was obscenely luxurious: floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the city, crystal chandeliers, thick carpeting that swallowed sound, a bathroom the size of Leo's childhood bedroom. Everything was white and gold and designed to make brides feel like royalty before their big moment.

"Suck it in, bitch," Tiffany grunted through clenched teeth, bracing her knee against Leo's silk-clad buttock for leverage, using her entire body weight as she hauled on the laces with both hands. "We need to hit that twenty-four-inch mark. Twenty-four exactly. Mark paid for a trophy, not a participant. He paid for perfection, and that's what we're delivering."

"I... can't... breathe," Leo wheezed, staring at his reflection in the full-length mirror that dominated one wall. His face was already perfectly painted—airbrushed foundation that made his skin look poreless and luminous, smoky eyes with layers of shadow that made him look dangerous and sultry, and lips stained a deep, bruised berry color that looked like he'd been thoroughly kissed. "Seriously... this is... I think I'm dying... is this what dying feels like?"

"Oxygen is for single people," Tiffany snapped, repositioning her grip on the laces, wrapping them around her fists for better purchase. "Married women subsist on validation and champagne. Now suck it in. Pretend you're trying to fit into jeans from high school. Pretend your life depends on it."

Olenna—a severe Russian woman in her sixties with sharp cheekbones and sharper pins between her teeth—muttered something in her native language that was probably either encouragement or a curse. She grabbed the other side of the corset, her gnarled fingers surprisingly strong.

"On three," Olenna said, her accent thick. "One... two..."

"Three!" Both women yanked simultaneously, their combined strength pulling the corset impossibly tighter.

Snap.

The air left Leo's lungs in a rush, expelled like he'd been punched. His waist vanished—simply ceased to exist as a recognizable part of his anatomy. In its place was a silhouette that defied physics, that looked photoshopped, that belonged on a Victorian illustration or a fetish website.

His ribs were compressed, squeezed into a smaller space than they'd ever occupied, pushing his breasts up so high they were practically acting as a shelf for his chin. The sensation was agonizing—a constant pressure that made every breath a conscious effort, that created a dizzying lightheadedness.

But it was also—and Leo felt a flash of shame at acknowledging this—incredibly hot.

There was something about the restriction, the control, the way the corset forced his posture into an exaggerated femininity with spine arched and chest thrust forward, that triggered a response he didn't want to examine too closely.

"There," Olenna declared with satisfaction, stepping back and removing the pins from her mouth, tucking them into the pincushion strapped to her wrist. "Now is proper. Is... how you say... snatched."

"I can't feel my spleen," Leo gasped, his hands instinctively going to his compressed waist, feeling the rigid boning through the satin. "Is that normal? Should I be able to feel my spleen?"

"Spleens are overrated," Tiffany said dismissively, already moving to the dress hanging on a padded hanger nearby. "Also, you look amazing. Like, genuinely, I might be a little bi right now. Don't tell anyone I said that."

They lifted the dress—carefully, reverently, like it was a religious artifact.

And honestly, it might as well have been. It was a custom Vera Wang, a creation that had required three fittings and cost more than Leo's old gaming PC, his furniture, and probably his car combined. The bodice was constructed from layers of French lace and hand-sewn with thousands of tiny crystals that caught the light. The skirt was a cloud of silk tulle and organza that weighed approximately fifteen pounds and made a sound like whispered secrets when it moved.

They lowered it over Leo's head carefully, mindful of his makeup and hair. As it settled over his compressed waist and flared hips, as Olenna fastened the dozens of tiny hooks up his spine, the transformation hit its final stage.

The boy who liked cargo shorts and energy drinks and spending weekends in his underwear playing video games didn't just look like a bride.

He felt like a queen. Like royalty. Like power incarnate.

Leo turned slowly on the pedestal, watching his reflection shift and change with the movement. The dress hugged every curve the SwapApp had gifted him—and that his restricted diet and Tiffany's exercise regime had refined—emphasizing the dramatic sway of his back, the impossible length of his legs made even longer by the four-inch heels waiting nearby, the delicate architecture of his shoulders and collarbones.

He ran a manicured hand—nails painted a subtle nude that complemented rather than competed with the dress—down the satin bodice slowly, feeling the texture, the smoothness, the way it molded to his body.

The tactile feedback was electric. The nerves in his fingertips, still dialed up to maximum sensitivity despite three weeks in this body, sent a shiver of pure pleasure straight down his spine and pooling low in his belly. He gasped softly, the sound emerging as a breathy, feminine exhalation.

"Do I look..." Leo hesitated, meeting his own eyes in the mirror, searching for something familiar and finding only Chloe staring back. His voice was a soft, breathy purr that required zero effort now, that emerged naturally without thought. "...do I look like her?"

It was the question he'd been avoiding. Did he look like his dead sister? Was he doing justice to her memory? Was he becoming her, or just wearing her like a costume?

Tiffany stopped fussing with the cathedral-length veil draped over a nearby chair. She looked at Leo in the mirror, their eyes meeting in the reflection. For a second—just a brief moment—her mask of cynical, sarcastic bridesmaid dropped, revealing something softer underneath.

"No," she said quietly, honestly. "You look better. Chloe was always... she was stressed. Always worried about something. Her career, her weight, what people thought. She was beautiful but tense, you know? Like she was constantly performing. You?" Tiffany stepped closer, adjusting a crystal on Leo's bodice. "You look... surrendered. Like you've stopped fighting and started just... being. It's actually kind of beautiful. Annoyingly beautiful."

She picked up the veil—an elaborate confection of silk tulle and vintage lace that probably cost more than most people's entire wedding budget. "Now, let's go. Your dad is pacing the hallway like he's waiting for a sentencing hearing. I think he's worn a path in the carpet. Also, he's had like four scotches, so that should be fun."



The walk from the bridal suite to the chapel doors was a gauntlet, a test of Leo's ability to navigate in the dress and heels while managing the train and veil.

