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		Magda paced behind the counter, chewing her lower lip as she considered the events of the night before. When the boy had come in - Riley, she recalled - she had felt something unlike anything she had experienced before. Her previous attempts at magic had been earnest, but the results were modest in comparison to the pure energy she had felt last night. In fact, that much power frightened her more than a little. The only time she'd been in the presence of magic so awesome in nature was when she was in Mother Lottie's company, a woman whose wisdom and abilities were the stuff of legend in certain circles. As she considered Mother Lottie's abilities, she resolved herself to contact her former mentor and describe last night's events, perhaps find some answers as to what had occurred in her otherwise-quiet shop.

		Then again, Magda thought, quiet was relative. None of this would have happened in the first place if it hadn't been for the protesters outside with their homemade signs and pinched, judgmental faces. Riley had at least been brave enough to enter The Toy Chest, albeit after hours when no one was around to see him. That made it all the worse, in Magda's estimation, that he should have been affected in some way by the spiraling and unfocused energy that sprang up in the shop. While there was no immediate cause for alarm, she couldn't shake the idea that something had happened last night that would dictate the course of her life in the immediate future.

		She forced herself to stop the pacing, sitting atop the stool in front of the cash register with its faded and tape-sealed note on the side that read 'NO CHECKS.' She placed her hands on her knees, smoothed by the tight leather pants that clung to her lower body as if it were painted on. Normally, Magda reveled in showing off her still-toned body, but her distraction and sense of foreboding couldn't be shaken with the usual self-appreciation that came with a wickedly fun ensemble. Instead, she concentrated on her breathing, feeling her dark curls shift on her shoulders as she inhaled deeply, held it, then exhaled. It was an old trick, one that Mother Lottie insisted on when she had been under the old woman's direct tutelage, and it worked as well now as it had then. By the dozenth breath, she could feel the tension begin to drain from her shoulders and lower back.

		The tinkling of the bell over the door indicated a customer, and Magda's eyes snapped open, interrupting the peace that was settling over her. When she saw the girl enter, a flicker of recognition caused Magda to level her gaze at the auburn-haired girl on her way into the store. Her nose was wrinkled, as if the very air of The Toy Chest were tainted by something foul. Of course Magda knew that the store was not only clean, it was probably far more sanitary than most restaurants the college coed frequented, but the fact that naked people doing naughty things populated the shelves of the store, magazines and videos, and even the packaging on the toys, this was the true source of the girl's sour expression.

		Behind her, a tall boy entered, his eyes darting about, whether out of genuine curiosity or out of disdain, Magda was unsure. He was well-built, and the jacket he wore suggested he was a football player at the local college. His hair was a sandy blond, brushed casually across his head like Magda had seen on so many of the boys his age. It made him look feminine, to be honest, but Magda thought a little flexibility in his sexuality would do wonders for him.

		"Where is Riley?" the girl demanded, standing on the other side of the counter from Magda. The girl was careful not to look anywhere besides Magda's face for fear of being spoiled by the lewd decor of The Toy Chest.

		"I honestly don't know," Magda said, taking another deep breath. She felt the recently-departed tension return and twist the muscles in her shoulders.

		"You think I'm stupid?"

		Magda assumed the question was rhetorical, preferring to focus on the girl's escort, who was eyeballing the middle shelves, the ones with the magazines and DVDs, without actually taking a step toward the aisle.

		"Look," Magda began, closing her eyes as she steeled herself for another chapter in the Book of Virtue from the girl, "I don't know where your friend is. He came in for a minute after your group left at my invitation. I wanted him to see what he was actually protesting. After a few minutes, he left. If you want to know where he is now, I can assure this is the one place he is not."

		"Don't you dare talk down to me, you... you... you bitch."

		Now the tension in Magda's body was joined by an all-consuming heat, issuing from her belly and spreading like wildfire along her appendages until all Magda could feel was the anger at the girl's insolence and ignorance.

		"Maybe we oughta go," the boy said from his place at the head of the aisles. "He's not here."

		"Listen to your friend," Magda said through gritted teeth. She worked to maintain a calm tone, but she could hear for herself that she sounded strained and on the edge of truly regrettable actions.

		The bell tinkled again, drawing Magda's attention. No customer entered behind it, the door unmoved. Still, the bell swung in a lazy circle, the clapper banging against the brass bell and making metallic, chattering sounds. When she looked down, Magda saw the dark hairs on her arm lift and waver, as if an electrical charge surrounded her.

		"Oh no," she whispered to herself.

		Much like the night before, she felt the power swirling around her, creating a current that threatened to discharge at the slightest provocation.

		"You should go," she said, quiet and low.

		"I'll go when I'm ready you whoremonger," the girl said, her face a picture of rebellious spite.

		Though Magda wasn't clear if the epithet was accurate or even relevant, she was more concerned with getting the girl and her muscular escort out of the store before the energy that flowed through the air around them like a dark and powerful river could find a target.

		"Please," Magda whispered, "you really should go."

		Behind the girl, her athletic friend was beginning to notice the change in the air, drawing his gaze from the lurid covers to dart around the store in search of the source of the energy. He took a step toward the girl, reaching for her arm, but she pulled free of his grasp, eyes burning as she stared at Magda.

		"You're a blight on this town," she was saying, "a disease that needs to be cut away like a cancer. What your little business provides is only good for encouraging the basest in human behavior. You should be ashamed. You sit behind your counter and do the Devil's work for him."

		Magda pressed her fingers to her temples, pressing against the throbbing pressure that was firing stars across her vision. She left her place on the stool, half-staggering toward the lobby of the store, ducking under the counter.

		"Please," she repeated, eyes shut against the tremendous pressure in her skull, a pressure that threatened to spill out and affect everyone around her. She could feel the weight of it, the desire for it to be free, to do her bidding with delight. "You should go. Come back later and we can talk more about it."

		The girl was past reason, marching toward Magda with her boy-toy trailing behind, a magazine he'd removed from the shelf in hand, the pages tugged by the breeze that blew inexplicably through the store.

		"I will not go! I want you to understand what you're doing to this community! Admit what you are and I'll consider leaving. Say you're a smut-peddler."

		And then it was calm. The balloon-like swelling in Magda's head ceased, the force within her exploding from her head to every extremity as if a dam had cracked and released it from its prison, and she could feel the power within her light every cell and color her thoughts. Why should she bend to this insolent girl? This spoiled prude had no authority, not here, not in Magda's domain. The peace Magda felt was born of her sense of sudden power, knowledge that these two interlopers in her store were no more threatening to her than the errant buzzing of a fly.

		Magda's red lips curled into a smile, her eyes lifting until they locked with the girl's.

		"What is your name?" Magda asked, the same calm she felt wrapping around her words, giving them a nonchalant tone.

		"Alexis," the girl said, but she had retreated a step. She saw the change in Magda's demeanor and, for the first time, felt that her control over the situation was slipping.

		"And his?" Magda continued, eyes flitting to the boy.

		"I'm Steven," he said, the magazine in his hand forgotten as he saw the beautiful store-owner slink close to Alexis, her every step a celebration of sensuality. It was almost as if she was a different person, Steve thought, then dismissed it in favor of more immediate concerns. Something was happening, he could feel it.

		Magda continued her slow approach to Alexis, who matched her retreat with the older, sultry woman's advances. For the first time, real fear began to creep into Alexis' expression.

		"You call me a smut-peddler. That I do the Devil's work... And look at you. So isolated in your ivory tower you forget the most important thing. We are all flesh, we all desire, and you have chosen to hide the beauty of that simple truth."

		"It's okay," Alexis said quickly, "We'll go. You're right."

		Magda's hair swayed as she shook her head languidly, her smile never faltering. "Too late," she grinned. "Now it's time for class, and you and your little friend are going to learn."

		"Come on, Alexis," Steven said, eyes never leaving the suddenly-predatory shop owner.

		Magda's head snapped to Steven, whose back struck the magazine shelf as he involuntarily retreated.

		"What's that you have, pretty boy?" Magda asked, nodding to the magazine still in Steven's hand. He would have sworn he saw a spark of flame within Magda's green eyes, suddenly seeming so much darker.

		Steven twisted his wrist to reveal the cover, a magazine devoted to darkly made-up girls with pierced lips and eyebrows, the teasing photos on the front promising couplings of several such girls. Magda's face lit with delight.

		"Oh, that is rich. You both shrink from the darkness, you both pretend that the occult horrifies you. That sex is wrong and dirty. I think it's time you saw how the other half lives, don't you?"

		"Leave him alone!" Alexis cried, stepping forward to place herself between Magda and Steven, her strength returned. "He's only here because I asked him."

		"I wouldn't dream of separating you, Alexis. I promise you'll be together for a very long time. You belong together, after all."

		The air erupted with an invisible force, emanating from Magda and rippling through Alexis and Steven as it cascaded through the store. DVD cases rattled and magazine pages flipped, toys hanging from wire spindles shook and ticked hollowly against one another. For an instant, the room was possessed of an energy that seemed to still the hands of time and freeze the three occupants in their steps as the ephemeral force rippled from the walls and echoed back to them.

		When it passed, Magda found herself on one knee, her hands flat on the floor, a sense of hollowness within her. She rose on unsteady feet and found the counter for support. Huddled together, Alexis and Steven stared at her with slack, vacant expressions. For a moment, Magda thought she may have frozen them, made flesh statues of the protesters. Finally, Alexis pushed her long hair from her face and regarded Magda.

		"Thank you," she said in a low voice, then took Steven's hand and exited.

		Magda watched after them, staring out at the empty parking lot long after they had gone. Whatever had passed from her to them, it was more powerful than the energy from the night before.

		"There were two of them, after all," she mumbled to herself, then blanched. This thing inside, the thing that escaped twice in as many days with no surety of its effect, it would need to be contained and controlled. And the only person that could help her was Mother Lottie.

		

		Alexis could barely account for her actions on the way home. She knew Steven had driven her, must have, as she was in her bedroom and he had picked her up early that morning. As she retraced her steps in her mind, she recalled their conversation in the car, mostly discussion of Riley's lack of response to their texts and phone calls. There had been an awkward moment when Steven suggested that Alexis' interest in Riley's safety was more than casual or platonic, but Alexis had shrugged the probing off. She was, she insisted, not interested in sex until she had a ring on her finger. It was what she had been taught from an early age, and the moral compass that vow had provided her had served her well all through high school and now into college.

		She remembered the shop, and the raven-haired owner of The Toy Chest, and she could piece together fragments of an argument and then... nothing. There was the sudden realization that she was alone in her bedroom with no memory of how she had found her way back. Worse, she felt out of sorts, a vague nagging sensation at the base of her neck that told her things were different somehow, but she couldn't light the candle of recognition.

		She examined her room, the same bedroom she'd occupied since she was in middle school. Posters had been exchanged for current bands or popular movies, the walls had been repainted from a soft pink to a more neutral eggshell white, the sheets had evolved from a more childish pattern and color to the blander gray sheets and comforter. As she took it in, it felt... wrong. Even her own clothes - a simple white blouse with a long denim skirt with overall-style shoulder straps - seemed unlike her, yet she had chosen the outfit with confidence. She wasn't the most stylish, preferring instead for something demure. As she kicked off the plain white sneakers, white ankle socks covering her feet, she collapsed back onto the bed, her legs still hanging off the side. Staring up at the ceiling, Alexis tried to place the vague worry that plagued her.

		Her skin was itchy and uncomfortable, adding to the uneasy feeling that already tattered her thoughts. She had to do something, she thought, something to ease the nervousness she felt. She turned her head to either side, and finally felt a flash of peace when she saw the vanity to her right. Her make-up, Alexis realized, that was the problem. Somehow, she could not get comfortable until she got her make-up right. Generally, she wore a bare minimum, finding most make-up to be garishly applied and indicative of the kind of girl Alexis most clearly was not.

		And yet...

		Unable to cope with the nervous tension any longer, Alexis sat upright and crossed to the vanity, sitting down before it, her modest make-up spread before her, all soft tones and warm colors that did nothing to alleviate the unsettling feeling that nagged at her so. She tried a peach lip gloss that she only wore when she was out with a boy (and no touching any of the naughty places, thank you very much!), but even this relatively risque addition was not enough to quell the dissatisfaction she felt when she saw her face in the mirror.

		Exasperated, she abandoned her lips in favor of her eyes, applying eyeliner in thick strokes until her lids were thick and boldly defined. As she sat back to evaluate her handiwork, she realized the nervous energy had dissipated some. It was not gone, not completely, but its volume had lowered from its previous din to a low murmur that was more manageable.

		Now, she saw her brown eyes highlighted by the dark lines of her eyes. Yes, it was too much by her standards, almost anyone's really, but she liked it. There was something about the blackness of it that appealed to her. As she touched the soft skin beneath her eyes, staring at her reflection, another revelation came. She was horny. Undeniably, indefinably aroused.

		She saw her reflection's cheeks glow red with the embarrassment of her body's eagerness to touch and be touched, and somehow an image of Steven found its way into her imaginings. Except he was not the Steven that had dropped her off at the front door. He was different, somehow. Darker. Yes, that was it. Like the borders of her own eyes, this version of Steven was darker, inside and out. And the thought of him wearing eyeliner like her own fanned the flame that burned in her belly. She timidly eased forward, the denim skirt sliding up her thighs. Alexis helped the rough fabric up her legs until her plain white panties were visible. She gasped when her fingertips danced over the cleft between her legs, applying pressure until she could feel the cotton grow damp with her own lubrication.

		She moaned aloud in the room, an unfamiliar abandon seizing her thoughts as she lifted her hips to shove the skirt up until it bunched around her waist and her fingers eased under the waistband of her underwear. A comet of thought fired across the transom of her mind, an instinctual revulsion to her behavior, but the heat of her fingertips trembling against the folds of her nether lips banished any further doubt. She cried out as her fingers spread her labia and a sticky warmth covered her slender fingers.

		When two fingers slid into her slit, Alexis threw back her head and screamed in a pure expression of lust set free.

		

		Steven paced his living room, unable to put his finger on the anxiety that wracked his thoughts. He had shouldered off his letterman jacket and sneakers, an odd and uncomfortable heat having settled into him and even the extreme cool of the air conditioner - blowing full blast and chilling the air - could not penetrate the discomfort. He would have to retire to his bedroom if he cared to disrobe further, but the clothing seemed irrelevant to the warmth that burned from within. He wondered if he had a fever, maybe caught something from that shop he'd escorted Alexis to that morning. It was stupid, he chided himself, chasing Alexis around, as well as chauffeuring her. She liked Riley, everyone knew that, but a frigid girl like Alexis was never going to give it up, not while Riley was around, anyways.

		When Alexis called him the night before, unnerved by Riley's silence after their protest outside The Toy Chest, Steven had fallen into old habits. It was as if he was in middle school again, sitting behind Alexis in biology, staring at the silken tumble of her hair, closing his eyes and inhaling softly to catch the scent of her shampoo. Before his eyes, Alexis blossomed into the most beautiful girl he'd ever seen in person. While the other girls paraded the changes in their bodies around like they were the first to ever sprout breasts, Alexis' clothing grew looser and more subdued, but a careful eye could tell that the body beneath her camouflage was full and supple and gloriously ripe. He had entertained fantasies about her auburn hair and full lips, the way her wide smile made his stomach do somersaults. Alone in his bedroom, he had imagined entire lives with Alexis, a sudden realization on her face as she understood, finally, that no one would love her like Steven.

		Riley entered the picture their senior year of high school. While Steven was biding his time, waiting for the proper moment to tell Alexis how he felt, Riley came from nowhere to insert himself into her life. Steven tried to blame Riley for all of the failings in his desire for Alexis, but the truth was far less complex. In short, Steven had waited too long and Alexis, if she had ever entertained feelings for Steven, had grown weary of his cowardice and a handsome and self-assured newcomer had usurped his place in Alexis' affections.

		Still, their friendship endured, and Steven found himself playing the part of the dutiful friend, careful not to criticize Riley for fear of further distance from Alexis. Besides, he could chart the progress of their burgeoning relationship. He had been on the phone with Alexis following their first kiss, assuring her that such a sign of affection was in no way a violation of 'God's will' or that Riley's (admittedly clumsy) attempts to go further didn't mean Riley was a horrible person, only a normal boy with his own catalog of needs and desires. Steven could almost see Alexis' brow set low and her lips pursed (those lips, how he wanted to touch them with his own!) as she weighed the lechery of men her age.

		Steven blushed at the unnoticed erection in his pants, though it wasn't unexpected. So often his thoughts of Alexis ended in this way, with his hand wrapped around his rod followed by elation and then the sad acknowledgment that this would be a fantasy unfulfilled so long as Riley was in the picture.