Every step in the four-inch custom-dyed satin pumps—dyed to match the dress exactly, with crystals glued to the heels—sent a jolt of awareness through Leo's calves, up his thighs, settling in his compressed core. The muscles in his legs, toned from weeks of Tiffany's sadistic workout regime, flexed and released with each step.

The dress rustled loudly, a constant reminder of the space he was taking up, of how much room he occupied, of his presence and visibility. The sound was like ocean waves, like wind through trees, constant and unavoidable.

David Miller was waiting by the double doors that led to the chapel, wearing a tuxedo that looked expensive but uncomfortable on his stocky frame. He looked older than he had at the funeral just weeks ago, his hair grayer, his face more lined. His eyes were red-rimmed from emotion and alcohol, but currently dry.

When he turned and saw Leo descending the hallway—a vision in white and crystals, looking every inch the perfect bride—he stopped breathing. His hand went to his chest, pressing against his heart. He took a breath that shuddered visibly in his chest, his shoulders shaking.

"Oh, sweetheart," David choked out, his voice cracking with emotion. He offered his arm, the gesture automatic and traditional. "You look... you look beautiful. Absolutely stunning. Your mother would have..." He couldn't finish the sentence. "And your brother... god, Leo would have been making fun of how much this whole thing cost. He would have done the math and told me I could have bought a boat. Or sent him to gaming tournaments for the next decade."

Leo felt a sharp pang in his chest—grief mixing with guilt, or maybe just the corset digging into a rib, compressing his lungs and heart into too-small spaces. "He would have called me a sellout," Leo whispered, taking his father's arm. The fabric of the tuxedo was rough against his bare hand, a masculine texture against his soft skin. "He would have made jokes about me marrying rich. But... but he would have been happy we're okay. Happy that you're okay."

"Are we okay?" David asked, looking at his surviving child—or what he believed was his surviving child—with an expression of desperate hope. "Tell me we're going to be okay, Chloe. Tell me this family isn't completely broken."

Leo looked at the ornate double doors in front of them. Beyond those doors lay three hundred people—Mark's business associates, Chloe's socialite friends, distant relatives who'd flown in from across the country. Beyond those doors lay a life of luxury and security and never having to worry about money again. Beyond those doors lay a husband who thought he was marrying the woman of his dreams and who would spend the rest of his life worshipping her.

Beyond those doors lay a life that wasn't his—except it was now, wasn't it?

"We're surviving, Dad," Leo said, straightening his spine and throwing his shoulders back, an automatic gesture that thrust his compressed, elevated chest out in that attention-seeking posture Chloe's body defaulted to. "We're doing the best we can. And that's enough. That has to be enough. Let's do this."

David nodded, squeezing Leo's hand where it rested on his arm. "Your mother would be so proud. You look like a princess."

I feel like a fraud, Leo thought. I feel like I'm about to walk down the aisle to marry my dead sister's fiancé while wearing her body like a Halloween costume. I feel like I'm losing my mind and somehow that's become normal.

But he smiled—a perfect, demure, bridal smile. "Thank you, Daddy."

The organ music swelled dramatically—the traditional wedding march, played by a professional organist who probably charged thousands for the performance. The double doors swung open with theatrical timing.

The light was blinding.

The chapel was lit with what must have been a thousand candles, their flames creating a warm, golden glow that reflected off crystal chandeliers and white flower arrangements. The late afternoon sun streamed through stained glass windows, painting rainbow patterns across the white runner.

Leo stood at the threshold, his eyes adjusting to the brightness.

Three hundred faces turned toward him in perfect synchronization. A collective gasp rippled through the pews—an audible intake of breath, a sound of appreciation and awe.

Leo's male brain—or what was left of it, the tiny, shrinking part that still remembered cargo shorts and Mountain Dew—screamed: Everyone is looking at you! Three hundred people are STARING! Hide! Run! This is your nightmare!

But Chloe's body?

It bloomed.

It soaked up the attention like photosynthesis, like it was converting admiration into energy, into life force. Leo felt a rush of dopamine so potent it nearly knocked him over, made him sway on his heels. His pupils dilated. His skin flushed. Every nerve ending lit up with pleasure.

This is what she lived for, Leo realized with startling clarity. This is what Chloe craved. Not the wedding itself. Not Mark. This moment. Being the absolute center of attention. Being the most beautiful thing anyone has ever seen.

He took the first step onto the runner.

Clack.

The sound of his heel was lost under the swelling organ music, but he felt it—felt the impact travel up his leg, felt his calf muscle flex, felt the way his hips automatically shifted to compensate for the narrow heel and steep incline.

He took another step. And another.

Left foot. Right foot. Left. Right.

His hips swayed with each step—not deliberately, not consciously, but automatically. The movement was exaggerated by the tight mermaid silhouette of the dress, which restricted his stride and forced him to swing his hips more dramatically to move forward.

He looked like a model on a runway. He looked like every bridal magazine cover ever printed. He looked like a fantasy made flesh.

He smiled—a demure, knowing smile that he hadn't practiced in any mirror but that executed perfectly. It was Chloe's smile, the one she used in photos, the one that was both innocent and suggestive, that promised everything while revealing nothing.

He scanned the faces as he passed, unable to help himself.

In the women's eyes, he saw jealousy—naked, undisguised envy. They looked at his dress, his body, his face, and wanted what he had. Some looked bitter. Some looked wistful. All looked covetous.

In the men's eyes, he saw hunger—raw, barely concealed desire. They looked at him the way starving men look at food, the way addicts look at their drug of choice. Several weren't even trying to hide it, staring openly despite their wives sitting right next to them.

He saw Tiffany's mother dabbing at her eyes with a handkerchief. He saw Mark's business partner, James, looking uncomfortable in his collar. He saw a group of Chloe's sorority sisters all dressed in coordinating pastels, several of them crying already.

And in the back row, he saw Stan—Stan the Uber driver, dressed in what was probably his only suit, wiping a tear from his weathered cheek with the back of his hand, looking at Leo like he was witnessing a miracle.