		Resigned to another repetition of his unfulfilling ritual, Steven climbed the stairs to a bedroom he'd inhabited since his older brother left for college, preferring an out-of-state solution to his educational dilemma. Locking the door behind him, Steven slid his jeans and boxers down, revealing hairy and well-muscled legs, and stepped out of them. He turned the corner into the attached bathroom (the primary selling point of his older brother's room) and stood before the sink, biting his lip as he took his cock in hand. He closed his eyes, imagining for the thousandth time the way Alexis would look when she finally came to him, dressed in her Sunday school clothes, the slow reveal of her body as she disrobed before him and her peach skin glowed with her need for him.

		He climaxed, squirting his seed into the sink and quickly turning the faucet to wash his ejaculate away, just as he rinsed away the thoughts of Alexis and her hidden bounty.

		He gaped when his eyes lifted from the sink to his reflection, a glimpse of a stranger in the mirror causing him to take a quick step back, as if this stranger might burst from the mirror for him. When he looked again, it was only to find himself, his button-up loose on his torso, his face familiar once more.

		He shook his head as he turned to the shower, opening up the faucet until the steam billowed from behind the plastic shower liner and the lacy shower curtain. His fingers traced the intricate patterns of the curtain, transfixed by the tight stitching, the way the material felt soft in his hands. Steven was strangely outside himself, an observer as he stepped under the hot water and spun, covering his body in wet heat. When his fingers carved rows into his wet hair, he leaned back, the water striking his torso and running down his belly, the stream parting as it reached his sex.

		The heat of the shower was like a cocoon, enveloping Steven's body in a hot mist that invaded his pores. In the same dreamlike fashion, Steven removed the razor from the shower caddy that dangled from the shower head, running the blade down the center of his chest and following behind with his free hand. The smoothness left by the razor titillated him further, and he felt a stirring in his belly and a tensing in his cock as it thickened. He gasped audibly, the slickness of the water and his newly-smooth skin joining to banish any thoughts of the strangeness of his behavior. He felt pure pleasure, a pleasure unlike anything he could recall previously. The was a rightness to the feeling, a sense that whatever he had been before, it had all been a lie. His truth, the defining nature of his existence, had been revealed to him, and the razor moved now with more fervor.

		Like an artist sculpting a block of stone, Steven guided the razor around the curves of his flesh, following the shape of his chest and the flat of his belly, erasing rather than creating as the hair slid down his body with the water and spun around dizzily before disappearing into the drain between his feet. He felt the faintest twinge of disorientation as he lifted his leg to rest his foot on the rear ledge of the tub, the blades thick and clotted with hair. He carefully cleaned the head of the razor until it gleamed and it moved along the top of his thigh.

		By the time the water turned cool, Steven had managed to rid his skin of all hair below his neck, save a thick, dark patch above his penis, trimmed in a rough triangle. As he dried himself, the cotton of his towel thrilled his senses, and he moaned aloud in the quiet of his empty house.

		He slipped between the cool sheets of his bed, despite the fact that the mid-afternoon sun had only just climbed to a respectable height outside. He stretched and twisted, allowing his bare body to absorb all the pleasure it could from the mere act of being.

		As his thoughts spun downward, mirroring the swirl of water and hair from the shower, he found an image floating before him, the glimpse of himself in the mirror that had so startled him earlier no more recognizable.

		In that reflection, he saw himself smaller, an altered version of his form that stood a solid foot shorter than Steven's natural height. His hair was longer on one side, shaved on the other, swept over at the center part until it covered half his face and left the other bare. His face, too, had changed, narrower, with higher cheekbones that gave his features an arrow-like point. His body was thinner, his waist narrowed until it suggested femininity without declaring it, his chest defined by two small, pert breasts that pointed upward in a gentle curve, punctuated by long, hard nipples. The only part of him that remained in this mirror image was his cock, which was likewise thinner and pale, but still there, still functional.

		As darkness took him, Steven smiled, and, should anyone have been in the room as Steven passed into unconsciousness, they would have seen a peaceful, almost beatific look on his face.

		

		

		It was all wrong. Everything in her closet, all the clothes folded neatly in her drawers, it was as though they had been purcahsed and placed there by a different person.  With few exceptions when she was examining the drawer that held her hose and tights, almost nothing in her wardrobe satisfied the anxious need that ruled her thoughts.  She had made herself up as best she could, though much of her makeup was useless to her now, too.  When she paused to look at herself in the bureau mirror, she was pleased with the job she had done.  Her face was pale, now, the white foundation painted on to give her a ghostly complexion, starker thanks to the thick black eye shadow and liner that combined to give her a smoky, cat-eye appearance.  Her lips were another story, as no shade in her current library of colors was nearly dark enough.  Still, the lip-liner was suitable, so she had framed her lips with precise, black lines.  

		Standing nude before the mirror, freshly cleaned after she spent much of the day with her fingers inside her, exploring her body in a way that had made her feel dirty before, she ran the back of her hand between her full breasts, her nipples small and taut against the pale skin.  She understood, finally, the need to treat her body as the temple it was.  Though scripture had suggested care of it, she had misinterpreted the deeper meaning.  While the Alexis of before was consumed with thoughts of purity, even selecting a diet that would reflect her belief in the holy origin of her fleshy vessel, she had come to a realization.  Yes, her body was a temple, but it was a temple worth adorning, a temple of pleasure and celebration of earthly delights.  Before, she had barely considered her vagina beyond the need for its bloody maintenance, certainly uninterested in the use of this most sacred of bodily features as a source of joy.  Now, she knew what joy it could bring her and others.

		Unexpectedly, it was Steven she thought of when her fingers found the perfect rhythm to light the fuse on another orgasm.  He had been friendly with her, and she supposed she saw a look in his eyes on occasion that suggested his interest in her was more than friendly, but she dismissed this as another aspect of the inherent sinfulness of boys.  Yet, in these visions of Steven, he was changed somehow, in a manner that Alexis could not reconcile with the boy she knew.  She only knew that she desired him, and that was enough for her body, so much more aware of itself now, to yearn for him.

		Frustrated, she decided she would be unable to dress herself in a manner that befit her changed outlook, but she would have to venture out at some point.  Maybe do some shopping, maybe even drop by Steven's house and see if he was still partial to those longing, sinful looks she vaguely recalled.

		With a sigh, she drew a pair of plain white panties up her slender legs, wiggling as they settled against her core.  She found a matching bra, twisting before the mirror to see herself in profile, admiring the way the bra pressed her breasts together, carving a deep valley between.  In the back of her closet she found the black dress she'd worn only once to a distant relative's funeral.  It was the darkest dress she owned, and she liked the straight cut of the dress across her chest, offering just a glimpse of her cleavage.  Before she stepped into it, she found a pair of black tights she had worn with the dress, and shivered as her pale legs disappeared beneath the dark fabric.  She stood once they were on, encouraged by the look.  Not perfect, not by a long shot, but this was so much better.  She tilted her head as she admired her legs in the black tights, unable to shake the feeling that they were maddeningly near perfection, yet eluded her along with the ingredient that would elevate them to what she knew they could be.  When her eyes flitted over the sewing kit on the nearby table, her eyes stopped on the scissors.  Yes, that was it.

		In no time, she had cut long horizontal lines in the material, especially across her thighs, giving the tights a tattered appearance and providing a glimpse of Alexis' fair skin beneath them.  Now she was able to step into the black dress, a plain affair that fell across her legs mid-thigh.  It was the dress of an adult child, almost prurient in the cleanliness of the dress's lines.  

		The shoes bought with the dress were fitting enough, black Mary Janes with enough heel to lift and shape Alexis' legs, but they served only as the best choice among bad ones.  The urge to get out, to shop, was unbearable.  She needed to look right, and only by seeing herself in the twilight state between what she had been and what she must become could she cement what those needs were.  She briefly contemplated the jewelry she kept in the wooden bowl on the bureau, but it was too plain for her - simple pearls and gold studs.  She added another item to the shopping list and leaned forward to examine the eye shadow one last time.  She blinked hard once as she took in the change to her eyes, grown lighter than she could recall.  The previous blue was there, but now remained only as darker flecks against a pale background.  They were corpse-like in a way. They were almost perfect.

		

		There were two malls in town, which Alexis thought of as "The Mall" and "The Old Mall."  The Old Mall was on the side of town nearest the river, a once-bustling area of town near the college that still boasted the best local dining, as long as you weren't looking for elegance.  The Old Mall had been abandoned by the larger department stores, the anchor stores, and most of the spaces in the shopping center stood empty or, more ominously, had metal gates pulled down to shield the world from an empty room and a smattering of loose plastic or shelving left behind when the previous business closed.  The only shops that remained were niche stores catering to the college crowd's varied tastes.  What drew Alexis here was a store tucked in the back corner of the mall where a Sears had once been the focus.  Now, a used video game store and Mad Hatter's were all that remained, each opposite the other.  

		Alexis nearly swooned when she entered Mad Hatter's and the sounds of late '90s industrial music filled her head and the sights of clothing, posters, jewelry, and accessories of all kinds danced before her eyes.  Behind the glass counter, a girl from the college sat behind the cash register, glancing up with a practiced expression of disinterest.  Alexis felt a twinge in her belly, a spark of lust at the girl's appearance.  

		The girl's hair was pulled back, beads separating the rows of hair that were drawn back on her head.  In addition to the unusual style, the girl's hair was an electric blue color that highlighted her artificially pale skin, her narrow eyebrows drawn on with a dark pencil, her eyes hollow-looking thanks to the eyeshadow that adorned her lids.  Her lips were a glossy black, and Alexis knew that was the proper color for her own, the only question being whether she would kiss the color from the girl or buy her own.  The former notion was leading the charge.  

		"Help you?" the girl asked from her seat, her dark eyes barely visible over the ancient-looking cash register on the counter.

		"I need-" Alexis began and paused.  She laughed a little, thinking of all she needed to complete the image of herself that was now burned in her mind.  As she approached the counter, her hips swinging in a seductive tick-rock that drew a raise of the eyebrows from the shopgirl, she formed a new plan.  Fun first, then shopping.

		"What?" the girl asked, shifting uncomfortably as Alexis drew near.  

		"You're really hot, you know that?" Alexis said with a crooked grin.  The old her, still vocal, though distant, called from within to scold Alexis for what she was even thinking, much less about to do.  

		"Thanks," the girl replied, but the way the word listed up at the end made it more of a question.  "You shouldn't be back here," she added as Alexis turned the corner of the counter, standing immediately before the girl.

		From this vantage, Alexis could make out the details of the girl's ensemble, and it drove her near-mad.  From the tattered fishnets that led to chunky black boots, the tight black mini that contained the girl's hips, to the black bustier barely concealed beneath a sheer black wrap, every bit of the girl called to Alexis.   It was both a siren call of belonging, knowing that this was the look, the kind of person Alexis wanted - no needed - to be, and a declaration of lust.   She wanted to feel this girl's body, to let her fingertips feel the skin of her thighs beneath the fishnets, to taste the blend of the girl's skin and the makeup that drained it of color.

		"I need you to help me," Alexis whispered, so close now.  She could feel the heat of the girl, sense the confusion evident on her face like an electrical current between them.

		"Look, I don't know what you're on or whatever, but-"

		The last words were swallowed as Alexis leaned in and pressed her lips to the girl's, her hand wrapping around the girl's braided hair to hold her mouth tight to her own.  She felt a tension, the slightest resistance, before the girl relaxed into the kiss, then ventured further to slide her tongue over Alexis' lips.  

		"Do you have a back room?" Alexis asked when the kiss finally broke, and a quick swipe of her tongue earned the unfamiliar taste of the girl on her lips.  The fact she did not know the stranger's name added to the thrill, and it occurred only absently to Alexis that her prized virginity was about to be offered up to a stranger and, more than that, a girl.  The old Alexis howled in the cavernous expanse of that banished part of herself before growing silent.

		The girl nodded and stood on shaky legs, taking Alexis' hand and pulling her to the back of the store.  A tall red door led to a storeroom where boxes were piled around a punch-clock.  To the left was an office, lined by windows on three sides to eliminate privacy.  Alexis had no fear of being caught with the girl, nor did she care if a third joined in.  Whatever effect she had on the girl could be extended to another, she was sure.  

		Once safely behind the door, the girl turned and leaned up on the toes of her boots to meet Alexis' mouth once more, their tongues finding one another before their lips.  Alexis' arms slid around the stranger, feeling for the clasps that held the bustier in place.  As her fingers performed their magic, Alexis leaned back to offer her exposed neck to the girl, who licked and kissed along the warm flesh.  When the last hook released, Alexis spread the bustier like dark wings behind the girl, who took a step back to free herself, the sheer wrap falling away from her neck and shoulders with the form-fitting corset.  

		Alexis admired the girl's body, thin and high-breasted, both nipples pierced by a reflective silver bar.  The sight of it inspired another entry on Alexis' ever-growing shopping list.  Seeing the hard steel decorating the girl's body, Alexis grew more excited, her thoughts simple but fevered (need!  want!).  She wrapped her mouth over the pierced nipple, her tongue playing around the edges of it.  While the girl's hands roamed Alexis' body, cupping then squeezing Alexis' larger breasts, Alexis slipped her own adventurous hands under the tight skirt, kneading the girl's well-toned ass beneath.  At the sound of the girl's whimpering pleasure, Alexis met her mouth again, sucking at her pierced tongue, another addition for Alexis' future inventory.

		It was only when the girl stepped away to push down the black mini, stepping out of it to reveal the tops of the stay-up fishnets and the bare, hairless folds that awaited her touch that Alexis stopped.  The sight of the girl's nudity pleased Alexis, but she found herself backing away, suddenly disinterested in chasing a climax brought about by the girl.

		"Get dressed," she heard herself say.  "I need some things."

		

		It was dark when Steven awoke, and he had the disorienting sensation of waking when he had no precise idea of the time.  It could be the wee early hours of the morning or just after sundown.  The only thing he knew for certain was that he felt magnificent, better than he had ever felt before.  He felt... pretty.  The word stuck in his head, a foreign idea, but he found it suited him and quickly adopted it as his mantra.  He should look pretty, shouldn't he?

		He swung his legs over the side of the bed, pausing to admire them.  They were slender, petite, smooth to the touch, just as they should be.  When he bent to feel them, and oh did they feel amazing under his fingers, he noticed, too, that his hands were small, with slim fingers that terminated in long nails.  He lifted one hand before his face and swiveled it, examining the feminine, dainty appendage.  

		As the sheets slipped away from him, Steven stood, curling his toes in the carpet and resting his hands on his flat belly.  Moving to the bathroom, he could feel the swing of his hips, the sensation of being smaller, his center of gravity shifted.  He nearly shrieked when he turned the light on in the bathroom, confronting a face in the mirror that was at once foreign and so familiar.

		Staring back at him was the figure he'd seen before, though this was no flitting image that he half-remembered like a dream.  No, this was him, he could tell by the way the image raised its hands to touch the high cheekbones of his face, to touch the side of his scalp that was shaved down to mere stubble, to let the hair on the other half of his head drift through his fingers.  He tilted his head, catching a glint of metal and he saw that his right nostril was pierced.

		There was a bristle of alarm, a tingle along the back of his neck that told him this was different, somehow, that this was not the Steven he remembered, but he tried to reach back into that vault of memory and found only memories of himself as he saw it now.  

		He recalled the teasing in school from when he was a child, when he had been in grade school and been ridiculed for his slim build, for his penchant for the more feminine side of life.  Forward to middle school, when he had first learned how good women's clothes felt on his skin, and how puberty had struck and left him nearly as he was now - with secondary female characteristics to be sure, but also with the member that still dangled between his legs.  It wasn't until he met Alexis that he thought life could ever approach something like normalcy.  It was in her bedroom he had first confessed his secret, and she had placed her hand on his swelling crotch, delighted at his trust in her and the beauty she saw in him.

		All through high school, he had been called the worst kinds of names - hermaphrodite, sissy, freak.  But Alexis stood by his side, encouraging him to be himself.  Herself, really.  After years of being afraid to define himself, with Alexis' help he'd made the declaration that he would be a woman... only with a little added fun.  It was then, he remembered, that he had first called himself Raven and had left behind thoughts of being a man.

		Raven blinked as the memories washed over her, and she nearly staggered with the weight of the life that was at once so familiar and so foreign. A war waged within her, but only for a moment. In seconds, the memories of herself supplanted those of the Steven-of-before, leaving in its wake a patchwork of still-fresh memories. Raven closed her eyes, took a breath, and opened her wide brown eyes again. She leaned toward her reflection, tilting her head curiously a she tried to place the discomfort she felt, a fading sensation, but real nonetheless. The round, doe-like eyes that stared back made her feel better, more herself.

		Retreating from the bathroom, Raven looked over her room, finding it in that strange limbo of familiar and strange, but she could place every decoration, every piece of furniture. The frilly bedspread that had been such a point of contention with her parents, especially her father, who had rebelled when Raven announced her decision to live fully as a woman. To Raven's father, one dick meant masculinity. Or the bureau with its tall mirror and the multi-colored plastic beads hanging from the left corner, beads she'd told her parents had been given to all those who went on the school trip to Mobile and the Mardi Gras celebration, but the truth was more salacious. At Alexis' urging, Raven had lifted her Cure tee and exposed her small-but-well-shaped breasts to the boys riding through the street in convertibles, handfuls of beads flying outward like colorful projectiles. Raven had felt perfect that day, admired and attractive. When Alexis kissed her later, the first time on the mouth, Raven knew she loved Alexis.