How did Stan even get invited? Leo wondered briefly. Did Chloe know him? Or did he just... show up? To watch the girl from his car get married?

But there was no time to process that because his eyes had found the end of the aisle.

Mark was standing at the altar, leaning heavily on an elegant cane—carved wood with a silver handle, because even his mobility aids were expensive. He was wearing a custom black tuxedo that fit him perfectly, tailored to his tall, athletic frame. His face still showed traces of the accident—a fading bruise on his jaw, a thin red line across his forehead where stitches had recently been removed—but somehow the injuries only made him look more ruggedly handsome, like an action hero who'd survived against impossible odds.

His eyes locked onto Leo the moment he appeared in the doorway, and they never left.

The look on his face wasn't just love. It wasn't just appreciation or affection or even lust, though all of those were present.

It was possession. It was triumph. It was the look of a man who couldn't believe his luck, who felt like he'd won the cosmic lottery, who was claiming his prize in front of everyone who mattered.

Leo felt a warmth spread through his lower abdomen—a liquid heat that pooled between his thighs, that made him acutely aware of the lace thong he was wearing under the dress, that created a wetness he couldn't ignore.

Oh god, Leo thought, his face flushing a perfect, bridal pink that looked artfully planned but was entirely genuine. I'm turned on. I'm walking down the aisle to marry a DUDE—to marry my dead sister's fiancé—and I'm literally, physically aroused. What the fuck is wrong with me? What have I become?

The "libido slider" was apparently compatible with "wedding march." The combination was devastating.

Each step brought him closer. Each step made his heart pound harder. Each step made the wetness increase, made his nipples harden against the structured bodice, made his breath come faster despite the corset's restriction.

Twenty feet. Fifteen. Ten.

He could see Mark's eyes now—dark brown, intense, fixed on him with an expression that made Leo feel like prey being stalked by a predator. But prey that wanted to be caught.

Five feet.

He reached the three steps leading up to the altar. The train of his dress pooled behind him, a river of silk and tulle.

David stopped. He turned to Leo, his eyes shining with unshed tears. He lifted the veil carefully, revealing Leo's face fully, and kissed his cheek—a scratchy, familiar sensation, the rough stubble of his father's face against his smooth skin, smelling of scotch and Old Spice.

"I love you," David whispered. "Be happy."

Then he took Leo's hand—small, delicate, manicured—and placed it ceremonially in Mark's waiting palm.

Mark's hand was hot—fevered almost, radiating heat like a furnace. His grip was firm, possessive, claiming. His fingers wrapped around Leo's hand completely, engulfing it.

He pulled Leo in slightly, just an inch or two, but enough to destabilize him, to throw off his balance in the high heels. Leo stumbled forward instinctively, had to lean against Mark's solid body for support, his free hand coming up to press against Mark's chest.

He could feel Mark's heart beating. Strong. Steady. Fast.

"You're shaking," Mark whispered, his lips barely moving, his voice pitched low enough that only Leo could hear. He had a slight smile, something knowing and pleased. "Cold feet?"

"Just the heels," Leo whispered back, looking up through his lashes—an automatic gesture, flirtatious and submissive. "Don't let me fall."

"Never," Mark promised, the word heavy with meaning, with vows beyond the ones they were about to speak.

The priest—a silver-haired man in elaborate robes who'd probably performed hundreds of these ceremonies—cleared his throat and raised his hands in a gesture of beginning.

"Dearly beloved," he intoned, his voice carrying through the chapel with practiced projection. "We are gathered here today to witness the union of two souls, the joining of two lives, the sacred bond of marriage between Mark Andrew Davidson and Chloe Elizabeth Miller."

Leo barely heard him. He was too busy managing the sensory overload threatening to overwhelm him.

The smell of the lilies—hundreds of them, massive arrangements flanking the altar, their perfume thick and cloying. The weight of the veil pulling his head back, creating tension in his neck. The heat radiating from Mark's body next to him, so close they were almost touching. The rustle of fabric as three hundred people shifted in their seats. The flickering of candles. The play of colored light through stained glass.

It was drowning him. It was consuming him.

The memory of "Leo"—the messy bedroom, the hours gaming, the aimless scrolling through job listings he never applied to, the loneliness masked as independence—felt like a dream he had woken up from, hazy and uncertain, like something that had happened to someone else in another lifetime.

This—this sharp, high-definition, high-maintenance reality of silk and crystals and three hundred witnesses—was the only thing that felt real.

"Marriage is a sacred institution," the priest continued, launching into what was probably a standard speech about commitment and fidelity. "It is not to be entered into lightly, but reverently, deliberately, and in accordance with the purposes for which it was instituted..."

Leo's mind wandered. He looked at their joined hands—Mark's large and tan and masculine, his own small and pale and feminine, the massive engagement ring catching the light.

I could still run, he thought. I could drop his hand right now. I could hike up this dress, kick off these heels, and sprint down that aisle. I could tear off the veil and scream the truth. I could tell everyone that I'm not Chloe. That she's dead. That I'm her brother, trapped in her body by a cursed app. I could blow up this whole charade right here, right now.

But even as he thought it, he knew he wouldn't. Couldn't.

Because what then? Where would he go? What would he do? Who would he be?

"The couple has chosen to share their own vows," the priest announced, nodding to Mark.

Mark turned to face Leo fully, taking both his hands. His thumbs rubbed over Leo's knuckles, a soothing gesture that sent sparks of pleasure up Leo's arms.

"Chloe," Mark said, his voice strong and clear and carrying through the chapel. "When I first saw you at James's party three years ago, wearing that red dress that I still think about..." A ripple of knowing laughter from the guests. "...I knew my life had just changed. You were the most beautiful woman I'd ever seen. You are the most beautiful woman I've ever seen. But more than that, you're smart, and funny, and you challenge me. You make me want to be better. These past few weeks, after the accident..." His voice cracked slightly. "After losing people we loved... you've shown me what strength really looks like. I promise to love you, protect you, worship you, and spend every day of the rest of my life trying to deserve you."

The crowd made appreciative sounds. Several women were openly crying.

Leo felt his own eyes prickling, tears threatening to ruin his carefully applied mascara. Get it together, he told himself. You're not crying because of romantic wedding vows. You're crying because you're a lying fraud.

But the tears felt real regardless.

"Chloe?" the priest prompted gently. "Your vows?"

Leo took a shaky breath—as much of one as the corset allowed. He looked at Mark's face, at the hope and love written clearly there.

What am I supposed to say? Panic flared. I didn't prepare vows! Does Chloe have vows written down somewhere? Is there a script I'm supposed to follow?

But then words came—from where, he didn't know. Muscle memory. Character retention. Chloe's ghost speaking through his lips.

"Mark," Leo heard himself say, his voice soft but clear. "You've given me everything I could have ever wanted. Security. Adventure. A partner who sees me—really sees me—and loves what he sees. After the accident, after losing my brother..." The words caught in his throat, genuine grief mixing with performance. "You've been my rock. My constant. The reason I get out of bed. I promise to stand by you, to support you, to be the wife you deserve. To make you happy. To make you proud. For as long as we both shall live."

What the fuck did I just say? Leo thought in horror. Did I just promise to be his WIFE? Forever? Oh god. Oh fuck. This is happening. This is really happening.

The priest beamed. "Beautiful. Simply beautiful. Now, the rings?"

A small ring bearer—someone's adorable nephew, maybe six years old—approached with a pillow carrying two wedding bands.

Mark took the smaller one—a platinum band encrusted with diamonds, because of course it was. He held Leo's left hand, lifting it gently, positioning the ring at the tip of his ring finger.

"With this ring," Mark said, his eyes never leaving Leo's face, "I thee wed."

He slid it home, the metal cool against Leo's skin, settling into place next to the engagement ring. A perfect fit.

Then it was Leo's turn. He picked up Mark's ring with trembling fingers—a simple platinum band, masculine and understated—and reached for Mark's left hand.

Mark's hands were so much bigger. The ring looked tiny in Leo's delicate grip.

"With this ring," Leo whispered, his voice barely audible, "I thee wed."

He pushed it onto Mark's finger, fumbling slightly, but managing to get it into place.

There, he thought. Done. No going back. I just married my dead sister's fiancé. I am officially insane.

The priest raised his hands in benediction, his smile wide and genuine.

"By the power vested in me by the State and by God, I now pronounce you husband and wife." He paused dramatically, letting the moment build. "Mark... you may kiss your bride."

Mark didn't wait. Didn't hesitate. Didn't give Leo a moment to prepare.

He dropped the cane—it clattered loudly on the marble floor, the sound echoing through the chapel. His hands came up to grab Leo by the waist, fingers digging into the boning of the corset hard enough to create pressure points.

He pulled Leo flush against his body with enough force to knock the air from his already-compressed lungs.

Leo gasped as the breath was knocked out of him, his breasts pressed flat against Mark's hard chest, feeling every ridge of muscle through the thin fabric of his tuxedo shirt, feeling Mark's heart pounding against his own.

Then Mark dipped him—a dramatic, romantic gesture straight out of an old Hollywood film, bending Leo backward until his back arched and his veil trailed on the floor.

For a split second, Leo saw the vaulted ceiling of the chapel, the chandelier, the painted angels on the fresco.

Then Mark's mouth descended on his.

The kiss was consuming. It was hungry and possessive and claiming. It tasted like champagne and victory and masculine triumph.

Mark's tongue swept into Leo's mouth without asking permission, exploring, tasting, taking. His hands tightened on Leo's waist, holding him in that vulnerable, exposed position, completely at his mercy.

Leo's leg popped up—a reflex he didn't consciously control, pure muscle memory wired into Chloe's body. His right leg bent at the knee, his foot leaving the ground, his heel hooking around Mark's calf in that iconic rom-com pose that every bride dreams of.

The crowd cheered—a roar of approval and celebration that shook the walls.

Cameras flashed. People whistled. Someone shouted "Get a room!"

As Mark's tongue swept deeper, as his hands moved possessively across Leo's compressed waist, as the kiss went on and on—longer than appropriate for a church, longer than decent, long enough that the priest cleared his throat awkwardly—Leo felt something inside him finally break.

Not violently. Not dramatically.

Just... a quiet crumbling. Like a sandcastle touched by an incoming wave. There one moment, gone the next.

The "Leo" construct—the identity he'd been clinging to, the memory of who he used to be, the desperate belief that this was temporary and he could somehow get back to his old life—didn't die with a scream.

It died with a whimper of pleasure as Mark's hand slid lower on his back and Leo heard himself make a soft, feminine sound of surrender that got lost in the cheering crowd.



The reception was a blur—a kaleidoscope of speeches and flashes and the endless, dizzying spin of the first dance.

The ballroom had been transformed into something out of a fairy tale: thousands of white flowers suspended from the ceiling, creating the illusion of floating in clouds; crystal chandeliers refracting light into rainbow patterns; tables draped in silk with centerpieces that probably cost more than a used car; a twelve-piece band playing on a stage; waiters in white gloves circulating with champagne and hors d'oeuvres that were more art than food.

Leo sat at the head table on an actual throne—they'd rented thrones, because apparently that was a thing rich people did—sipping his fourth glass of champagne. Or was it his fifth? He'd lost count.

The room was spinning pleasantly. Everything had a soft, dreamy quality. The corset, which had been torture earlier, now just felt like a tight hug. His face hurt from smiling but he couldn't seem to stop.

He had taken off his shoes under the table—the heels finally too much after hours of standing—and was currently rubbing his aching arches against Mark's shin under the cover of the tablecloth, his stockinged foot sliding up and down Mark's leg in a gesture that was both relief and unconsciously provocative.

"Mrs. Davidson," Mark said, leaning over and whispering directly into Leo's ear. His hot breath sent a visible shiver down Leo's neck that made his toes curl, made goosebumps raise on his exposed arms. "You realize we have to leave soon? The car is waiting. Driver's been on standby for an hour."