		She could hear her parents moving downstairs and realized it must still be evening, as her parents were given to sleeping early. She liked to joke with Alexis that her parents had to go to bed early to make the morning buffets, but the reality was colder. Her parents simply didn't know how to relate to a girl like Raven, and that's why she was doubly thankful for Alexis. There were so many people like her all alone, but she would never be, not so long as Alexis stayed by her side.

		The relative age of the evening, just past seven Raven saw by the clock on her night stand, meant that she could still find Alexis, snuggle into her arms and, if history was any judge, find some time to frolic in the altogether for a bit.

		Inspired by the thought, Raven dressed, already imagining her lover in her arms.

		

		The bell jingled, but Magda didn't stir from her pensive pose on her stool. Her earlier encounter with Riley - or what had become of Riley - had shaken her to her core. Mother Lottie was little consolation, though offered explanation enough. If she was correct, Magda was evidencing powers she had always possessed, now free to express themselves. Worse, it seemed as if these newfound powers could act independently of her conscious intentions, though could easily be traced back to a moment of anger or sense of justice.

		Riley was a wake-up call, though. This was a person, after all, a human being whose life she had forever changed the course of. Actually, she felt certain that a powerful enough magic could change the past, too, which meant Riley's friends and family would never see him (her!) as anything other than the final product of her transformation. Which brought Magda to the girl and her friend...

		"You have to help me," she heard someone say, stirring her from her thoughts. She gasped when she saw the girl before her, and, for a moment, Magda wondered if she hadn't simply conjured her whole from the ether.

		Where the girl, Alexis, had once been a poodle skirt away from 1950s chic, she was now a weird funhouse reflection of her former self. Gone were the long skirt and sweater meant to hide the best views of the girl's body, and in their stead the girl had adopted a "sexy Goth" look. She tottered on black patent ankle boots, nearly four-inch heels causing her shapely legs to tighten and lengthen, while ripped black tights led to a tight black microskirt, two silver-studded belts criss-crossed over her hips. Her belly was bare, and Magda spied a silver Celtic cross dangling from a navel piercing. When her eyes rose to the half-top the girl wore, the very white lace bra visible beneath, offering a hazy view of her bounteous chest, Magda realized she'd inspired the girl to a brazen sexuality.

		'Damn sex witch,' she scolded herself. 'I have to be more careful.'

		If the outfit was outrageous, the pale foundation and black makeup the girl wore told her this was no passing fancy. She was being changed from the inside out, and Magda had no way to stop it. As she watched, Alexis' cheek dimpled, as if depressed by an invisible finger, and a swirl of silver filled the dimple until it hardened into a small steel ball, another piercing, this time on Alexis' cheek, and Magda had seen it form from thin air before her very eyes.

		"Please," Alexis said again, thicker this time, and Magda could spy a metal stud gracing the center of the girl's tongue now. "You have to do something."

		"Come with me," Magda said, rounding the counter and taking the girl by the wrist, leading her past the two customers that milled about the toy aisle and into the back room. Alexis shuffled behind, pausing when she caught the eye of one of the men browsing the adult toys, a mid-forties workman in a flannel shirt and dirty jeans, mud caked on the tops of his tan boots. His eyes shot up to take in the dark-clad beauty and Alexis felt an immediate response to his need, and she dropped him a slow wink full of promise.

		"Come on," Magda said, giving her victim a quick jerk to distract her from thoughts of lust.

		"I can't stop it," Alexis said when they were alone. "It's like I'm..." She shifted on her tall heels, screwing up her mouth as she said the word. "...horny all the time, but I can't seem to finish with anyone. I get turned off."

		Magda tapped her lips, staring at the girl, who admittedly looked like alt-sex poured into the top and skirt.

		"Your friend. What was his name?"

		"Steven," she said. "Do you think something's happened to him, too?"

		"I'd be surprised if it hadn't. I said something to you both. What was it...?"

		"You said we were made for each other."

		"That's it!" Magda exclaimed, her momentary joy at solving the mystery drained by the realization she hadn't just cast a spell. She'd cursed them. "I know what I'm going to ask is going to be hard, but if you want to get back to normal, or whatever version of normal you were living before, you have to do exactly what I say. Do you understand?"

		Alexis nodded, and Magda found herself cupping the girl's cheeks, offering a sympathetic expression. Contact with the girl's skin gave her a little charge, and suddenly Magda was fighting the urge to lean in and kiss the girl. A flash of precognition struck Magda, images of lifting the girl's arms and the very tight, semi-sheer top with them, burying her face in the soft valley between her breasts, bending with her until they were on the floor, their mouths pressed together as their limbs tangled with one another.

		"What are you doing?" Alexis asked, and Magda realized her lips were inches from the girl's.

		"Sorry. Looks like I'm not immune to my own magic. Look, you have to stay away from people. For whatever reason, I seem to have given you not just a desire for a different wardrobe, but you turn on anyone around you. You have to go home and stay there until I can figure this out. And under no circumstances are you to have any contact with Steven. If the two of you are together, you could seal your fates. Whatever you are now, you'll always be that. Do you understand me?"

		Alexis nodded. "There's nothing you can do?"

		The way her lips curled around the words drove Magda hurtling toward another round of imagined scenarios, her tongue against Alexis', the texture of her tongue stud pressing against the comparatively smooth heat of Magda's, then lower, licking along her pale belly until...

		"When will you know?"

		"What?" Magda asked, taking a step away from the unwitting seductress, her cheeks flushed.

		"When will you know how to fix it?"

		"Just give me a day. Come back to the shop before your class tomorrow. I'll see what I can do. And remember, absolutely no contact with Steven."

		"Raven," Alexis corrected, then wrinkled her nose. "Why would I call Steven Raven?"

		"Just stay away from him," Magda repeated.

		Magda saw the girl to her car, again fighting the urge to kiss her before she left. In the future, she'd have to ask Mother Lottie how to immunize herself from her own spells. For now, she needed Mother Lottie concentrated on something else, though. She could reverse the spell, she thought.

		'Raven,' she thought absently. 'Why did she call Steven Raven?'

		

		

		Alexis managed to bypass her parents, horrified at the thought of her father and mother finding her in this state, and, worse, responding to her the way everyone else seemed to. While her own mind was a battlefield of differing thoughts and desires, the rest of the world accepted all-too-quickly as this lusty dark girl.  She crept past the living room where they were watching some show about rich wives and made it to the foot of the stairs without incident.  She gripped the stair rail until her knuckles turned white, waiting for another in a long line of inappropriate urges to pass.  For a moment, she had wanted to parade into the living room, to stand before the television and spread her arms wide, let her powers of arousal draw her parents to her, let them worship her body.

		When the desire passed, Alexis managed to make it up the stairs, sealing herself in her bedroom.  She was shocked by the change in decor, the room reflecting her new penchant for the darker corners of life.  Whatever was happening to her was happening across her life, erasing what she had been and replacing it with something new.  Part of her celebrated, whispered to her that soon there would be no more need to resist or remember, and she would finally be free to savor the promise of her new philosophy.

		She fell back onto her bed, staring up at a black-lit concert poster with very sad Euro-rockers huddled together on a sidewalk in a burned-out neighborhood.  She reflexively reached to her right to find her iPod and headphones, slipping them in her ears and closing her eyes to the sound of computer-enhanced guitar licks and lonely keyboards.  She barely registered the presence of another in her room until she felt the edge of her bed sink.

		She bolted upright, ripping the ear buds away.  'Raven!' she thought and shivered with a flood of new memories.  Suddenly, she could recollect days spent in Raven's bedroom or her own, talking and whispering, laughing and divulging their deepest secrets.  And, behind these memories, a more insistent knowledge that promised all her confusion would end if she would give in.  After all, she and Raven belonged together.

		She felt an immediate attraction to Steven-turned-Raven, as well. Beyond the general arousal she had suffered all day, Raven represented her own desires in a more obvious manner. Her skirt, a wispy and lace black ballet skirt, ended high on her thin thighs, revealing the black-and-white leggings that ringed her legs. Her top was a simple black tee, ripped to show the cups of her bra if she bent just right. Alexis had an overwhelming urge to climb into her arms and lose herself in that embrace.