"The car?" Leo slurred slightly, his words running together, his head feeling pleasantly fuzzy. Then he giggled—actually giggled, a high, feminine sound that bubbled up from his chest. Since when do I giggle? What the hell? Why is everything funny?

"The honeymoon, babe," Mark clarified, his voice dropping lower, taking on a darker quality that made Leo's stomach flip. "The private jet is fueled and ready. Two weeks in Bora Bora. Overwater bungalow. Private beach. No phones. No internet. No responsibilities." His hand slid under the table, landing heavily on Leo's silk-covered thigh, the heat of his palm burning through the fabric. "Just you, me, and that bikini I saw you packing last week when I was helping you get ready."

His thumb traced slow circles on Leo's thigh, moving incrementally higher with each rotation, the touch sending electric pulses through Leo's nervous system.

"I plan on keeping you very... busy," Mark added, his voice a low rumble that Leo felt in his bones.

Leo looked at his husband—his husband, that was still so strange to think—feeling the heat of the hand on his leg, feeling the champagne bubbles in his head, feeling the phantom buzz of the SwapApp that no longer existed because his phone had burned in the plane crash along with his old life.

He thought about his old life for just a second. The loneliness that he'd told himself was independence. The boredom that he'd told himself was relaxation. The aimlessness that he'd told himself was keeping his options open. The apartment that was really just a place to sleep between gaming sessions. The non-relationships with women who wanted more than he was willing to give. The growing sense that life was passing him by while he waited for something—anything—to give him direction.

Then he looked at the diamonds on his finger—so many diamonds, so much money represented in these two rings that he was afraid to calculate the actual cost. He looked at the ballroom full of people celebrating him, toasting him, taking photos to remember this night. He felt the raw, terrifying, intoxicating power of being the most beautiful thing in the room, of being the absolute center of attention and adoration.

This is better, a voice in his head whispered—not Chloe's voice, not Leo's voice, but some new hybrid. This life is better. This life has purpose. You matter here. People see you here. You're not invisible anymore.

He leaned in close to Mark, close enough that his lips brushed the shell of Mark's ear, close enough to smell his cologne—something expensive and masculine that made Leo's head spin more than the champagne.

"I didn't pack a bikini, Mark," Leo whispered, his voice dropping into that smoky, sultry vocal fry that was now his natural register, that emerged without effort whenever he was being flirtatious or seductive.

"No?" Mark asked, his grip tightening on Leo's thigh, his fingers digging in possessively, his breathing audibly quickening. "What did you pack then?"

Leo pulled back just enough to look Mark in the eye, holding his gaze with an expression that was pure feminine confidence, pure sexual promise.

"Lingerie," Leo said, letting the word hang in the air between them. "Lots of it. Different sets for each night. Silk. Lace. Some things that are... barely there. The lady at the boutique was very helpful with suggestions."

Mark groaned—a sound of pure defeat, of masculine surrender, of a man who had just completely lost whatever self-control he'd been maintaining. "Let's go. Now. Right now. I don't care if we haven't cut the cake. I don't care about any of this. I need to get you alone immediately or I'm going to do something inappropriate in front of your grandmother."

Leo stood up—or tried to. He wobbled dangerously, the combination of champagne, corset, and hours in heels making his balance uncertain, his legs unsteady.

But Mark caught him—of course he did. One arm around Leo's compressed waist, steadying him, supporting him, claiming him.

"Tiffany!" Leo called out across the ballroom, his voice carrying over the music and conversation.

Tiffany looked up from where she was dirty dancing with one of the groomsmen, her expression shifting from pleasure to duty in an instant.

Leo turned away from her, facing the crowd of single women who had gathered near the dance floor in anticipation—bridesmaids, cousins, friends, acquaintances, all waiting for the traditional bouquet toss.

Without looking, without aiming, Leo grabbed his bouquet from the table and tossed it over his shoulder in a high arc.

He heard the screams—actual screams of competition and desperation as the women fought for it, heard the scramble of heels on polished floor, heard someone curse loudly, heard Tiffany's voice rising above the chaos shouting "Mine! That's mine! I called it!"

But Leo didn't look back. Didn't need to see who caught it.

He turned toward the exit, still supported by Mark's strong arm, his train dragging behind him like a river of silk and lace.

They walked out of the ballroom together—or more accurately, Mark walked and Leo sort of glided next to him, his steps small and uncertain but his posture perfect, his head high, his smile radiant.

The guests formed a path, holding up sparklers that created a tunnel of light and fire. Rice fell like snow—actual rice, despite the venue's rules against it. Someone popped a bottle of champagne, spraying it like a celebration.

The train of Leo's dress dragged behind him on the polished marble floor, erasing his footprints as he went, leaving no trace of his passage except the memory of beauty, of perfection, of the bride everyone would talk about for years.

Leo Miller is dead, he thought with startling clarity as they pushed through the doors into the cool evening air. He died on a mountain in Nevada in a plane crash. His body burned. His identity burned. Everything he was, everything he thought he'd be, gone. Deleted. Erased.

Mark's town car was waiting—a sleek black vehicle with tinted windows and a driver in a formal uniform who opened the door with a practiced flourish.

Mark helped Leo in, gathering the yards of fabric and tulle, making sure everything fit inside the car without getting caught in the door. Then he slid in beside him, immediately pulling Leo close, his hand going possessively to Leo's thigh again, higher this time, much higher.

The door closed. The world outside became muffled, distant, unreal.

The driver pulled away from the curb smoothly, heading toward the private airfield where their jet waited.

But Mrs. Chloe Davidson? Leo thought, leaning into Mark's warmth, feeling his husband's hand exploring under layers of tulle, feeling his own body responding with enthusiasm and wetness and eagerness that should have horrified him but somehow just felt right.

She's just getting started. And honestly? She's going to have a hell of a time.


Epilogue: The New Normal.