		"You have to go," Alexis managed, dizzy from the shift in her reality.  "I talked to the lady from The Toy Chest.  She says she can fix us."

		"Fix us?"  Raven's quizzical tilt of the head was almost comical, if the blank look Raven gave her didn't indicate to Alexis the utter lack of her former friend behind the wide brown eyes.  "What's wrong with us?"

		"You don't remember anything?" Alexis asked, rolling away from this crazily familiar stranger in her bedroom.  She found her feet and backed against the wall where vinyl records were nailed to the wall in a collage.

		"I remember everything, Lex.  What's wrong with you?"

		Raven raised from the bed, circling the corner as she approached.  The look on her face broke Alexis' heart, the impending rejection Raven had suffered from every other person she knew evident on her face.  It was heartbreaking for Alexis to imagine herself counted in their number.  She loved Raven after all, or at least this version of her loved Raven.  The other inside her recognized Steven somewhere inside this smaller frame, though it was difficult given the drastic change.  It seemed so much more natural to accept her as she was, to submit and simply hug her.

		"I think we should take a night away from each other, that's all.  I don't feel very good."  It seemed as good an excuse as any, and Alexis held her arms up in a warding gesture.  "Maybe I'm coming down with something and I don't want you to get it."

		Raven paused in her pursuit of Alexis, the confused and hurt look on her face deepening to a near-depression.

		"But we belong together," Raven said, her voice cracking.

		"I know, but..."

		And she was crying.  Alexis felt her body go weak as her friend - her lover in this new world - buried her head in her hands and sat heavily on the edge of the bed, almost close enough for Alexis to touch her, comfort her.  

		"I'm sorry," Raven said through her hands, the first droplets of her tears squeezing between her fingers, "I feel so stupid crying in front of you like this.  I just...  I felt so strange today and I told myself I just had to get to you and everything would be okay."

		Alexis briefly resisted the urge to go to her, to wrap an arm around Raven's shoulders and hold her close, but both versions of her, the prudish girl from before and the sexually adventurous side that had reared itself both joined in a chorus to remind Alexis this was, after all, her friend, no matter the form. She cast thoughts of sex far from her mind and firmed her resolve, then moved to her friend on the bed and sat. At her touch, Raven buried her thin face against Alexis' bosom, her arm reaching across Alexis' body to hold her close.

		"I'm sorry," Raven whispered, her voice muffled by Alexis' top, which grew damp with Raven's tears. When her friend looked up, Alexis could see the flow of tears had stopped now.

		"It's okay," Alexis said softly, "I'm here for you. No matter what."

		Raven nodded against her, ruffling the too-tight top. "We belong together," she said.

		Raven lifted her head and looked into Alexis' eyes, so pale now, exotic in their transparency, highlighting her equally pale face. The need in her eyes, coupled with the fear Alexis detected there, erased the last bit of will for Alexis to send the girl away. When Raven leaned up, Alexis met her lips and their kiss - at once soft and tender, bending to passion and need - followed them as they reclined together on the bed, their legs dangling over the side.

		Alexis broke the kiss first, stroking Raven's hair where it tumbled to the side, admiring the softness of her skin. When she looked in her innocent eyes, so trusting and full of uncompromising love, Alexis lost the urge to preserve her old life, to steal from herself and Raven the purity of their love for one another. They were, just as Magda said, made for one another.

		"I love you," Raven said, and the weak tone suggested the fear she felt in uttering the words.

		"I love you, too," Alexis replied, and she knew she meant it. When they kissed again, their bodies turned to one another, slowly creeping onto the top of the bed until they were safely in one another's arms.

		A final warning fired from the depths of Alexis' mind, screaming, "What about Riley?! What about Steven?!"

		She found she no longer cared. She wanted this, needed to be loved this way. She took a long breath and offered her surrender to the universe.

		'I want this,' she said to whomever may listen to such thoughts, 'I love her and I want to be with her forever.'

		Raven's closeness had transitioned from the eager need for comfort to something more sensual, her lips playing at the hollow of Alexis' neck. Alexis held her close, tilting her head back to allow the girl's mouth to explore and play. She allowed her hands to ease down Raven's back until she passed over the flared and lacy skirt, finding the bare skin above her striped stockings, sighing happily as her hands felt the toned muscle under the soft, smooth skin. When she squeezed, gently, Raven responded with a throaty moan that inspired her to continue.

		Alexis rolled until she was atop her lover, leaning back as she straddled her waist. She lifted the semi-sheer top and tossed it haphazardly to the side of the bed, revealing her porcelain skin, marred only by the overflowing bra. She made a move to remove that, too, but Raven held her hands and shook her head with a lascivious smile. Alexis dropped her hands to the side in a gesture of compliance as Raven unclasped her bra, caressing the skin creased by the tight straps. Alexis' hips began to rock against Raven, and she knew whatever magic she had been imbued with was thick in the room, charting Raven's desire by the slow, growing pressure she felt growing beneath her.

		Alexis lifted Raven's skirt until it revealed her black-and-white striped panties, the bulge pushing them away from her waist like a delicious promise waiting to be revealed. Unlike the girl at Mad Hatter's or even the witch, Magda, the thought of Raven's cock did not distress or distract her, instead driving her mad with need. She found the memory of their trysts, and Alexis could recall their mouths eager to taste one another, but it had never gone this far. She no longer considered what before-Alexis had or had not experienced. That girl was gone, had been doomed to irrelevance as soon as she kissed her friend. Now, the consummation of their love was at hand, and Alexis desperately tried to restrain herself, if only to keep from frightening Raven with her immediate and hungry desire for the girl.

		While Raven's mouth was fixed on Alexis' pink-tipped breast, Alexis freed her shaft from its bikini-cut prison, gasping as she felt the heat of it press against her inner thigh.

		"Get these off," she said, half-laughing, as Raven assisted her in pulling free her own black lace underwear.

		Straddling Raven once more, she felt her rod between their bodies, guiding it with her hand until the tip pressed against her folds, already glistening with anticipation. Alexis couldn't suppress a grin at the moan of relief Raven exuded when the tip pushed more firmly against the wet flesh, then entered Alexis. Their hands now found one another, fingers entwining as Alexis threw her head back and rolled her hips into the slow rhythm Raven struck. She could feel, for the first time, hot flesh within her, then a twinge of pain as her hymen stretched and tore. The sting of it was replaced as Raven's cock pushed deeper still until she experienced a fullness she had never imagined, the muscles of her canal tightening and releasing against the shaft within her.

		Their pace picked up, Raven lifting her hips as Alexis pressed down, finding the deepest penetration between them possible. Looking down at her lover, Alexis noted the blue snake tattoo that had both just appeared and had been on Raven's belly since a trip to Mexico with their Junior class. The wealth of memories they shared, the carnal lust for one another, both combined as each found the tide of their pleasure rising until neither could do more than call out in incoherent bliss.

		When Raven came, an odd sensation of extra heat flowing into Alexis, they froze as one, their bodies tensed against one another, squeezing every second out of their union together. They collapsed into one another, bodies slick with sweat, lips coming together even as Raven's cock shrank and slipped from Alexis, stained a light pink by the blood of her hymen.

		Alexis stroked Raven's hair, staring into her impossibly kind eyes. "Thank you," she whispered.

		"For what?" Raven punctuated the question with another tender kiss placed on her lover's shoulder.

		"For being you," Alexis whispered.  

		They held one another through the night, only waking again in the early morning to escort Raven surreptitiously from the house before the dawn broke and raised more questions than Alexis cared to answer.  Slowly opening the front door, lifting the handle to avoid the tendency of the door to squeak, Alexis followed Raven onto the dark front porch. The neighborhood, suburban and weary, slept.  They kissed quickly, but not without affection, and Raven stepped from the porch to the sidewalk.

		"Hey," Alexis said, a little louder than she intended, "I think I told the owner of The Toy Chest I'd come by before class."

		"How come?" Raven said, pausing, appreciating the way the moonlight made Alexis' pale face shine so brightly.

		"I dunno.  You want to come with me?"

		"Of course," Raven said with a smile, making her way to her car.  Then she paused, looking back at Alexis before the front door shut against her.  "You never know, we may find something fun!"

		

		Alexis made it to Psychology ahead of Raven, who had to part ways after The Toy Chest to retrieve her car.  For the life of her, Alexis could not remember why it was such a big deal for her to go by the store before class in the first place, but she sensed it was something that needed to be done.

		The store owner, a woman named Magda, looked positively stunned to see her and Raven enter the store this morning, but they'd exchanged pleasantries and she and Raven had browsed in the toy aisle for a few minutes.  Alexis teased her lover with a magazine full of girls with that something extra Raven hid under her billowy black silk skirt, but Raven knew as well as Alexis how much the girl fantasized about the cock and the gloriously feminine body of its owner.  Alexis was already counting the minutes before the day was done and they could be alone again.  In fact, it was just that she wanted to discuss with Raven, if she ever decided to show up for class.

		She was ready to give up on her - Raven could be flighty when she wanted to be - when she heard the rustle of fabric behind her and Raven came over the back of the auditorium seat and plopped into the hard plastic chair beside her.  

		"That was dramatic," Alexis laughed, silenced by a quick kiss from her friend.

		"Sorry I'm running late, there was something I wanted to tell you..."

		"Wait, I want to go before you."

		"Okay," Raven said, tentative.  Too many years of rejection and name-calling had tempered her optimism and made her expect the worst.

		"I was thinking about last night and how wonderful it was.  I was thinking-"

		"Alexis!"

		Alexis turned to find Riley coming down the long steps of the auditorium, dressed, as usual, like she was five minutes late for a gangbang.

		"What do you want, Riley?"  This slut had the worst timing.  Still, she looked frantic, wide-eyed and panicked.

		"You remember me?  Oh, thank god!"

		Was she kidding?  The distant memory of Riley teasing Raven when she had first  started wearing makeup came back to Alexis and she felt her lip curl in a dark snarl.

		"Of course I remember you.  You're the biggest skank on campus.  You're practically famous, if you go by the men's room walls."

		"Jealous, you pasty bitch?" 

		Inexplicably, the blond bimbo clapped her hand to her mouth, her eyes going big and round. She was squeezed into impossibly tight clothes meant to show off her tan, curvy body. Alexis could admit she was attractive in a breezy, popular way, but the deep blue of her eyes suggested that the brain was temporarily out of service.

		"I'm so sorry, Alexis.  I mean do you remember me before?  Not me like this?"

		"What has gotten into you?  You're the same as you ever were.  At least since high school."  Alexis straightened in her chair, detecting real fear behind the typically-dim girl's eyes.  "Are you okay, Riley?  Are you on something?"

		"Hey, babe!" a voice called from behind them.  Alexis turned with Riley to see Grant approaching, another in a long succession of student athletes Riley had been tied to in campus gossip.

		"These girls bothering you?" he asked, gesturing dismissively at Alexis and Raven.

		"You need to get a hold of your whore," Alexis fired at the bo, "She's freaking out."

		"I'd hit you if you were a guy, you know that?"

		Alexis gave him a sardonic grin.  "Ditto."

		And then they were gone, Riley looking back furtively as Grant pulled her away.

		"What was that all about?" Raven asked, leaning close to Alexis' ear.

		"Who cares.  Back to what's important.  You."

		Raven blushed, and the girlish manner in which she was so easily embarrassed by the simplest affection made Alexis' heart tighten.

		"I was thinking about last night and I thought... well, what do you think about getting a place of our own?  Something close to campus maybe, and..."

		Raven's tentative smile flowered into something bright and contagious.  She bent and dug through her purse, which was the size of a small knapsack.  She rose again, a brochure in hand.

		"It's why I was late," she said.  "Great minds and all that."

		They opened the brochure, floor plans for a nearby apartment complex.  In her mind, Alexis was already decorating.

		

		Magda sat alone in the storeroom, the front door locked and the sign hanging from the adhesive flipped to read 'CLOSED.'  She had reconciled herself with the idea that Alexis and her friend were beyond redemption at this point, and she took some satisfaction in knowing they were, at least, happy together.  She'd been able to tell that much from the giggling manner of speaking with one another.  Riley, on the other hand, had struggled.  Still, she, too, had grown to accept and even embrace the changes in her.  It was remarkable how reality bent to accommodate Magda's curses.  She felt truly powerful, capable of anything her imagination could conceive, and that though frightened her more than anything.

		She sat in the center of the pentagram formed by a series of small candles, the wax dribbled down the side to mar the otherwise smooth surfaces of the lights.  She took a steadying breath and began whispering an incantation, one given to her from Mother Lottie in hopes of wrangling her power into obeying her wishes and not finding the nearest available target that Magda's subconscious decided was in need of alteration.  

		Her eyes closed, Magda did not see the candle flames waver and grow tall, nor did she see the light green vapor that swirled around the rough circle, teasing along Magda's skin before sliding into her open nose and mouth.

		Her eyes opened quickly as she felt the tickle of some foreign energy invade her lungs, the fire of the mist burning as it found its way into her bloodstream, permeating her every cell.  Should someone have been in a place to witness the rite, they would have seen her eyes glowing a bright green before Magda's head lowered to the floor again.  Her shoulders shook with a panting breath as the intrusive energy consumed her.  

		The flames glowed brighter, then disappeared altogether, leaving Magda alone in the dark room.  As she lifted her head once more, her eyes retained a soft green glow, the blink of her lids creating an odd green strobe effect.  She stood, examining her hand as if it belonged to a stranger.  She could feel this new power coursing through her, unaware of its potential or effects.  She only knew, with utter certainty, that something had changed.  And Heaven help the next victim who crossed her.
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		Riley couldn't quite remember the details of his conversation with Magda, only that it had ended well for both of them. He stared at the road ahead, nearly home now, feeling strangely small in the Charger. While it had always been a great car, sporty and fun, it somehow didn't seem quite... him. Actually, everything felt a little off, but his newfound peace assured him it would all be fine. He just needed rest, that's all. In no time, he'd be feeling his old self again, maybe finally ask Alexis out on a date.

		He winced as a bolt of lightning tore through his mind, and was gone. Wait, what had he been thinking about Alexis? She was cute and all, in a dark and sad kind of way, but she wasn't in Riley's league, not by a long shot. Playing with her might be fun, but a steady thing? Not hardly. She didn't have quite what Riley was looking for, and that thought elicited a light giggle.

		Once home, Riley wasted no time in mounting the stairs, ignoring a greeting from his mother and a strange stare from his sister, Deb, as they passed on the stairs. Deb was starting to fill out, but Riley would leave it to the parents to tell her what she should and shouldn't wear. If Riley had to talk to their mom about training bras, so did Deb.

		He paused at the top of the stairs and frowned. Training bras? He'd never worn a bra, much less one geared for preteen girls. Yet, he could remember that day, both of them sitting on the edge of his bed and his mother stammering her way through a conversation about the 'changes' Riley's body would go through. It was a tangible thing, as sure as his memory of his father talking to him about the dangers of getting a girl pregnant if he wasn't careful.

		It was as if the two memories had been superimposed over one another, alternate versions of the same moment in his life, and he could not tell which was the genuine memory anymore. They were both blurry and faded into and out of one another until his head was aching again. He had to get to bed, to sleep. Somehow, he knew one good night's sleep would sort it all out for him.

		Rushing into his room and locking the door behind him, Riley shed his clothes in a disorderly pile on the white shag carpet, easing himself beneath the covers and curling up in fetal warmth.

		The smoothness and lightness of his body again aroused him, and he found himself twisting and stretching beneath the comforter, enjoying the caress of the cool sheets on his flesh. His hand eased between his legs and ran over his flaccid penis, which offered little pleasure at its manipulation. Instead, his fingers rubbed either side of it, and a sensual itch tickled beneath the skin, something that promised heat and damp pleasure. He writhed in the pleasure of his body and, when he reached up with one hand to pinch his quarter-sized nipple, he exploded with bliss.

		His cock, once more, had been left out of the party, but his new sensations were far more important to him... far more real. The tide of his arousal withdrew and he closed his eyes, a satisfied smile on his face.
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		The room wasn't his, nor could he recall ever having been inside it before. The curtains were a sheer white, drifting against the breeze that blew through the inch gap in the opening, filling the room with the smell of cut grass from somewhere. The floor was hardwood, the furniture a deep cherry oak to match, including a chest of drawers and vanity mirror and tall wardrobe. The bed was soft, and he could feel light sheets on top of him.

		When he tried to sit up, he found that his arms were bound to the bedposts to his left and right, his ankles similarly constricted by professional-grade handcuffs that rattled as he shifted his weight on the bed. His head throbbed, and he let it fall back onto the soft pillow beneath.

		"Hello?" he called out. "Help!"

		He could hear the sound of footfalls beyond the bedroom door and watched as it swung open, revealing Janessa wearing a worried expression. She crossed the room to the bed and brushed his short brown hair back from his forehead.

		"You're awake. The doctor said it might be another hour or two. You're a quick healer. That, as they say, bodes well."