The morning sun sliced through the narrow gap in the blackout curtains of the master suite—custom Italian silk, ordered from a boutique in Milan that only accepted clients by referral—hitting the three-carat diamond on Chloe's left hand with laser precision.

The ring—a flawless cushion-cut surrounded by smaller diamonds in a platinum setting that cost more than Leo's entire childhood home—threw a prism of rainbows across the high-thread-count Egyptian cotton duvet. The light danced and refracted, creating sparkly little kaleidoscopes across the fabric, a constant, glittering reminder of who won the game of life.

Chloe stirred slowly, luxuriously, emerging from sleep like a cat stretching in a sunbeam. She stretched her legs deep under the covers—covers that were weighted perfectly, temperature-regulated, and cost a genuinely obscene amount of money—feeling her muscles elongate, her joints pop satisfyingly.

Her toes pointed in that unconscious, graceful way that ballet dancers did, though she'd never taken a lesson. Her back arched dramatically, pressing her breasts against the silk of her nightgown, the fabric cool and sensuous against her skin. A low, satisfied purr vibrated in her throat—an actual, audible sound of contentment that would have mortified Leo but that came naturally to Chloe.

The bedroom itself was a monument to wealth: vaulted ceilings, a fireplace that was purely decorative since the house had central heating controlled by an app, walk-in closets the size of studio apartments, original artwork on the walls that Mark had purchased from galleries in New York.

Six months ago, waking up meant groaning at a cheap digital alarm clock with an obnoxious beep, scratching a scruffy chin that needed shaving, and dreading another eight-hour shift at a dead-end job where the manager was an asshole and the customers were worse. It meant being invisible, walking through life unnoticed and unremarkable, just another schlub in cargo shorts shuffling through existence. It meant being Leo.

Now? Waking up was an event. A performance. A celebration of existence.

She ran a hand down her side slowly, savoring every inch, feeling the pronounced curve of her waist, the flare of her hip, the smoothness of skin that was obsessively exfoliated three times a week and moisturized with expensive vanilla body butter that cost sixty dollars for a tiny jar. The silk of her nightie—La Perla, because Mark had excellent taste in lingerie—slipped against her skin with a whisper-soft friction that sent pleasant tingles through her nerve endings.

She didn't miss the stubble. Didn't miss having to shave her face every morning or risk looking homeless. She didn't miss the phantom weight between her legs, that awkward bulk that got in the way and made uncomfortable adjustments necessary in public. In fact, looking back with six months of perspective, she genuinely wondered how she'd ever dragged that extra baggage around, how that had ever felt normal or natural.

Good riddance, she thought with satisfaction. Best trade I ever made. Gave up a dick, got a Mercedes and a black Amex. I'd say I won that negotiation.

She rolled over in the massive California King bed—custom-made, because apparently even mattresses came in "rich person" sizes—and looked at her husband.

Mark was dead to the world, snoring softly, one muscular arm thrown over his eyes, his chest rising and falling with deep, peaceful breaths. His dark hair was messy from sleep, his jaw shadowed with stubble that looked rugged rather than homeless, his body relaxed and sprawled across his side of the bed with the confidence of a man who owned everything around him.

Six months of marriage had made him even more attractive somehow. He'd healed completely from the accident, resumed his intense workout routine, and had the satisfied glow of a man getting regular, enthusiastic sex from a wife who looked like a lingerie model.

Chloe smiled—a wicked, predatory little smile, the kind a cat makes before pouncing on an unsuspecting mouse. It was an expression the old Chloe used to wear in photos, that "I know something you don't" smirk, but refined and perfected by six months of practice, of learning exactly what power she held and how to wield it.

She propped herself up on one elbow, her hair cascading over her bare shoulder like a dark, glossy waterfall. She'd recently switched to a new shampoo and conditioner system—something recommended by her hairstylist that cost more per ounce than champagne—and the results were undeniable. Her hair was thick, shiny, and smelled like some exotic flower she couldn't pronounce.

She watched him sleep, studying his face in the morning light. This man—wealthy beyond her old comprehension, handsome in that distinguished, powerful way, and completely, utterly obsessed with her—was hers. Her husband. Her provider. Her worshipper.

And the best part? After six months of intensive field research, she knew exactly how to operate him. He was like a very expensive, very satisfying video game that she'd completely mastered. Every button. Every cheat code. Every secret level.

"Time to wake the beast," she whispered to herself, her voice still husky with sleep, that smoky quality that Mark said drove him insane.

She didn't shake him. Didn't call his name like some boring, traditional wife. She didn't even need to speak.

No, she opted for the method that had a 100% success rate and happened to be her favorite morning ritual, the one that made Mark consistently late for early meetings and that he never, ever complained about.

With a fluid, serpentine movement that was all feminine grace and zero masculine efficiency, Chloe slid down the bed, her silk nightgown riding up her thighs as she moved. She pulled the heavy duvet up over her head, creating a warm, private tent, a secret space that smelled like expensive detergent and Mark's natural musk and the lingering scent of last night's activities.

It was dark under the covers, intimate, cocooning.

She navigated by touch and familiarity, her hands sliding up Mark's thighs, feeling the muscle there, the coarse hair, the heat of his skin. She found him in the dark—already half-hard even in sleep, because apparently his body had learned to anticipate her morning routine even when his conscious mind hadn't woken up yet.

Perfect, she thought with satisfaction. Pavlovian response. I've trained him well.

As she went to work—teasing with her fingertips first, trailing them up his length with feather-light touches, then adding her mouth, her lips, her tongue, using techniques she'd learned from a combination of Tiffany's shockingly explicit brunch advice and her own experimental enthusiasm—her mind wandered in that strange, detached way it sometimes did during these moments.

It was a habit she'd developed over the past six months: multitasking her wifely duties with deep philosophical reflection, thinking about grocery lists or dinner reservations or the state of her existence while her body performed on autopilot.

God, men are easy, she thought, listening to Mark's breathing change above her, becoming faster, more ragged, punctuated with soft groans. Genuinely, embarrassingly easy. All it takes is a little enthusiasm, some strategic tongue action, and maybe some lip gloss for aesthetic purposes, and you literally own them. They become putty. They'll do anything. Buy anything. Agree to anything.

She hollowed her cheeks, increased the suction, added a twisting motion with her hand that Tiffany had demonstrated with a water bottle at brunch while three other women watched with notebooks.

Mark's hips jerked involuntarily. His hand—still moving on instinct, still not fully awake—found the back of her head, tangling in her hair, not pushing or controlling, just holding, like he needed the anchor.

This is power, Chloe thought, feeling a rush of satisfaction that was far more potent than any video game achievement, any boss defeated, any high score reached. Real, tangible power. I control the CEO. I control the bank account. I control the pleasure. I say 'jump' and he asks 'how high?' I say 'buy me that' and it's in our driveway by Tuesday. I say 'let's stay in bed' and suddenly his morning meetings can be rescheduled.

She thought about her old life—though "thought" was perhaps too strong a word. The memory of "Leo" felt like a low-resolution movie she'd seen once, didn't particularly like, and had mostly forgotten. Leo was lonely, sitting in his apartment on Friday nights while his few friends gradually stopped calling. Leo was broke, checking his bank account balance before deciding if he could afford pizza delivery. Leo couldn't get a text back from a dating app match to save his life, couldn't get a second date even when he managed a first one.

Chloe? Chloe walked into a room and the temperature changed. The air shifted. Conversations paused. Heads turned. Baristas gave her free drinks and "accidentally" wrote their numbers on her cup just to see her smile, to bask in her attention for thirty seconds. Construction workers stopped drilling—literally stopped their power tools—just to watch her walk past in yoga pants, calling out comments that ranged from appreciative to crude but that all fundamentally meant the same thing: You are beautiful and we are powerless before you.

She had discovered over the past six months that being a beautiful woman was the ultimate cheat code to life, the god-mode command, the infinite money glitch. Why grind for XP when you start the game at max level with all the best equipment already unlocked?

Mark's breathing was coming in harsh gasps now, his hand tightening in her hair—not painfully, but firmly, possessively. His other hand gripped the sheets so hard she could hear the fabric straining.

Almost there, she thought, recognizing the signs, reading his body like an instruction manual she'd memorized. Three... two...

She picked up the pace, using the "vacuum seal double-hand twist" technique that Tiffany had actually named and diagrammed on a napkin, demonstrating with a banana while the waiter pretended not to watch. She added a humming vibration at the back of her throat, a trick she'd discovered by accident and that Mark had literally written a check to charity for afterward because he said he'd promised God something in that moment.

Mark let out a low, guttural groan—a sound of complete surrender, of masculine defeat, of a man who had no defense against what was happening to him. His body went rigid, every muscle tensing simultaneously, his back arching off the mattress.

When he finally finished—shuddering and gasping her name, "Chloe, fuck, Chloe," in a strangled voice that sounded almost pained—she felt that smug sense of accomplishment that had become her favorite drug, better than any substance, more addictive than any game.

Level cleared. Achievement unlocked. High score maintained.

She swallowed—because she'd learned that men found that incredibly hot and it saved on cleanup—and took her time finishing, drawing out his sensitivity with gentle touches until he was actually whimpering and trying to squirm away.

Mercy is a gift I choose to give, she thought with amusement, not a right he can demand.

She resurfaced from under the duvet slowly, dramatically, like Aphrodite emerging from sea foam. Her hair was delightfully messy—sex hair, bedroom hair, the kind hairstylists tried to create artificially but that only looked authentic when genuinely earned. Her lips were swollen and red, and she made a mental note to reapply her lip mask later.

Mark blinked his eyes open, staring up at her like she was a hallucination, like a mirage, like something his desperate mind had conjured.

"Best... alarm clock... ever," he wheezed, his voice wrecked, his chest still heaving. He reached out with a shaky hand to stroke her cheek, his thumb brushing over her bottom lip with something like reverence. "How are you real? How did I get this lucky? Did I save orphans from a fire in a past life?"

"You're welcome, husband," Chloe beamed, leaning into his touch, nuzzling against his palm like an affectionate cat. She kissed him—deeply, thoroughly, letting him taste himself on her lips and tongue because she'd learned he found that unbearably arousing, the evidence of what she'd done, the claiming.

Mark made a sound between a groan and a whimper. "You're going to kill me," he muttered against her mouth. "I'm going to die of a heart attack and it's going to be your fault and I'm going to die happy."

"What a way to go though," Chloe purred, trailing her fingers down his chest, feeling his heart racing. "They'll find you with a smile on your face. Your tombstone will say 'Death by Blowjob.' Your business partners will be jealous at your funeral."

"Worth it," Mark declared, pulling her against him, burying his face in her neck, inhaling deeply. "Completely worth it. Cancel my meetings. I'm staying in bed with my wife."

"You have that board presentation," Chloe reminded him, though she made no move to pull away, enjoying the warmth of his body, the possessive way his arms wrapped around her. "The merger thing? The one you've been preparing for all week? The one you said could make or break the quarter?"

Mark groaned, reality intruding on his post-orgasmic bliss. "I hate being a responsible adult. I want to be a kept man. You keep me. I'll stay home and look pretty."

"Tempting," Chloe laughed, the sound bright and genuine. "But then who would fund my shopping addiction? My spa appointments? My standing Thursday lunch at that place where the salads cost forty dollars?"

"Fair point," Mark conceded. He kissed her forehead, her nose, her lips one more time—lingering, reluctant. "Tonight though. Tonight I'm taking you to dinner somewhere obscenely expensive, and then I'm bringing you home and returning the favor. Extensively. With enthusiasm."

"I'll hold you to that," Chloe said, watching as he reluctantly extracted himself from bed, from her, from the warm cocoon of post-sex contentment.

He stumbled toward the bathroom—actually stumbled, his legs unsteady—muttering about being late for the board meeting but totally worth it, completely worth it, best way to start a day.