		"Janessa, what are you doing?" he asked, rattling the cuffs. "Are you planning on kidnapping me? Look, I know hitting you was wrong, and I'm sorry, I really am, but you can't keep someone hogtied in your house. We are in your house, aren't we?"

		"We are in a house," she grinned and sat on the edge of the bed. "I still have some properties that haven't sold, yet. This one just won't sell. It's so out of the way from anything, no one can figure out what to do with it. But I always liked it. I think it's quaint."

		"Janessa, please..."

		"I acted rashly, no doubt about that, but you just made me so goddamned mad, Martin. But, in the midst of all that darkness, I saw the light. You were right. No one wants me, no normal guy like yourself, anyways. So, after you were knocked out and I had more time to think, I realized that we could both be happy, Martin. You just need a better perspective."

		"What perspective is that? You think I'm going to get some kind of Stockholm Syndrome or something if you keep me here long enough?"

		"Don't be silly, Martin," she said, and the light manner of her voice worried Martin far more than the handcuffs at that moment. "My father was a professor at Columbia, taught history, especially military history. What he really loved, though, were stories of Cold War experiments and secret CIA missions, all that espionage stuff."

		She idly ran her nails along his sheet-covered belly. Martin realized the sheets were satin, his favorite as she knew.

		"I liked hearing him tell stories about programs designed to make someone act and believe just how you wanted them to. If I'm being honest, those stories turned me on a little," she said, bending close to his ear, as if sharing a delightful secret. "So, I believe what we are going to do is find out if a person can be completely changed through modification. I reached out to some people my father knew, and they put me in touch with some of the old timers who still remember those programs. A couple of them even conducted these experiments."

		"What are you saying? You're going to make me love you?"

		Janessa kissed his cheek, even as he turned his head away from her.

		"No, Martin. I'm going to make you like me."

		Martin's confusion was writ large on his face, but Janessa answered nothing else, patting his stomach as she stood and crossed to the drawers where a makeshift medical table had been arranged. She prepared a syringe and returned to him, tapping the end with her forefinger as she depressed the plunger and a thin stream of clear liquid erupted from it.

		"What is that?"

		"Just something to keep you calm, Martin. The doctors I'm consulting with insisted you remain sedated until they arrive. Shouldn't be more than a day. In the meantime, it's a good time to catch up on some beauty sleep."

		"You're crazy. Someone will call the police. My friends knew I was going on a date and they'll find you."

		"I don't think so, Martin. One thing money affords is privacy, and I've made sure that all records of our date, at least anything that mentions my name, is gone. And by the time you leave this room, there will be very little of Martin Frist left."

		"Let me out of here!" he shouted, straining against the cuffs.

		"So loud," Janessa smiled. "But not for long."

		She stabbed the syringe into his forearm and depressed the plunger. Martin felt the sting of the syringe's contents injected into his skin and a warm tingling spread up his arm and through his whole body. His body sagged back onto the bed and the world turned gray and out of focus.

		Before the darkness took him completely, he felt Janessa's slender fingers caressing his cheek.
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		Derek was drenched with sweat when he returned home, his flannel shirt wet under the arms and at the small of his back. He'd been working construction all his life, scraping when the economy crashed, booming as it came back. He had traded a forty-hour-a-week employment for his own business, which meant longer hours, but he was master of his own domain. His father had been full of bad ideas, but controlling one's own fate, letting no one dictate what you can and can't do? That was one of his better notions.

		He nearly stumbled over the package when he mounted the steps to his front porch, the interior dark and empty now that Nicole had gone. It was a plain white package with a pink ribbon running lengthwise down the center, another offset sealing it around the sides. He assumed it was something Nicole had ordered when he picked it up, lifting the folded note attached addressed to him.

		'Derek,' it read, 'I'm hoping you were sincere when you said you would be willing to try anything to help yourself. In this box you will find the first steps to a wonderful change.'

		He tucked the box under his arm and entered the dark house, his curiosity piqued. He imagined the beautiful doctor at his doorstep and a scenario played out in his mind where he was home when she had delivered it, leading to a scene of the two of them in Derek's bed, his mouth on hers, her soft body beneath him.

		Grabbing a beer from the fridge, he tossed a frozen dinner in the microwave and opened the mysterious package. Tissue paper covered the contents and he ripped his way through the thin material until his hands found themselves wrapped in a silky fabric. When he lifted them, he realized that what he held was a pair of silken thigh high stockings. He frowned and dropped them on the table, digging deeper into the package for the promised note. Instead, he found a matching pair of panties.

		"What the hell?" he asked aloud. A last search discovered a small portable disk drive, the words 'Read Me' written in permanent marker across the length of it. Ignoring the microwave that beeped behind him, he took his beer to the study where the computer sat.

		He plugged the thumb drive into the pc and opened the folder. Inside, a text document was named 'Read Me,' just as the drive itself, and another file called HELP.EXE. He double-clicked on the text file and scanned the document.

		'Derek, thank you for reading this far. You're curious, I'm sure, why I've left women's clothing in a box on your doorstep. I was struck by something you said - that you had gotten some of your worst habits from your father, while you praised your mother's more gentle nature. Without knowing the details, it seems certain to me that you grew up in a home where you had to be strong under your father's tutelage. I would like to learn what of your mother's influence may lie under the surface. All you have to do is simply hold the stockings in your hand and then play the other file on this drive. We can discuss the feelings you have during this session at our next appointment. Best, Dr. Hayes.'

		Derek closed the file and sat staring at the screen. He frowned at the idea of sitting alone in the house, holding womens clothes in his hands while he watched a video, or whatever the hell Hayes had included. At the same time, he understood that Hayes held his fate in her hands. If she reported back to the judge - who was probably a dyke, a voice inside him called out - that he had not fulfilled his part in the counseling... he could wind up in jail, lose work, lose his home. He closed his eyes and sighed.

		"Fine," he told the dark house, and stood quickly, retrieving the stockings from the box. He made a round of the first floor, closing the windows lest anyone see him sitting behind the computer like that. His neighbors were chatty types, and he'd already been the recipient of several visits from the nosy old hag next door with her casseroles, a tuna-based subterfuge to find out all she could about what had really happened between Nicole and Derek after seeing the flashing blues of police outside their home weeks before.

		Secure in the knowledge he was alone, he finished his beer in a long swallow and sat down. He stretched the stockings between his hands, curling his fingers into the fabric. He gave himself a quick, resolute nod and double-clicked the file.

		FLASH!

		He blinked, the sudden intense color - a shockingly bright light pink - still floating before his eyes. When he focused again, he saw a black-and-white photo of a woman, maybe a secretary from the 1950s. She was smiling, sitting before a desk and typing. Behind it, lines swirled and turned. The image faded, replaced by another, this one a woman on a bed, pulling a stocking like the one he held in his hand up her leg, bunched at the knee as she unrolled it. Behind her, the image spun and swirled. Staring at it made it undulate, and he could feel his body sag in the chair as he stared at the screen.

		FLASH!

		This time, he blinked, but lazily, the color burning into his retinas. The picture of the woman dressing faded into another, a dark-haired beauty who looked over her shoulder behind her, smiling in nothing but her underwear - garters and stockings, panties, a bra that was only half-clasped. Then another image... and another... all of the photographs' subjects women in various stages of undress, but, to a one, they all wore similar lingerie, their bodies highlighted by the sheer stockings and satiny undergarments.

		FLASH!

		The spiral behind the images spun and spun, and Derek could feel a strange detachment as he watched. He lazily considered looking away and found that he had neither the strength nor the will to. He realized that a sound was playing, too, coming dimly from the small computer speakers, a pulsating tone coupled with a whispering voice that he could hear, but not understand.

		Finally, the last image faded away, a close-up of a woman's legs and hips, adorned by stockings and lace panties. The spiral faded, too, the sounds from his speakers whispering one last time, then gone.

		He blinked, sitting up in his chair, having slid down to his mid-back. He stretched his eyebrows up, widening his eyes to wake himself. His body tingled with a pleasant buzz, and he found himself rocking on his feet when he stood. Derek returned to the kitchen, suddenly aware that he hadn't actually eaten anything yet and pulled the food from the microwave. To his surprise, it was ice cold. He looked at the time on his phone, stunned to see that almost two hours had passed. More surprising, he realized that the stockings were still in his hands, only shifting from one to another when he was manipulating the microwave door.

		He replaced the stockings in the package and reheated his food, disconcerted by the whole-body buzz that lingered with him as he ate.

		When he slept, it was a deep sleep, and dreamless.
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