The door closed. She heard the shower start, heard him start singing—badly, off-key, some 80s rock song she vaguely recognized—and smiled.

Chloe settled back against the pillows—down pillows, because she'd developed opinions about thread count and pillow fill—basking in the afterglow of her victory, her control, her perfect life.

The room was quiet except for the distant sound of running water. The house was massive—six bedrooms, four bathrooms, a home theater, a wine cellar, a gym, a pool—so big she sometimes went whole days without visiting certain rooms. Her life was perfect in ways Leo couldn't have imagined, couldn't have even dreamed of aspiring to.

She had everything. Literally everything. Money. Security. A husband who worshipped her. A body that opened doors and closed deals. A face that made strangers stumble over their words.

But as she lay there in the expensive sheets in the expensive house, her hand drifted down slowly, almost unconsciously. It moved past the lace trim of her silk nightie, past the flat plane of her ribs, and came to rest on her stomach.

It was flat. Perfectly flat. Toned from three-times-weekly Pilates classes with an instructor who worked with celebrities. Smooth and unblemished thanks to her skincare routine. Her abs were actually visible—not bodybuilder visible, but that subtle definition that fitness influencers posted on Instagram.

But it felt... empty.

The word surprised her. She frowned, pressing her palm more firmly against her belly, feeling the slight give of flesh over muscle.

She remembered the "hollow" feeling from the transformation, that first moment of looking in the mirror and realizing her internal geography had been completely redrawn. For six months, she had filled that void with everything—with sex that left her breathless, with shopping that made her credit card sing, with social climbing that had taken her from "Mark's new wife" to "Chloe Sterling, influencer and charity board member."

But lately—just in the past few weeks, really—something had shifted.

Seeing the way Mark looked at his nephews during the family Christmas gathering, his face softening, his voice taking on a gentle quality she rarely heard. Seeing the way other women in her yoga class waddled around with their prominent baby bumps, their hands resting protectively on their swollen bellies, their faces glowing with that mythical pregnancy radiance. Watching her Instagram feed fill with gender reveal videos and nursery tours and tiny shoes that served no practical purpose but were undeniably adorable.

A new instinct was kicking in—another subroutine in the SwapApp's programming, another biological imperative that had apparently been cranked up to eleven along with the libido and the shopping addiction and the need for external validation.

The nesting instinct. The maternal instinct. The primal, biological drive to reproduce.

She rubbed her belly in slow, circular motions, the gesture unconscious, instinctive. She imagined it swelling, growing round and tight and undeniable. She imagined the attention—because pregnant women got attention, got seats on the subway, got doors held, got strangers smiling at them with approval. She imagined shopping for tiny clothes, decorating a nursery in gender-neutral colors because she'd make it a surprise. She imagined Mark's face when she told him, the shock and joy and pride.

She imagined having purpose beyond looking pretty and spending money. A project. A creation. Something that would call her "mama" and depend on her completely and love her unconditionally.

Where the fuck is this coming from? part of her mind—maybe the last remaining fragment of Leo, the part that used to recoil at the sound of babies crying on airplanes—wondered in alarm. You literally just spent twenty minutes sucking dick and now you're thinking about babies? What is happening to you?

But the thought wouldn't leave. It had taken root—pun intended, she thought with dark humor—and was growing stronger every day.

"You know," Chloe whispered to the empty room, a soft, almost maternal smile touching her lips, an expression that felt foreign but somehow right. "We have the house. Five bedrooms we don't even use. We have the money—god knows we have the money, Mark just bought a second vacation home because the first one was 'too far from the marina.' And god knows we're getting enough practice in the baby-making department."

She looked at the closed bathroom door, steam starting to seep out around the edges, hearing Mark's terrible singing echoing off tile.

"Maybe it's time to put a bun in this oven," she decided, giving her flat stomach a little pat, almost affectionate. "Make this official. Give Mark an heir. Give myself a project. Leo is dead—long dead, burned up in that crash, scattered in the wind. Long live... the Mom."

The thought should have terrified her. Six months ago—hell, six weeks ago—the idea of pregnancy would have sent Leo running for the hills.

But now? Now it felt like the logical next step. The next level in the game. The next achievement to unlock.

Mrs. Chloe Sterling: Wife, influencer, future mother.

It had a nice ring to it.

She grabbed her phone from the nightstand—iPhone in a designer case that cost more than the phone itself—and opened her cycle tracking app. She'd started using it a few months ago, initially just out of curiosity about her new biology, about understanding the rhythms and patterns of this body.

The app displayed her cycle in cheerful pastels and helpful graphics.

Current status: Day 14. Ovulation week. Peak fertility. The little egg icon was literally glowing on her screen.

Chloe grinned—a slow, predatory, utterly feline expression.

"Oh, Mark," she said to the closed bathroom door, her voice sing-song and sweet. "You poor, unsuspecting bastard. You have no idea what's about to hit you."

She stood, stretched—feeling her body respond, feeling the readiness, the biological imperative humming in her veins—and walked toward the bathroom, her hips swaying, her nightgown swishing.

Mark didn't stand a chance.

Not even a little bit.

And honestly? She was going to have so much fun not telling him what she was doing.

Let's make a baby, she thought, reaching for the bathroom door handle. Let's see if I'm as good at getting pregnant as I am at everything else.

The door opened. Steam billowed out. Mark looked up from the shower, water streaming down his body, his eyes widening as he saw her expression.

"Round two?" he asked hopefully.

"Round two," Chloe confirmed, already pulling her nightgown over her head. "And three. And four. I cleared your calendar for the morning. Hope you don't mind."

"Best. Wife. Ever," Mark declared as she stepped into the shower, the hot water hitting her skin, her body pressing against his.

The bathroom door clicked shut behind them.

And somewhere—in whatever digital afterlife deleted apps went to—the SwapApp's code hummed with satisfaction.

Mission accomplished. User fully integrated. Identity replacement complete. Biological imperatives: activated.

End program.
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